Community Conversations at the Horniman Museum
Episode 4: Research Journeys

[bookmark: _Hlk17129236]Tom Fearon:	Hello, and welcome to the Community Conversations podcast with the Horniman Museum & Gardens, here we aim to provide you the listener with an insight into some of the challenges faced by community members and researchers.

Chinelo Njaka:	And by community members we mean those users of the museum whose heritage is represented in the collections, the anthropology collection at the Horniman contains around 80,000 objects, only a fraction of which are on display.  Located in South London the museum serves a diverse community who we feel should have equal and meaningful access to the objects, both on display and in storage.  But often we hear that community members face unique challenges when accessing, researching, and contributing knowledge to the collections.

Sancha Gaere:	For this mini podcast series we have been having conversations with community members, community researchers, and arts and heritage practitioners who have experience in navigating the barriers they have faced when working with the Horniman, as well as the heritage sector more broadly.  These barriers are often due to the colonial histories of museums, including the Horniman and we feel it is important to begin removing these barriers, especially for community members.  So you can also consider this podcast a resource for accessing the collections yourself.

Tom Fearon:	Since the beginning of 2022 the Horniman has been working on developing a community support space, that would provide online resources and content aimed at increasing access for community members.  This is a project funded by the museum’s association.  Working with a group of African and Caribbean community members we’ve been listening to their concerns, to develop a space that begins to help navigate these issues.

Sancha Gaere:	The podcast will provide an honest reflection on the shortcomings of existing museum knowledge and provide listeners with some of the tools they might need to engage with the collections on their own terms.

Chinelo Njaka:	In this series we’ll be having conversations about access, thinking about how community members can share their unique knowledge about the collections, reflecting on intangible histories represented in the museum collections and we will also hear from community researchers about their own research journeys.  And we’re your host, Chinelo L, Njaka, PhD.

Tom Fearon:	Tom Fearon coordinator for the project at the Horniman.

Sancha Gaere:	I’m Sancha Gaere also a coordinator for the project.

Tom Fearon:	This podcast has discussed the various perspectives of community members, heritage professionals and those involved in exploring the multiple aspects of history and heritage.  We hope that their perspectives have inspired you to explore the Horniman collections for yourselves, and on your own terms.

Chinelo Njaka:	But before we wrap up this series in this episode we’ll be joined by researchers whose work with the Horniman collections has led them on their own research journeys.  We hope that their research journeys show you that doing research in the collections is possible, and it can take many forms, and you can find more examples of community members’ research journeys alongside this podcast.

Tom Fearon:	Through various projects community researchers have carried out research projects supported by Horniman staff and curators, since these projects we have recognised the need to create dedicated online spaces that provide community members with the resources that they need to start their own research.  This led to the development of the community support space.

Chinelo Njaka:	Today we are lucky enough to be joined by Margaret Otieno joining us from Nairobi, Kenya.  Margaret is an anthropologist and has been involved in the heritage sector, currently working for the National Museums of Kenya.  Margaret has been involved as a community researcher for the Rethinking Relationships project with the Horniman.

Tom Fearon:	And we’re also joined by Chinelo L, Njaka, PhD, my co-host, sociologist, community researcher, and colleague at Goldsmiths University of London.  We’ll also discuss her research journey today.  So hello everyone.

Margaret Otieno:	Thank you.

Tom Fearon:	My first question is to you Margaret, could you just tell us a bit more about your own research and how you’ve been involved in researching the collections at the Horniman?

Margaret Otieno:	I have been in the research field for a good number of years now, the research that I have been engaged in has been diverse, some being 100% field based, while others have been 100% desktop based, and then there have been cases whereby I do a combination of the same, a little bit of the field, and then a little bit of the desktop, then I merge.  And then the latest one has been sort of interactive, it’s field interactive, but now it’s not the actual field, it’s the virtual field, and I think it’s been the most interesting of them all, though it has its own set of challenges. When we’re talking about the Horniman Museum, when I first got to know about the museum deeply in 2020, through JC Niala, JC, I think JCs the acting keeper of anthropology at the museum.  Now there was this project that was taking place, it was part of the Rethinking Relationships and building trust around African collections, and it began in June, around June 2020, till early 2021.  We did it in phases, the period which the project took place was a very confining time, with the continent and beyond, because it was the time where the Covid struck, so I think JC had wanted to get over to Kenya and engage community researchers as well as the community heritage experts on the collections.  Because the project was looking into issues of the collections representation, the identification of the gaps that could have been, and the possible futures of the collections at the museums.  Horniman was a part of three other museums in the UK that we looked into the collections, and through that project I was able to interact with over seventy-five museum collections.  The project took place in phases as I said earlier, we had the first phase where we selected a collections, we looked into them, and there was the second phase and the third phase.

Tom Fearon:	It’s interesting as you were describing your work that you kind of do quite a lot of field based research, but also desk based, and because of coronavirus the Rethinking Relationships project was almost completely online.  How was that experience kind of doing that desk based collections research?

Margaret Otieno:	It was 100% online [all laugh], by online here I mean we would go into the desktop research, but then the largest part of it was now engaging the communities since these objects originated from the communities.  And it’s these communities who know the stories of the objects, or to tell so we were – we had to devise ways in which to look for community members, from which these objects originated from.  Then have conversations with them, have them confirm the information that we were looking for, have them identify the gaps that the museums had in terms of their collections information, and also to revamp the information that they had in the way that the community would want justice done to these objects of theirs.

Tom Fearon:	That’s great, and Chinelo, maybe you could tell us a bit about your research at the Horniman as well.

Chinelo Njaka:	Surely, broadly my research explores the intersection of race and craft, within a western or Eurocentric context craft is seen in a particular way, where one it is still seen as inferior in many ways to what’s considered art.  And two within that craft practices within minoritized communities is often deemed as somehow less legitimate with scare quotes than European practices.  So my interests have led me to look generally at craft within black communities.  During my community action research project at the Horniman I explained Igbo and wider Nigerian craft practices.  And the collections steered me to look specifically at textile and fibre arts, following from this research I’m now looking at quilting in black communities.  And I found some Nigerian quilt objects in the collection, including examples of patchwork clothing, and one object in particular of a single square cloth piece together from smaller triangles of cloth, in a way that resembles a quilt.  My next steps are to broaden my search to see what other examples of patchwork, applique and quilting is present in the wider collection from Africa and the black African diaspora.

Tom Fearon:	That’s great, thanks Chinelo.  I’m always fascinated to hear about people’s different approaches to research and their research projects.  Margaret, were there any particular objects or histories or kind of cultural groups that you were researching in the project you were involved with?

Margaret Otieno:	When I started in the first phase of – when I got into the project my first interest, I didn’t have a particular interest, then I wanted to go so much into the cultural objects, since we had also ecological objects and then we also had the cultural objects.  Now given the background that I have, I wanted to do so much on the culture of objects, but then I know I had to narrow it down to my community, my first phase I think I concentrated more on the objects that originated from my community, I’m a Luo. So my main interest in the first phase was on the – our objects, the objects from my community.  I wanted to see how they have been presented, if the information that the museum has is exactly as it ought to be, or near the exactness of the story that we want the museums to tell, since they are far away from us.  But then we would wish that despite the fact that the objects are not with us, justice is done to them in terms of documentation that when the simulation of the information is done then always will – in the second phase though I was looking at the Nilotic communities now.  I have – other than my community I went into the Maasai but then I also narrowed it down to a particular topic.  Most of the collections that I chose were weaponry and also the objects that were associated with rituals of any sort, be it the charms that the babies are made to wear at birth, or even the ritual related objects that go with initiation our people from the youth into adulthood.  And also the ones that were related to their divinity.  In my third phase I now was spread my wings, I was doing in Nilotic communities as well as the Bantus, in the course of my research I get to understand that most of these collections that are in the museums in the UK, their circumstance over positions were doubtful.  So now in the third phase I was looking at the historical layers, the objects that had been collected in errors or during year there was a particular social environment, a particular political environment, or even a particular situation that took place, that could have informed the acquisition of these objects.

Chinelo Njaka:	That’s really interesting, can you tell us a bit more about your research process.

Margaret Otieno:	If I would begin with the research process, I hope to go step by step.  Now the first thing that I did was the project enabled us to access a research tool, and in this research tool now we’ve got to understand the terminologies that various museums used.  For instance being a researcher with the National Museums of Kenya, there are key terminologies that I know, but each museum has its own, so it was very critical for us to go through these research tools to get to know the different terminologies, and also the research objectives that this particular research wanted us, they expected output that we were to have, and also through the research to be able to get the links to be able to access these collections, the videos to guide us.  Now after going through the research tool, the second stage that I had was now identification and the selection of the object of interest, then having identified these collections of interest now then the third was now going into the research, guided by the research questions, and since I wanted this information that I get on each of it, to be as qualitative as possible, so I spread my modes of data acquisition, and because it was 100% virtual the modes of acquisition that I had were mainly the social forums.  I used the WhatsApp pages, the Facebook pages, the Twitter pages with the objects that had a name and even an image, it was easier to at least get to such of them, then maybe see the information with the information that we get from other people.  And then there was this other bit of taking an image, sending it out via WhatsApp, or even having it printed, and then I don’t know how you call that person with the image at hand, then you engage in a conversation.  Now we had a defined set of questions on each of the objects, so you were allowed to be as creative as we could, we could go beyond and have as much information as possible.  Now the third one was on the analysis of the output that we got from the various mediums that we were engaging, it was a little bit tedious because for instance you had to sit down, have a look at all the responses that you got, then see of course there were areas where person A had a different opinion to person – as person B, and person C.  So you would see through then we also subject the information that you had seen to a different person, to have a look at it and perhaps validate.  Now I had three or so people who the elderly, I call them the custodians of our heritage, having received the information that I could, now I would – them having the image, I would try to read for them the information that I got, and have them validate.  If the information that I got was validated then I would go into there, I would put presentation.  I remember there were instances where I would even include a video link, for instance in the areas where my objects were of interest, musical instruments that were used alongside community ceremonies, and then you come across a particular way in which that instrument was being played.  Now I would include that particular video into the output presentation, so sometimes the output would be so much, I believe in having as much information as possible, so if the museum is able to see what it presents to the public, then these are the bit that remains somewhere, and you never know because like here at the National Museums of Kenya, we usually get students or even researchers who maybe interested in a particular object, and having additional visuals other than the ones that are on display, is very crucial.

Tom Fearon:	I mean that sounds great, it sounds like such a rigorous research process, but something which was really kind of clearly planned out and it had kind of clear aims and outputs.  But also there was so much advice there for people who might be listening who want to do their own research, you know, there’s some great tips about using WhatsApp and sending an image to kind of start that conversation, but then also you know, the kind of knowledge which is valuable isn’t just written, you know, you can include videos and sounds, and yeah, so I think that’s some really great advice for anyone carrying out their own research.  Chinelo, what about your own research process, how does yours compare to Margaret’s?

Chinelo Njaka:	Yeah, mine is a very different approach.  My research process is fairly grounded, meaning that though I start with an idea I allow for the space to explore wherever the research takes me.  So I started my community action research with Okpu Agu, which is a traditional knitted Igbo hat, however to my surprise the Horniman collection didn’t have any in its collection.  So I broadened out my search to knitted objects, and then fibre, and then textiles, and that’s when I encountered the Nancy Stanfield collection, which is made up of objects and photography during the anthropologist’s time in Nigeria, before the Biafra war.  It’s actually led me to very personal research about my own family in Igbo land during the same time, and I was able to learn more about historical photos from my own collection of my grandfather, my great grandfather that were previously unknown.  So both presences and absences can lead to very interesting research journeys through not exactly knowing where the end point will be from the outside.

Margaret Otieno:	I did quite get into what was done if the information about the object was missing.

Tom Fearon:	Yeah, please go ahead Margaret.

Margaret Otieno:	Now we came across this a lot, now what I do in my case was to use the objects’ image to try to extract as much information as possible.  Now there were cases where I was able to do so much easier than in other cases, for instance there are objects where you just have a look at the pattern of the object and you are able to tell, at least if you have the community you are able to tell that this kind of pattern would go with this kind of age group.  For instance, so when you’re looking at the shields, each community has its particular pattern, and each community has a particular shape.  So if you have an image of a shield but the information is missing I would look for other clues that would give me as much information as possible.  For instance like you said the shields there are specific shields for initiation, there were specific shields that were used to go for war, there were specific shields that were used by elders, there were shields that were ceremonial.  Now other than the patterns, who were the collector, and when was this collection – that would tell me so much into building on the information surrounding the year of acquisition.  And also the materials that these objects are made from, if we look at an example one now the baskets that are – I was looking for.  For instance they are baskets that the function that they do is maybe serving meals, traditional they would be used to serve maybe things like potatoes, or even boiled bananas.  Now these particular baskets there’s a way in which they are supposed to be made, their inside is not coated with cow dung.  Now there are other baskets that we come across and find that their insides are coated with perhaps cow dung or any other thing, now those kind of baskets have a different function altogether.  So other than using the objects image to circulate to people to get as much information as possible, I would look at the other clues that this object has, and try to research and get as much information as possible.  Horniman I remember there’s a very nice object, a stool, I remember it till now, there was – there’s a stool, it belongs to the Kamba community, it has very interesting patterns.  Now having a look – and it had very scant information, so I had an interest in it.  So I looked at that stool, I zeroed into the pattern, I took the patterns, then I used the patterns to ask as much information as possible.  And I was able to get that, that particular pattern on the stool, meant that that stool would only be used by the man, the men within the home.  Though there were other stools that would be used by the women.  But going back that pattern, that stool was specifically for men.  Yeah.

Tom Fearon:	I think that just goes to show how valuable community knowledge is, and that expertise that comes with community knowledge, and yeah I think that’s fantastic.  What issues did you face Chinelo and how did you kind of overcome them, particularly when there was a lack of information around objects?

Chinelo Njaka:	Well returning to my recent research, I think because quilting in black communities has been so marginalised in European contexts of craft, and art really in many ways, that’s actually reflected in the collection.  So for example there’s not a lot that comes up when one searches for Nigerian quilts in the online database, and I think that’s because quilts just weren’t conceptualised as such by the collectors and the curators of objects when they originally collected.  So having to be very nimble about search terms, and associations was a big issue, because I had to not only think about my own preconceptions of what I was looking for, but those of the ones doing the collecting and the cataloguing. Why is it important Margaret for you to be able to explore and research the collections at the Horniman?

Margaret Otieno:	I would begin by saying that having worked at a museum environment, having seen people come to get the information from the museums, having seen community members from where these objects come from, and it’s just crucial that we interrogate our collections as much as possible.  We ensure that what we have regarding these objects is exactly what we ought to have, or if not then it needs something as close as possible.  I’ve been involved in object collection in the field for a project that I’m currently involved in, we are setting up museum of heroism, it’s a national museum, so we were involved in the collection of the objects that are supposed to be used towards the development of exhibitions.  Now during the process of collections for the museums, sometimes the collectors do the collection in a hurry, sometimes the people who are giving out these collections are not the original custodians of these collections, so the information that they might give might not be sufficient or might be twisted in a way.  So having gotten the chance to go through the collections at the Horniman, I was able to confirm that indeed interrogating the collections that we have helps us to identify the gaps that we might be having if you go through these collections, or if you even engage the community members to go through these collections and they’ll be able to identify the gaps, they’ll be able to do justice to the collections.  They’ll be able to give credibility to your institution, and everyone will be happy.

Tom Fearon:	I do hope so, and yeah I think every museum, every collection has its own issues, and each institution has its own unique history that it should confront, particularly the Horniman.  And I think this project is part of kind of confronting that history and kind of engaging community members in that conversation as well.  Chinelo, why was it important for you to be able to explore and research the collections at the Horniman?

Chinelo Njaka:	It’s really, really important for people to be able to interact with collections.  I think for a long time, since going to museums as a child on school field trips, actually I just thought the point was to go look at things hanging on a wall, or behind a glass encased cabinet and count the minutes down until we’re allowed to go home again [laughs].  Even with Igbo and Nigerian objects I was never taught to understand, or even think about the potential connections between myself and the objects on display, let alone have anything to contribute to the contextualisation of those objects.  The information given with the objects is only a small snippet of the full meaning of something.  People give material culture meaning, and not just people of the past, but people now and people in the future, I think embracing the living nature of an object is exactly the reason why it’s important for people exploring research collections, the story doesn’t just end at the point of collection.

Tom Fearon:	Yeah, I totally agree.  And I think you’ve kind of started to answer my next question to both of you, which is why do you think community knowledge is so important?

Chinelo Njaka:	I was really fascinated by the conversation in the last podcast episode actually, talking about some of the intangibles of knowledge, and I think that’s exactly why it’s so important, objects only have meaning because of what people and cultures ascribe to them.  Just through the ways that museums have worked, especially in the past, those connections between objects, and the context from where they come can get so severed or minimised by the limited information that collectors and curators have and display.  So it’s really people today continuing to engage with objects and bringing in their own perspectives and experiences alongside objects that make them still relevant and keep them alive.

Tom Fearon:	And how about you Margaret, for you why is community knowledge so important?

Margaret Otieno:	The knowledge helps to connect artefacts to the particular communities of origin, that to be able to get the quality output and the originality of the objects, it’s also important to remember that most of these collections that we have, especially in our museums, as I said earlier the context of their collections, might differ.  They are those that might have been donated to the various museums by these communities themselves, so at least then the information that they have is near or close to comprehensive.  Now in the case of the Horniman Museum, 90% or even 70% if I could say were objects that were donated by the colonial functionaries, the missionaries, and the anthropologists.  So in such instances getting the information on these objects as they ought to be is not quite right, and I know there were anthropologists who went into the field, who had interests into these objects, who engaged the community, who might have gotten as much information as possible on these objects.  But then there are others like Alfred Claud Hollis who is a collector, whose collections are in diverse museums in the UK.  But then if you look at him, and if you look at the years in which he did the collections, the years in which he did the donations to these various museums, if you dig deep you’ll be able to tell that the years in which the collections were done, they were years that had significant activities took place.  Now when you’re looking at the collections for the Maasai was very particular about the years of collections, there’s this armlet that he did donate to a number of museums, it’s a sacred arlmet among the Maasai’s, and the information that this sacred armlet had in these museums was not as it ought to be.  So looking at the circumstances or position, this is an object that was not supposed to have been donated, was not supposed to have been given away, so its circumstance was questionable.  Now looking at that and other objects that I came across from my community now, there were these objects that had been categorised as a armlet, whilst in the real sense it looks like a armlet, but it’s not a armlet.  The pattern that it had showed that it wasn’t an armlet, but it was a support base for a particular kind of pot.

Chinelo Njaka:	What research will you be doing next Margaret?

Margaret Otieno:	I’m doing some desktop research on the rituals of Africa, and I’m also working on the development of a national museum where we are building up a [inaudible 00:26:30] exhibition that will have diverse themes, among them I’m also carrying out an independent research, my own on the underutilised heritage sites.

Tom Fearon:	Oh well it’s great to hear that you’ve got so much research to continue.  Chinelo, how about you, what research will you be doing next?

Chinelo Njaka:	With my research on black quilting I’m looking at learning about black British quilting communities, there doesn’t seem to be much documented research at all which has really surprised me given that I know that there’s a rich tradition of quilting within the black diaspora, and I know some black quilters including myself here in the UK.  So alongside exploring quilting in Nigerian and Igbo communities, I’ll be identifying black quilters here, as well as trying to find black British quilts in various museum collections, I’m not sure if the Horniman currently has any but I’ll be looking at the V&A and other museum collections, as well as other personal collections.

Tom Fearon:	I mean both sound really exciting and I’m really looking forward to seeing what happens next with both of your research journeys.  But my last question for you both is what advice would you have to any listeners who are interested in carrying out their own research?

Margaret Otieno:	Now my advice would be that as long as they’re able to access the collections through any medium that they can, be it the virtual access, they can do so much of the collections, we were able to do it, the collections are in far away places but we are here, we are able to create the stories surrounding these objects.  We interacted with Johanna, we interacted with JC wonderful people giving guidance, if you have questions on the objects, and you’re able to build the information such that you never know you might just go to the museums and you’ll see the information that you give to them, doing wonders to the public, yeah.

Tom Fearon:	And I know that you’ve also worked on digital exhibitions with the National Museums of Kenya.

Margaret Otieno:	Yes, yeah, yeah.

Tom Fearon:	So we’ll include a link alongside the podcast for anyone who’s interested in looking at that.  Chinelo, what advice would you have for any people who want to carry out their own research with the Horniman?

Chinelo Njaka:	My advice would be to just do it really, be flexible and open to where the research may lead, a good starting point is to first think about what you’re interested in, doesn’t have to be anything very specific or academic, just something from your every day life that you think is cool or fascinating.  So like cars, books, public signage, plans, anything really.  And then just do some broad searches, see what strikes you about what you find and then just keep digging a bit deeper and deeper, just that process begins to connect you with the past, represented in the collections and that process leads you forward in the research journey, really can be just that simple.

Tom Fearon:	That’s great, thank you both for some great advice and for such a brilliant conversation as well.

Margaret Otieno:	Thank you.

Tom Fearon:	Thank you for listening to the Community Conversations podcast.

Chinelo Njaka:	We hope these conversations are useful to those of you who are currently exploring the collections, as well as any listeners who are interested to engage with the Horniman.

Sancha Gaere:	We’re always looking to develop our community support space so if you have any suggestions or feedback please do let us know.  You can find all of the details alongside this podcast.

Tom Fearon:	We would like to thank all of our guests and collaborators that made this podcast possible.

[END OF RECORDING – 00:29:42]
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