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Introduction

On the 5th of July,1989 at the opening of the Design Museum in London, the then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, displayed an attitude to museum culture that was to revolutionise the future of such institutions in the United Kingdom. ‘I call it an Exhibition Centre and not a museum—a museum is something that is really rather dead (Thatcher 1989). Some months previously, the Victoria & Albert Museum (the V&A) had experienced a management revolution which became the focus for polarised debates about its meaning and the role of curators: as one curator expressed it in his oral history recording: ‘By separating knowledge, care of what the objects were from physical care of the objects, they were in effect planning to destroy the curatorial profession as I understand it’ (Curator 2-T19/09).
  

In recent times the term ‘curator’ has come to be adopted as a synonym for any activity that involves a gathering together or a selective form of organising including not just objects but people, or even activities.
 Publicly-funded museum curators, however, have a distinctive professional identity and expertise that this chapter explores by drawing on V&A curators’ oral life history recordings.
 My neologism ‘curatocracy’ points to two aspects of their identity: their status as professionals in a museum which proclaims on its website to be ‘the world's greatest museum of art and design, with collections unrivalled in their scope and diversity’; and the origin of their role as government civil servants.
   

The chapter begins with a brief outline of the rationale for using life histories to explore curatorial identity and how this might be framed in oral history research, drawing on the philosopher Paul Ricoeur’s concept of narrative identity, a dialectic between continuity (‘sameness’) and change. I then go onto to examine the work of drawing up catalogues of the Museum’s permanent collection as emblematic of curatorial expertise and how Civil Service protocol, in the form of the Official Secrets Act, sustained an object-based connoisseurship.  

Curatorial Identity 

The chapter draws on seven narrators, called here Curator 1 to Curator 7, to explore the curator-as-official and the temporal conditions of their identity. The interviewees represent both an older, retired generation as well as those currently in-post, though all have been in the profession since the early 1970s. Oral history provides the opportunity to understand what a V&A curator is through the narratives of who they are: ‘What is a curator?’ can be answered by understanding ‘Who is a curator?’  As Ricoeur proposes: ‘To answer the question “Who?” […] is to tell the story of a life. The story told tells the action of the “who”.  And the identity of this “who” therefore itself must be a narrative identity’ (Ricoeur 1988, 246). As a research methodology, oral life histories are especially suited to understanding how identities are constructed, sustained and deployed enabling us ‘to see how particular categories of person have been formed or made up in specific contexts, at a particular time and through certain practical means’ (Du Gay, 2007  p. 25).   
One of the themes to recur in the recordings is the commitment to public duty: 

The public function of museums, for me, has always been a very strong motive in my work’ (Curator 1-T07/10).

I don’t think museums should be ivory towers where people are paid a lot of money to sit for forty years and do what they feel like.  I mean the point of a museum is, is that it is trying to connect with its public.  I mean the public are paying for it (Curator 5-T15/09)  

Contrary, therefore, to the contemporary emphasis on curators as international ‘superstars’, established museum curators continue to work within the tradition of the Public Service Ethos laid down with the establishment of the Civil Service in 1854.  As well as loyalty, political neutrality and permanence, civil servants offered ‘impartial and courageous advice, devoted to the public interest’ (Vandenabeele and Horton 2005, 6). How were these qualities inculcated in the museum service? 


In questioning curators about their first days at work, I was surprised to hear that they were required to sign the Official Secrets Act, a practice that seems to have continued into the 1990s beyond the Museum’s devolution from the Department of Education in 1984 to Trustee status. Signing the Act has come to occupy an important place in my research on curatorial identity as a public ‘office’ and as a signifier of the continuity of a bureaucratic ethos. What did it mean to individuals to sign the Act? How did it affect the ‘what’ and ‘who’ of curatorial identity? The constraints imposed by Civil Service protocols promoted a continuity of character, a Ricoeurian identity-sameness that surfaces again and again in curators’ accounts in passages relating to the concept of duty and the roles of their office. Consequently, the attempt to reconfigure curatorial identity in 1989 with the separation of scholarship from management of the collections was seen by some as almost an assault, precipitated by a government that made a virtue of its radical attempts to destroy traditional values, install a free-market economy and privatise public services i.e. Thatcherism.  

The 1989 management revolution at the V&A 
 was not an isolated event and the debates it raised about the role of museums had already been aired within the museum profession.
 Although the 1989 restructuring figures in the interviews and can be extracted to tell its story, life histories provide a perspective on a curator’s selfhood that accounts for the historical specificity of change.  It was significant, for instance, that in the extract cited above, the interviewee maintained the consistency of what it meant to be a curator ‘as I understand it’, not ‘as I understood it’.  Why was constancy such an important element in this life history?  Was it only the effect of a resistance to change, or were there other factors that sustained a coherent persona? Ricoeur’s proposal of a dialectic of sameness and self-constancy (Ricoeur 1992, 115-24) is helpful in exploring the curatorial persona, the latter term used here to indicate the public character of this profession. Curators’ life histories, like all life histories, are a synthesis of heterogeneous elements that attempt to explain and make sense of their careers within a particular institution (the V&A Museum) and a particular profession (curator).   Their accounts, therefore, function as descriptions of ‘the ways in which individuals have acquired definite capacities and attributes for distinctive forms of existence as particular sorts of persons’ with the ‘capacity to conduct themselves’ as such (Du Gay 2007, 22).   Sociologist Paul Du Gay’s study of the bureaucrat is used here to illuminate how the commitment to public service and duty continues to adhere to the persona of long-term curators.  

Devolvement from the Civil Service under the National Heritage Act (1983) highlighted the distinction between the Museum’s curatorial, scholarly activity, and its administration which was no longer carried out by the Department of Education and Science (DES) but had to be done in-house.  Previously, a structure had been in place whereby seconded civil servants dealt with administrative matters such as finances, and building works, and it was they who dealt with the appropriate ministerial department.
 The distinction between scholarship and administration was therefore clear, though less evident was the amount of management and administration involved in running the Museum.  As one interviewee noted: 
When I became Assistant to the Director, it became clear to me for the first time, which I hadn’t realised, how much of the administration of the Museum in those days was done in the Ministry of Education, or it became the Department of Education and Science,
 and how relatively little was done within the Museum.  That is – my memory is vague but there was of course a Finance Officer in the V and A, and extremely good people they were, but they worked in terms of the civil service, at a fairly junior level and the main sort of financial management, I don’t mean the detail but the overall financial management was done from the Ministry.  I think that was a big change, I’m talking about the period before the Trusteeship and so on which was twenty years later, 1984 (Curator 7-T01/09).

Curators were able, therefore, to concentrate on their duties, aware that the running of the institution was in the hands of the Director, and the senior administrative officer, the Museum Superintendent, seconded from the Ministry.  
While the V&A restructuring was heatedly debated in the media in 1989-90, discussions over the function or duties of curators, as well as how they should be trained, continued into the 1990s. Defending the 1989 structural divisions into ‘documentation’ and ‘care and access’ a senior V&A curator writing in 1992, stated unequivocally: 


One of the most important facts about museums, which 

we should take every opportunity to stress…is that sound collections management, defined on the two areas of responsibility [documentation and care and access], is the key to success. It is this activity, carried out by curators who are scholars but who are also alert to the changing range of skills required to deal with very large numbers of old, fragile and valuable objects, which lies at the heart of our business and constitutes the main challenge for the future (Murdoch 1994, 144).


Another writer pinpointed the new spirit by welcoming ‘the inclusive nature of the concept of the museum professional’, a descriptor that she saw as being ‘more useful and productive than the narrower and exclusive concept of the museum curator […] in the long run’ [emphasis added] (Kavanagh 1994, 7). This expanded definition accepts the challenge and condition of change but nevertheless seeks to encompass some enduring characteristics of what it means to be a curator: specialist knowledge, commitment to the ‘ideals of museums provision’, and public duty. The last two tellingly reinforced by the proposition that entrants to the profession ‘do not come into the museum work because of the salary, but because they hold passionate beliefs about communicating their subject and working with both collections and the public’ (Kavanagh 1994, 8). To be a curator is, therefore, a vocation, a mission (although the remark about disdain for a decent salary masks the habitus which makes up most of the profession). The new ‘museum professional’ is part of a ‘museum workforce’ all of whom share ‘the basic tenets of faith in collections’ (emphasis added Kavanagh 1994,128). Written in the aftermath of the museum revolutions of 1989, the publications have the tone of manifestos establishing the new vision and order.  

Continuity and Change
Although the 1989 restructuring seems to pivot on a rupture in curatorial identity, nevertheless, as the writers in the 1990s demonstrated, commitment to the concept of public service remained consistent. It is clear, however, that in the case of the V&A, the building itself performs an important continuity function quite apart from the archival character of museums as repositories of the past for the future. For V&A curators the Museum is both a milieu as well as a lieu de mémoire as defined by Pierre Nora, who contrasted a supposedly ‘organic’ community of memory with the constructed ‘histories’ of modernity (Nora 1989). I will take up the latter assertion below but in the case of museums such as the V & A the distinction is blurred since long-serving staff constitute a community that bears comparison with any village made up of a mixture of personalities, competencies, gossip, surveillance, alliances and disagreements but bound by a commitment to a particular sense of place. 

In terms of constructing histories, the V&A continues to draw on its nineteenth-century legacy and mission ‘all sort of starting from (first Director) Henry Cole’s idea’ as curator Barbara Morris (1918-2009) stated in her interview (Morris -T07/09); or, as another stated: ‘The V&A was founded as a public museum with a remit really to reach out as far as possible to everyone (Curator 1-T08/10). As an institution that emerged during the ascendancy of nineteenth century British imperialism and manufacturing, this legacy is both sustained and reinterpreted within the Museum and is the context within which curators situate themselves and their memories.The building is both an architectural site and historical archive which holds not only objects but individuals and their memories. Although prioritising its collections and architectural heritage, curators themselves form an important and active repository of memories. In expanding on the work of Maurice Halbwachs, historian Susan Crane argues that although recollection takes place within social contexts and sites, collective memory is located within individuals, that is to say ‘people thinking historically’ (Crane 1997, 1381). In accordance with their role, curators are oriented to ‘think historically’, not just about the past but also towards the future, embodying and sustaining the collective memory that binds them to their lieu de mémoire. Consequently, despite the management revolution, curators’ narratives are evidence of the enduring power of their milieu but embedded in the structural hierarchy and ideology of exemplary art and design set in place in the mid-nineteenth century. Object traces left by the past, are, for the museum curator (and museums visitors) a direct link to history. Museums signify continuity and engender historical consciousness: ‘Part of the value of what museums do… is precisely to give you that kind of [pause] almost uncanny sense, if you really think about it, of close connection to things, which are extremely distant’ 
(Curator 1-T04/09).

Architecture, objects, as well as aspects of their professional role support a condition of continuity and the museum provides ‘some kind of immanent relation’ (Curator 1-T04/09) to the past.   The challenge to continuity posed by the discourse of ‘change’, a term widely current in Thatcherite Conservative discourse (Du Gay 2007 ) as well as in the museum profession during the early 1990s, but especially throughout the V&A restructuring.  As one curator explained it, on the one hand, the V&A ‘desperately needed change […] We didn’t want the curatorial voice to be represented as being against change in the V&A. Change was that most loaded word at the time [used] much too much [giving] a bad name to change’ (Curator 4-T07/09). Change, as Du Gay demonstrates, became used in a discourse of organisational change to mobilize support for the ‘re-invention’ or ‘modernization’ of public administration (Du Gay, 2007  pp. 137-8).   

Narrative Identity
The philosopher Paul Ricoeur’s concept of ‘sameness’ provides a conceptual tool for considering continuity and change in the identity of the curatorial persona. While ‘sameness’ denotes recognition and re-identification, temporality challenges this permanence through, for instance, institutional changes such as the move to Trusteeship. Although Ricoeur is not concerned with actual jobs or professions, his question: ‘Is there a form of permanence in time which can be connected to the question of ‘who?’ that is a reply to the question ‘Who am I?’ (Ricoeur 1992, 117-8) helps unravel the historicity of curatorial identity as expressed in life history accounts.  It works also on the level of the individual narrator and how s/he accomplishes identity shifts but it is also relevant in documenting how the individuals who make up a particular community accomplish professional changes. Ricoeur’s concept of narrative identity grasps the dialectic of sameness and change implicit in ‘the temporal dimension of the [curatorial] self’ (Ricoeur 1992, 113) able to encompass a form of  continuity that is also, nevertheless, subject to change. 

So far I have used the term curatorial ‘persona’ because it indicated the sense of an adopted, internalised role. However, Ricoeur’s concept of ‘character’ is really more useful because it combines reference to the creative construction of the protagonist of a story who we recognise by their personal traits and acquired habits that ‘give[s] a history to character’ (Ricoeur 1992, 121). Curatorial routines, museum protocols and procedures would account for what we might term a curator’s habits and identifications acquired over time. As Ricoeur proposes: ‘To a large extent, in fact, the identity of a person or a community is made up of these identifications with values, norms, ideals, models, heroes, in which the person or a community recognizes itself.  Recognizing oneself in contributes to recognizing oneself by (Ricoeur 1992, 121). 

So, although for some 1989 meant that the ‘chain of responsibility and of loyalty was snapped’ (Curator 2-T18/09) curators continued to be subjects of the normative Public Service Ethos of the Civil Service as well as those instituted by the Museums Association, the former much stronger than the latter in the national museum context. The public museum curatorial ‘character’ is one that draws on the discourse of ethical, public responsibility and duty. For instance, the term ‘keeper’ is now a title restricted to those who oversee large, combined departments at the V&A, but it resonates with another aspect of the dialectic of constancy and change.  Implicit in the term is the commitment to maintenance and care.
The traditions of the Civil Service fostered a strong sense of duty, public service, impartiality, integrity, and loyalty. As its servants, the staff was obliged to sign the Official Secrets Act. The document members of staff were asked to sign lists in detail extracts from the Act that was initially drawn up in 1911, amended in 1920 and signed by staff until the early 1990s. I quote in full the first page of the declaration as set out in the form:
I understand that the sections of the Official Secrets Acts set out on the back of this document cover material published in a speech, lecture, or radio, or television broadcast, or in the Press or in book form. I am aware that I should not divulge information gained by me as a result of my appointment to any unauthorized person, either orally or in writing, without previous official sanction in writing of the Department appointing me, to which written application should be made and two copies of the proposed publication to be forwarded.  I understand also that I am liable to be prosecuted if I publish without official sanction any information I may acquire in the course of my tenure of an official appointment (unless it has already officially been made public) or retain without official sanction any sketch, plan, model, article, note or official documents which are no longer needed for my official duties, and that these provisions apply not only during the period of my appointment but also after my appointment has ceased. 
 

The document inhibits free communication and reinforces bureaucratic hierarchies, (though it must be borne in mind that all government civil servants in all departments would have signed it). In addition publication guidelines of 1952 specifically recommended caution, the avoidance of publicity, and the requirement to ‘tell your department about [the publication] and ask permission before going ahead with it’ (Chapman, 2004 p. 211). 

Commenting on having to sign the Act in the late 1970s, one curator noted that ‘the basic thrust was not to say anything that was about sensitive areas of work outside and that one would be bound by that’ (Curator 3-T01/09). Signing the Act struck me as an anachronistic anomaly, the legacy of a nineteenth century Civil Service, which had remained largely unchanged until the late 1960s.
 If museums were seen as ivory towers for the cultivation of finer feelings, then the Act reinforced these characteristics and sustained a culture of deference and continuity. For instance, one department delayed in adapting to the use of first names, ‘a necessary change which I had never dared to launch in [former Keeper’s] time because [he] was my Keeper. He came from a different era and I felt it was my job to back him up (Curator 2-T09/09).

Cataloguing: The ‘Serious Stuff’

The architectural layout of the building compounded the sense of introspection of each department, which was ‘a world of its own’ (Curator 6-T03/09), or ‘worlds unto themselves’ (Curator 3-T06/09) that fostered a particularly focused approach to the museum’s intellectual capital. As one curator put it: ‘A lot of curators don’t have an intellectual vision, they just have an intellectual field that they’re interested in and they want to be allowed to get on with it’ (Curator 5-T15/09). Writing a permanent collection catalogue was ‘the ideal of museum intellectual activity’ (Curator 5-T02/09) which was inculcated in staff at whatever level they entered the Museum. Beginning his career in the 1970s, the quote below demonstrates the constancy/change dialect in the dedication to scholarship and the shift to incorporating other museum-related activities:
I think I always thought that cataloguing was the more “real”; that this was the serious stuff, and that the other was just sort of, you know, on the periphery (Curator 3-T02/09)…
…it’s a view that I’ve changed now. You know, that one knows that all of it is important.  But then and for a long time I thought that, yes, the academic stuff was more important (Curator 3-T01/09). 

Cataloguing requires detailed, accurate description, focused on individualising each object: 

The key thing was a description of the object which should be succinct and sufficiently detailed so that you knew it was that object and not another object even if it was quite similar. So you had to differentiate that particular object in the description. So if it was a plate that was almost identical to another plate, you had to differentiate it even by saying “There’s a slight nick on the edge”.  So if you read it, you would be able to tell it was that object (Curator 3-T05/09).

Describing how material was accessioned ‘systematically and chronologically’ another account about an earlier era (1949) shows how such bureaucratic procedures led to the accumulation of curatorial expertise and knowledge of the collections: 
I had to be instructed to make sure I knew the difference between an etching, an engraving, a mezzotint, a lithograph and so and so on through the various categories of graphic art which wasn’t very time-consuming and easily learned.  And then we just set to: we were given bundles to get on with it which involved identifying the artist; describing the material; describing what it contained that is, like a German poster for Bavarian bock of circa 1900 which was a colour lithograph and so on, right down to Rembrandt etchings and material of that high quality…[The record] was put in the big Register volumes which was kept by the clerk to the department and she would write in the basic entry saying: Posters ten by so and so, you know, and allocate numbers to them.  So there’d be ten numbers allocated to ten posters. And then there would be slips made out afterwards but they would be expanded into proper catalogue entries: Artist’s name, title, lettering, medium, colour lithograph, mezzotint or whatever, and, and the registered number. We had registered numbers starting at 1 for each calendar year, that is to say from E one to E whatever it was at the end of the calendar year when material had been accessed (Curator 7-T01/09). 
Systematic, cumulative knowledge linked to the permanent nature of curators’ employment under the terms of the Civil Service provided a training ground that cultivated a particular research ethos and expertise. So, although documenting the collection was also described by another as ‘the most boring job’ (Curator 1-T02/09) he was adamant that, 

actually, the key thing is to get people to know as much as possible about the collections for which they’re responsible, and the area in which they’re supposed to be expert and you get an awful lot out of documenting collections, perhaps that’s from my own experience – you know, if you have to go through and describe things, you know, even weigh them and measure them, explain what they are, at the end of all that you’ll have a very good visual and, you know, wider memory of the collections that will serve you enormously well as a curator. If you devolve the function of documentation to one person and do the kind of scholarship and interpretation somewhere else, that just never works because people might think that they know the collections because they’ve looked at it but they won’t know it in the way that you know it because you’ve had to work with it all the time (Curator 1-T05/09).

The above extract highlights the significance of cataloguing as part of curatorial expertise: its specificity to a defined field, and the development of a ‘very good’ visual memory of the collection instilled through constant proximity with the objects in the curator’s care.   
“Zap!”: The Embodied Eye

The practice of close observation was particularly important in cultivating ‘the eye of the connoisseur, which went: ‘Zap! That’s quality’ (Curator 2-T05/09). This term marks a specific distinction, even an opposition to current museum practice which embraces a more diverse set of qualities aimed specifically at increasing and extending audiences, drawing on historical and social contexts as one element of the strategic campaign to attract a non-specialist audience. Previously,
The old V and A was very much the style, the period, the high aesthetics, the object as a piece of art, not the use of the object, and the historical and social context […] up to that point you would see a label which just talked about aesthetics and didn’t attempt to give any context and […] laid the V and A open to the charges of elitism (Curator 3-T05/09).

The restricted conventions of cataloguing and label entries reinforced the inaccessibility of specialist knowledge, which only certain informed visitors could share.  Visual identification and comparison, however, was deemed to be the most accessible form of information providing visitors at least some currency of cultural capital, however limited.  In the Study Collections visitors had the opportunity to view and research the objects arranged according to material type. Here, as one former senior curator explained:

If you wanted to find out anything you could walk from one end of the galleries to the other and be almost sure of matching whatever it was that granny had left you and finding something very similar to it so at least you’d know its date and place of manufacture. (Curator 2-T05/09) [emphasis added]
‘Study’ therefore conformed to understanding the provenance, place and date of manufacture of a particular object, alongside visual, aesthetic comparisons; understanding an object visually.
The meta-narrative of object-based curatorial expertise of V&A curators where ‘you got people who could spend their whole career working with a particular material, a series of techniques, and the history of that’ (Curator 2-T17/09) arose, however, within the context of a bureaucracy as outlined above, that specifically discouraged engagement with socio-political context, the danger being that it might, most possibly would, lead to critical perspectives on social class, political power and ideology. By focusing on material, methods of manufacture and provenance, visual identification and authentication any overtly politically problematic issues were avoided. However, it also reinforced the autonomy of the decorative object grasped via the aesthetics of ‘quality’, assessed by the cultivated curator’s connoisseurial ‘eye’. As revealed in their narratives, however, this eye is more than the elitism of a particular habitus. Curators’ daily working lives are spent in physical proximity with their objects, so their eye is not simply the display of a disinterested Kantian aesthetic, nor is it solely the manifestation of acquired or learnt visual codes as argued by Bourdieu, the ‘privilege of those who have access to the economic and social conditions which allow the ‘pure and disinterested’ disposition to be durably established’ (Bourdieu 1996, 314). It is rather a specifically embodied​ eye as, for instance, elaborated by the late Barbara Morris, cited above, in her discussion about plastic objects in the collection: 

It was something that had to be handled because a lot of the early plastics were all dyed black with logwood and if you just showed a slide of them, they look exactly the same. But if you could actually see them, you saw the difference (Morris-T09/10). 

Embodiment was also implicit In the description of a director at Sotheby’s in the 1950s for whom another interviewee had worked before joining the V&A, he commented: 

He had I think an amazing eye for works of art although his eyesight was beginning to go, and he always said young eyesight, I was too old at 25 or whatever I was, I was really too old (Curator 2-T02/09).  

This observation reinforces vision as an embodied experience (Crary, 1992).  In identifying faked Staffordshire figurines, the Sotheby director was said to have exclaimed: ‘Suddenly, the scales fell from my eyes’. The explanation continues: 

On the whole if you have long sight you should study frescos, and if you are short-sighted ceramic often works very well because … you see with immense sharpness close to, the actual grain of the thing, and without even a magnifying glass (Curator 2-T02/09).

The point is stressed by making explicit the association with the importance of handling objects: ‘It was a very good training in quick appraisal of what an object is. And you always had to handle it.  No nonsense with photographs. You could do that afterwards and find comparisons’ (Curator 2-T02/09). The development of the embodied curatorial eye was an important skill that curators either acquired through their years of service in the Museum, or in an auction house, or gallery.  
Apart from the financial implications, the identification of fakes provided a challenge to the connoisseur’s eye: ‘It’s not easy to tell a fake.  Someone will always catch you in the end’ (Curator 2-T02/08).  However, rather than embracing the visual/tactile test posed by fakes, another interviewee focused on their ability to provide an insight into historical tastes and aesthetic values, demonstrating the continuity of visual appreciation but through the contemporary register of contextual knowledge:
I remain interested in principle in the fascinating ability of fakes to allow us to understand more about how people saw objects in the past and what they valued in them. So, a fake of an Italian sculpture produced in say the 1860s does enable us to understand very clearly what it was that people, the market particularly in the 1860s, valued in Italian sculpture of the kind that was being copied or faked, because obviously in responding to the market, you bring out those features which are most in demand. And sometimes that means fakes look very much like the things they copy but often it looks very different and that helps you to understand that people do see things very differently in different periods. So it’s a kind of - a fake can be a sort of time machine that enables you to step into the shoes, or you know, to see through the eyes, perhaps more accurately, of people who lived at the time that the fakes were produced. (Curator 1-T04/09) [emphasis added]

In the above passage, we see a shift from the dialectic of hand and eye as a means to identification and provenance to that of seeing as understanding, foregrounding how curators and by implication visitors can ‘think historically’ as Crane has suggested, by  ‘seeing historically’. This is not to say that the connoisseur’s eye is no longer a valued skill in the museum profession; curators continue to document, work in close proximity to their objects, mount exhibitions and engage in collections related scholarship. Their visual expertise, therefore, continues to be a professional ‘habit’ but, as the last extract demonstrated, it is reconfigured to express a changing attitude to how this knowledge is made meaningful to current curators’ sense of the functions of their profession and expertise. 
Conclusion
My exploration has focused on the professional identity of curators working at the V&A from the post-war period onwards in which major restructuring was seen by many to have greatly altered the meaning and definition of their roles. Further research will explore other critical moments in the Museum’s late twentieth century history. The 1989 proposal to separate scholarship from care and management of the collections threatened to split what had been conceived of as an integrated function and responsibility, a specific type of professional scholar involved in ‘developing a type of scholarship […] people outside such a museum as the Vand A had no opportunity of developing’  (Curator 2-T17/09).  The conception of a coherent, unified identity called ‘the curator’ was shown, like all identities, to be subject to historical contingency.  Ricoeur’s concept of identity as a dialectic of permanence and change provided a framework for reconceptualising the curatorial ‘character’ as created within narratives that nevertheless allowed for continuity of qualities as well as the adoption of new traits and habits, the former reinforced and sustained by the V&A as both lieu and milieu de mémoire.  Curatorial identity needs to be grasped within the contexts of its formation and conditions of possibility for, as Du Gay has suggested: ‘It is important not to divorce forms of personhood from the empirical settings within which they are formed’ (Du Gay 2007, 26).
Rather than simply dismissing the traditional forms of museum scholarship as narrow elitism, the narratives were used to understand the expertise of the curator-connoisseur’s ‘eye’ as an embodied faculty formed within and sustained by the conventions and protocols of the Civil Service. The narratives of this group brought to light the origin of the museum curator as a public sector profession that has increasingly broadened access to its cultural capital, revealed, for instance in the conceptual shift that accompanied the meaning and status of fakes, or the role of documentation as only one aspect of curatorial responsibility.  Oral history provides access to understanding how curators conceive of their professional (and personal) lives as part of the meanings and values they ascribe to their roles.  As Ricoeur succinctly remarked: ‘It is the identity of the story that makes the identity of the character (Ricoeur, 1992 p. 147).
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� In accordance with the Consent and Deposit agreements, all interviewees for this paper will remain anonymous. The reference in brackets refers to the track number and the year of the recording. On completion of the oral history project, all material will be deposited in the V&A Archive.  The sample of interviewees for this chapter, range from one who entered the profession in 1949, to one who joined more recently but with extensive curatorial experience in another national museum.   





� For instance the Deloitte ‘Ignite’ festival at the Royal Opera House was promoted as ‘curated by Time Out’, 4-6 September, 2009.





� The project is jointly funded by the Camberwell, Chelsea and Wimbledon Graduate School of the University of the Arts London and the V&A Research Department.  The author is the principal investigator.  Dr. Matthew Partington, UWE/V&A Senior Research Fellow and Anthony Burton, V&A  Emeritus Senior Research Fellow are also involved in recording interviews with curators and other retired members of staff.


 


� Under the 1983 National Heritage Act, the V&A was devolved from the Department of Education and placed under the direction of a Board of Trustees. 





� The event was widely reported. See, for example, Sutton, D, Drama at the V & A is good enough for fiction, Financial Times, 25 February, 09; Gutless Trustees, Evening Standard, 21 March, 89;  Lister, D, V & A redundancy terms accepted under protest, The Independent,18 February, 89; Kemp, M, The Crisis at the V & A,  The Burlington Magazine, vol. cxxx, no 1034, May, 1989 (Kemp resigned his Trusteeship); Penny, N, Diary, London Review of Books, vol 11, no 9, 04 May,89.  It was also the subject of a lengthy debate in the House of Lords on the 22.03.89, vol 505, cc 765-810 available at 


� HYPERLINK "http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/lords/1989/mar/22/victoria-and-albert-museum" ��http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/lords/1989/mar/22/victoria-and-albert-museum� Accessed September 2009. 





� In 1983 the ICOM Training Committee had outlined the key issues for new entrants ‘regardless of their background or status in the museum’s hierarchy’, including:


1. Museums-why do we have them and what is their function in society? 


2. Collections – how do we get them, how do we study them and care for them, and what do we do with them?


3. Museum organisation- who does what in the museum and how do they do it? 


4. The museum and its public services – why do we provide them, how do we organise them, and how are they used? 


5. Physical facilities – how do we provide maximum access to museum facilities while safeguarding the collections? (Boylan, P, 2006 The Museum Profession, (ed S MacDonald) A Companion to Museum Studies, Routledge, London and New York, 429).





� Building works were dealt with by the Property Services Agency (1972-1993), an off-shoot of the Department of the Environment. Previously the Ministry of Works (1943-1962), subsequently the Ministry of Public Buildings and Works oversaw the V&A’s buildings. 


 


� The Ministries responsible for the Museum were the Department of Science and Art (1853-1901/2), the Board of Education (1902-1944), the Ministry of Education (1944-1964).  Following devolution in 1983, the related government departments were the Department of Education and Science (1964-1992), the Department of National Heritage (1992-1997), and to date the Department of Culture, Media and Sport.


 


�For full details of the Act see � HYPERLINK "http://www.opsi.gov.uk/acts/acts1920/pdf/ukpga_19200075_en.pdf" ��http://www.opsi.gov.uk/acts/acts1920/pdf/ukpga_19200075_en.pdf�.





� The Labour Government under Harold Wilson undertook a full-scale review of the Civil Service in 1966-8, published under the name of its chairman Lord Fulton.  The Conservative Government under Margaret Thatcher continued in a more radical manner to disestablish the power of the Civil Service which, in the case of the V&A led to the managerial reforms of 1989.  See also Theakston K, 1995, The Civil Service Since 1945, Blackwell, Oxford, and Pilkington C, 1999, The Civil Service in Britain Today, Manchester, Manchester University Press, both of which provide histories and assessments of the British Civil Service.





� See also Sandino, L, 2009, News From the Past: Oral History at the V&A, V&A Online Journal, no 2 � HYPERLINK "http://www.vam.ac.uk/res_cons/research/online_journal/journal-2-index/sandino-oral-history/index.html" ��http://www.vam.ac.uk/res_cons/research/online_journal/journal-2-index/sandino-oral-history/index.html�  which includes an analysis of Morris’ oral history recording. 








PAGE  
15

