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Turning locals into
cultural experts

COMMUNITIES BUILT ON
A LOVE FOR TOURISM

Sukhothai and Kamphaeng Phet are World Heritage sites that boast the benefit
of local tour guides who know their hometowns better than most

FEATURE P12

STORY: AREE IAM-AORAN

e S o
B ——
i J‘he River Ping in Kamphae_l]g Phet Province.

any people have taken trips to
the historic cities of Sukhothal
and Kamphaeng Phet, Thai-
land’s “Dawn of Happiness”
and “Diamond Wall” provinces.
But to many tourists, there’s a new treat waiting
in your next visit — a batch oflocal guides who
will take you through the sites.

The idea, initiated by Unesco, is to get o
locals involved in raising conservation aware- ‘ ‘ This is what makes
ness while maintaining and developing their us different fl.'Om
local communities.

Since their induction in 1991 as World Herit- other gujdes, Only
age Sites, Sukhothai and Kamphaeng Phet have
become one of Thailand’s most outstanding the locals can make
historical destinations. The majestic anclent T
ruins dating back to the 13th and 14th centuries visitors feel at home
recelve milllons of visitors each year, and in e

recent years Unesco has trained local people
tobecome Cultural Heritage Speclalist Guides,

with their main duties being to safeguard the
historical treasures while committing to thelr
roles as hosts.

“Learning more about Kamphaeng Phet as
aworld heritage site in greater detail made me
proud,’ said Patchara Poongason, a recent law
graduate from Naresuan University who has
joined the programme. “The appreciation and
love I have for my hometown has become more
profound. Plus, this malkes me want to protect
my hometown's valuable assets.’

The local guides, who previously had a zero
background in tourism, joined intensive train-
ing courses before they set out to work with
tourlists. All of the applicants have different
backgrounds; some are fresh graduates, others
are newspaper journalists, hotel personnel or
television crew. Out of the 80 applicants, only
26 were selected into the project.

The difference between speclalist guides
and other tour guides is obviously to do with
their local connection and their sense of own-
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A Unesco study trip for the cultural heritage sp

ership, which is fundamental in any effort to
instil a belief in the value of conservation and
sustainable tourism.

“It makes me realise the responsibilities that
Ihave in protecting the condition of World Her-
itage sites because it isn’t just for the tourism
industry’s profit,” Wicha Chanchur, one of the
specialists from Kamphaeng Phet, said.

Besides conserving anclent ruins, the idea is
to spread the benefit of tourism to local com-
munities. For instance, the specialists have
linked the locals’ private businesses into travel
itineraries by taking visitors to Buddha amulet
wotkshops and local sweet makers.

“The programme seeks the locals’” partici-
pation as well,” sald Pattaya Oafrit, a former TV
producer who's now a Unesco-trained cultural
specialist. “We're part of the community, and
we sense the potentials and get to pick activ-
itles that create impressive experiences for
visitors. This is what makes us different from
other guides. Only the locals can make visitors
feel at home.

“Anyone can become a tour guide. But for
them to successfully express their pride verbally
to visitors, they ought to have a deeper under-
standing of their culture and history."

At the moment, the programme is conducted
only in Thal, but the plan will be to introduce
English-speaking guides too, although this will

take some time.

ecialist guides,

Unesco has launched the Cultural Herltage
Specialist Guide mainly in the hopes of raising
conservation awareness for the future.

“|[We chose] the locals because they are here
and we want them to feel like they would benefit
from the heritage and from the conserving of
the sites,” Tim Curtis, the head of the Culture
Unit in Unesco Bangkok office, said. “What we
want is to not just look at the conservation, but
to understand it and know the reasons why it’s
a world heritage site and what the baslic prin-
ciples of conservation are; we don't just want
ourselves and others to take one look at it and
leave, which is what a lot of people do.”

The programme is an adaptable frame-
work to meet the needs of various countries
and to augment the existing national guide
certification schemes. It was first pioneered
in Macau in 2005. Since last year, Unesco has
been collaborating with ADB, Pata, Unescap,
Dasta, the Department of Tourism of Thailand
and the Fine Arts Department of Thailand to
tweak the programme to fit Thailand’s World
Heritage sites. The creative solutions for con-
servation programmes have been successfully
Implemented in various countries such as
India, Malaysla, Laos and Indonesla for over
adecade now.

IHSWNHOSY ] VWYL OLOH
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Toward a
museum of the
21st century

Artworks in galleries and spaces of today are increasingly
losing currency because of outdated cultural references

HOLLAND COTTER

NYT

e're15yearsintothenew

millennium, but our

museums don't seem to

be aware. They're stuck

in the late 20th century,
the Arrogant Age, with its love of gigantism
in architecture and art. Frank Gehry’s 1997
Guggenheim Bilbao, a sky-reacher with a
sasquatch footprint, scaled to accommo-
date colossal Richard Serra sculptures,
epitomised that love. Gehry's 2014 Vuit-
ton Foundation museum in Paris, a glass
galleon packed with bland blue-chip cargo,
reconfirmed it. So we're still waiting, scan-
ning the horizon for a new kind of museum,
a 21st-century museum, to appear.

How will we know it when it arrives?
There will be no single model and there
shouldn't be. Art and life, which are equally
amuseum’s business, are too complicated
to be reflected in any one mirror. The new
museum won't be defined by architectural
glamour or by a market-vetted collection,
although it may have these. Structurally
porous and perpetually in progress, it will
be defined by its own role as a shaper of
values and by the broad audience it attracts.

A new version can’t arrive too soon.
Existing ones are, in crucial ways, stagnant.
Broad attendance numbers may give the
opposite impression. Major urban muse-
ums in the US are getting crowds in the
door, but diversity isn’t coming in with
them. Despite the dramatic increase in
minority populations in this immigrant

nation over the past half-century and a
wave of multi-culturalist consciousness,
our major art museums remain largely the
preserve of better-off whites, a group thatis
losing its majority status in urban settings.

More recently, there has been evidence
of significant shifts within that core audi-
ence, as once-shared pools of knowledge
and interest change. These changes are
most graphically evident at so-called
encyclopaedic institutions, like the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art in NYC. In them,
non-Western art has always been a hard
sell. But increasingly, so are formerly reli-
able stretches of Western art.

The Met’s European painting galler-
ies, although splendidly reinstalled a few
years back, get relatively light foot traffic,
partly because the cultural references in
much of the work have lost currency. Even
a generation or two ago, the myths and reli-
gious subjects that form the basis of, say,
Italian Renaissance painting would have
been familiar to a general public, thanks
to surviving state school variations on a
“classical” education. But with changes
in schooling in a country that has grown
increasingly secular, viewers of art predat-
ing impressionism typically don’t know
what they're looking at.

The 21st-century museum is going to
have to find ways to tell them. And this
may well demand particular curatorial
skills, such as ever more imaginative sto-
rytelling and the use of quasi-ethnolog-
ical approaches to presentation. Even in
a media-driven age, much art is, at some
basic level, personal. People made it,

reacted to it, treasured it in ways we can
identify with. But art is also intrinsically
political, designed to shape a view of the
world in empowering ways, ways that write
certain people and ideas into the record
and leave others out. We need to see art
from both perspectives.

Museums like the Met are, them-
selves, grand history-writing-and-editing
machines. Spectacle is built into them. But
if they're going to become 21st-century
institutions, they're also going to have to
function in the mode of university teaching
museums. Experimental — interdiscipli-
nary, cross-cultural, self-critical, heterodox
— approaches to art will have to be tried
out if an audience for history, which is only
as alive as our sense of investment in it, is
not to be lost. (For a comparative look at
some recent methods,  recommend Peggy
Levitt’s Artefacts And Allegiances: How
Museums Put The Nation And The World
On Display, just out from University of Cal-
ifornia Press.)

Whether any amount of inventiveness
can arrest the current retreat from art’s past
is, of course, a question. Again, the metrics
are paradoxical. Whereas other branches
of the arts, like classical music and ballet,
are attracting fewer and fewer young
people, museums are attracting many, yet
the interest of those visitors appears to be
specific and narrow: contemporary art. And
because the future lies with this audience,
museums are shaping themselves to it by
acquiring and exhibiting more and more
contemporary work.

I speak generally. The fact that older art
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US architect Frank Gehry's Guggenheim museum in Bilbao.

i —

has become hard to acquire, for reasons of
price, scarcity and legality, is also a factor.
But the reality is that, along with peren-
nial favourites like Vermeer, van Gogh and
Picasso, contemporary art is one of the few

ffna country that

sure-fire draws. Even unlikely institutions has grown increasingly
are getting the message. Not long ago, the
Morgan Library & Museum did a Matthew secular, viewers
Barney show. =
This being so, youd think thatanew  Of art predating
museum devoted to contemporary art . . . .
would be the place to find a 21st-cen- 1IMpressionisim typlcally
tury paradigm, but so far, no. The Broad, ’
which opened with tremendous fanfare in don’t know what
Los Angeles recently, is not a contender. they’re looking at

A classic example of a private museum
transformed into a public monument, it is
devoted to the collection of multibillionaire
Eli Broad and his wife, Edythe, longtime Los
Angeles residents who began buying seri-
ously in New York in the early 1980s, when
stars of a slightly earlier era, like Richard
Prince and Cindy Sherman, were working
in SoHo, and younger figures like Jeff Koons
had emerged in the East Village.

Did the Broads shape the market or
followit? Either way, their collection follows
the commercial mainstream so closely as
to read less like a “personal choice” than
an investment portfolio. Although many
of their purchases date from the 1970s and
80s, when some of the most innovative work
was in film, photography, performance
and various modes of conceptualism, the

couple heavily favoured painting and sculp-
ture. And almost everything in their hold-
ings is by white men. If you were to read
art history from this collection, black and
Latino New York and Los Angeles barely
existed, nor, apart from a patch of Western
Europe (Germany), did any world beyond
the coastal United States. This is not only
a 20th-century museum; it is also one that
dates in spirit to the pre-conceptualist,
pre-feminist, pre-black power early 1960s.

A short time ago, you could have said
the same of two pre-eminent New York
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LEFT

Diary Of A Shinjuku Burgiar,
a 1968 screen print by
Yokoo Tadanori.

BELOW LEFT

Beatriz Gonzalez's Lullaby
(1970) at the Museum of
Modern Art in New York.

institutions, the Museum of Modern Art
and the Guggenheim Museum, which
have only recently made efforts to enter
the 21st — which, by definition, means
global — century.

The Guggenheim is doing this in a
half-measures way through a programme
called the UBS MAP Global Art Initiative.
Beginning in 2012, with funding from the
Zurich-based financial services company
UBS, the museum hired three short-term
curators, each with expertise in contempo-
rary work from certain geographic locales:
South and Southeast Asia; Latin America;
and the Middle East and North Africa. Their
jobwas to buy a certain amount of art from
within each region and organise a group
show ofit, after which the work would enter
the Guggenheim's permanent collection.

The MoMA equivalent, called the Con-
temporary and Modern Art Perspectives,
or C-MAP, seems more substantial. An
extension of the museum’s long-standing
International Program, C-MAP is hard-
wired into the museum as it calls on staff
curators to research seldom-tapped areas
in the existing collection and, working with
colleagues and institutions abroad, to bring
that art to light in exhibitions.

The first of these, “Tokyo 1955-1970: A
New Avant-Garde” in 2012-13, was a revela-
tion. Even scholars familiar with the period
hadn'’t seen some of the earlier paintings,
made during periods of post-Hiroshima
upheaval. The current show, “Transmis-
sions: Art In Eastern Europe And Latin
America, 1960—19807 also introduces fas-
cinating material. Much of it, conceptual
and radically political, forces a rethinking
of the vaunted pre-eminence of the Western
European and US work of that period that
MoMA has staked out as prime turf.

The Queens Museum, which has a his-
tory of fluid reciprocal relationships with
communities in its ethnically rich borough,
has supported many long-term projects
outside its walls. Beginningin 2011, incon-
junction with Creative Time, it sponsored
what amounted to a year-and-a-half-long
performance piece called Immigrants
Movement International, conceived by
Cuban-born artist Tania Bruguera.

SINIL ¥HOA MIN FHL GLOZ © SOLOHd
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Still, across the globe, 20th-century
museums in the Bilbao mode continue
to rise. That sounds like what we'll be get-
ting when the Saadiyat Cultural District,
built on an artificial island off Abu Dhabi
in the Persian Gulf, is finished in the next
few years. It will include a Guggenheim
franchise designed by Gehry and a Louvre
Abu Dhabi, described by its architect, Jean
Nouvel, as a “universal museum’; with “gal-
leries enabling comparisons and contrasts
between artworks of different historical
periods and geographical areas’, with con-
temporary art in the mix.

Sound old? It is, including the fact that
the audience envisioned for these muse-
ums is effectively preselected: an interna-
tional leisure class for whom the island’s
museums, luxury hotels and shopping
malls are being built,

So the new 21st-century museum —
where walls are dissolvable, access isopen,
and artis invited to tell us who we are asan
arrogant, exclusionary but possibly teacha-
ble culture — is still awaited. Millenniums
are artificial markers. But, like New Year's
resolutions, they can be put to practical
use to spur invention and to strengthen a
resolve to turn old thinking around. Inven-
tion and reinvention can start anytime, like
now. © 2015 NEW YORK TIMES NEWS SERVICE
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