The MCA aspires to engage a broad and diverse audience, create a sense of community and be a place for contemplation, stimulation, and discussion about contemporary art and culture.

“In contrast to the …global character of the technologically mediated world, the sensuous world…is always local”
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I probably should start off with my little known bona fides.  My childhood was focused on art making and looking with fascination at random art books (blaue buche) of bad reproductions residing in my aunt’s house and one glorious book of Cezanne’s work acquired mysteriously by my own.  
I grew up during the Second World War in a four room apartment on Queens Boulevard, in the borough of Queens, part of New York City.  I was born to two German-Jewish Immigrants who having left Germany and survived the great depression were now enmeshed in making a new life for themselves and their two daughters while being simultaneously responsible for as many rescued family members as possible.  
They regarded my interest in art as harmless, passing and quirky but certainly not practical.  Art making was considered a nice hobby but an unrealistic profession.  My father believed that cultural and academic pursuits, while the profession of some of my uncles, was “ivory tower”.  For him money was the measure of hard won success and voluntarily foregoing it in pursuit of other endeavors was the stuff of delusion.  My parents were creating a fortress against the vagaries of possible oppressive and the financial freedom to flee any genocidal government which might develop quickly even in their new country.
I studied art history in a liberal arts college, being prevented from going to art school by the self-same father who was dismissive because such a major would come to nothing.  He thought supporting myself was necessary but he got solace from the thought that I might meet and subsequently marry a likely up-and-coming entrepreneur or better still a doctor or lawyer in training.  He was pleased when I married a doctor and turned my art history major into a master’s of education in art teaching.  It meant he no longer would have to support me.  
After college I became first a full-time painter and etcher, then an art teacher in a pariochial elementary school and finally, in my first museum job, director of education at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston during a period of civic unrest and with a mandate for civic engagement.  My father lived to see my initial success in the museum world but was mystified that one could earn a living at it.

In the late 1960’s the ICA was an institution in receivership.  It was rescued by a band of friends who were young, well-born and even better connected firebrands.  The City of Boston handed these young scions the keys to the now abandoned museum building and assumed correctly that their trust funds or the largesse of their father’s and uncles would contribute the operating budget.  These young heirs created what would become Earth Day, the Kite Festival, First Night, public art installations in vacant and burned-out buildings, community-built playgrounds, mobile art units to pacify the growing unrest in Boston, and once a 30 minute errant installation in the rest room of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston during a very high-end opening going on in the upstairs galleries.  
I had met these folk by volunteering on one of the mobile units.  I was hired because unlike the rest of the troop (and thanks in no small part to my father’s demands) I was the only person they knew that had an actual elementary art teacher’s degree.  I was responsible for only the tamest of these afore-mentioned encounters and watched the development of the rest with fascination and disbelief.

Thus began my life in museums and my assumption was that I would stay in the art world forever. But by a set of accidental coincidences I left the ICA to join the Boston Children’s Museum in 1971 and from that time to this I have spent a lifetime enjoying art presented in art museums as a private citizen, railing against what I perceive as most art museum’s generic intransigence and being understandably infrequently invited to professionally participate in any art museum activity.  

I have always noted with pleasure the progress of several adventurous art museums in the United States and will now be grateful to include this Museum of Contemporary Art in that group.  But I have been mainly struck by the proliferation and maintenance of a swath of architecturally conceived castles designed for gorgeous contemplation by the initiated few.  I have seen these institutions generally congratulate themselves about the art they show, their impenetrable texts and their subtly embedded mysterious codes of expected behavior from their visitors. 
It did not help my life-long perception that when at fourteen I wandered alone and scared for the first time into the Museum of Modern Art I was followed by the security officer who I assume considered me an inappropriate visitor.

While most art museums now have an overlay of family programs and interactive resource centers, their view of the underserved remains mostly patronizing, assuming, that the uninitiated are eager to enter and learn their secret handshake.  I liken it to an assumption that there are urchins outside with their noses pressed against the windows hoping to be invited in.  That was certainly true of me, an obsessed fledgling artist, so I know to some degree that that assumption is true.  But I believe that it is mostly delusional, the great unwashed are pursuing activities that they consider both more necessary and more rewarding.  
As the urchin in question, I felt terrified, unwelcomed, and humiliated when I didn’t know what to do and was afraid to ask.  I have spent a lifetime hoping that the art museum community would change and have tried to write a roadmap for that eventuality.  But I have become convinced that lack of real signs of welcome by most, but certainly not all, museums in general and art museums in particular, is intentional.

It is in that context that I have accepted this invitation. Suffice it to say that I am thrilled to find myself in an art museum that uses the term “civically-minded” when they describe themselves and led by a director who expresses the deepest understanding of the 21st century skills needed to remain relevant.  I am astounded and grateful that staff here after having read my material with its embedded anti-art museum bias, still invited me.  I consider this invitation a welcome home, a full life circle if you will. 
Let me say some words about content and then move on to my more familiar topic of place and civic peace.  Every person who lives in an urban environment is surrounded by man-made visual production all the time.  They see billboards, and television advertising, newspaper layouts, book covers, shop signs, product packaging, clothes design, etc., in locations that are casual, without fees or any other perceived entry barrier.  
Equally everyone with vision has a well-developed discriminatory taste.  They know what they like and surround themselves with more of same.  Marketing specialists do research trying to find out what colors, typeface, and layout design each of us might like so that when using those they can sell us more product.  
Most people use an even more fine-grained discrimination when buying clothes, furnishing their homes, picking up shells at the beach, taking photographs and choosing postcards to send.  
Almost all of us study esthetics without naming it so.  We read or browse magazines that tell us what style is in vogue in any given country and season; what furniture might fit with what style of house; what paint colors that might work best in our surroundings.  We carry around lessons in context and art history.
As an elementary art teacher in my long ago life, I tried to get children to understand that appreciating and understanding art was on a continuum of looking they had already practiced and not a foray into a new and different world. 
I taught kids that artists were asking themselves visual questions and then trying to solve them.  And my approach to teaching art was to pose the same visual questions to my students, give them the same rules as artist has used and then invited them to see what they came up with.  They liked the work.  It made them feel like pioneers in a seeing world.  They looked at the art work (which I only showed them later) with respect at the novel way these solutions had been created.  Students wanted tools to use time to practice, questions to ask themselves, and rules to violate. 

So why I ask myself have we not taught art to all with this experience in mind?  That art production is all around us.  It is an extension of our everyday lives and gives us an entry into new thinking through a process that we are already expert at.  Artists gain proficiency by giving themselves permission to become expert in something that we use as well.  They practice the 10,000 hours that Gladwell tells us is needed for expertise.  They are inventors.  But they are doing a human thing and if presented as a continuum art of our visual life museum going might be more approachable.
I think always about the way Europeans especially Italians believe Opera is just a continuum of singing and a good way to enjoy a meal together.  And that the self same Operas when performed in the US often require formal clothes rather than picnic baskets.  The rarefaction of the arts is a creation of an imposed class distinction not based in the material itself. 

There is a barrier created between the material we museum folk hang intentionally on the walls inside a museum building and the stuff ordinary folk see on the outside walls put there by graffiti artists (with some important distinctions when we invite graffiti artists inside).  While the quality of the work is an important and necessary conversation, the distance between Sunday painters and professional artists and between graphic designers and fine artists is shorter than we make out.   

That rant having been said let me move on to my main thesis.  Foundational to all my work is the notion that museums are part of a set of civic spaces organized for various purposes that when safely traversed by strangers add to social cohesion and when unavailable add to social unrest. “We sense the importance of these places when they’re absent.  It is easy to understand why terrorists target them to promote widespread fear.”
  In the past I have written:
“Let us presuppose that people like, and even need, to be in the presence of others. This does not mean they have to know the people in question, or interact directly with them, just be in proximity. It provides comfort and something to watch.  

Let us further postulate that people will travel to places where other people will be, in order to get a certain amount of human contact. Being with others is an antidote to loneliness. Let us call this "going to be with others" activity "congregant behavior."

If we agree that everyone (or nearly everyone) needs some amount of congregant behavior in their lives then let us consider what this might mean for museums. 

While some congruent behavior is mild mannered and peaceable, some can lead to violence. People in crowds can egg each other on. Crowd behavior can be more dramatic and more volatile than the individual might wish. Riots grow from groups out of control. Group activity has inherent within it the risk that it might devolve into violence, riots or stampedes. We know that congregant behavior always has a certain inherent danger within it. It is the safe, peaceable crowd behavior that interests me.”

But I believe that civic peace, a condition that is necessary for cities to function, is enhanced by creating welcoming places which I call “congregant spaces” where strangers might safely come together, watch each other, participate in some form of satisfying parallel play and return peacefully home.  

Claus Oldenberg in his book THE GREAT GOOD SPACE has written about the “third space” – using the pub as an example where folks can become “regulars” and begin to recognize and socialize with each other.  While I am grateful to Oldenberg for bringing the 3rd space to our consciousness, I am interested in the precursor space where stranger pass peaceably by each other.  I am now considering calling congregant spaces “space 2.5”.  This lower threshold for stranger interaction does not lower the importance of the 3rd space it just suggests that space 2.5 is to be valued equally and that museums that create space 2.5 will be surprised to see that opportunities evolve into 3rd space as well as regulars become familiar with the museum.  Conversation and perhaps acquaintanceship, if desired, will develop down the road.  

But starting with viewing strangers and accepting the dress, manners and behavior of others is an important first step.  In a certain way “world peace” depends on acceptance of others and their right to share space.  Knowing them by name or talking to them is not essential just “nice to have.”
What are the characteristics of safe civic spaces?  They can be outdoors (e.g., sidewalks) or inside public buildings (shopping malls).  A person can sit in some (parks) and walk in others (hiking trails).  One can exercise (athletic fields and playgrounds) or watch (stadiums). One can eat (restaurants) and drink (pubs and cafes). One can listen in some (concert halls) or contemplate in others (museums).  Many are for trips (subway, bus, ferry, trains) and others organize travel (airports, train stations).  And the sites most commonplace are shops of all kinds where one can both browse and buy. 
When such spaces are restricted to the use of some to the exclusion of others, citizens rightly become anxious, seeing that the powerful are exercising organized control over others.  When the Nazi’s came to power, for example, they enforced restrictions on the uses of ordinary spaces.  Jews could not sit on specific park benches or use certain shops.  During the lengthy period of racial segregation in the United States, African-American people were banned from using beaches and water fountains reserved for whites.  More subtly, limiting houses of worship to the use of believers or building shopping malls that are welcoming only to the affluent may make some more comfortable, but the society as a whole, less tranquil.  
I contend that places where strangers can safely pass each other while engaging in self-directed activity are essential to our collective well-being.  When people have easy opportunities to view each other, they get accustomed to one another.  And when everyone can use the same spaces and services, we signal a silent welcome to each of the strangers we meet along the way.  

Even better, safe public spaces which encourage learning and debate (lecture halls, museums, libraries, etc.) can move us further -- from mere passive acceptance and civility to understanding and even empathy.”
I have tried to parse over a long set of essays what the characteristics of welcome might be and conversely suggest the ingredients that exacerbate something I call “threshold fear” which make for resistance to use.
The barriers that prevent strangers from entering art museums, I contend, include the perceived unfamiliarity with the material presented, the assumption by the uninitiated that they will be humiliated because they do not know how to behave, the uniqueness of the building which does not allow for practice in another more familiar location (think about the intentional ubiquitous nature of the shopping mall and libraries) and finally, the location and staffing of the front entrance admission desk (not necessarily the admission itself) which feels like a means test where an employee will sit in judgment. 

Now of course the initiated will come.  We know who they are:

· They are well-educated

· Entering into or well established in the middle class or higher or by virtue of their youth and current educational endeavors part of the temporarily poor.
· And, people whose parents or other family members took them to like places when they were young

The stranger might overcome all of these very difficult barriers and enter if they are on some personal quest that will not be denied, their trusted friend who has already been inside the building and therefore knows the ropes, takes them, the media buzz is very high so the attraction has risen to a “must see” quality among their friends, the person is embedded in the safety of a tour or school group and so has the comfort of not needing to make decisions or stand out, or he/she thinks they can provide something they deem of value for their children. Expanding one’s horizon for the sake of broadening one’s children’s experience is, I believe, one of the most important motivations that encourage social risk. It helps if the weather is inclement and the parents are feeling confined within their private space called home.  It helps even more if the encounter is not exorbitant when multiplied by the number in the family group.
However for the new visitor once inside there are of course more ways that the museum can help they feel welcome.  Making strangers feel they have come to the right place is multi-varied, layered and subtle.  Start with can they figure out the place and its rules by themselves without asking. For example instead of meeting strangers with the effusive greeting ingrained in customer service training, designing for anonymity and the ability to withdraw and watch first might be one of these. 
Obviously navigating outside spaces is easier.  The new Millennium Park here in Chicago is such a place.  There are no thresholds to cross.  

The new outdoor space of the Walker Art Museum, which comes equipped with free materials from their tool shed including chairs, sketchpads, iPads, newspapers, etc. is intentionally such a place.  I do not know if it works and I hope someone in this audience will. 
And interestingly in Phoenix Arizona a brand new park has just opened which is overtly called Civic Space Park. My colleague who lives there tells me it works. 
Since we believe that the outside belongs to us all, interest in creating museums as congregant space should begin with a review of the options to program the outside.    Do your stairs provide seating?  Do you have windows so folks can see in before entering?  Do you have something interesting going on outside like the street entertainers at the Met and the Pompidou and skateboarders’ in front of the Brooklyn Art Museum. Etc.
Once inside I content that the most formidable barrier is the admissions desk.  Where is it located?  And how does it operate.  Free Admission I think is the single best way to diversify the use of the building.  Because the threshold is lower, people can enter and leave at will and therefore the commitment does not need to be made outside and the price once paid one is not obligated to stay a long time.  People who can enter and leave freely use spaces differently.  They dip in and out, begin to specialize and ultimately become regulars.    Continually free institutions like the library have a participatory casualness.  Episodically free places (i.e., 2nd Thursdays) are usually frequented mostly by the most organized members of the temporary poor or the formerly comfortable and now well-organized elderly. 
And I am a huge fan of the coffee bar! It allows the timid to look intentional by buying food as an excuse for sussing the place out.  Before wholeheartedly participating, people need to know that they can escape from anywhere and can find the toilet without asking.  
Multiple reasons for entering diversifies the audience. Jane Jacobs in THE DEATH AND LIFE OF THE GREAT AMERICAN CITIES talks about multi-use space as a way to colonize streets.  Is there a café bleeding into the streets? Are you partnered with the public library so folks can borrow or return those books borrowed elsewhere like they did at the Indianapolis Children’s Museum?  Are you a wifi hot spot before the admissions barriers and do you have free computers with access for all?  Are your bathrooms available to non-paying guests?  Is the museum also a performance venue, or a school or day care?
Is the museum a pass through to elsewhere (as is the museum in Pataka New Zealand where mainly Maori school children go to and from their homes to school through a walkway where changing art exhibitions are placed in the windows?)  Pataka’s contemporary art museum is embedded in a recreation center so that swimmers go by galleries.  It is astounding and intentional.
Contemporary Art may be interesting to us museum folk but of all the possible arts, modern art is the most worrisome subject matter for the unfamiliar.  Now that can be mitigated if the potential visitor knows or is related to the artist.  Or if there is some patriotic reason for attending?  Or if the art is easily understandable.  As a subject matter modern art seems difficult in prospect but many are delighted to view it when it appears in destinations that we all must traverse like the airport. 
There are examples of mix used space all around us.  The library has diversified its offerings with publicly available computers, e-books, magazines, English lessons, homework help and often both community art galleries and performance spaces.  Note the shopping mall often offers food at various price points, sometimes intentional parental gathering spaces and gallery space.  Or the subway station that presents food service and shopping in addition to public art on its tile walls and buskers to entertain.  People who study these things think that multiple reasons for entry enhance the bottom line.  There is nothing stopping us from doing the same.  This museum seems well on its way.  
But I am also talking about activities that seem unrelated and reserved for other locations.  The Walker once had a Feininger show (?) and It was known that the artist loved to play chess so they set up chess tables that mimicked the summer outdoor park locations but the show was held in the winter, and the summer chess players showed up frequently delighted to see each other out of season.  And oh by the way, they noticed and became familiar with the paintings.  And others began to come to play chess and get to know the outdoor regulars and still others stood around and watched.
There is a museum in northern Sweden (Umeo) which has six months of darkness.  On every Sunday they serve free coffee in the galleries and have children’s art making activities and the entire community comes to see each other (and secondarily looks at the art). You can tell I am a big fan of coffee.

Te Papa, the National Museum of New Zealand, put an unplanned café in the middle of the museum and the behavior of the entire place changed because of it.  One must go through the institution to use it and when you get there you can sit and see the activity on many floors, the installations and the people using it.  Te Papa is free.  It means “Our lace” in Maori and that is how it is used. 

The Olafur Eliasson installation at the Tate Modern, which incidentally graces the cover of my book, created an indoor picnic location inside the museum. Folks come to spread blankets, lie down and gaze up at the changing sun/moon scape.  And others came to gaze at the gazers and still others crowded in because London is cold and rainy and here was a place to remember the infrequent real outdoor picnic time.

Think about the responses to the Christo work.  Where the act of wrapping creates a public celebration which in turn allows strangers to talk to each other and then others come to watch the watchers and it becomes a wonderful outdoor festival and an unexpected 24/7 festival.  I was in Paris when Christo and his wife wrapped the Pont Neuf. My daughter and I got up at various hours of the middle of the night over the course of the week just to see what was happening.  It didn’t matter the time, the interpreters where there, the installers were working, the searchlights were on and the many many Parisians was excitedly engaged. We were never disappointed.  

Turning the space into public welcome changes the nature of the responses from fearful to friendly.  And because there is also a reason for being there – art -- people look at, contemplate and talk about the art.  
To foster peaceable congregant behavior among diverse citizens, the museum will need to:

· Make the entry experience as neutral and anonymous as possible (i.e. free admission).

· Provide multiple amenities to offer comfort and alternative reasons for entering (i.e. seating, toilets, food service, retail, performance, school, day care, library, etc.).

· Make way-finding transparent and intuitive.

· Offer a physical unexpected and memorable space that while welcoming and even intimate is unlike home.

· Remain open during hours that reflect the needs of various groups of people.

· Be accessible through public transportation. 

· Include inside/outside experiences wherever possible so that the institution is seen as an all-year-round amenity.

· Offer the use of the facility for other civic groups so that the building’s usefulness is seen as broad, multi-economic and multi-cultural and while predominantly the property of one intentions it is not slavishly so.
· Create areas of intimacy for private study as well and areas for communal interaction.

· Allow and even encourage activity that is self generated and perhaps even considered irrelevant by providing the equipment and the seating i.e. reading the newspaper on Sunday while serving coffee, sitting by the fireplace and reading a novel, bringing a computer to a hot spot, allowing picture taking and art production.  
· Encouraging group work that is outside generated (i.e. knitting) 

But in doing so does it remain an art museum, you are now asking yourselves. Has the institution I am describing become so diffuse as to be not only unrecognizable but also without purpose?  A good question!
Congregant spaces do not operate without purpose.  Congregation by itself is not enough.  So yes art which is the purpose here is essential.  But art alone is not enough.  
The Dallas Museum of Art in often remaining open all night has caused a buzz that is its own attractor.  And the Brooklyn Museum of Art in allowing itself to become a Hasidic official date location in its late Saturday night hours began to have a broadened audience.

Balancing in the way the building intentionally operates, the alternative activities it encourages, the associations it makes with other institutions and the flexibility to allow behavior that is not so focused as the staff might wish, may allow for a new and surprising institution and will welcome, I hope, a broader mix of our citizens.  
This museum is experimenting with many of the ingredients mentioned and I wish them good fortune.
� Last Paragraph mission Statement MCA, web site � HYPERLINK "http://www.mcachicago.org/information/about.php?page=abt" �http://www.mcachicago.org/information/about.php?page=abt�	


� Abram, David, “Turning Inside Out: Remembering the Sensuous Earth, Orion, Winter, 1996 from Darke, Rick, In Harmony with Nature: Lessons from the Arts and Crafts Garden,Friedman/Fairfax, New York, 2000, p 12.


� Hanner, Erika V., 27 July 2010, Quote from Letter of engagement 


� Part of this paper is excerpted from “One Meter Square” an essay written in  for Graciella Sacco’s new book of the same title.  Graciella Sacco is an Argentine Contemporary Artist of note. 


� 


� I understand that “congregant space” or “congregant behavior” is an unorthodox use of the term congregant which has a dictionary meaning of “One who congregates, especially a member of a group of people gathered for religious worship” � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Editors of The American Heritage® Dictionaries</Author><Year>2000</Year><RecNum>803</RecNum><record><rec-number>803</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Editors of The American Heritage® Dictionaries,</author></authors></contributors><auth-address>Dictionary.com</auth-address><titles><title>The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition</title></titles><keywords><keyword>importance of and</keyword><keyword>word</keyword></keywords><dates><year>2000</year><pub-dates><date>26 January 2005</date></pub-dates></dates><publisher>Houghton Mifflin Company</publisher><urls><related-urls><url>http://dictionary.reference.com/search?</url></related-urls></urls><access-date>25\ January 2005</access-date></record></Cite></EndNote>��EDITORS OF THE AMERICAN HERITAGE® DICTIONARIES (2000) The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition, Houghton Mifflin Company.� I use it as a form of congregating which means “To bring or come together in a group, crowd, or assembly” without the religious connotations.  I continue to use the term throughout many of my papers. 





Chicago
25 July 2015
15 | Page

