Critical Review of Big Pit‘s From Mine to Museum Exhibition

Big Pit in Blaenavon have created an exhibition called ‘from mine to museum’ Through the use of the exhibition the museum is using the celebration of its 35th anniversary as a museum to highlight and trace the history of Big Pit. From how it was transformed from a working coal mine since 1880 to 1980, to one of the United Kingdoms leading museums and tourists’ attractions. The exhibition has been put in place to highlight the transformations of Big Pit and how it has needed to change and adapt with the times; including being a place that supplied work to the local community, to a place which keeps the heritage, memories and histories alive.
Through this exhibition the museum is trying to showcase the evolution of the mines in a general sense, to its adaptation into a museum and how the museum has evolved over the years, showcasing more historical events, as well the inclusion of more first hand accounts from those work worked down the mines as well as their family members. 
 	The exhibition is made up of numerous artefacts, including photographs, mining equipment as well as the use of an interactive tour and videos to go alongside the exhibition.  The purpose of the exhibition is to educate visitors on the various events that the local communities and miners faced during the times that the mines were operative. The location of the exhibition is at the back of the museum, by the exit, it could be purposefully placed there so visitors are engaged with the history of the mines as they leave due to the fact that they need to walk through the exhibition to get to the exit. As you go through the exhibition you are transported through time, starting at when the mines first opened, to the wars, strikes and then finally closures. The wall as you leave hosts quotes from previous miners on their opinions of the pit closures as well as a list of all the collieries in wales. The exhibition is used to highlight the events which the mines faced and why it is so important that these histories are kept alive in the museum for future generations to experience. 
 	The mine to museum exhibition uses a combination of standard and interactive methods to display information. Many artefacts such as mining tools are safely enclosed in a glass cabinet, whilst others, such as touch and guess games, and study items are placed in easy to access areas for the visitors to engage with. This includes testing different kinds of lighting to show case how far done the pit a miner would be able to see when using a candle, lamp, miners headlamp etc. Displays such as these emphasise the use of kinetic learning whilst also catering to visual and listening learners with the use of interactive videos alongside this where the author tells you stories alongside items. A main one which is used in the exhibition is to tell the story of the development of the pit. You are transported back in time to when the pit opened, being shown the different types of mining methods and as you go further down you experience the development of materials and machinery with overhead audio explaining the differences and telling stories of ex-miners to keep the viewers engaged. Due to the sheer number of artefacts available as it is quite modern history, there is definitely an all-encompassing understanding that can be provided to the potential learner with many different capacities for it to be offered in. Piaget highlights how a developmental approach is the interactionist view which suggests that learning is an active process in which ‘interaction between the environment and the individual played an influential role in the formation of internal organising frameworks’[footnoteRef:1] this is definitely appropriate for Big Pit due to the fact that interaction with their visitors is a main point for their learning development. In 2005, the museum was awarded the  Gulbenkian Prize for Museum of the Year. It was defined by the judges as offering "an exceptional emotional and intellectual experience."[footnoteRef:2]
 	Alongside these artefacts and how it can be considered sufficient evidence to support the exhibition is how each artefact and interactive display is chosen very carefully with a direct purpose by the curator of the museum. Barret highlights how ‘objects bear the marks of how they’ve been used, giving us access to ideas that may have been too fundamental to a person’s life ever to have written down.’[footnoteRef:3] For example, in one glass cabinet, it displays banners from the miners strike, there is a limited number of articles due to the fact that the museum does not like to use newspapers as they can give a biased side to stories.
 	One aspect of the exhibition which promotes the effectiveness of what they are trying to highlight is the fact that the rest of the museum is deeply engrained within what they are trying to highlight. The museum itself is made up of 12 listed buildings which has limited its scope for change, leading to the experiences in the present day being largely the same as when the project was conceived minus the improvements to visitor facilities which include the canteen, shops and entrance. A main factor of the museum is the fact that you can be taken down the pit by tour guides, which up until recent years, were ex miners. The tour guides offer a unique experience to those who visit as you get to experience what the miners went through underground, offering an eye-opening experience to the conditions, as well as hearing stories from the tour guides themselves. The idea that the museum has used all aspects of the museum to intertwine so deeply with their exhibit is certainly effective for all ages.
 	This exhibition is definitely very educational; however, this could be resulted from prior knowledge of the themes highlighted in the museum.  A great part of this exhibition is engagement with visitors, which makes it enjoyable for them. There is no bombardment of information, however, enough is provided to engage effectively with. It has a range of methods in which to interact with a visitor, providing the opportunity for people to take the exhibition at their own pace whilst also following a set route to ensure that all information is taken in for a visitor to get a full experience. A great aspect of this museum is the fact that its focus is Big Pit itself, it does not stray from their story, using and adapting outside information for their own gain, it is simply the history of Big Pit being showcased throughout so there is no confusion. 
 	The from mine to museum exhibition in Big Pit, Blaenavon is very much an exhibition which provides a well rounded story of the mines on how they have developed into what they are used for today. The exhibition seems well put together, with a range of interactive approaches which makes for an enjoyable experience. Another positive of this exhibition is the fact that the museum is free, which encourages many people to get in touch with their local history, something which can often be neglected, especially in areas such as South Wales.  Personally, one is aware of the fact that many people visit multiple times throughout their life time due to the ways in which the museum is constructed and how engaging their exhibitions are, this includes how they use their exhibits and tours and make them dementia friendly.[footnoteRef:4] The curator is also available to talk to if one wishes to which is also a very personal touch on the museums behalf so if someone were to want to talk to him, they could.  Overall, this exhibition creates a well rounded experience.  [1:  Lynn Dierking, ‘Learning Theory and Learning Styles: An Overview’, Journal of Museum Education, 16.1 (1991), 4–6 <https://doi.org/10.1080/10598650.1991.11510159>.]  [2:  ‘Big Pit Museum Celebrates 35th Anniversary with “From Mine to Museum” Exhibit’, South Wales Argus <https://www.southwalesargus.co.uk/news/16949250.big-pit-museum-celebrates-35th-anniversary-with-new-exhibit/> [accessed 22 April 2019].]  [3:  ‘We Ask the Experts: Why Do We Put Things into Museums?’, University of Cambridge, 2013 <https://www.cam.ac.uk/research/discussion/we-ask-the-experts-why-do-we-put-things-into-museums> [accessed 22 April 2019].]  [4:  ‘Big Pit Offers Unique Underground Dementia Friendly Tours to Mark Awareness Week | South Wales Argus’ <https://www.southwalesargus.co.uk/news/15293797.big-pit-offers-unique-underground-dementia-friendly-tours-to-mark-awareness-week/> [accessed 22 April 2019].] 
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