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Abstract

Numerous cultural institutions are actively engaged in seeking ways to broaden their
audience, recognizing that this effort is not solely a matter of financial sustainability, but lies
at the heart of their democratic and social responsibility. Culturgest, a key player in Lisbon’s
cultural landscape, provides an ideal case study for audience development. This internship
report first defines the terms surrounding the object of research, develops a comprehensive
theoretical framework around cultural institutions, and focuses on the field of audience de-
velopment. This further allows for an analysis of Culturgest’s identity and communication
strategies, concluded by tailored suggestions for building new audience development strate-

gies.
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Virias institui¢des culturais estdo activamente empenhadas na procura de formas de
alargar as suas audiéncias, reconhecendo que este esfor¢o ndo se resume a uma questao
de sustentabilidade financeira, estando também no cerne a sua responsabilidade social e
democratica. Culturgest, uma instituigdo-chave no horizonte cultural de Lisboa, ¢ ideal como
caso de estudo sobre desenvolvimento de audiéncias. Este relatério de estagio comeca por
se debrucar sobre a defini¢ao de conceitos adjacentes ao objecto de investigagdo, desenvol-
vendo um quadro teérico compreensivo de a institui¢des culturais, com foco na temética do
desenvolvimento de audiéncia, abrindo caminho para uma analise da identidade e estratégias
de comunicagdo da Culturgest, concluindo com deliberacdes sobre formas e estratégias de

construcao de audiéncias.
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Introduction



The Culturgest foundation was created in 1993 and is considered one of the biggest and
most influential art centres in Portugal. As a multidisciplinary space, it offers a wide range
of programming, focusing mainly on contemporary arts. Located in Lisbon, the foundation
also has a smaller branch in the city of Oporto (with mostly visual art exhibitions)'. This
report was initially motivated by a personal reflexion on the democratic and social roles of
cultural institutions; as a student, [ wanted to delve into the underlying structures that govern
such institutions, to better understand how they may serve the greater good, or conversely,
perpetuate social inequalities. While the attainment of perfect practice may be elusive, en-
gaging in such a critical exercise helped me define principles to guide my future professional
endeavors. As such, this report provides a broad perspective on audience development and
applies it to the specific context of Culturgest, where I spent six months as an intern. Being
a key actor in the cultural landscape of Lisbon, the institution constitutes an ideal case-study
to investigate the problematics raised by audience development, and my own personal expe-
rience as an intern has afforded me the opportunity to engage in phenomenological research
within this context.

The first part of this report lays a comprehensive theoretical framework to allow a
proper analysis of Culturgest’s audience development strategy. Within this part, a first chap-
ter contextualizes the matter of this report: audience development for art institutions. A
deeper understanding of the terms communication, art centre, museum, public, audience and
contemporary art reveals the complexity of their interrelations and the evolution of their
meanings. Communication, for instance, has taken on new forms in the postmodern era,
as it 1s no longer limited to the transmission of information from a sender to a receiver but
is now a complex process that involves multiple parties with different interests and perspec-
tives. Art centres and museums have also undergone a transformation. The lines separating
them become more and more blurry, taking characteristics of one another, in a postmodern
fashion. Ultimately, Culturgest is analysed as an art centre/cultural institution, a place where
art is exhibited and consumed, but also as an active agent that shapes and reflects cultural

and social values.

1. This report does not make references to the branch of Oporto.



The second chapter of the first part is dedicated to museums and their evolution. Mu-
seums have followed the progression of society and developed new ways of operating along
their existence: they have been greatly influenced by modernity and still reflect its impact,
even as they adapt to the changes in society that are theorized by postmodernism. One of
these changes is the focus on audience development, as art institutions have to be more in-
clusive, pushed by financial and social imperatives. Therefore, the shift from modernism to
postmodernism is not merely a historical event, but an ongoing process that affects the way
we perceive and interact with art and culture. New terminologies are also proposed by some
scholars to designate today’s museum and try to decipher the ways in which we are directing
ourselves.

The third chapter is dedicated to audiences: retrieving from the field of sociology, it
explains how art consumption is linked to different sociological factors, such as one’s social
condition, and is illustrated by the report on Portuguese cultural habits, providing quantitative
data. It also analyses the field of cultural production, how actors play out in that field, and the
patterns behind cultural consumption. An updated take on Bourdieu’s work on social distinc-
tion dwells on the omnivorous cultural consumption displayed by a significant proportion of
the population, which can also be linked to the postmodern shift. This analysis is fundamen-
tal to better approach an institution like Culturgest, that holds multidisciplinarity and artistic
contemporary creation at the core of its identity. Furthermore, a thorough look at the field
of audience development is proposed, in which the shift from modernity to postmodernity
reveals again itself to be important, as it has shaped the very notion we have of culture and
the consequent cultural policies and institutions that we have built. Following this section,
two approaches to audience development are explored: the target-led one (informed by soci-
ology) and the product-led one (based on cultural universalism). This report advocates for a
holistic approach to culture, which rejects the historical advocacy for cultural universalism.
Cultural institutions, more than just displaying and producing art, have an inherent demo-
cratic role, and it is only by reflecting on the historicity of the museal field, on sociology,
that they can contribute actively to the well-being of society and its progression. As there are
always more nuances to add, this section presents some of the debates and nuances inherent

to this field. Lastly, some audience development models are shown and are used to reflect



on the existing strategies at Culturgest, but also to point at possible improvements.

The second part of this report is the case-study of Culturgest, where I spent six months
as an intern. This experience helped me get a better understanding of the institution strategies,
identity and functioning, but also allowed me to interview the artistic director Mark Deput-
ter, the head of communication Catarina Medina, the head of production Mariana Cardoso
de Lemos and the archivist, Paula Santos de Tavares. This collection of interviews, used
as qualitative data, provides inside perspectives on the institution’s strategies and identity.
My own experience also constitutes a form of qualitative research, in a phenomenological
fashion, that pushed me to investigate more some specific points, and showed me more in-
timately the functioning of such an institution. A first section presents a brief history of the
institution, providing important context to better understand its position within Lisbon’s cul-
turalscape. The historical overview is intended to show the evolution of Culturgest, which
has established itself as a key actor in Portugal’s cultural scene over the past three decades.
By tracing its roots, evolution, and current status, this section aims to offer a comprehensive
understanding of the factors that have contributed to Culturgest’s success, as well as the chal-
lenges that it has had to face and overcome in order to maintain its relevance and appeal to
diverse audiences.

Culturgest’s identity and communication is then analysed, using archives, journal ar-
ticles, data retrieved from Culturgest and the interviews, constituting both quantitative and
qualitative data, showing how the institution presents itself (its core values) and how does
the staff perceive the institution. Subsequently, this allows for a better understanding of its
audience and of its objectives in terms of audience development. It also relates the profound
changes the institution has undergone since the arrival of the current artistic director, Mark
Deputter. The positive outcomes from the implementation of new communication strategies
by the current head of communication, Catarina Medina, testify to Culturgest’s adaptability
and willingness to evolve with the times. However, despite these strengths, the institution
still faces challenges such as a formal and rigid perception by the public, which can hinder
its growth and expansion.

Overall, this mixed-method approach offers several advantages. On one hand, qualita-

tive data is crucial in the field of audience development as it captures individual experiences
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and subjective perspectives which are essential in understanding the nuances that are asso-
ciated with a cultural institution’s identity, artistic direction, programming, and communica-
tion. On the other hand, qualitative data helps establish cause-and-effect relationships. Aside
from the report on Portuguese cultural habits that serves as a tool for contextualization, the
outcomes of the policies implemented by Culturgest’s current artistic direction can be seen
in the various figures provided in the institution’s annual reports.

In the final chapter of this internship report, research-based suggestions are presented
for Culturgest’s audience development. These suggestions take into account the institution’s
identity, challenges, and opportunities, and aim to promote an innovative and inclusive au-

dience development strategy, complementing the institution’s contemporary characteristic.



Part 1

Theory



1 Definitions

To begin with, some notions have to be laid out in order to establish a framework
and global understanding of audience development and its problematics. This section offers
a definition of communication, explains the differences between the art centre versus the
museum, public versus audiences, and a definition of contemporary art from an audience
perspective. This choice draws on the reflection of the title and object of this report: audience
development for an art institution. Considering that audience development aims at gaining
more visitors, communication is necessarily a part of this goal. It also calls for a definition
of what is an audience, what is an art institution and what are the purposes of a said art
institution. As Culturgest mainly focuses on artistic contemporary creation, the definition of
contemporary art (from an audience perspective) is essential to understand the frame of the

institution’s audience.

1.1 Communication

Communication is a broad concept that can be sometimes difficult to pin down to a
single understating but is, ultimately, at the core of museums: museums communicate, engage
with their audiences and with society. Thus, conducting an analysis by looking at museums
as communicators can bring out some interesting points for this report.

In the foundations of communication theory, we find Lasswell with the following def-
inition: in the act of conveying information, there are one or several emitters (E), one or sev-
eral receivers (R) and they communicate through a channel (ECR model) (Lasswell 1948).

This general concept can be expanded to machines, animals and social life (Desvallées and



Mairesse 2010, 28).

Lasswell further theorizes communication through a model that suffers from several
issues: it is unilateral, in an E to C to R fashion, it ”is based upon technical processes, and
ignores the social and cultural aspects of these processes” (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a, 15). As
such, it is far too simplistic for the complexities of the human reality. It can be defined through

299

terms “’such as ’imparting’, ’transmitting’, and ’sending’”’ (15). Moreover, Hooper-Greenhill
adds that it is strongly linked to modernity (which will be explained in more details in the
second chapter), and as such, holds problematic moralistic components:

The secular metaphors of transmission, for example, hide the links to religious prac-

tices, those of evangelism and conversion. Movements of people in space were fre-

quently impelled by desires to extend ’civilisation’ through the implantation of Chris-

tianity. This moral component, of purportedly improving patterns of life, of making
things ’better’ for others by the giving of new information, is deeply embedded in this
understanding of communication. It can be found in 19th-century paternalism, in gender

relations, in forms of education. (15-16)

The other common definition of communication relates to an interactive one, meaning,
communication done in a reciprocal fashion (Desvallées and Mairesse 2010, 29).
Hooper-Greenhill calls this understanding of communication the “cultural approach”, ”fo-
cus[ing] more closely on how meaning is made, [seeing] communication as an integral part
of culture as a whole [which] insists on the constructed character of both culture and com-
munication” (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a, 20-21).

This shift from a unilateral to an interactive type of communication in museums will be fur-
ther explained in the second section of this chapter, as it accompanied and is representative
of their evolution of museums (from the modernist to the postmodern museum). To sum it
up, by the end of the 20th, museums underwent a profound re-orientation: they started to
deploy new communication tools and investigating their audiences (with visitor studies and
surveys) resulting in consequent investments in their communication departments but also in
a paradigm shift in regard to the way in which they apply this communication. Many rea-
sons explain this change, whether they be political, financial, social, cultural or educational

(Hooper-Greenhill 1994; Hooper-Greenhill 2000b; Nielsen 2017).

The 2022’s definition of museums by ICOM? emphasized communication as being

2. ”ICOM?” stands for “’International Council of Museums”



one of the core function of museums: ”A museum is a [...] permanent institution [...] that
researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage [...]">.

Beyond a mere presentation of the objects and collection, museums’ audiences have
now access to (some of) the research and information surrounding these exhibitions. ICOM

thus presents the communication as being twofold, as it

”emerges both as the presentation of the results of research undertaken into the col-
lections (catalogues, articles, conferences, exhibitions) and as the provision of informa-
tion about the objects in the collections (the permanent exhibition and the information
connected with it)”. (Desvallées and Mairesse 2010, 29)

As a result, Hooper-Greenhill (1994) draws parallels with the field of mass communi-
cation: the unilateralism mentioned above has several consequences. Just like when we are
watching television, in a classic exhibition display in a museum, the spectator has no way
to answer back. These “mass communication” methods are unnatural ways of communicat-
ing and, as one party is absent, it is difficult to evaluate the success of the communication
(35). Furthermore, the curatorial team can be compared to the TV-programmer team: both
are interested in creating a captivating message for the recipient, and both are absent when
the message is delivered (36). However, this does not mean that the spectator does not en-
gage with the work or the object, both in the situation of a museum display or when watching
television (Hooper-Greenhill 1994; Livingstone 2005).

In this light, having a more audience-based approach can mean bringing the curatorial
team (which was absent) back to the communication momentum, interacting with the audi-
ence, for example with ’natural communication, through talks, guided tours, meet-the-curator
sessions, demonstrations, handling sessions, enquiries, discussion groups and social events”
(Hooper-Greenhill 1994, 37), thus distancing itself from a mass communication method.
There are many ways in which museums can experiment with communication, as several
solutions/strategies can co-exist (36-37).

After Lasswell, several other models of communication have arisen which have intro-
duced the idea of power in this discussion, developing a more complex and reflexive un-

derstanding of the production of exhibitions (Cameron 1968; Miles 1986; Knez and Wright

3. International Council of Museums (ICOM), Museum definition, https://icom.museum/en/resources/sta
ndards-guidelines/museum-definition/ accessed on the 25th of August 2022
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1970 qtd. in Hooper-Greenhill 1994, 46). Macdonald (1998) has proposed a thorough analy-
sis in her book The Politics of Display, which “explores museums’ celebrations and silences,
their life behind the scenes, and the consequences of their *weight’. It looks at the processes
involved in, and the political consequences of, museum display” (xii). Museums are not neu-
tral, although they have most frequently presented themselves as, and been thought to be,
outside —or above— politics” (xii), and the communication via the display consequently needs
to be questioned.

Finally, the digital means have brought a new paradigm of active participation between
the institution and its public. For Jenkins (2006), the 21st century can be considered a con-
vergent media culture, with the interaction of old and new media creating new forms of com-
munication, the emergence of participatory culture and the creation of collective intelligence,
where problems are resolved through communication with different partners who contribute
to a whole, each in their own ways. This means that the chronic lack of interactivity in mu-
seum communication —which has been a critique developed along this section—, is now an
addressed issue. Cultural institutions are shifting from a transmission model (thus, unilateral),
to a more participatory one, where they can fulfil the function of satisfying the requirements
of leisure and enjoyment, fundamental to the construction of communities’ representations
and identities (Centeno 2021, 328).

These new exciting changes did bring museums to a more participatory and interactive
model but some, like Hodge (2011), argue that the revolution has not really taken place since
fighting against linearity presumes the continuation of linear communication models (Nielsen

2017, 5).

1.2 Art centre vs museum:

A starting point in this project is to categorize the object of my internship report. What
is Culturgest? An art centre, a cultural institution, a museum? “Cultural institution” is a
broad term that can include both art centre and museum, but also and not limited to “’live

performance institutions, libraries and community cultural centres” (OMC Working Group
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et al. 2014, 14)*. The OMC working group adds that they chose not to have an exclusive
definition of cultural institution and art. In their report, they decided to focus on publicly
funded institutions working in the field of culture. This approach to cultural institutions
varies between countries, but the publicly funded institution is the prevalent system in Latin
European countries, which includes Portugal (Desvallées and Mairesse 2010, 70-71). In light
of this broad definition, it is safe to say that Culturgest is a cultural institution.

As for which type of cultural institution Culturgest is, an analysis on the terminol-
ogy surrounding museums has to be conducted. This terminology is constantly evolving,
and the museum itself has undergone a significant transformation in recent decades. Rather
than the rigidity and exclusivity of the past, museums today are reinventing themselves to
become more open, accessible, and community-oriented. The International Council of Mu-

seums (ICOM) updated its definition of the museum in August 2022°:

A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society that
researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage.
Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and sustainabil-
ity. They operate and communicate ethically, professionally and with the participation
of communities, offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection and
knowledge sharing.

Compared to the 2007 version®, ICOM added crucial elements of ethics, participation
of communities, accessibility, diversity, inclusivity and sustainability, effectively reflecting
the debates surrounding the civic role of museums.

On one hand, De Carli and Luckner suggest that although museums are distinct from
cultural institutions, their evolution has had a significant impact on the concept of cultural
institutions as a whole. Despite their differences, museums and cultural centres share some
common characteristics such as being non-profit, permanent institutions serving society, open
to the public, and committed to the development of society. Furthermore, the distinction be-

tween cultural centres and museums has become increasingly blurry over time, with museums

4. OMC stands for ”Open Method of Coordination”

5. International Council of Museums (ICOM), Museum definition, https://icom.museum/en/resources/sta
ndards-guidelines/museum-definition/ accessed 15th of February 2023

6. ”A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its development, open to the
public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of
humanity and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment.” To see previous definitions:
“Icom Museum Definition,” Embassy of Culture, March 7, 2022, https://embassy-of-culture.com/project/icom-
museum-definition/.
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conducting activities beyond their permanent or temporary exhibitions, and art centres having
their own collections and exhibition halls (De Carli and Luckner 2012, 17).

On the other hand, art centres also influenced the definition of museums. They were
originally’ thought and conceived as a counter places to museums: non-conformist places, at
the service of the community, showing other types of art, less restrained on their cultural and
artistic programming than a museum, and not holding any permanent exhibition (Mauricio
2016, 128). To a certain extent, art centres are reflections of the changes that the 1970s and
80s have seen in the discourses on museums and their display: ”Art centres contributed with
new space configurations and new ways of designing and curating avant-garde exhibitions,
possibly as a direct consequence of the characteristics of the alternative locations that they
initially occupied — old abandoned factories, warehouses, or even schools.” (129).

Currently, according to Spanish museum studies scholar Luis Alonso Fernandez, the
primary difference between art centres and museums lies in the fact that art centres do not have
the responsibility of collecting or preserving works of art. Instead, they prioritize community
engagement and entertainment as their main goals (Fernandez 2001 qtd. in Mauricio 2016,
128).

De Carli & Luckner follow the same direction, by putting the emphasis on culture for
cultural/art centres, as in promoting cultural values ”among the members of [their] com-
munit[ies]”, and with a structure that is ’based on broad spaces” with a variety of cultural
manifestation that enrich the social fabric of the local population (De Carli and Luckner 2012,
17).

Overall, the definition of a “cultural institution” is up for debate among scholars, with

a prevailing notion of hybridity where each type of institution (museum or cultural centre)

7. The genesis of the art centre can be traced back to the german Kunsthallen: ”The Kunsthalle, as a tempo-
rary exhibition space, is an institutional building devoid of compromise largely associated with the collecting or
selling of art. It came to existence in German speaking regions in the 19th century, its intent was to bring art to
the city and its people; it was conceived as a place to show contemporary art and to discuss contemporary issues
within its society, thus introducing “art” to a broader audience. In short, the Kunsthalle can be summarized as
a building typology dedicated to delivering “Kunst fiir alle” art for all. This public building has always been
an important typology throughout history, still today the Kunsthalle is a prominent institution in the theory and
practice of contemporary art that sets it apart from other art institutions around the world. From the start its
aim was to promote art with an international focus, this impetus towards a global scene has been maintained.”
(Prieto 2016)
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takes on characteristics from the other. As for Culturgest, I argue that it can be considered as a
museological space and as such, the field of museology fits in its analysis. The foundation has
a private and permanent collection® that it displays at times, but its hybrid format (conference
space, gallery, community centre, artistic residency) is best described as a cultural or art

centre.

1.3 Public and audiences:

In everyday language, the terms public and audience are usually interchangeable. As
the focus of this report is on audiences, it is necessary to investigate the nuances of both
concepts so to arrive at a better understanding of the object of study.

The ICOM defines the term “public” in two different ways, depending on whether it is
used as a noun or adjective’.

When used as a noun, the word ”’public” refers to the museum users, the museum public.
The definition is not limited to the actual user public, but also encompasses the whole pop-
ulation addressed by the establishment (Desvallées and Mairesse 2010, 71-72). This notion
of public is central to the definition of museums'®.

As seen previously, museums have evolved in the 20th century by shifting towards a
more participatory approach in engaging with visitors, and the current ICOM definition of
museums emphasizes this shift by prioritizing diversity and inclusivity. This growing pres-
ence of the notion of the public can be seen in the development of exhibition critics (who
sometimes present themselves as “public advocates” or “for the voice of the public”) and
the use of a wide synonym vocabulary: “people, public at large, non-public, distant pub-

lic, disabled or frail; users, visitors, observers, spectators, consumers, audience, etc.” (72).

8. ”Colecdo Da Caixa Geral De Depositos,” Culturgest, July 5, 2022, https://www.culturgest.pt/pt/colecao/
9. Briefly said, the adjective ”public” in ”public museums” clarifies a legal situation: public museums are
financed and administered by the people and are considered public services. They must follow rules and ethical
principles, and cannot be run as commercial enterprises. The 2022 ICOM’s definition of the museum em-
phasizes notions of diversity, accessibility, inclusivity, and presupposes the museum as being non-profit and
ethical.
10. ICOM states various countries and their laws on museums where the word ”public” is used: for example,
in French law, it is a "collection... the conservation and display of which are of public interest and intended for
public knowledge, education and enjoyment” (Legifrance 2002 qtd. in Desvallées and Mairesse 2010, 72)
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Since the end of the 1980s, we can also observe a turn towards the public in museal action,
showing the crescent importance of museum visits as well as the needs and expectations of
visitors, that can be put in parallel with the ”commercial trend of museums” (Desvallées and
Mairesse 2010, 72). This shift has already been aforementioned in this report and will be

further investigated.

To distinguish the word public and its many synonyms (in which we find "audience”),
several points can be made that draw their body of theory mainly from media and communica-
tion studies. In On the Relation between audiences and public, Livingstone (2005) argues that
the two words “do not refer to wholly separate realities” but rather that in a thoroughly me-
diated world, audiences and publics, along with communities, nations, markets and crowds,
are composed of the same people” (2). The terms are ambiguous to start with, but the small
differences and what they entail are worth investigating.

It is actually common to see them in opposition, where ’public’ is viewed positively,
and ’audience’ is viewed negatively. ’Public’ refers to the society, the civic, as in "public
debate’, public good’; the publics are critically engaged, politically significant. *Audience’,
conversely, usually relates to the private domain, and is viewed as a consisting of a mass of
trivial, passive, anonymous individuals.

Hartley also defined audience through the anonymous mass:

The term audience is used to describe a large number of unidentifiable people, usu-
ally united by their participation in media use. Given the varying demographics of this
group, not to mention variations between nations, the concept itself is a means by which
such an unknowable group can be imagined. Naming an audience usually also involves
homogenising it, ascribing to it certain characteristics, needs, desires and concerns. The
audience is a construction motivated by the paradigm in which it is imagined. (Hartley
2002, 11)

Other authors have a definition closer to the one of the public, such as McQuail:

[An audience is] a collectivity which is formed either in response to media (channels
and content) or out of independently existing social forces (when it corresponds to an
existing social group or category or the result of activities by a social group to provide
itself with its own channels of communication media). Often it is inextricably both at
the same time (McQuail 1987, 215).

Some even go further, such as Michael Warner. In Publics and Counterpublics (2005)

he distinguishes between a public and the public. When we refer to the public, it is understood
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as a kind of social totality, the people in general, organized in a community (the nation, the
city etc.). By calling it the public, we assume that others exist, but they are assumed not to
matter. When we refer to a public, it can refer to the concrete audience, the people actually
facing the performance. It also has a sense of totality, as the individuals making up this
public are all bound by the experience of the event, physically sharing the space. But Warner
gives us a third definition: the public that comes into being only in relation to texts and their
circulation (as the public of this report). As such, for Warner, the notion of public is bigger
than the notion of audience, there could be an infinite number of publics in the social totality
(Warner 2005, 48-51).

As shown here, there are various points of view on the subject, but audiences, public,
users, visitors, spectators, all refer to the core subject of this report. As the field I am relating
to the most in this report is audience development (and not public development, which would
be ambiguous), I chose to mainly use the word audience in the rest of this report, although

its synonyms are also valid and present throughout this work.

1.4 Contemporary art defined by audiences

As Culturgest defines its programming around contemporary art creation, it seems es-
sential to define what is contemporary art, and if it is not possible to define it clearly, at least
to have an overview on the debate surrounding the term, its uses, but most importantly, the
vision that the public has of contemporary art. This could help better define the identity of
the cultural institution, consequently affecting the way it envisions its communication and
programming, as well as its relation with the audience.

Regarding the definition of ”contemporary creation”, Culturgest does not offer a precise
definition of the term, as shown in my interview with Mark Deputter. The artistic director
mostly defines the concept of ”contemporary art” through temporality and not as a genre, as it
1s "difficult to defend that it is a genre because it is [...] so diverse” and he admits not having
”a good answer to that”. For him, a “certain distance” will be needed “to see [what] is in
all this diversity, because it [grows] in various directions”. In the interview, he then recalled

the start of his career, when “this international thing [...] was just at the beginning”, when
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people ”found it already incredible for performances to go to Amsterdam from Brussels or
to Paris”. He further stated the situation has rapidly changed in the last decades: “nowadays,
[contemporary art] is so multinational” and the evolutions are different also in different parts
of the world”.

From an audience development perspective, the question of contemporaneity has been
addressed by Pitts and Price, in their study published in Understanding Audiences for the
Contemporary Arts (2020)'!. From this study, they have retrieved several key-points that
define what ’contemporary art” means to the participants (keeping in mind that their “’re-
search has been with current attenders of contemporary arts events — the people one might
expect to feel comfortable and at home in their theatre seats or wandering around a gallery”

(Pitts and Price 2020, 194)):

1. Artwork that is made recently, or since 1970, or by living/young artists.

2. Artwork in which the artist is seeking to experiment, break boundaries and push the art

form forward, taking a risk that it may not work, often strange and bizarre

3. Artwork that responds to or says something about our times, often prompting the au-

dience to confront their own existing beliefs.

4. Artwork that sits outside the mainstream, often deliberately rejecting ideas of enter-

tainment and mass appeal. (42)

Furthermore, the adjective ”contemporary” applied to an artistic discipline evokes dif-
ferent tropes: for film, the term is “rendered meaningless with genre distinctions (romcom,
horror, action) and differences in production (Hollywood, arthouse, independent) taking on
greater significance” (43), almost similarly to as with music, where “new music stereotypes
were difficult to pin down, since contemporary music was often interpreted as popular music”

(45)'2.

11. They have conducted the largest qualitative study of contemporary arts audiences in the UK to date.
Stretching across disciplines, a wide range of arts organizations, and four cities, this study draws out the insights
provided by 187 individual interviews and the detail of over 1.5 million words.” (Pitts and Price 2020, xiii).

12. To explain this lack of description through the adjective contemporary for these two art forms, the re-
searchers point out to technology, as having ”a strong role in shaping the relationship between contemporary
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The strongest stereotypes against contemporary art are to be found in dance, with the
participants ’struggl[ing] to see the skill or any beauty in the dancers’ movements”, em-
phasizing the "weirdness in the way in which dancers are dressed and in the way they move,
potentially being different for the sake of it”, interchanging contemporary dance with the term
interpretative dance, and echoing it to ’the music used for contemporary dance [deemed as]
weird and ’off-beat’” (Pitts and Price 2020, 45).

For contemporary visual art, participants were divided in their appreciation of the artis-
tic skill of some artists, but many related the perception of skill to beauty (45).

Contemporary theatre is the discipline with the "fewest stereotypes” compared to vi-
sual art and dance, “perhaps because the continued popularity of musical theatre gave an
awareness that new works could still be accessible and enjoyable”, although some partici-
pants expressed anxiety about the participatory and experimental setting that contemporary
theatre can have (46).

Overall, two common stereotypes about contemporary art are highlighted: a perceived
lack of skill in the artwork being produced, and difficulty in understanding the artist’s message
(the meaning of the artwork). Participants expressed frustration towards artists that they
considered as putting little effort into their work, designated ’art’ simply because it was
made by an artist”, as well as frustration in incomprehensible works (47). This critique was
not held against classical art, which suggests that it is something about the artwork being
experimental or weird that causes participants to search for a reason for its strangeness” (47).
The researchers thus suggest that participants attach an important to (high) skills in their
consideration of what is art, and that art ”being a source of communication is an important
part of participant’s evaluation of whether or not something can be called good art” (47).

For Culturgest, who holds ”contemporary creation” as inherent to its identity, under-
standing that contemporary arts are perceived by some as “a niche and arguably elitist seg-
ment of the arts” (195) is essential, as well as investigating the different stereotypes the public

holds against each discipline. Some handbooks for audience development even advise avoid-

and classical within each art form: the more prominent a role technological advancement plays in the devel-
opment of an art form, the more the art form seems to orientate towards new work™ (Pitts and Price 2020,
44).
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ing using terms such as “contemporary, history, arts centre and museum” as they “can most

put people off coming to cultural events” (Pitts and Price 2020, 41).
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2 Museums as Actors and Mirrors of So-

cietal Evolution

While a general definition of museums as distinct from cultural centres was provided in
the preceding section, the aim of this section is to delve deeper into the current state of Western
cultural institutions and museums, exploring their past, present, and emerging challenges.

Western scholars have analysed the history of museums to gain insights into past and
upcoming challenges, identify how museum professionals worked and approached visitor
communication. As museums hold power as institutions that preserve collective memory
and present themselves as community-driven, they have a crucial role in building cultural
memory. The choice of which artworks to display, when and how to display them, also has
discursive power and necessarily involves exclusion. As such, art is not only a reflection
of culture, but also actively shapes its social and historical context, impacting social orga-
nization, production of value, and relating to questions of equality, belonging, and identity
(Mauricio 2016, 114-115).

Museums’ evolution follows the progress of society, and they should be seen as both ac-
tors and mirrors of this evolution. The artworks themselves represent and express the shared
cultural understanding of the meaning of existence, in a twofold fashion, as they give "to
things their look and to [people] their outlook on themselves” (Heidegger 1971, 42). Fur-
thermore, art museums ’play out” and “reinforce” social hierarchies: they become “spaces
of ritual” where visitors play the ritual; the museum, with its sequenced spaces and arrange-
ment of objects, its scenography, its architecture, ’furnishes both the stage set and the script”

(Duncan 1991 qtd in Mauricio 2016, 116). If museology is now a well-documented and re-
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searched field, this was not always the case, as Culture'? has benefited from a certain aura
that made it unquestionable. Culture still benefits from this aura, although being now more

challenged, with critiques brought by culture studies.

2.1 From modernity to postmodernity

2 9 2% 9 2% 9 2% 99

The terms “modern”, ’modernity”, modernism”, “modern age”, ”postmodernity

%9 99

, post-
modernism” can all be ambiguous, as they all have the same root ”modern”, but mean differ-
ent things. This section aims to clarify some of these notions, without engaging excessively

in the contentious semiotic debates surrounding them.

Modernist museum:

The modernist museum is a reflection of the principles of modernity'4 and modernism!?

in its design, function, and exhibitions. For Hooper-Greenhill the "modernist museum” finds
its "intellectual roots in the Enlightenment”, and its institutional form to the European public
museum that emerged in the nineteenth century”!® (Hooper-Greenhill 2000b, 16—17). Other
authors, such as T. Bennett (1995) and Duncan (1995), have also explored the impact of mod-
ernism on museum theory and practice, in the same vain as Hooper-Greenhill, analysing how
museums contribute to the production and maintenance of dominant cultural narratives. Ben-

nett focuses more on the historical and social context of the museum’s development, whereas

13. Culture” with a capital ”C” refers to the arts, and “culture” with a small ”c,” is to be understood in the
anthropological sense of ”a whole way of life.” (Gallagher 1992, 82)

14. Briefly said, modernity refers to a historical period characterized by social, political, and cultural changes
that emerged in the 17th century and continue to shape the world today. These changes are rooted in the En-
lightenment, the Industrial Revolution, and other significant historical events. Modernity is characterized by a
belief in reason, science, and progress, individualism, a separation of church and state, and a capitalist economic
system (Jerath 2021). Hooper-Greenhill’s vision of modernity is marked by the rebellion of the avant-garde, the
“industrialization, secularization and urbanization”, but also the exclusion of women from the public sphere”,
the “imperialist colonization” and its genocides and the introduction of disciplinary institutions” (Hooper-
Greenhill 2000b, 17).

15. Modernism, on the other hand, is an “artistic and cultural movements that arose primarily in response to
wide scale changes in the society on account of industrialization in nineteenth and twentieth centuries” (Jerath
2021, 84). It was characterized by experimentation, innovation, and a rejection of traditional forms and conven-
tions. Modernist art and literature often focused on subjective experience, symbolism, and abstraction (Jerath
2021).

16. Both modernity and modernism are encompassed in The Modern Period, which generally refers (as the-
orists may disagree) to the period from the 17th century to the present day (Jerath 2021).
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Duncan examines how the museum is shaped by broader cultural values and ideologies. Ben-
nett is also more concerned with the museum as an institution and how it reflects societal
power dynamics, while Duncan focuses on the role of the museum in shaping individual ex-
periences and subjectivities. Although these authors may approach differently the question
of the modernist museum/modernism and the museum; there is a common understanding
and agreement on its main characteristics: a powerful institution that aimed to unify and
rationalize, displaying only the European world-view, in an apparent neutral, harmonious,
unified and complete way, which further legitimized particular attitudes and conceptions,

giving them “the status of truth” (Hooper-Greenhill 2000b, 151).

The shift towards postmodernity:

After mentioning modernity and modernism, both influencing the birth of the museum,
it is necessary to engage with the concepts of postmodernity and postmodernism to be able to
grasp the state of the museum today. Briefly said, postmodernity is a historical period, while
postmodernism is a cultural and intellectual movement. Postmodernity refers to a historical
period that emerged in the late 20th century (usually dated in the 1970s), characterized by a
fragmented, pluralistic, and relativistic world-view that challenges the principles and values
of modernity. Postmodernism is a broad intellectual and cultural movement that emerged as
a critical reaction to modernism and its grand narratives (Jerath 2021, 90-91)

As for the key features of postmodernity, Jerath (2021) names five of them: “global-
ization, the media, a world in Fragments (due to Dynamism: rapid social change), consumer
society: individual freedom to choose one’s lifestyle, cultural diversity and hybridity”. The
1970s, marked by these features, were a period of new challenges for museums (and not just
art museums) all over the world, which led them to profoundly change their ways of operating
(Mauricio 2016, 117).

The modernist museum had an outdated transmission approach to communication and
education (as mentioned in the first chapter), mainly using display as their form of commu-
nication (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a, 14). As such, the necessary change of approach to com-

munication has been a driving force of change, including and engaging the audience in the
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process. With this new narrative-driven approach, museums now appear to be less pompous
and more committed to their democratic role, fostering discussions about art and its role, in

this ”postmodern globalized society” (Mauricio 2016, 117).

Contemporaneity through the museal lens:

What is truly contemporary art is not a new debate. The past section has offered some
insights on how the public defines what is contemporary art, but has not approached the de-
bate from the lenses of the museums, how do they approach this concept and portray their
”contemporaneity”. Claire Bishop proposes several definitions of the term in her book Rad-
ical Museology. These definitions have their pros and cons, but the major drawback is that
they are always operated from a Western purview, and therefore are unable to accommodate
global diversity. Most recent theorists have therefore positioned it as a discursive category”
(Bishop 2013, 18).

Her thinking, to recap it briefly, revolves around different philosophical and art histor-
ical approaches to understanding contemporaneity and its relationship to temporality. After
citing different approaches and scholars to contemporaneity, its relationship with modernity,
postmodernism, and the shift of paradigm on the perception of temporality (Groys (2009); Os-
borne (2013); Agamben (2020); Smith (2009)), she argues that a ”more generative approach
is to view contemporaneity as a disjunctive relationship to temporality”, which “allows us
to move away from both the historicity of modernism, characterized by an abandonment of
tradition and a forward propulsion towards the new, and the historicity of postmodernism,
equated with a ’schizophrenic’ collapse of past and future into an expanded Present” (Bishop
2013, 19). As for how contemporaneity is conceived and applied in museums, Bishop sug-
gests that museums can avoid presentism by developing historical collections that can be
revised and curated in various ways to counter the chase for novelty and position the mu-
seum as having a strong engagement with both the past and the future. She also calls for a
more political understanding of contemporary art, and urges museums to analyse “why do
certain temporalities appear in particular works of art at specific historical moments” (23).

By understanding the dialectical relationship between past and present, museums can develop
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their discourses on the long-term and engage with their political commitments.

Surely, Culturgest, as a cultural centre that also shares characteristics with museums,
could develop a unique and interesting take on this dialectical contemporaneity by engaging
with its own history and condition —which are mentioned in its presentation (the relationship
to the bank, the building, its birth in the specific context of the 90s in Portugal...)—, and
connecting it with the political urgencies of our world, as the institutions claims to do in its
presentation: “and all this with a careful look at what is happening at home and abroad.”
(Culturgest 2022). Moreover, as will be shown in the analysis, this cultural responsibility is
something that audiences are demanding more and more, and Culturgest holds an important

position in the culturalscape'” of Lisbon.

2.2 The museum today: different approaches

As seen previously, ’the ways in which museums work today are based on ideas that
emerged in nineteenth-century Europe - many of these ideas are no longer relevant. The
idea of the museum is changing; it is being transformed and re-imagined” (Hooper-Greenhill
2000b, 1). Hooper-Greenhill calls this new museum form the post-museum”, its develop-

ment being driven by questions of meaning (1).

Post-museum:

The post-museum is ’a new idea that is not yet born, but whose shape is beginning to
be seen” (8). Hooper-Greenhill characterizes it as a process or an experience, that can take
different architectural forms, and focuses on communities, their spaces, concerns and am-
bitions. Its development could even “represent a feminisation of the museum” in the sense
that the new values attached to the post-museum (responsiveness, encourag[ing] mutually
nurturing partnerships and celebrat[ing] diversity”), are characteristics deemed feminine in

the Western culture, oppositely to the “masculine” values of the modernist museum (”ob-

17. ”The term culturalscape aims, thus, at summarising the varied levels of differences, similarities, and con-
trasts, which make up the ongoing complex transformation of an urban space vis-a-vis its artistic, socio-cultural,
and museological realities throughout history.” (Mauricio 2016, 8)
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jectivity, rationality, order and distance”) (Hooper-Greenhill 2000b, 153). Hooper-Greenhill
also mentions another paradigm shift, in which the ”intellectual development of the post-
museum” will likely “take place outside the major European centres which witnessed the
birth of the modernist museum” (153), which relates to the “cultural diversity” and “rapid
social change” key features of postmodernity. She defines this new philosophy as follows:
”The great collection phase of museums is over. The post-museum will hold and care for ob-
jects, but will concentrate more on their use rather than on further accumulation. In addition,
the post-museum will be equally interested in intangible heritage” (152). Here lays a term
particularly interesting and difficult to pin down: “intangible heritage”!3. It was added to the
museum’s definition by ICOM for the first time in the 2007 version.

Many museums understand “’intangible heritage” as part of visitors communication,
involvement or participation, but the concept has rarely been thoroughly defined in muse-
ums’ strategies. For Nielsen, it is precisely this ”intangible heritage” that is the predominant

characteristic of the postmodern museum'®

, as it shifts the focus on collections and objects
to a focus on visitor learning, activities and interaction (Nielsen 2014, 23). Nielsen argues
that it has “especially affected the role of the curator” (23), who needs to be more polyvalent
than ever and engage on every front: “’the use of technology and social media, the need for
forming new partnerships, and the expectations and needs of visitors among other factors are
putting the curatorial role under pressure and change, and in doing so new responsibilities
have been created for curators” (Nielsen 2017, 2).

Other concerns arise, noticeably brought by postcolonialism, on the museum’s respon-
sibility: its production of knowledge, its representativity and its political involvement. For
example, what should ethnographic museums do with their collections? Many of them are
already working with the concerned communities to negotiate solutions for each problematic

that arises. It may be this addition of solutions that will lead the path to new ways of work-

ing (Hooper-Greenhill 2000b, 152). As mentioned before, the intellectual development of

18. It is a living form of heritage (oral traditions, performing arts, social practices...) inherited from our
ancestors and passed on to our descendants, providing a sense of identity.” Retrieved from ICOM, ”Intangible
Heritage,” International Council of Museums, June 22, 2020, https://icom.museum/en/our-actions/heritage-p
rotection/intangible-heritage/

19. Not to be confounded with the *postmuseum’ of Hooper-Greenhill. Nielsen’s postmodern museum is the
museum existing in postmodernity.
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museums is not centred around Europe anymore, and it is in this celebration of diversity, of
responsiveness and relationship nurturing that the museum reinvents itself (Hooper-Greenhill
2000b, 153). This dimension is now visible in ICOM 2022’s definition of the museum, that
recognizes the different experiences of communities, but furthermore celebrates and fosters
this diversity, in a postmodern fashion.

Nowadays, the museum does not transmit grand narratives abo