
On the one hand the director of a gallery is much like any general manager:
a person expected to demonstrate a little vision and passion of course, but
principally expected to lead and to inspire. Such a person, like all good
managers, is required to delegate and monitor, having first communicated a
mission. On the other hand, a gallery director is also expected to be a
scholar, at the forefront of his or her field. These two opposing roles can
sometimes appear incompatible; one is a collective activity and the other is
essentially solitary. However, the challenge for our cultural institutions,
especially those associated with higher education, is to find a model which
creates a synergy between the two. 

Whilst the role of director of contemporary public art galleries is little examined
and often poorly defined, that of the contemporary curator has recently been
examined and defined almost to destruction. The place of research and
scholarship within contemporary curatorial activity is so well embedded that it
hardly warrants making a case for it. In fact the academic model for research in
curating can sometimes offer the poorest models of exhibition-making
imaginable, not just in the burgeoning network of galleries attached to Higher
Education Institutions but in many of our most cherished national institutions.
This includes the often vacuous contemporary theme show which seems to have
been researched by Google-led meanderings identifying the illustrative nature

1

For a large print version please contact the engage office:
info@engage.org

This PDF is an extract from engage publication:

• engage review 
Promoting greater understanding and enjoyment of the visual arts

•   Research
• Issue 18 – Winter 2006
• 72 pages
• ISSN 1365-9383 

The original publication is available from engage as below, subject to stocks.

This text is copyright, and is made available for personal/educational use
only, and may not be used commercially or published in any way, in print or
electronically, without the express permission of the copyright holders
engage. engage reiterates its gratitude to the authors and editors concerned,
many of whom work without fee. For more details of engage see end.

Changing Direction
Research and the gallery director

Stephen Foster
Director, John Hansard Gallery, Southampton

Word count: 1036 Pages: 3



of contemporary practice. It also includes the theory-led showcases that, rather
than illustrating a theme, simply support a theory. Both of these models
subjugate the artist and reduce, rather than expand, the potential of the artist’s
work and its wider access. However, even the most art-led and sympathetic
curation is based on research and scholarship. 

The role of the gallery director in all of this is much more complex. As the
demands of gallery management grow ever more onerous, and cultural
politics grow ever more insidious, the opportunities for a director to engage
in curatorial activity become fewer to the point that only the most dogged
can keep sight of them. I am told that this is why it is so difficult to recruit
leaders for some of our most important institutions. A younger generation of
curators now wishes to operate on a freelance basis in order to focus on
creative activities. Whilst this is good news for the sector as a whole, with
young artists and curators blurring the lines between their various activities,
it is a misfortune for our institutions. If we are to get the best exhibition-
makers at the head of such organisations, we need to return to the model of
the gallery director as chief curator. However, the directorial malaise runs
much deeper than this.

Since the inception of the Arts Council, its role, and that of the institutions
that it supports, has been underpinned by a commitment to excellence,
innovation and access. Whilst this canon has been open to revision and
changing interpretations, (indeed it should be so if it is to avoid sinking into
meaningless rhetoric), it has been obscured over the decades by a
bombardment of trendy catchwords, politically motivated ‘new initiatives’
and opportunistic ‘policy reviews.’

Mobility of audiences has created far greater access to museums and
galleries than at any time in the past. This means that institutions no longer
need to be all things to all people, and the opportunity to have a genuine
vision, to be truly distinctive, should be greater than ever. The present time
really ought to be the golden age of the creative institution in which
innovation is deeply embedded in the pursuit of excellence and access.
Unfortunately the reverse is true, and for a number of reasons our
institutions grow more and more homogeneous as each year passes. 

First, our institutions have sought the widest possible range of sources of
funding. The more diverse the sources of income to support our institutions,
it is claimed, the less dependent the institution is on any particular patron,
and hence the more financially secure it will be. However, each source of
funding provides its own pressures and demands, diluting what is distinctive
about the organisation. Ultimately, dilution across the sector makes
individual organisations indistinguishable.

This has occurred whilst the Arts Council has become increasingly addicted to
project funding. Under pressure to direct funding in line with Government
and national policies, ACE increasingly relies on creating projects to which its
clients must respond, allowing it to fulfil the requirements of its own masters
at the DCMS. Eventually, all of the organisations are chasing the same
criteria, thus further eroding distinctiveness.
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Smaller, vulnerable organisations, in an effort to find some kind of security,
often mimic their larger and wealthier neighbours in the hope that their
success will rub off. Radicalism and innovation have been discouraged for so
long that only a blind compliance is rewarded. This is the exact opposite of
a research-based culture, and far from encouraging effectiveness through
creativity and self questioning, such a centralised and denigrating system
generates institutional sclerosis, conservatism and ineffectiveness.

The solution to this downward spiral is to break the chain. The leaders of
our organisations need to work obsessively towards originality,
distinctiveness and individuality. Institutions must be encouraged to be
proactive rather than reactive. They need to be future-oriented rather than
reflectors of the past. They need a culture of challenge rather than
compliance. Strategies must then be devised to work towards such a vision.
Any serious research centre, in any discipline, would operate in this way.
Cultural institutions should look to centres of innovation in science and
technology to provide models of research, both in terms of ethos and
methodology. 

In short, our gallery directors should be the curators of cultural
programmes. When a coherence exists amongst the individual elements of
programme – the antithesis of an ‘all things to all people’ ethos – then the
institution itself becomes a research project. It would be reasonable to
expect galleries within academic institutions to lead the way. But it is
imperative that all of our galleries are driven by the same spirit of
challenging research, scholarship and innovation if we are to avoid falling
into an epoch of cultural stagnation.
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