A discussion on disability inclusion at Leamington Spa Art Gallery and Museum, applying Rodney Harrison’s heritage approach with consideration to the impact of the communication model on diversity challenges and opportunities.
 
Focus upon one element of equality and diversity will suggest the extent of inclusion within Museums. A brief review of Disability provisions at Leamington Spa Art Gallery and Museum (LSAG&M) will highlight potential challenges and opportunities for people who have a physical or mental impairment creating an adverse effect on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities (Gov.UK, 2024) incorporating physical, sensory, learning difficulties and neurodiversity. 
Defining the role of the museum within self-identity is encapsulated by the Equality Act: “... every individual deserves to live with dignity, respect, and equal opportunities” (Gov.UK, 2024).
The relationship between LSAG&M, located within The Royal Pump Rooms, and the community of the town is interesting since society developed rapidly around the building, generated by commercial exploitation of saline waters discovered on-site in the early nineteenth century. By the mid nineteenth century however, the town had become increasingly residential as visitors favoured seaside trips departing from the newly built railway station (Watkin, 2002, p.7).
The Pump Rooms evolved with a changing community, expanding facilities alongside societal trends during the late nineteenth century. Social development had further influence over the expansion when, as the popularity of the Turkish Bath and swimming pool declined by the mid twentieth century, the National Health Service commandeered the space for hydrotherapy. Patronage eventually declined, rendering the building derelict for ten years prior to reinvention as a cultural centre administered by the local council.
The overarching mission statement is to “Make Warwick District a great place to live, work and visit by providing [...] inspiration and opportunity for all” (LSAG&M, 2024a).
It is interesting to consider the extent to which the museum represents local heritage and offers ‘opportunity to all’, and the application of Rodney Harrison’s critical approach is useful in exploring the extent to which LSAG&M engages with the audience, thus representing ‘all’: residents, employees, and visitors to the town including people of all ages, genders, sexual orientation and identity, religions and disabilities.
According to Harrison, heritage addresses the present and the future, and it is therefore appropriate to explore the role of the museum in forming and maintaining the identity of the local community. His interlinked concepts of Materiality, Connectivity and Dialogue are central to his understanding of the role of heritage (Harrison, 2012, p.4) and may be applied to museum display, audience studies and community engagement to discuss the relevance to ‘all’.
Harrison indicates museum practice and object display reflects “... a particular set of values that we wish to take with us into the future” (Harrison, 2012, p.4). A museum’s agency therefore communicates values and aspirations to future generations. Since LSAG&M purports to recognise heritage as a result of the dialogue between the audience and the collection, reiterating that the collection belongs to the people of the community (Image 1: Information board) accepts responsibility be inclusive, and relative to community identity. 
In addition to moral obligations, public spaces are legally bound to provide inclusivity: although there is no museum-specific Accessibility policy on the LSAG&M website (LSAG&M, 2024b), the document is accessible via the Council Website (Royal Pump Rooms, 2018). Additionally, The Equality Act 2010 requires all service providers including art galleries and museums to make reasonable adjustments to ensure that people with disabilities can use services. 
The current exhibition ‘25 Years | 25 Objects | 25 Artists’ marks twenty-five years since LSAG&M was established within the Pump Rooms, examining how and why particular objects were accessioned during that period. Objects selected are equally as communicative as which are excluded. There are no objects in the exhibition explicitly referencing disabilities although The Foam Hand, 2022 (Image 2: Foam Hand) could signify the inclusivity of the Commonwealth Games as the first multi-sports Games to fully integrate Para-athletes into national teams, (Commonwealth Sport, 2024) highlighting  the utilisation of tangible objects as a conduit for new heritage discourse. Although tangible representation is low, the object is linked to a narrative requesting community involvement to promote further diversity.
Harrison’s approach explains heritage as a creative process, with the relationship between objects and people evolving depending on how the object is displayed. The Materiality of the museum object creates new dialogue by linking visitors with the tangible object itself, and intangible memory (Harrison, 2012, p.228). The Connectivity between people and objects works to maintain memories, with the object existing as Actor within Actor Network Theory (ANT).
Between local artists involved in the current exhibition, there is only one subtle visual link to disability, in the form of a collage inspired by memories of some users of the Pump Rooms during the period the building accommodated the NHS as a hydrotherapy pool for physical disabilities and conditions. 
Of the sixty-eight individuals represented in Victoria Smith’s 6th Collage, 2024, (Image 3: 6th Collage) two are wheelchair users.  Ironically, and to the surprise of the artist (Smith, 2024), the display case itself sits too high for viewing from wheelchair height (Image 4: Display Case). The LSAG&M stipulates “When planning exhibitions and displays consideration will be given to the requirements of the intended audience and the most appropriate methods of providing access to the objects will be adopted” (Royal Pump Rooms, 2018) however, since accessible furniture is not employed, display stands were relocated after hindering mobility scooters. The process between Artist concept, and installation therefore suggests an incoherent ‘top down’ communication model as described by Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (Hooper-Greenhill, 1994, p.43) whereby the formal hierarchised chain of this traditional museum results in communication flowing from the top down, and the message of the object is fully interpreted in accordance with the Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD) by the point of installation.
Assuming the relevant department managers were informed of the accessibility changes required, post-installation modifications have challenged the current process.
On another level, the collage project successfully connected people with disabilities to the building, bringing renewed intangible stories and memories within the tangible heritage of the structure, providing an example of a ‘successive feedback loop’ (Hooper-Greenhill, 1994, p.45). The Artist, as transmitter, consulted and conveyed a message to a potential audience. The chosen subjects from this albeit, very narrow slice of the community responded, sharing further memories. Intangible heritage therefore becomes tangible, encouraging a communication flow not only between the artist and the subject, but between the wider museum audience also.  
Harrison questions the consequence of opening a dialogue with museum objects without the accompanying narrative, allowing them to ‘speak’ for themselves (Harrison, 2012, p.222). One sculpture in the permanent collection: Marc Quinn‘s Catherine Long, 2000, demonstrates this idea as the only visual reference to physical disability (Image 5: Catherine Long). The life-size sculpture is prominently displayed, inviting visitors to acknowledge all bodies. Further auditory interpretation is conveyed via a QR code, narrated by the subject herself but without this invitation, the object opens disability discussion and despite museum rules, visitors are often tempted to touch the marble hand. 
It may not be appropriate to encourage physical contact with the entirety of this particular sculpture however, audience engagement could be enhanced in other ways for example, The Herbert Art Gallery in Coventry is comparable in terms of locality, and has created replicas of objects such as Dippy the Diplodocus’s head (Image 6: Diplodocus Head), fossils, and other items suitable for handling, promoting accessibility for all, including visitors with sight, sensory, and mobility disabilities. 
There are no such initiatives currently accessible at LSAG&M although inclusivity is moving forwards by way of attitude. Brabec views heritage as “... the accretion of attitude’s, values and traditions that define our various cultural worldviews ...” (Brabec, 2015, paragraph 11). With an approach moving away from object display towards audience studies, the Managers, Curators, Collections and Engagement teams, as agents responsible for change at LSAG&M have recognised the lack of diversity depicted within in the museum, acknowledged the fact publicly, and attempt to engage the local community to expand diversity and inclusion: the current visitor notices reads ‘We are currently updating our Collections Development Policy [...] If you have a suggestion, please complete a slip [...] Who isn’t represented in the collections?’ (Image 1: Information Board).
There are numerous internal invitations for visitors to filter into the communication model however, each has challenges. Digital visitor feedback questionnaires are conducted by Stewards sporadically, but comments are usually positive, and at staff discretion. In contrast, iPads at The Herbert are installed in public areas on stands, allowing for greater freedom of visitor feedback. 
Paper feedback slips are also encouraged however, are inaccessible for wheelchair users (Image 7: Feedback Area). Analysis indicates eight percent of the one hundred most recent legible visitor slips demonstrate an audience desire for further diversity including: “the truth about Empire and Britain’s wealth”, “update colonial history”, “larger font” and “wheelchair hire” (Image 8: Visitor Feedback). The slips are actioned by the Curating team and it would be interesting to research the results of historical feedback and determine the effectiveness of a system controlled by a limited section of a communication system. 
Despite being first point of contact for visitors, Stewards are not updated on the results of visitor feedback. With a supportive communication model, employees engaging with visitors on a daily basis are in prime position to identify the cultural requests of the community although their power is not strong within the AHD. LSAG&M currently incorporates multiple communication models across three departments sharing the same space: Learning and Engagement, Customer Service, and Collections and Exhibitions. Analysis would determine the style of communication across the top bracket of each department however, feedback from the ground level Stewards of the Customer Service department is difficult to convey within the top-down approach of other departments.
As a white British neurodivergent employee working casually in multiple capacities at LSAG&M, I may be biased as an author. All five Curators are also white, western, educated women working from their own perspective within the parameters of the AHD. As communicators, they may share a common language with a limited audience, although messages conveyed through displays may also be subjective. 
Harrison draws on ANT within his framework, allowing potential for change within the AHD. The dialogue currently works form the top-down: the Actors being the Practitioners and Academics (Harrison, 2012, p.2) however, agents for change could become more fluid with amendments to the communication model: objects become interpreted in different ways, and their impact and agency changes depending on the Actor in an interactive relationship, described by Latour as “social force” (Latour, 2005, p.65).
With reference to Harrison’s discussions about Assemblage (Harrison, 2012, p.34), Museums work collectively. Re-assembling the communication model at LSAG&M, offering more involvement from those engaging with the community would work towards creating a more inclusive space.
Other methodologies could be implemented to readdress the communication model and evidenced lack of Inclusivity at LSAG&M, in particular, reviewing the outdated Access Policy (Royal Pump Rooms, 2018) claiming a range of methods are currently embedded including “a dementia friendly display area, Braille, low level displays, handling objects [and] wheelchair accessible display furniture ...”.
Challenging the current linear communication model by inserting a feedback loop in the form of middle-management discussions could motivate a more circular system.
Additionally, regular outreach and social media projects could filter in to include interviews and oral histories. Philippa Bradbury and James McVicker highlight the benefits of consulting the deaf and blind community directly to redefine engagement (Bradbury and McVicker, 2024). The Coventry and Warwickshire Deaf Centre organises events to promote inclusivity within the community and could provide a valuable source of opportunity to change (Coventry and Warwickshire Association for the Deaf, 2024).

Collaboration with The Herbert Museum could unveil initiatives to support disabilities including blind visitors, and those requiring more sensory environments such as the auditory accompaniment of a trotting horse in the Godiva exhibition, low height interactive surfaces, and a three-dimensional model of Coventry City (Image 9: City Model). The Regency architecture of the Pump Rooms governed the style of the most fashionable facades of the surrounding town. The conspicuous style and form would make an ideal sensory model. Bradbury and McVicker extend this idea (Bradbury and McVicker, 2024, 13min 53sec) suggesting galleries could include textual paintings on metal or textile not only for equality, but to create a more immersive and engaging tactile experience for everybody.
Children’s resources could include a simple map, or picture cards at low cost. Bradbury and McVicker advocate Beacon systems (Bradbury and McVicker, 2024) for sight impaired visitors however, the challenge would be financial: the Pump Rooms is a Grade II listed building requiring urgent extensive maintenance and has leakages throughout.
Basic equipment and wheelchair accessibility is present, yet further systems could be installed to include non-physical disabilities, many of which begin with recruitment and training. Applicants with disabilities are considered under a ‘Guaranteed Interview’ scheme however, during the most recent recruitment exercise this system failed, with at least one disabled applicant excluded from the process completely, losing their opportunity (Human Resources, 2024). 
LSAG&M engages no volunteers. Although significantly larger, The Herbert Museum nearby employs volunteers with a range of disabilities, potentially sharing identity with visitors. Many understand the significance of different lanyards, enabling confidence to approach visitors, offering audio or commentated tours, or recognising the potential need for hearing loops or access to virtual collections.
Images of all objects and artworks in the LSAG&M collection will eventually be uploaded to the virtual museum website however, technology could be exploited further to exploit the four redundant Virtual Reality headsets: Bowen extolls the values of The Herbert’s headsets, particularly for those with Special Educational Needs (Bowen, 2013, p.3). Additionally, ‘Scaffolding’ exhibits to include multiple layers of interaction would be beneficial to all (Anonymous, 2014, p.11).
Solutions such as technology investment or material changes are financially, bureaucratically, or otherwise restrictive, but others such as training, community collaboration including cultural, disability, youth, LGBTQIA+, reviewing staff turnover, the current lack of diversity in the collection, including the choice of living artists in the current exhibition, modernising the communication model to include an inter-department feedback loop, or updating sensory backpacks are relatively inexpensive and uncomplicated to implement with a multi-faceted approach and modern attitude. 
It is likely that the impact of the evidenced lack of full inclusion and diversity is overestimated since analysis focuses on current displays. Plans for modernisation may be progressing at higher levels, unbeknown to the lower links of the communication chain. A recent temporary exhibition for example, exploring connections between Leamington and colonialism, detailing links between the Pump Rooms and surrounding town to the slave trade (Crowther, 2024) was poignantly dismantled during Black History Month, leaving stewards explaining the timing without explanation from decision makers. Similarly, since front facing employees are almost exclusively employed casually, Stewards are confronted with the neglect of LGBTQIA+ inclusion, currently represented by a single photograph (Image10: Miss Cox Dressed as a Man), unaware of previous or future projects to identify with this area of the local community (Kattenhorn, 2024). An inter-departmental feedback loop, accessible at all levels could challenge the AHD to instigate a sense of cohesiveness and instill inclusivity confidence.
The self-critical analysis displayed to the public is a positive step forwards towards a broad spectrum of inclusivity, and based upon the analysis of the current top-down and disjointed communication model, the biggest impact upon change could focus upon Harrisons model of Materiality, Connectivity and Dialogue, beginning with a more democratic process of heritage decision-making consisting of a collaborative, interactive, dialogical system, changeable with modernity (Harrison, 2012, p.9). He summarises the solution: “If hierarchies of relationships of the various actors are levelled, conventional hierarchal barriers will be broken down, allowing experts, laypersons or other stakeholders to provide a reassembled basis for thinking productively about changing heritage for the future” (Harrison, 2012, p.226). 
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Image 10: Limbrick, S. (2024) Miss Cox Dressed as a Man, 1920’s, LSAG&M [photograph]
Bibliography
Gov.UK (2024) Definition of Disability Under the Equality Act 2010. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/definition-of-disability-under-equality-act-2010 (accessed 17th December 2024)
Watkin, J. (2002) The Royal Pump Rooms and the Growth of Leamington Spa. Warwick District Council
Leamington Spa Art Gallery and Museum (2024a) Mission Statement. Available at: https://www.warwickdc.gov.uk/royalpumprooms/info/2/leamington_spa_art_gallery_and_museum. (Accessed 17th December 2024)
Harrison, R. (2012) Heritage: Critical Approaches. Milton Park, Abingdon, New York: Routledge. Available at: https://viewer-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/EbscoViewerService/ebook?an=481739&callbackUrl=https%3a%2f%2fresearch.ebsco.com&db=nlebk&format=EB&profId=ehost&lpid=&ppid=&lang=en&location=https%3a%2f%2fresearch-ebsco-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk%2fc%2fonvpsy%2fsearch%2fdetails%2f52zyqrpfkz%3fdb%3dnlebk&isPLink=False&requestContext=&profileIdentifier=onvpsy&recordId=52zyqrpfkz (Accessed 17th December 2024)
Leamington Spa Art Gallery and Museum (2024b) Information Page. Available at: https://www.warwickdc.gov.uk/royalpumprooms/info/2/leamington_spa_art_gallery_and_museum (Accessed 17th December, 2024)
Royal Pump Rooms (2018) Collections Access Policy. Warwick District Council. Available at: https://estates8.warwickdc.gov.uk/CMIS/Document.ashx?czJKcaeAi5tUFL1DTL2UE4zNRBcoShgo=FHKKBXL6MS4MrK6OOGGYZqaVld9ApUcWDeOwGGJ4Oq5Sj4uuqkQoUw%3D%3D&rUzwRPf%2BZ3zd4E7Ikn8Lyw%3D%3D=pwRE6AGJFLDNlh225F5QMaQWCtPHwdhUfCZ%2FLUQzgA2uL5jNRG4jdQ%3D%3D&mCTIbCubSFfXsDGW9IXnlg%3D%3D=hFflUdN3100%3D&kCx1AnS9%2FpWZQ40DXFvdEw%3D%3D=hFflUdN3100%3D&uJovDxwdjMPoYv%2BAJvYtyA%3D%3D=ctNJFf55vVA%3D&FgPlIEJYlotS%2BYGoBi5olA%3D%3D=NHdURQburHA%3D&d9Qjj0ag1Pd993jsyOJqFvmyB7X0CSQK=ctNJFf55vVA%3D&WGewmoAfeNR9xqBux0r1Q8Za60lavYmz=ctNJFf55vVA%3D&WGewmoAfeNQ16B2MHuCpMRKZMwaG1PaO=ctNJFf55vVA%3D#:~:text=Leamington%20Spa%20Art%20Gallery%20&%20Museum%20is,of%20education%2C%20income%2C%20residence%2C%20or%20personal%20circumstances (Accessed17th December 2024)
Commonwealth Sport (2024) Para-Sports. Available at: https://www.commonwealthsport.com/about/para-sports (Accessed 17th December 2024)
Smith, V. (2024) Personal Conversation with Limbrick, S. 29th November
Hooper-Greenhill, E. (1994) Museums and their Visitors. London, New York: Routledge
Brabec, E. (2015) Toward an Ecology of Cultural Heritage, in Change Over Time 2015 vol. 5 no. 2, pp. 266-285. Available at: https://dx.doi.org/10.1353/cot.2015.0021 (Accessed 17th December 2024)
Latour, B. (2005) Reassembling the Social: an Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. Oxford University Press. Available at:  https://hdl-handle-net.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/2027/heb32135.0001.001 (Accessed 17th December 2024)
Bradbury, P. and McVicker, J. (2024) Multisensory Museums: redefining engagement. Microsoft Teams presentation. 12th December
Coventry and Warwickshire Association for the Deaf (2024) Welcome Information. Available at: Coventrydeafcentre.org.uk (Accessed 17th December 2024)
Human Resources LSAG&M (2024) E-mail to Bethany Limbrick. 21st November
Bowen, J. (2013) Museums and Technology: Being Inclusive Helps Accessibility for All. Available at: academia.edu (accessed 18th December 2024)
Anonymous (2014) Making Museum Exhibits Accessible for All: Approaches to Multi-Model Exhibit Personalisaztion. Available at: https://openexhibits.org/wp-content/uploads/papers/MakingMuseumExhibitsAccessibleForAll.pdf (Accessed 18th December 2024)
Crowther, L. (2024) British Local History and the Black Atlantic. Social History Society
Kattenhorn, J. (2024) Queertopia Zine. Warwick District Council. Available at: https://www.sassifyzine.com/copy-of-resources (Accessed 17th December 2024)


image3.png




image2.png
Foam hand
Made in 2022

Given by Alison Chantrey in 2022

Alison Chantrey was a volunteer at the Birm ngham 2022
Commonwealth Games, when Warwick District hosted the road
cycling and bowls competitions. This hand, used to high-five
spectators, was part of the uniform she wore. Collecting items like
this will enable us to tell future generations of visitors about
Leamington's part in this significant event.
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25 Objects

Since 1999, 2,828 objects and artworks have been added
to the Leamington Spa Art Gallery & Museum collection.
Every item we collect has a story to tell and a role to play.
In 25 Objects we explore why objects or artworks have
been added to the collection and how they were
collected. We look at how the significance of an object
changes over time and whether objects still have the
same relevance 25 years after they were collected.

The 25 objects and artworks were selected by the
Collections & Engagement Team. The curators look after
the collection, but it belongs to the people of the town.
We want you to have a say in what the collection should
look like 25 years from now. Who isn't represented in the
collections? What stories aren't we telling? Fill in a
feedback slip to help us to answer these questions.
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