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If the objects we hold in our great museums could talk they would have some extraor-
dinary tales to tell. Of course though few of them do communicate quite so directly,  
because we live in an age of communication and expect information to be available to 
us more or less on demand, we get others to talk on their behalf; curators, educators, 
and of course, visitors. It is now some time since curators, a solid academic ground-
ing behind them, could place themselves between a collection and a visitor and speak 
with authority on behalf of an object; if the curator didn’t know it or couldn’t say it, it 
was scarcely worth serious consideration. No longer. The objects belong to all of us 
and so do the stories and ideas they hold. Perhaps a more remarkable development is 
the acknowledgement which comes with a rigorous acceptance of the almost universal 
validity of any opinion, that every user is encouraged to project their own stories and 
ideas back onto museum objects. Every object seen by a hundred visitors is seen in a 
new light one hundred times over. As the values behind the somewhat one-way street of 
more traditionally authoritative object-based research have been challenged, museums 
have balanced the equation by fi nding ever greater value in the views, opinions and ideas 
of their visitors. Eliciting, gathering and making available this democratically sourced 
information consumes ever more of a museum’s precious resources. Such efforts often 
sit at the core of contemporary museum activity. 

In a truly democratic society, this re-evaluation of the various sources of information 
and opinion which surround any museum object was almost inevitable. It is true that 
when museums proclaim a variety of contemporary social purposes as a primary driver 
for their many and various activities, the objects in their care will mostly survive the 
ebb and fl ow of cultural and social tides. Some objects will be happier than others as 
they swim in the vast sea of ideas and information thus created; while the visitor may 
take or leave the subject matter, imagery and appearance of the baroque altarpiece, the 
authoritatively explained curatorial facts of its very manufacture are not likely to be 
subject to outright dismissal in the way that the curatorial information accompanying a 
tyrannosaurus skeleton might well be challenged by a visitor with a strong opinion on 
intelligent design. The laboriously assembled and carefully structured knowledge about 
an object which was once the stuff of a curatorial object fi le has no real counterpart in the 
multiplicity of possible encounters with information gathered through random interac-
tions with Google. Almost the one common, single, undeniable piece of knowledge you 
can apply absolutely to any object older than about 300 years is that it had a life outside of 
a museum. Treasured, valued, regarded or not, whatever its origins, its uses, its previous 
owners, it existed outside the museological cosmos of a physical preservational perpetu-



ity inexorably tied to an equally perpetual intellectual fl ux. After 250 years in which the 
gathering and dissemination of a body of knowledge surrounding an object might often 
be said to have dominated the culture of museums, the dossier and the catalogue have 
receded into the background and the object itself is left to strive, more or less success-
fully, to fi nd a voice which will be refracted through a myriad of momentary encounters 
with individual experience. 

But what of an object specially created for a museum, particularly in an age of such 
infi nite relativism? By its very nature, a work of art almost certainly has built into its 
making an almost infi nite capacity to be valued and described by as many people who see 
it. While this may suit many, to an artistic practice which places intellectual clarity and 
the unfl inching aesthetic of abstract thought at the centre of its work, anticipation that 
a work will enter a world of almost absolute relativity represents a formidable challenge. 
It is probable that the expectations of those who have commissioned it are that it will 
stand in its chosen setting and give out its truths to all; that it will engage, like a generous 
host, with even the shyest of guests and that its truths will be open to an infi nite array 
of interpretative examination. However, in a work made by such a practice, the truths 
examined, expressed as almost un-challengeable absolutes, have never really pursued 
their potential interlocutors. Rather, they stand in the middle of the room, delighted to 
converse with us if we will fi rst converse with them. The language is straightforward, 
direct, uncompromising. Anyone can join in but the structure and argument of the 
conversation is clearly laid out. If we try to impose our own will on its direction, it will 
become diffi cult and un-fruitful.

Six of Scotland’s most signifi cant public art collections ı have spent three years working 
through many of these issues as they have sought to re-establish an individual and collec-
tive confi dence in the process of collecting and exhibiting the art of the early 21st century. 
The process has in many ways refl ected the mass of contradictions inherent in collecting, 
interpreting and displaying great assemblages of the privately venerated objects now in 
public ownership. The outcome is six museums able collectively and individually to refl ect 
adequately in their permanent displays for the first time in half a century the art of the 
present; institutions able to re-engage confi dently with their various audiences for whom 
a collection needs visibly to be developing if it is to retain any value. In the spirit of our 
times, while the works collected by the six institutions have been chosen to become a vital 
part of those six individual and very different collections, they are also a shared resource, a 
‘national’ collection of a unique character and purpose. In this invigorating environment, 
why not set a final and daunting challenge; a commission which truly belongs to all six 
collections and yet can never really sit comfortably alongside any – something which 
might have been collected by each one of them and yet can only exist as a refl ection of the 
universal attributes in which they all partake; a work which challenges them, their col-
lections and their values by engaging in a rigorous, some might say furious and rhetorical, 
debate with their collective origins, antecedents and futures.

Where better to engage in this debate than in an environment which bears none of 
the weighty burdens of contemporary museological discourse while drawing deeply 
from the very same well on which that discourse is founded? Enter a room which, 300 
years ago, could, through the books which lined its walls, shed some light or opinion on 
most of the received knowledge and opinion available to any individual on the planet. 
It is a big room, a room for people as much as for books – a room for rhetoric but not, 
emphatically, a rhetorical piece of architecture. Nor is it a room for the advancement 
of knowledge through quiet contemplation. It is rather a room which states clearly that 
discourse, human interaction and mutual engagement is what will take this accumulated 
knowledge, this received wisdom of several thousand years, and project it into the 
modern world. 

Newhailes is a bigger house than most of us would ever want to live in. Despite its 
size however, it is not a grand house. It is a real house in which real people lived and 
worked and in which, through a miracle of survival, the 18th and the 21st centuries rub 
shoulders. It must be a supreme irony – or perhaps the richest and most deliciously 
appropriate refl ection of the perfection of Joanne Tatham and Tom O’Sullivan’s work 
at Newhailes that the shelves of the Library are now so nearly bereft of the books which 
they once held. These shelves have their own, unintended eloquence while the books 
have acquired a new environment for a very different discourse with the modern world 
– as the objects of academic research in the hushed halls of a big modern library. In 
choosing Newhailes as a lens through which to examine and celebrate the modern public 
ownership of the treasures of private material culture, Joanne and Tom have found a 
perfect location for their discourse. Many of the intellectual and cultural agendas of the 
Enlightenment, in Scotland so eloquently cradled in this and other such rooms some 
300 years ago, are cause for deep 21st century cultural disquiet, however inescapably 
they are also the roots from which our 21st century cultural institutions have developed. 
Where better to confront and challenge the infi nitely various truths and truisms of past 
and present; the twin absolutisms of a universal Enlightenment culture of knowledge 
and an equally powerful universal 21st century culture of infi nitely transformable and 
individualised information? 

Discourse does not stop at the door of the Library. It enters the dining room and 
the bedroom - in Scotland it vigorously fl ourishes, as it has done for centuries in every 
corner of the estate. It takes a position and it sets out to enjoy the debate. It may temper 
its manners and its appearance as it moves into other surroundings. It may look for inspi-
ration in the material around it, utterly mundane or entirely exceptional, as it examines a 
truth held, more or less, by some or by many to hold universal sway over its intellectual 
domain. It may seek, judiciously, on occasion to disrupt, annoy or provoke. It won’t stand 
for fl ummery or nonsense and it will fi nd a real value in honesty and straightforwardness. 
It will enjoy the rich textures of language, surface, colour, form and yet it is also slightly 
suspicious of the effect of exuberant eloquence found in high-fl own rhetoric.



If we enter the room unprepared for such a discourse we will probably struggle to 
engage with it – forever on the edge of the conversation and probably not quite under-
standing what is going on. The discourse won’t stop for us, it won’t invite us to join in 
– but it will welcome us if we want to take part and if we have something to contribute. 
Such discourse has never opened to anybody without some willingness to invest in the 
process of participation; those engaged in the business of facilitating cultural engage-
ment who profess otherwise are selling the values of the cultural assets on which they 
trade very short indeed. In undertaking this commission for a group of 21st century 
museums and curators who fi nd themselves daily challenged by historical and contem-
porary rhetoric and discourse as they work with the fragile realities of the collections and 
the societies which gathered them, Tom and Joanne challenge us to think about those 
collections afresh. Collections, like the objects within them, are themselves rhetorical 
statements born of time and of place.

Anxious to engage in an iterative relationship with their visitors, cultural institutions 
frequently seek the thoughts of their visitors: what do they think about the work in front 
of them; what do they think it might mean and why do they think the artist might have 
made it as it is? Rhetoric Works & Vanity Works & Other Works distils the intellectual 
material of its making so fi nely that we are presented with a form of abstract knowledge 
which will not readily divulge the information needed to answer such questions. Rather, 
we are presented with the fruits of some 300 years of discourse fl owing in powerful cur-
rents between the objects in great Scottish collections and their owners and interlocutors. 
This is nothing less than our collective cultural ancestry woven through the very fabric 
of Newhailes and its collections – a knowledge surely capable of being revealed too in 
all great museum collections. The work makes bold statements, the objects argue, they 
develop ideas, they engage in discourse with anything and anyone who comes within 
their orbit. Equally however, they do not engage or speak to us without our active and 
enthusiastic participation. We need to join them, sense the excitement and vitality of 
their presence, think with clarity and keep up with them as they interact with their 
surroundings. Though they may give little away, they will, as do all great collections, 
reward us greatly for our efforts.

MUNGO CAMPBELL, DEPUTY DIRECTOR, HUNTERIAN ART GALLERY

 1. The National Collecting Scheme for Scotland is a partnership of six museums and galleries: 
Aberdeen Art Gallery & Museums, City Art Centre, Edinburgh, McManus Galleries, Dundee, 
Paisley Museum & Art Galleries, The Hunterian Art Gallery, University of Glasgow and The Pier 
Arts Centre, Stromness, Orkney. The NCSS is managed by the Contemporary Art Society and 
supported by the National Lottery through the Scottish Arts Council.


