ICOM Prague 2022, 26th ICOM General Conference
20 - 28 August

Sorcha Ni Féghlida, museum freelance ICOM bursary delegate report

“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 sustainability. They operate and
communicate ethically, professionally and with the participation of communities, offering varied
experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection and knowledge sharing.”

Main Conference:

ICOM Prague 2022 was my first opportunity to attend an ICOM general congress and | was
delighted to be present at a time when our understanding of the role and function of museums is
making such important evolutions. Bringing people together from the global museum community,
the conference and the vote on the new museum definition demonstrated the vitality of our sector

and the people in it.

The keynote themes on days one to three of the conference, of Purpose (Museums & Civil
Society), Sustainability (Museums & Resilience), and Delivery (Museums & New Technologies)
exemplified this vitality: The zeitgeist is future, adaptation, representation, not only a focus on the
curation of the heritage, tangible and intangible, of the past. The conference was for me a
reminder of how our work is important only when we are equally focused on the future: Preserving
and presenting the memory of times gone by while thinking about times to come.

'Experiencing tomorrow, today.” Lath Carlson, Dubai
Future Foundation

This balance was reflected in speakers who presented
inspiring overviews of long and significant careers, such as
Seb Chan, Australian Centre for the Moving Image
(pictured), whose personal overview of the evolution of
use of technology in museums over the past 40 years
showed us how far we've come. | easily clicked away,
taking digital photos on my ffew-hundred mobile phone,
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while remembering taking part in a museum digitisation project as a student in Glasgow. We'd
carefully used a cumbersome but cutting edge £many-thousands Hassleblad scanner back camera
— so far, so fast! As Seb noted, the tools museums are using are not new, they are just better
designed and museums have gotten better at using them.

S

-l

[Image: Plasticine artwork produced by Dmytro, a Ukrainian child, 2022, temporary display at the
Museums Fair, from War Childhood Museum, Sarajevo]

From established leaders to the emerging voices speaking up to
help shape the future, such as Kateryn Chuyeva, Culture &
Information Policy Vice Minster, Ukraine, who reminded us of the
role of museums in curating and witnessing contemporary
events. While Hilda Flavia Nakabuye, founder of Fridays for
Future in Uganda (pictured), spoke passionately about the need
to support African museums that are experiencing the direct
consequences of climate change.

“Only 5% of museums in Africa were able to establish a digital
presence during pandemic.”
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Representing ICOM UK, while conscious of my own experience of colonialism, | was particularly
aware of the responsibility carried by UK museums and heritage organisations to support the
future of museums. Britain collected the world, in many different senses, and in so doing took on a
role of global curator, safeguarding cultural treasures and histories that belong to a global
community. We have a responsibility for restitution, restoration, of which Hilda firmly reminded
the audience. However, it was also reassuring to realise that many of the actions she was urging —
such as developing sustainable practices, working with communities towards shared ownership,
and creating multi-vocal social spaces — are things that so many of us working in UK museums are
already doing. It was significant to have the opportunity to talk about these initiatives with both
colleagues from the UK and from Europe and beyond during conference networking sessions. It
highlighted that the UK is leading the way in many aspects of democratising museums and their
collections. It is encouraging to know we are moving in the right direction.

“Cultural Sustainability is the key for museums’ future.” Ondrej Dostal, National Technical
Museum, Czech Republic

“I've never met an African Africanist.” Mordecai Ogada, Conservation Solutions Afrika [sic]

Workshops:
The conversations that happened during breakout workshops and network meetings were an
important balance to the main presentations.
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| attended three workshops, reflecting the range of project work | am involved in with various
museums, centred on learning and engagement:

AVICOM, CECA: Digital Media for the Preparation, Implementation and Follow-up of the Museum Visit Sense,
Superfluity or Nonsense?

ICMAH, CIPEG: The Power and Challenges of Historical and Archeological Museums to connect the communities

ICMAH, CIPEG: The dispersed ancient and modern African Collection & the Global Community

It is very valuable to be able to learn from studies carried out in global contexts to support
continuing work developing digital resources for museums. In particular, studies that emphasised
the need to ensure VR / Augmented Reality is used with academically rigorous approach, that
support not distract from the collections they are designed for. And the fact that Tiktok not Twitter
is where we should be focusing our content-creation energies if we don’t want to lose our social
media audiences. Tiktok is now the fastest growing social media, outstripping all other platforms:
Web 3.0 — decentralised and evolving — is coming!

"90% of visitors see museums as places of proof.” Marie-Clarté O’Neill, Ecole du Louvre, CECA
President

| was able to listen to many reports on what
my peers have been doing in museums
across Asia, Africa, Europe and beyond. (In
fact, my one complaint was that there were
so many speakers during the workshops.
With an average presentation time of just
seven minutes, we weren't always able to
have the more in-depth discussions we
surely could have spent hours on.)

Outcomes:

Informally, | was able to ask questions, share ideas, and make connections with people whose
projects offered inspiration and possibly even potential partnerships over the next couple of years.
| was able to get excited as we spoke, responding to the ideas we'd heard, and sharing our
diverse insights: It would be wonderful to think that a light-hearted conversation over pasta and
cocktails, about how UK museums might develop partnerships with African museums in a way that
echoes the town-twinning initiatives of the post-WWI| era, might actually translate into equitable
sharing of expertise and resources. | will be making contact with delegates from ICOM Uganda
about this. And that the enlightening conversations with representatives of the Gallery of Central
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Bohemian Region (https://gask.cz/) may turn into a new collaboration: | am already approaching
possible funders about the potential for this.

And both of these are things | wouldn’t have felt empowered to follow up on if | had not attended
the Prague conference and been so inspired.

Off-site meetings:
After the three days of conference, there was a day when we were able to immerse ourselves in
our particular specialities.

| started off in heritage as an archaeologist, enjoying a sense of discovery and accessibility that
still informs my work with museums. As a freelancer, | get to work on a range of projects, with
amazing collections, professionals, and communities. However, | don’t get to work with
archaeology as much as I'd like, so the chance to interact with, learn from, and be re-invigorated
was immensely important.

The pace of the off-site days also allowed for more discursive interaction in the Poster sessions.
Including one presentation that touched on Ai Wei Wei's Coloured Vases, in which he used
industrial paint to ‘decorate’ Neolithic clay vases, reinterpreting them for contemporary audiences.
There were some very strong opinions amongst the archaeologists and curators on this!

It was also a pleasure to be shown around the newly redeveloped Czech Republic National
Museum (https://www.nm.cz/navstivte-nas/objekty/muzejni-komplex-narodniho-muzea), to hear
the pride and enthusiasm in our Czech colleagues’ presentations. And to learn from how they
were addressing the need for museums to bridge the past, present, and future, to engage equally
with ancient meteorites and Covid street protests. A film tracing the history of Prague from 4.5
Billon years-ago to 2022 should perhaps not have worked as well as it did — it's ambitious. But the
images projected as we walked through the tunnel from the historical building (Narodni muzeum)
to the new (Nova budova) was really rather thought provoking.

Excursions:

As well as two lively parties and a museums’ night that showcased wonderful collaborations of
different art forms — | enjoyed a ‘silent disco’ where ambient trance techno music provided a
soundtrack to a visit to the burial grounds of Medieval Czech monarchs — day five offered time to
explore beyond Prague. | registered on the excursion to the Wallachian Region Museum, Valasské

vvvvv

pedagogical approaches and how museums are meeting the needs of school visitors in particular.
The museum had recently completed an extensive redevelopment that has introduced activities
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for learning through play and immersion, and multi-media elements that successfully
communicated the intangible nature of folk cultural heritage.

We were also fortunate to be offered delicious traditional Wallachian pastries and hooch, which
very successfully communicated those aspects of the culture.

While | could not attend any of the pre-conference activities, | was lucky to be able to take the
train trip to Brno, a long, long journey that provided new opportunities to network with people |
hope to stay in touch with. The experience has made me feel so much more connected.

Through the shared global experience of the Covid pandemic and the changes its aftermath
continues to influence across society, it has become more important than ever to harness the
power of museums, as cultural places and social spaces. Although the discussions of a new
definition of museums — long and extensive — began before the pandemic, the changed world has
made the final outcome all the more meaningful. While the ICOM system isn’t quite one-woman,
one vote, it was genuinely exciting to be present on the third day of the conference as the final
discussions, the votes, and the announcement of a new museum definition took place.
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Even more interesting was being able to chat with people who'd been involved in the consultation
process in their respective countries, on that train journey to Brno. | came to fully appreciate how
much blood, sweat, and tears had been poured into the agreement of each word. And to then
realise that the process continues, as we discussed how each word must now be translated into
the hundreds of languages that form part of the ICOM community. As much as pots, paintings,
songs, dance, and costumes, language is embedded with cultural significance and even a word
like ‘enjoyment’ is not culturally neutral. The debates will surely continue.

So, will we use ‘craic’ or 'taitheamh’, when we translate the new definition into Irish...?

Dissemination:

As a freelancer working in UK museums, | realise that | am in a very fortunate position: | feel
privileged to have contributed to projects from interpreting ancient Egyptian sculpture at the
British Museum, to early 19" century steam engines at Crofton Pumping Station, and working with
adults with disabilities at York Museums Trust to young carers at Eastleigh Museum. | am
delighted to be able to say | honestly love what | do, and would it would be a hard choice to have
to do anything else. But Covid was incredibly hard for museum freelancers and many didn’t have
any other choice than to look for work outside the sector. When lockdown happened in March
2020, the vast majority of us lost all our work overnight. Many of us went months without income,
before the government support finally materialised. Some never even qualified for that support
and it was heartbreaking that we were having whip-rounds for young colleagues whose early-
career status meant they didn’t qualify. It was an isolating time and | was left feeling disconnected.

Being able to attend the Prague 2022 conference has been important both personally and
professionally, and it would not have been possible without the support of an ICOM UK bursary. |
am very grateful for the support and 'l was awarded a bursary from ICOM UK; | wouldn't be here
without it." It did rather become my catchphrase during the conference. | will be continuing to
share the news and my experiences with museum colleagues and freelance peers in the coming
months, particularly encouraging freelancers to consider joining as ICOM members.

I've been a member of ICOM for a few years although, as a freelancer, | didn't engage as much as
| could have and should have. (Although | did turn out to be the one person present at the ICMAH
sessions who had voted for the new board!) | certainly didn’t think | would be able to apply for a
bursary, since | didn't actually work for a museum. My understanding has now changed - evolved!
—and | intend to become more active in ICOM UK in the future. And | will continue to credit
ICOM UK as any of the ideas for collaboration seeded during ICOM Prague 2022 come to fruition.
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