
Like	a	Jazz	Song:	Designing	for	Community	
Engagement	in	Museums	

by	Suzanne	Seriff	

The	current	exhibition	in	the	Gallery	of	Conscience	at	the	Museum	of	International	Folk	Art	in	Santa	
Fe,	NM,	is	tentatively	titled	Under	Pressure:	Choices	Folk	Artists	Make	in	Today’s	Global	Marketplace,	
April	 2016-January	 2018.	 The	 first	 iteration	 for	 prototyping	 started	 with	 photos,	 quotes,	 and	
questions	on	butcher	paper	along	the	walls.			 	 	 	 							Photo	courtesy	of	the	author.	

Improvisation	 in	 jazz	 begins	 with	 a	 melodic	 phrase,	 invites	 a	 response,	 and	 builds	 on	 a	 theme.	
Sometimes	melodic,	sometimes	cacophonous,	the	result	is	rooted	in	the	magic	of	call	and	response,	
history	in	action.	In	2012,	the	Museum	of	International	Folk	Art	in	Santa	Fe,	New	Mexico,	incubated
an	improvisatory	approach	to	exhibit	development	in	its	newly	created	Gallery	of	Conscience	(GoC).	
Led	by	a	team	of	folklorists,	folk	art	educators,	and	design	innovators,	the	results	have	been	hailed	“a	
model	of	museum	practice	for	the	21st	century.”1	

Improvisation	fits	both	the	mission	and	the	method	of	the	GoC,	which	draws	on	the	words	and	works	
of	 living	 traditional	 artists	 to	 catalyze	 dialogue,	 connect	 with	 communities,	 share	 stories	 across	
generations,	and	promote	personal	reflection,	communication,	and	action	around	pressing	issues	of	
conscience	important	to	us	all.	Like	a	jazz	song,	the	exhibit	development	process	begins	with	a	single	

For	an	expanded	version	of	this	article,	see	two	forthcoming	book	chapters	from	which	this	article	was	largely	
excerpted:	 “Immigration,	 Empathy,	 and	 Engagement:	 Incubating	 a	 New	 Approach	 to	 Immigration	 in	 the	
Museum	of	International	Folk	Art’s	Gallery	of	Conscience,”	 in	Interpreting	Immigration;	Connecting	Past	and	
Present	at	Museums,	ed.	Sarah	Pharaon.	Forthcoming	2017.	Nashville:	AASLH	Press.	And	“Like	a	Jazz	Song:	A	
New	Model	for	Social	Justice	Work	in	a	Museum	Setting:	The	Case	of	the	Gallery	of	Conscience	at	the	Museum	
of	 International	 Folk	 Art,”	 by	 Suzanne	 Seriff	 and	 Marsha	 Bol	 in	 Folklife	 and	 Museums:	 21st	 Century	
Perspectives,	 eds.	 Charlie	 Seemann,	 Patricia	 Hall,	 and	 C.	 Kurt	 Dewhurst.	 Lanham:	 Rowman	 and	 Littlefield.	
Forthcoming	2016.	
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“prototyping	guru.”	McLean	explains	her	idea	of	prototyping—drawn	from	the	Greek	word	meaning	
“first	impressions”—as	“a	mock-up	or	a	quick	and	dirty	version	of	an	idea;	something	flexible	and	
changeable;	a	tool	for	learning	something	about	the	effects	of	an	idea	or	object	on	the	end-user…and	
in	the	case	of	museums,	the	relevance	of	an	exhibit	or	experience	on	the	museum	visitor.”3	

The	result	has	been	both	exhilarating	and	exasperating.	

Challenges	have	arisen	in	defining	exactly	what	we	mean	by	community	involvement	and	what	we	
mean	by	“art”;	managing	workflow	expectations	and	responsibilities;	 communicating	 the	value	of	
work-in-progress	 to	 patrons,	who	 expect	 finished	 products;	 ceding	 the	 conventional	 authority	 of	
curator	and	designer;	and	redefining	success	in	new	terms—based	more	on	reaching	new	audiences	
than	on	pleasing	old	patrons,	and	on	starting	conversations,	rather	than	on	creating	polished	exhibits.	

While	initially	skeptical	of	such	an	improvisatory,	inclusive	model	of	museum	engagement,	we	are	all	
beginning	 to	 recognize	 the	 revolutionary	 potential	 of	 this	 kind	 of	 “crowd-sourcing”	 approach	 to	
engaging	 local	 and	 global	 audiences	 in	 the	 co-creation	 of	 their	 learning,	 sharing,	marketing,	 and	
advocating	 experiences	 around	 issues	 of	 real	 relevance,	 yet	 distinct	 differences,	 in	 each	 of	 their	
communities	 and	 lives.	 	 And	 responses	 from	 visitors,	 community	 participants,	 and	 participating	
artists	reinforce	our	enthusiasm:	

~I	saw	myself	here	for	the	first	time.	Thank	you	for	that…	
~I	love	that	the	gallery	is	always	changing,	and	is	changed	by	the	people	who	have	responded….	
~This	is	a	brave	thing	to	do….	
~This	is	a	beautiful	exhibit—accessible	in	ways	museums	haven’t	felt	before.	
~There	should	be	a	place	in	every	museum	where	you	have	to	commit	your	own	opinions.	More	
museums	should	get	a	hold	of	people	emotionally,	not	just	intellectually.		
~This	 is	 an	 excellent	 and	 timely	 exhibit.	 It	 brings	 awareness	 and	helps	 people	 empathize	 by	
putting	them	in	others'	shoes.	

Together,	museums	and	communities	have	 the	potential	 to	 create	an	entirely	new	and	 replicable	
model	 for	 civic	 engagement	 that	 finds	 its	 way	 back	 to	 what	 community-based	 artists	 and	
storytellers	have	known	all	along.	In	the	words	of	master	bead	worker	Lulama	Sihlabeni	of	South	
Africa,	“Folk	art	must	speak	to	people—that	is	part	of	what	puts	the	‘folk’	in	folk	arts!”	

Suzanne	Seriff	received	her	PhD	in	Folklore	and	Ethnomusicology	at	the	University	of	Texas	at	Austin,	where	she	
currently	 teaches	 courses	 on	 folk	 arts	 and	 community	 engagement,	 museum	 innovation,	 cultural	 heritage	
production,	and	 immigration	 in	the	Department	of	Anthropology.	 	She	also	has	worked,	since	2010,	as	curator	
and	more	recently,	Director	of	the	Gallery	of	Conscience	at	the	Museum	of	International	Folk	Art	in	Santa	Fe.	
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