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Introduction

“Love and Scandal”, an exhibition featuring historical and contemporary selections from the Hart House Permanent Collection, was an experiment in a number of ways - it served as an opportunity for me to explore the possibility of curatorial practice as an educational tool, it gave me a chance to consider alternatives to traditional curatorial statements and it may have also offered a unique way for visitors to experience art galleries as social environments.

The following pages provide a casual look at “Love and Scandal” from its development to its outcomes as well as a few remarks about my overall experiences working on this exhibition, including various insights I’ve gained as a result. 

Setting the Scene

For some time now my primary interests related to meaning making have revolved around the subjectivity of interpretation and the functions of constructivist learning and cognitive dissonance in the development of intrapersonal dialogue with visual art.  Additionally, I’m interested in exploring the effect of contexts sometimes imposed by curators, as well as illuminating internal thought processes with the aim of fostering deeper understandings about our interactions with the world. 

In a previous exhibition I explored space as a subjective emotional and physical phenomenon by bringing together different artists (using a variety of media) to address not only the issue itself, but also the processes we go through while mediating our relationships with space as it surrounds us.  The result was a visitor-centered environment that encouraged various types of interaction with the artwork presented.   

In planning for an exhibition drawn from the Hart House Permanent Collection I knew I would be working with two dimensional, wall-mounted artworks, but since my previous experience creating an environment that called attention to the process of developing experience itself was such a success I decided to revisit the concept, but now with a focus on meaning-making as described above.   

The Justina M. Barnicke Gallery is a central part of the University of Toronto’s St. George campus and is visited primarily by university students, faculty, staff and alumni, but also welcomes members of the wider Toronto community who are interested in a wide range of art forms.  The gallery is also the site of field trips for high school and college students so I felt confident that Hart House was a wonderful venue for this type of exhibition. 

Before launching into an account of how this exhibition was developed, allow me to very briefly describe the “Love and Scandal” experience.

Upon entrance to the gallery visitors were presented with a text panel (that introduced the concept of the exhibition) and were offered the materials necessary to participate in what was called the “Love and Scandal Experiment” - a pencil, an experiment response form and a sealed copy of the curatorial statement.    For those who may not have noticed this, a gallery attendant was on hand to briefly describe the participatory nature of the exhibit and to invitee visitors to join in if they so wished.

From this point, the response form provided the additional information needed.  First visitors were asked to create their own personal definitions for the words love and scandal, then they were invited to look at each work of art in the gallery and categorize them as having to do with either love or scandal (as per their definitions).  Following this step visitors were next invited to read the curatorial statement then consider if any of the comments I made about the artworks in the show either reinforced their original perceptions, or possibly encouraged them to think differently about the original classifications they assigned.  

The final step was for visitors to provide comments (on the response form) about how the experiment, which intended to make them aware of their own biases and thought processes, may have affected their viewing experience.   A section of the gallery wall was reserved for visitors to post their response forms for the interest and information of subsequent visitors.

Exhibition Development and Intentions

As I mentioned in the introductory text panel and the curatorial statement, anyone who had watched the film Donnie Darko would likely recall the scene where a group of students were asked to participate in an activity that involved the classification of various scenarios within a two-dimensional spectrum that featured “fear” and “love” as polar opposites.   

As Donnie points out: “life is more complicated than that – we can’t deny the whole range of human emotions”, and while I agree with him completely, the exercise got me thinking.  What if, as a challenge to our desire for logic and order in the world, we used this classification format to examine our individual thought processes?  More particularly, our thought processes in as far as our personal opinions inform the way we view art?    This activity wouldn’t be intended to give us concrete answers, but it could potentially make us more aware how we establish personal responses.  

To express my argument about the subjectivity of interpretation I could have used any variety of supposed contrasts -- truth/lies; war/peace; selfish/generous – but I wanted to create a spectrum with the potential to become very personal, and that’s when the topic of human relationships, love and sex came to mind.  People often have very different perspectives on the issue and frequently consider those views as fundamental to how they perceive themselves and lead their lives.  It can also be noted that this topic links closely with personal value systems and furthermore may indicate the type of things an individual finds offensive.  

Determining an exact “spectrum” for this experiment was difficult but I knew I wanted it to be subjective within itself in order to add an extra level of challenge to the experience.  After much deliberation, while walking down walking down Cumberland Avenue one day I was struck with inspiration upon passing a bubble teashop called “Love and Scandal”.  While those words may conjure up complete contrast to some, I surmised they would represent a vast sea of grey for others.  I now had both my spectrum and exhibition title.

After tossing around a few ideas of how to make the activity work I came up with the concept of each visitor creating personal definitions for the words in the spectrum as a way to establish a starting point for the categorization.  I immediately realized that creating definitions would not be an easy task but I felt it would certainly help set the tone for what was to follow – that these are words carrying different connotations for different people and I hoped that would in itself indicate how our predefined views, individual histories and perspective can impact decision making and perceptions.  Thus, using "love" and "scandal" as the lens for this exercise could allow participants to limit parameters for the thought process while still focusing on a topic that could be very personal and potentially cause a wide variety of reactions.

Emphasizing the effects of viewing context virtually took care of itself since simply my bringing together various artworks under the title “love and scandal” was bound to alter the way visitors approached them.  To assist visitors in acknowledging this I was certain to mention it in both the introductory text panel and curatorial statement by writing: “Perhaps there are pieces here that may have never naturally inspired you to think of them in terms of either “love” or “scandal” - will this imposed context affect your interpretations?“   

Many visitors commented that they saw neither love nor scandal in any of the pieces and thought I must have been foolish to include them.  Of course, that became reason enough to encourage them to contemplate my possible reasons and thereby seek out alternative ways of understanding or interpreting the artworks presented; it became an opportunity to stretch their imagination by attempting to see through the eyes of another person.

Which brought me to my next point – that curatorial practice is a subjective activity.    

Curatorial Statement

After gallery visitors finished classifying the artworks in the show the response form requested they break the seal on a curatorial statement and read over the reasons why I included the artworks as presented.  My goal for the curatorial statement was to make it as casual and conversational as possible in order to establish a sense of it as a stand-in for a person accompanying the visitor on the gallery visit.  Even though the statement was nine pages long, many described it as a quick, casual and enjoyable read.

Think of the times you’ve looked at something with a friend -- maybe a work of art in a gallery, or an advertisement in a subway station.  What’s interesting about the activity is that each person has a chance to share thoughts and offer feedback: one person expresses an idea, the second person expresses another, and sometimes the ideas presented inspire each individual to either alter or confirm their original viewpoints.   New information, however small, can make a significant impact on the way we experience and interpret things, and by illuminating this process I hoped to introduce the theory of constructivist learning in a very basic way.  

Tying this back to curating, even if we are to believe that curators represent larger intellectual communities, it must be recognized that even those communities develop their views in the same way the rest of us do: through the lense of specific knowledge and experience.  The “Love and Scandal” curatorial statement made a specific point to communicate that my artwork choices were as much guided by the tidbits of knowledge I’d acquired over the years as by my imagination in terms of how I decided to construe those tidbits.  Our very ideas come from the way make sense of our world.  Had I an entirely different history of acquired information (even though I was still working within the parameters of the Hart House Permanent Collection) my exhibition would have looked very different.  

Returning to the curatorial statement -- how visitors decided to make use of my comments (particularly how they decide those comments affected their experience of the exhibition) is at the heart of the “Love and Scandal” experiment.   Through the statement and response form I asked visitors if anything I wrote served to affect their original opinions, but more importantly I asked visitors to consider their reasons why.  

Did my comments offer any enlightenment in terms of the artworks themselves, or were they simply evidence of an imagination all too easily carried away?   Was anything I wrote funny, annoying, interesting or offensive enough to resonate with the reader on a personal level?  Did anything I write contribute to the visitor’s individual process of making meaning?

Thus, the purpose of the experiment may be described as a way to encourage visitors to pause, approach each work of art with a specific purpose and then use the work as a way of looking inward to examine how personal histories, values and biases affect the choices they are asked to make for the classification component of the activity.    

A Selection of Participant Comments

Although the range of definitions provided for the words “love” and “scandal” was extremely diverse in both content and tone, I will not describe them at this time because the activity of creating those definitions was not central to the goal of exhibition.  Further, while the categorization component of the experiment returned interesting comparisons, that too was only secondary to the final stages of the experience.


Step 3 on the response card read: “After looking over the curatorial statement, think about whether or not you encountered any information that motivated you to think about any of these artworks in new ways. Did you alter any of your original interpretations?  Why or why not?”  Step 4 read: “Did you discover anything new as a result of participating in this experiment? Please share your thoughts in the space provided.”

Of the 85 participants who pinned their response forms to the allocated gallery space, 29 did not fill out these two sections.  This was unfortunate not only because it was the most valuable part of the experiment in terms of engaging with the focus of the activity, but also because it was an important part of giving all visitors a chance to see the diverse views and experiences elicited.  Of course, these sections of the forms were also important to me as a way of obtaining feedback with regards to how the exhibition and experiment affected those who participated.

I am unsure how many people participated in the experiment overall, but I can say that we needed to replenish the stack of forms several times.  One thing I learned from gallery attendants was that people often took their completed forms with them when they left.  In some instances attendants invited visitors to place their forms up with the others, but occasionally visitors declined on the grounds that they felt their remarks were too personal to share.

The 56 remaining forms offered a wide variety of comments. Some shared thoughts about the words love and scandal (among them notes about the difficultly of creating definitions in general).  Others responded to my comments in the curatorial statement, or shared which artworks they found most interesting or challenging.  Overall I would say that a majority of participants confirmed an awareness of the experiment’s purpose and that very a fair number felt that their approach to viewing artworks had been positively affected.  

Here is a random sample of comments provided in Part 4 of the response forms.  I have attempted to maintain the comments in the identical format as they were written.    
· It forced me (the viewer) to view the works a little more kindly, as I wondered about the intent/intention of the artist + his relationship to/with the subject.  Great idea!

· Makes it really clear that these things are subjective.  One person’s tender is another person’ obscene.

· I thought more about the intent of the artist than I would have normally – leaves me wondering about the difference between intent and simple results.

· I contemplated the relationship of artist and subject – felt the closeness or distance between.  love of subject? issues? Loud/soft?  Is such a vibrant range of works, my mind was shifting. zooming.  trying to make sense.

· I normally don’t frequent art galleries, but maybe I should more often.  It really made me think about my perceptions. 

· Art requires creativity.  What you see is not really what is meant to be.  Or is it?

· Thank you for asking the viewer’s opinion, + acknowledging the inherent subjectivity of curating!

· That artists are trully motivated and inspired by sexuality and human anatomy.

· I am now much more aware of the subjective nature of art galleries and how easily my own impressions of art can be altered with a little information.  In this context, curatorial statement about art can be far more influential to one’s opinions of art than the art itself.

· 3 - Yes my interpretations were affected after reading some background and what inspired the artist.  4 – Its funny how people try to fit their experiences into preformed models (ie “love” “scandal”) while ignoring what the experience tells about themselves and ignoring other possibilities of human emotion

· I only truely understand love.  Still don’t understand scandal.

· Didn’t really because my POV usually doesn’t change because of another’s opinions it only makes me see things in another light beyond my own. 

· I tried to see dirty pictures when the work was neutral.  The crossed out titles were the ones that seemed contrived and meaningless/pretentious to me.

· The only one I had a hard time categorizing was calamity corners.  It says neither love nor scandal to me.  Others I feel I am in the minority for my responses, like for ‘jane reading’.  Glad to hear the eldermen of U of T still get upset about showing a little dick.  Great job!

· I don’t see it! The artworks don’t work together.  There is no continuity w/ in this show.

· I don’t equate “erotic” art with “scandalous” so several of these works fit into either category.  For me this was an exercise in not letting either label take over my perception of the works. Very interesting. 

· This is the first time for me to participate in this type of exhibition.  It is very intriguing.  The space gives me inspiration! Thank you! 

· This experiment is not a test of our definition of love but rather a test of our logic.  What we have as our definition defined the picture as love or scandalous, not reverse.  Each picture re-invents our definition and our view towards our definition.  Romantic love isn’t the only love that exits, but in many forms in these pictures.  It also includes the intentions of love.

Analysis

During scheduled group tours and the times I wandered through the gallery striking up conversation just for fun, I had the chance to speak with a number of visitors and was thrilled with their overall response.  Generally speaking, visitors enjoyed the invitation to use the works as a way to think about themselves, but one of the most interesting comments I received was that the exhibition encouraged dialogue and helped to break the stereotype that galleries are places for quiet, solitary reflection.

Of course, there was criticism as well.  One individual remarked that the experiment did not follow scientific method, offer a controlled environment, or set up a way to gather statistics for a proper quantitative analysis.  True enough, so perhaps I should have just called it the “Love and Scandal Game”? On the other hand, this exhibition might still have been a trial in thinking about the ways art can affect us personally (emotionally and intellectually) and in giving equal consideration to process as outcome.  “Love and Scandal” might have also been an invitation to a unique way of looking at how art, language and ideas intersect.

Most important to me about “Love and Scandal” was the invitation to visitors to become engaged in, and think about, a self-reflective manner of looking.  Yes - one can always stand in front of an artwork and contemplate the artists’ use of line or shade, but I often wonder how far one can get with that, especially when it comes to contemporary art which is grounded in so much more than aesthetics for their own sake.   

Through experience hosting tours of contemporary art for numerous people of various ages and backgrounds I’ve come to feel that an understanding of art doesn’t come from staring at it and waiting for something to happen - it’s not a one-way experience! In order to create meaning viewers need to look into themselves and ask what it is about the artwork that stimulates their impressions, and what it is about themselves that make them feel that way.   Of course, this is only one possible approach to thinking about art, but I feel it’s a valuable one because it draws attention to an individual’s biases and thought processes as they may affect viewing experiences.

Postscript

Looking back, I’ve determined a few things that I would have changed in order to make “Love and Scandal” run a little more smoothly.  For example, more frequent and obvious signage could have been employed to indicate that all visitors were welcome to participate in the exhibition and to make it clearer that all visitors were invited to post their forms on the designated wall.   

The importance of formative evaluations has also been reinforced for me.  If it had been possible (given the installation schedule) I would have benefited from the participation of a test group to find areas of the exhibit that could have been improved before the official launch.   

For example, I later came to the decision that Part 4 might have been more effective if it had been rephrased to ask: “Did you discover anything new about the way you view artworks or form your opinions?”  I was originally concerned that this question was too leading because I felt it was important for people to decide on their own what type of experience they had from participating, but then I decided that since the exhibition did have a rather specific goal that it might have been a good idea after all to direct responses a little more so they reflected upon the theme.  I’m not sure how much this might have altered the responses overall, but it might have inspired different comments from people who reflected upon specific “factual information” gathered from the curatorial statement.

I recently received an email from Colleen Marlin, a Professor of Visual Studies at Centennial College, in which she so kindly shared her thoughts about the exhibition as an educational experience for her students.  She writes:

“My students are of the "viewing life from a speeding car" generation.  They are used to seeing fast glimpses of things, in passing, before the glimpse changes.  This relates to their experience of art ... primarily with the aid of a remote control, ... change this, ignore that, zoom past the other.


My class of Centennial students got a great deal out of their visit to "Love and Scandal".  For one thing, they were invited, encouraged, to look, take in, ask about.  They didn't speed past.  They also didn't look only once, which would have been their usual.  They were invited to look again.


Your interactive approach with this show was brilliant.  Your invitation, in the second look, was to make a judgment ... is it an example of love, or scandal.  We make judgments all the time, without being conscious that that's what we're doing.  Your invitation made that process transparent, visible, and with that transparency, came greater responsibility.  Own the judgment.  Justify the judgment.  It slowed down the looking, the thinking, and in the process, allowed for a deeper, more quiet and stilled relationship with each work of art.  And that slowing down changed the thinking, ... made it more profound, sophisticated.

[…]  Certainly, my students felt more curiosity about the work, the artist, the context, the intention.  Questions got asked.  Your approach created meaningful dialogue.  I suspect my students will look at art differently in the future, with less of a knee-jerk reaction, and more of a hunger, a curiosity, to wonder, know, understand.”

This exhibition received quite a bit of media coverage (which is uncommon for exhibitions of the Hart House Permanent Collection since it’s a frequent misconception that they feature the same work by members of the Group of Seven year, after year, after year).  Generally the response was quite positive, but one particular remark by a reporter left me puzzled.  She wrote: “… it’s a shame when the art exhibit isn’t about the art”.  But I have to wonder: when was the last time art was about "art"? Art is about life, society, voice and the politics of communication, power structures and its imbalances.  Art is about representation and identity -- both the artist's and the viewer’s.  For this exhibition I decided to focus on the viewer and following my positive experience doing so, I look forward to revisiting this topic again in the future.

By attempting to literalize how we build experience (and how that experience affects our interpretations) I hope I was able to emphasize the important role personal knowledge and value structures play in the foundation of our responses.  Furthermore, I hope I managed to create an environment where independent responses were both encouraged and appreciated.  A meeting of the public and the private in many ways.
Links

· Justina M. Barnicke Gallery – http://www.utoronto.ca/gallery (click “Previous 2003”)

· “Love and Scandal” curatorial statement – http://www.shintai-z.com/statements/ls.pdf
· The official Donnie Darko website - http://www.donniedarko.com
