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DANGER! HIE'IUEY AT mm{
A CRITICAL CONSUMER'S GUIDE TD THE TROMBRIDGE GDEC{: H.GELH (I)

Introduction

In the autumof 1982 we finally too'% possession of a2 late nineteenth
century end terrace house in viadely, Shropshire, a small township
designated as part of Telford New Town — 'The Birth Place of Industry'.
For the pa-st decade the Il-mnbridge Gorge-{ "where in 1709 the world's
industrial rewolution began'), has been a regular haunt of ours for family
outings from the West ilidlands. In a sense our interest in the area
exactly reflects the most recent phase of the increasing lure of
historical tourism in general, and the gradual ascendancy and expansion
of the Ironbridge Gorge MHuseun Trust (hereafter the Trust) in particular.
Indeed, our new house stands opposite, one of the Trust's most popular
sites - The Blists Hill Open Air Museum - from which noise and smoke,
both rumoured to be authentic artifacts of nineteenth century industrialism,
pervade the valley. iioreover, the adjacent local pub - the 711 Nations -
fa.";l-EG 1mng CriiRs menbers for a decade or more, is the haunt of strange
—‘anachronisms and fossils from over the road. Here at lunch-time at the
bar one finds young men in sub—Victorian garb; heavy hobnail boots, plain
serge trou*sefs ﬁr_ mock Halifax corduroy gathered at the waist with binder-
twine, hauled up with wide braces, pulled to at the ankle with gaiters.
Old jackets, dull, nondescript but suggestively 'old', open to reveal grubby
collarless workingmen's shirts, or the occasional plain wastcoat perhaps
w11:h the stylish flour].sh of 2 watch fob and chain. Needless to say, these
phantms of the past-present gquaff real -ale, 'brewed traditionally’,
itself a sort of liguid hlstur_].rbea.rmg silent witness against the present.
Tending old machines at the museun is a thirsty business.

ThE first 'l'.i'-ne I stumbled upon this scene I had thoughts of ‘an
entrmclmd local conservatism, or of a place visited by Dr. “Who's Tardis,
or even of 3.' sinister youth sub—culture inspired by Thatcher's trenchant
'U1¢tm:1an values' On all counts I was not equally wrong, of course,
because .after all, what I had happened upon was simply history at workl
Byt if being nonplussed by these spectres was Ty response, precipitate
--::arefu.l research inﬁ past editions of History Wor<shop Journal might

have forewarned me of their imminence. 3arrie Trinder, the Trust's
'honorary historian', set the stage so artfully in an ebullient and
enthusiastic article on the :usuem. He said: 'In Ironbridge it is
possible still to drink in some of the pubs where those who heaved into
place the ribs of the Iron 3ridge must have refreshed thewselves'.
(Trinder, 1376, p.175). Mapy years have passed since this cautious
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fantasy was aired, yearsthmugh 'vd.lich the historical imagination has
‘taken-its toll of young wen and women just around the corner from the
famous Iron Bridge. Yet I am not just referring to those who contract
to 'dress up! to add a benign face to a particularly ruthless epoch, but
to the countless ooach loads of school-children, and pleasure seeking
families as well, who are daﬂ.v 'educated' into this very partial
imagined comaunity of 'the past'.

This article is an attempt to come to terms with some of these issuves,
by way of an analvsis of the development of the Trust and through a
critical account of the 'dnd of history on offer within its nusewn. iy
argusent. begins with what I call the political econoty of the ‘iuseum
Trust; the way in which it was founded, then funded and run. In this
section I discuss the Trust in terws of the development of historical
tourism, arguing that it is deeplv. involved in the hismzy-ma.'-cigg business.
I am concerned at this point to examine the ways in which the [useun
develops its image and the process through which it legitimates its view
of the past, and its own sense of self-importance as educator and
historian. Indeed, this section concludes with a discussion of the Trust's
philosophy of museum-making, and the lﬁnds of interpretive assumptions it
makes about history.

Part Two of this article appears .in the form of a history trail - if
you trust me I will be your guide to Ithp_- Ironbridge Gorge Museun. In this
capacity I will attempt to deccmstruct these sites, as a highly critical
consuser, exXavnining the [useun fur its b.'l.aEE'.‘S and absences. I hope to
show the ways in which industrial archaeology cleans up history providing
a fiction that I ca.ll_.-‘tl'he past". This is an illusion, but at times more
a romance, that hides class struggle, and -the op, -res_';'.ion of women,
preferring a technici_sf framewors with nationalist and masculinist values
tied to the a.,ssu-xpti_.ms{ -_?;:E the dominant classes. (W to-ur around
Ironbridge will give a brief description of most of the fuseum sites but
concentrate on two in particular, the Severn warehouse Visitor Centre and
the Bﬁéts Hill Open Air fuseun. Throughout Part Two I will be concerned
to show some of the ways in which ideas of 'the past' are articulated
acm.ss the whole fizld of public representations of history. D{Jerall-
but especially in my two extended descriptive sections, I will
concentrate on anzlysing soe of the different forms of museum practice
that represent 'the past' as idyll and utopia. This will include a
discussion of the different fc;r'ns of memory, some aspects of the
relationship between the public and the private, and how these relate to
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popular pleasure. My theme, the purpose of writing this piece, is to try
and capture some of the complexity involved in the relationship between
history and politics.

PART Ohe: BRIDGING TH: Go2 BETWECN 2AST AND PRlaSENT

In the early wmonths of 1267 what was to becowe the Telford Development
Corporation appointed a “or'dng Party on Industrial Archaeology. This all-
male working party was called upon to assess the historical walue of the
Cozlbroowdale, Ironbridge and 2lists Hill areas of Tast Shropshire. Infused
with a sense of reverence for the past and an exaggeratsd sense of iTportance
for the locality, the mewbers set about their own self-consciously historic
7ission. 2ezding the Final eport of the Jorking Party gives one an insight
into the structurs of fzeling of this gmup;,{‘:}wl"lich developed 1its idecas

at the interface of a tension between a sense of a vanishing 'great' industrial
past and a contewporary desire to conserve old buildings and machines frow the
‘ravishings' of time; this is the stuf f of which the "National Heritage' is
made. The threat of loss is felt to bz more manifes‘rt a.'nd the act of ra=covery
more urgent if .the artifacts under consideration are glven world-historical
;signifil::a.m:e. The orwing Party had just such-a t;i‘cen:—'fcr-grant-ﬁd attitude
about the iwportanc: . of the azrca - 'one of the classic ‘industrial regions of
th: world = and of the . role of loecal, ind;lv_iduai husan agents = "without the
achiwe*ént.?- of the "maker, brahas Tarby ¥, the industrial r=volution would

have been ivpus;ible- " _inal Report of the ‘lorking farty, 0.2 & p.d).

with these assu'tpt:.cns in p"l-me- the nenesb:l.tv to conserve was Daramount -and
obvious. ) ] .

" Apart frﬁm__remgnising the centrzl importance of the iron bridge itself,
the aims :::f th-e “orking Farty concentrated on two main-ideas. In the first
instancs, they were concerned that the whole area could be used 'in telling
the hlstgrv of British industry im a -nanner not attempted else&mere in the
country' (p-3)- This meant mak%ing Co=1broo%dale what they called a 'living
musevm', an aim best achieved in their view by reguesting the County
Council to designate part of the town a conservation area. Central to this
part of the scheme was the proposed transfer of Darby's old furnace and
“its assu-::late:cf museun of iron from illied Iron Founders Ltd., wihp presently
owned it and agreed to the proposal. The overall scheme also weant
developing 31151:.'5 Hill as a 'public par<' - ‘demcﬂstraﬂng an industrial
story of unlque interest in an alwmost 1deal setting' — on a leng lease at

» nowinal rent from the Telford '\eveloi:ment Corporation (p-8)-

The second aim of the Jorking Farty was to propose a wav of -adminis-
tering such a proposal, - and they suggested a publ:l.r: company, registered
" under the .Cn'manies sct, 1848,- but liwited bv guarantee. This organisation,
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to be named the Ironbridge Gordge "useum Trust Liwmited, would be non—-profit
ma'dng and would attempt to register as a charity. Its main aiwms, apart
from the desire for 'public participation', would be as follows:

To secure the preservation, restoration, iwmprovewment, enhancement
and maintenance of features and objects of historical, domestic
and industrial interest in the area-of Dawley New Imm-{_l:nw :
Telford) and the surrounding districts of fast Shropshire,
including the provision of museums and the organisation of
meetings, exhibitlions_._lectu_rgf_.f _i_:rub_lir;-liﬂns and other forms of
instruction relevant to the histnri::ai.- domestic aj;d'irn:i-}_stfia.l'
development of Gast Shropshire. (p.13)

L

_I'h_e hr‘c:.ng Party estimated that this awbitious prograwme required an
eg;uallv smbitious capital sum of £500,00C and 'an estimated annual revenue
expenditure of £15,000 after the initial period of growth. Both sums
would sxm be ;superseded. The first problem of the nascant Trust . was to
find a way to raise such woney while..still remaining an 'independent
.fuuseuﬁ'. Lise many organisations before and since; the Trust prepared
applications for the 'hig charities' li%e the Ford Foundation.and the
Gulben'den Trust. However, E,iven the Trust's emphasis upon industrial
archaeology, letters were written to the chairwen of the largest, British
_companies, and an ppeals Srochure was produced in 1969 to court industry
'for support in remrdiné their own industrial heritage'. At this initial

stage the 3ritish Steel Corporation made the largest donation, but over
the years the Trust has received help on a broad front from local
companies like the ironcasting firm of Glynwed Ltd., or the brewers
:titchells and 3utlers; nationalised industries like the Coal Board and
gritish Rail; and local companies with huge nationzl and international
interests like Tarmac Ltd. (the silo building contractors at Greenhaw
Cowmon air 3ase). It is the intimacy between the Trust and the management
structure of organisations like these - and the ‘assumptions they share -
that -renders the Trust's idea of 'independence' a very relative one.
shat they all. havF in m"r.m. is a professional—-managerial view of the
significance of historical artifacts, and the cuseum faithfully
e < puces this view in relics radical ly separated from their social
relations. -

The Trust could not survive on money frow industry alone, nor could
it simply rely on ths wits of its trustees to raise funds. The task of
fund-raising was given over to a separate body, the Ironbridge Gorge
Museun Development Trust, that would attemt to recruit finmancial support
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throughout the country. Charitable status, money from charities,
benefactors and Trust Presidents with big pockets, and independent fund-
raising feasibility studies all helped cash flow for the acquisition of
new sites throughout the 1970s. Yet another t:i.ér of support came from
local and national government. 3ll the local urban district councils have
at one time contributed funds to the Trust, but by far the most iwportant
regional source of suppnri cowes from the Telford Dévelap-uent Corporation
which bas carried out a number of projects to facilitate the general aiws
of the useun. These works have mostly been lardﬁcaping the immediate
) vicinity of museus sites, which adds to the ger.-erql Imresglm that the
Trust is expanding its physical control of the area ever D'Jth.a-fés.
~ National government has been generous too, with the Department of the
snvironment giving large lwsp sums and lﬁtterln,r funding the useun through
the National Heritage :leworial Fund, set 'u:p under the Wational Hentage
Act (1980).  Again, this level of cowni teent represents a set of

sha.red assumptions specifically around constructing a particular version
of 'the past' that rests on an idea of 'English culture', now conveniently
e:qiarxled to include 'industrial heritage' as part of 'the nation'
‘officially sanctioned for cultural mnsu'rptior-h:

'I‘h-e great irony of :all this is that while the Trustees were nmaking

friends in high places and influencing the right people, the brunt of

the field-work necessary to mak%e the museus a reality, was done by
volunteers or those for whom consent was not an issiie. The 'Friends of
Ironbridge Gorge ‘mseum' was formed in 1969, and their labour, not to
mention their annual subscription fee, has helped support the “useum ever
since. In the early days it was a casc of volunteering to hel:: to clear
sites and renovate old wachinery, but more recently the 'Friends",
especially at weckends, take on the role of 'interpretive guides' or
fully costuwed 'exhibit demonstrators'. It has been argied that this is

an sducational experience in itself.

Everyone who bemﬂi.irﬁ involved with a restoration project enters
a learning situatioy, whether he is a s'cillad engineér ra-.-a.-t.'.:é:e'ibl_ing
a steam engins, or one of a group of schoolboys diagging =ud out of
a canal. cveryone who wiunteeré to guide visitors on a site,
places himself in a situation where he has 2 great incentive to
learn and to as' questions about history. ' '

(Trinder, 176, p.:75)

i2ading this descriptisn one could be excused for thin'ang that the

restoration and interpretive wor was oply carriod out by boys and mena.
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But the male-centredness of this description belies the fact that the
‘“riends' has a large female mesbership although its actual deployment,
li%e its discursive absence here, often occurs within a wholly male
frasework of ‘wonen's wor'c'. 5Sut wore of this later.

The attractiveness of frEE labour Takes the early “nnual =eports of
- the Trust read 1li'ce t]';E opening salve of a militarv tattoo. nce the
Trustees had recognised that clearing scrub and debris could be called
a' "training EXEICiSE'; the ;ilitary could hardly be expected to resist the
opportunity. Tonsequently the oyal nginetrs and the Territorial and
roy -Voluntesr leserve could help prepare the ground for this cultural
struggle over hearts and 'nind-.-‘;. while at the sa%e tiwe practicing for
more bloody wmanoeuvres. Ither sources of labour were more obviocusly
coercive. In 1972 the Trustees assisted in a conference on ' ‘anpow=r and
vasouns', at which the Howe 'if:ice, Iocal authorities and the ruseum'’s
/ssociation weres invited to discuss thz uszs of prison labour in wuseuw
wor's. The Trust had already be n using boys from ths 5toke Heath 3orstal
Instituts, and in 1973 it was offer'd a pilot schewe kXnown as the Ironbridge
ormmity service froject, under the Cowmunity Service Provision of the
1977 Criwinal Justice Act.  nnwal cports, 1971-72, and 1372-73).
'owmunity service' is a nice idea if only it weren't so coercive and the
courts so treacherous, but ths Trustces have a strong sense of their own
benign interest in 'the commnity' so they tend not to notice these issues.

This has become inc;easinglv obvious with the inception of the -anpower
Services “oTmission {H&t}. and the unique opportunity it offers ewployers
to appear to be benevolent to the unemployed on the one hand, while
actually benefiting from exploiting their cheap labour on the_nther. [
‘now that the 10 has funded all sorts of politically innovative and
popular proj=cts, lic the 3radford .iral History progra»m> and the “outh
Jales Miners' Librarv, but the fact reﬂainé'that this is part of a deeply
insidious process. ‘ne whichlsﬁstematicallv institutes low wages as a
norv, and is rightly regardéd with deep suspicion, especially by unewployed
youngsters, who are so often prevailed upon to take up emloyment on
E{Iisﬁﬁemes; In the year 1976-1977 when the Trust announced that £1 =@illion
had been raised on its behalf, it successfully applied for eight projects
under the ©~ Job Creation :chew. initially these jobs consisted of
librarv cataloguing, book binding, painting and decorating, and general
-state maintenance. Ais the 37 expandad its own sphere of influence
with the Youth Upportunities “rograwmme (Y.'”) and the Special Teuporarv
mploywent frograave (L 7). SO the Trust continued to develop its own

interest in thsse schewes. 9¥ith =0 money thz Irist was able to set up
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the Jac'kfiz=ld Tile dor'<shop and Training C@ntre for the rezwuat.ion of old

. tiles and the ma.m-.lfat':u;riﬁg of 'modern' tiles from old ﬁulds._ 3ut when 5C
scrapped STEF the Trust was less than pleased, probably because this meant
Ising low waged adult workers already sn:-_lallsed into work discipline, only
to be replaned by unsocialised, unskilled 16 - 19 year olds on project-based
work experience ‘schemes (Aannual Report, 1979-80). .H}weuer. the Trust has
done well out of the i5C; it had had access to £743,000 by 1980 and

currently relies on an annual subsidised labour foree of 200-250. In short,
the [duseum has reaped the benefits and contributed tmards the policing of
“the crisis of m'.lth une'q}lmr'nent. and all this is a very long way from
the bllgh‘t.ed vision of 'public participation' set out in the Final Report
of the Working Party. S

Yet the topic of the political economy of museum making is not
reducible t5 the deployment of donated capital and the mobilisation of free

-.or cheap libour, firstly, becau's::z tt'-l-E_ ruseun cculd not function without the
continuity provided by full-time sta.f_f. This was recognised early on in
1970 with the eq}lnv*uent af hm full-time emlwee-s and, as the “useum has
-arown, with the exception of the mid '70s crisis, the nuwsber of part-and
full-time staff has increased to the current level of 76 _{Appual Report,

- 1982) .~ Thus, ‘there is considerable c:::"nglexitv in the ewployment structure

_.of the iuseum. The workforce is deeply stratified and sometimes at odds
w:i:tl'_r one another. This is inevitable in the different termws of ewployment
and the hierarchies of the waée. form, not forgetting the. voluntary sector
as wll. H5C scheme E‘Tpiavees and their supervisors ofterr.see’' thewmselves
1nhab1't_1.ng the lower ranks, the labouring classes. There is a definite
class antag:nism between_them and the Friends of the Museum. This is most
obvious at weekends when the Scheme workers are displaced by the Friends
who have priority over them, and hence can. choose which exhibits they wish
to mgtrate to the public. At amt}::er level, some of the full-tiwme
site demnstramrs, show a tre*nend::NE antipathy towards management, being

prepared to spealc a.ngnlv to strangers about the apparently opulent
'wining and dining' that takes place to secure publicity, finance and
hJ.stor:Lcal artifacts. 'Ihen there ;gre the 'professional' ewplovees and
the ac.a.dE‘!llC advisors, not m. rnenuon the white collar, clerical and

r s'ecretaria.l staff. Presumably they too have their critical opinions
ah:;ut how the museum is run, although of course, that is more difficult
to canvas as a casual visitor. A

The success or failure -::rf the iHuseun depended upon the Trust's ability
to negotiate, and to some extent develop, the terrain of histerical
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tourism. Therefnre it is not by coincidence that a recent job
desmpt:mn for a senior research fellow, funded by Leverhulwme, talks of
the Museum Trust as a "brand leader'. It is clear that however else the
;mSeu:'n views itself, as educator and recoverer of 'the past', it is always
acutely aware of the 'uar'cet place and the pac‘taglng and selling of history.
In the very eaﬂ.v years the Trust had 'upen davs‘ when wvisitors could
exanine the progress being wmade, especially at Blists Hill. The first of
these in 1969 attracted 600 people and saw the earliest attempt to begin
marketing the area, something that has been enhanced by the parallel
advertising of Telford New Town. -Visitors could buy souvenirs like
'Bmsel}.?- clav pipes, tea towels, prints of the iron brldge, pﬂttew mugs
and ashtrays' Hrmual deport, 1969-70). These attempts at selling were
amateurish compared with what was to follow, as the Trust became

increasingly self-conscious about how to encourage and anticipate the
'visitor business' (Annual Report, 1981). Having begun on the basis of
casual opening hours, by 1974, with the first year of full scale
operations behind them, the Museunm now had 100,000 visitors. Ironically -
this cnincfi:def:!_with the beginnings of the fuel crisis and the threat of

petrol shortages, but this only increased the Trust's interest in the
structure of the visitor market; surveys of 'visitor ~rigins' .and tvisitor
responses' were the outward signs of a financial inquisitiveness about
the leisure and travelling habits of the public {(annual Reports, 1973-74
and 1974-75). And while the jate receipts improved, running costs
escalated, and entrance ticket prices climbed steadily to mark  the
influence of inflation and changes in VAT assessments. The full price
combined ticket for all the sites currently stands at £3.70p (as at .
December, 1985) with reductions for pensioners, students and school

parties.
The Trust's running costs were not just pa.:l.d off with the money talen

through gate receipts, but throuchthe careful nurturing of the lucratlvg )
potential of a wide range of sourvenirs. In 1973, 45,000 museus gm’.de;
were sold and by 1983 the useuw produced its own Publications List
containing over 150 items available in its shops and throuch mail order.

Beyond the full range of museum guides, information sheets, teaching

aids, etc., there are postcards, transparencies, posters, primts and
books. Indeed this side of the operation became so significant that in
February 1978 the Trust established the Ironbridge Gorge Trading Company
Ltd., which is held in covenant to. transfer all its profits to the Museuwm
Trust every vear. Clearly the Trustees see o conflict of interest between
offering up 'the past' as a museus piece and selling "the past' as a
commodity. We could hardly expect there to be anything but this most
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intimate of relaticnships between history-making and commodity production,
but I have a snea'dng suspicion that to some extent what is identified as
representative of 'the past', has been chosen on the basis that it primarily
lends itself to the production or display of tempting souvenirs. Thus,
increasingly the comwodity side of this museum business, really does set the
terms of how 'the past' is made available to us. Hence each museum site now
has either a 'sales point' or a fully blown shop, like those at the Coal-
brookdale HMuseum of Iron and the Coalport China lMuseum. Yet even with all
these lucrative outlets the Trust has still had lean vears of running on an
overdraft (Annual Report, 1979-80).

The process of marketing and the desire to ontrol the visitor's
experiemce has had two other consequences. You may recall that the initial
aim of the Aorking Pau:ty for Blists Hill was for an unusual 'public par'
containing industrial artifacts. well, this rather amorphous idea for public
access was quickly superseded alttnugh never openly discussed as.such, and
by the early 1970s the Trust was ﬁleased to accept the gift of some
'unclimbable fencing' for the site. This would stop 'umauthorised entry'
_and the area would be 'protected from trespass', thus 'enabling visitor
entry to be regulated and an entrance fee charged'. It also necessitated
_e;n ‘opening ceremony' (Annual Reports 19‘?1—‘?..? and 1972-73). In effect this

~ was the moment of making public space private. The public wotld be
actively, encouraged to attend as if it were public space, but 'bourgeois
public space', where the terwms of reference like the urganisé.tiﬂn of the
space itself, would be inscribed, more or less, by the moral, political,
economic — hegemonic — values of the buurgea:l.s classes (Bommes & Wright,
1982, pp.255-264).

The second consequence of wanting to define the visitor experience had
more reflexive effects. We wight call this effect image control, that
well ‘mown desire amongst those who seek to organise our pleasure to
fashion the spectacle in a uniform sort of way. The Trust began to
develop this in 1972 with an 'integrated design image to be extended....
to ewbrace all interpretive facilities, publications, signposting, staff
:ﬂﬁfﬂﬂs and all visual aspects of the useum's work' (Annual Report,
1973-74). What emerged were tasteful signs with white lettering on blue-
black backgrounds, and the pm]_'i_'fera_*t_{on of a stylised Ironbridge logo
that appeared on the backs of postcards, the fr‘ort.s of books and even on
all the local district road and motorway signs in the area. At regular
intervals the signs go through a change of image. HNow it's red on white,
a bit more insistent, but still-managing. to convey an idea of good taste.
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_ It's a k<ind of aesthetic morality, for surely it's mo "were'’ prcm:tsre of

proletarian pleasure, mthing!gaudv vou understand, but a solid invitation
to a 'respéctable' day out that is also an historical education. In one

sense this is evidéntly a self-image for the jwseun's politv—ﬁ‘cers, but
. it's obviously important to produce a pleasing aesthetic, in the highly

competitive image-conscious world of advertisina.

To succeed this identifiable image had to becowe ‘mown and not.just
locally. Ths Trust reckoned that the Hjuseum had become established, and
had 'acquired a national reputation' as early as 1973 Iargely due.to the
national press, B3C TV. and the Open University (Ammual Report, '1972-73).
Furtherwre, the “wseum has becowe integrated into a rtu'.lber'of networks
that guarantee it access to the public gaze, like the Znglish Tourist
Board, the Heart of England Tourist 3oard and,.latterly, through the tele-
vision marketing of the Wrekin District Council. fost recently the Trust
has become involved in an aggressive local venture, a marketing consortium
known as the 'Ireidn Heritage Association. This represents the interests
of a number of local tourist attractions besides the Trust, I_I'.:i_*ce the
Severn Valley '_{ailyav, Cosford Asrospace suseum and the ddland otor
suseum at 3ridgmorth. The Wrekin Heritage Association organises
advertising exhibitions in major centres of population, a.ndhas already
put on 'road shows' in Liverpool, sanchester, 3irminghaw and anfield
(Annual Report, 1981).

an impressive cast list of trustees, like the Sarl of Plymouth, Lady

Labourchere or Sir lionty Finneston - cash flow, wvisitor numbers and
advertising all facilitate the process of legitimization. But like a
First Division football team, success is marked by the size of the trophy
cabinet in the directors' office and the array of awards attached to the
hlst.urv of the club. Doubtless the Trust would claiw First Division
status and championship honours, from a run of success that began in 1973
with the Brit_rish Tourist Authorities '"Come to Britain Trophy'. Then in
Zuropean Architectural Heritage Year the useuwm won the Special Civic
Trust Medallion, but the really major accolades followed 'in the mid 1970s.
In 1977 the Trust accepted the liuseum of the Yeidr Award, presented
amnually by -Natinnal Herii;age and sponsored by the’ Illustrated London

News. In the following vear came the greatest prize of all, the
_E_t::'t;pean Museum of the Year Award, a direct result of the previous years
success. Taken together, the Trust saw the two awards as placing "Fon—
bridge firmly and irrevocably in the forefront of the nation's

consciousness', and with the resultant increase in gate receipts

estimated the joint value of the awards to be about £20,000 {Annual Report,

1977-78) .
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Moreover the process of legitimization has other networks, to put it
crudely, the establishment, and wmore particularly, the monarchyv. when
Prince Philip presented the Museum with the Special Civic Trust Medallion,
he did so as a national-historical figure, located within a network of
popular expectations around ceremony and pageantry. Yet the real coup in
this respect came in the bicentenary year of the Iron Bridge when the
Prince of Wales becawme the living centre-piece of the festivities. The
Executive Soard's Annual Report captures exactly the sense of awe,
reverence and sub:iugat-]lon necessary to translate and-retain the cultural
capital of a visiting prince and heir to the throne:

Undoubtedly the high point of the year, and indeed the iuseun's
develupm so far, was the visit to the Ironbridge Gorge on 5
July -1979 of His Royal Highness the Prince of Jales. Coinciding
almost to the day with the two hundredth anniversary of the
mq:pl,et:l.un of the arch of the Iron Bridge across the River
Severn His iloyal Highness' visit was a fitting and appropriate
tribute to the great pionecrs of the eigﬁtemth century who built
- this outstanding symbol of the Industrial tevolution. -
' . {fnnual Report, 1979-80)

This passage celecbrates an ensemble of interests: the entreprenurial
q:ir'if,- the majesty of a prince, the work of the Trustees - all for the
most part 'great' men - located within a sense of the nation.ai pc;lst—
present. After hlS visit to a number of #uszum sites the Prmoe responded
in %ind; he "honoured the Trust and Development Trust by becoming their
pati‘m'. In the end, though, the success of the Huseus is not reducible

" to any one of these contributing factors, and the situation has to be
understood in all its cn-q:rla;xitp.. Indeed to raise a capital sum of £2.7
million in slightly less than fifteen years is evidence enough of the
ascendant status of this diverse, competitive and persuasive enterprise.

% far, then, I have concentrated upm how the pnl:l.tlcal economy of the
MUSG"J}IJI Trust has worked to develop the area into a major attraction for
historical tourism. In doing this I have, for the most part, purposely
avoided discussing the Mm of the useum, both in terws of the
%inds of history it provides and in terms of its role as a formal and
informal educator. However, these are crucial issues, in mo sense simply
separated fﬁ:ru the level of the political economy, despite the necessary
nrwiéation of my argumat. In many wavs the political economy, and the
shared assumptions at wor thers, prefigure the framing of the museuD
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experience as 1've already hintad, which also means it structures the
content and form of the history on display. Of course while it closes

down history, it ‘cannot remove the pussi-bility that visitors might
frequently be re:sistant to parti‘;;ula.r vfa-rsinns of "the past'y and %een to
make their own alternative readings of the exhibits and their settings.
This structuring of the Museum will becoms more obvious in Part Two,
during wy guided tour of the ruscum, but for the meantime let me turn to
an account of the Trust as educator and histbrian.

A cursory look back to the aims of the Trust set out in the Final Report

p——

of the Working Party indicates the central importance accorded its role as
bona fide history teacher; indeed the Huseum was established as an
educational Trust. The Museum oroduces, with the B.P. Educational Service,
) its own Teachers Handbook that describes all ‘the museums; it gives teachers

‘advice about how to organise school trips, what time will be necessary for
eath viewing, .and which Museum publications will be wmost appropriate as
tea:h:l'_ng aids. It describes the area as 'a superb open air classroow',

'a unique environment', 'for nowhere is it possible to studv so many
imposing :nqnu'na;-:ts of this most significant period nf_ our past in such a
limited area' (Ironbridge Gorge Teachers Hancu:uok,n;_d. ‘p-3}. Over the

-‘years the Trust's eapacity to attract school parties has beon impressive.
In the early days by far the majority of visitors to the Coalbrookdale
Musgum of Iron were schoolchildren, and by the mid 1970s the Trust was
boasting of 40,000 visitors frow educational institutions. . From thoir

" research it was found that the majority of these came from within a forty
‘mile radius, although a signficant nuzber.of parties -visit_gﬂ from Merseyside,

rand a ;':.alle-r number from even. further a_f_;'_teld; London, Corrmwall and
Scotland (Annual Report, 1973-74). 3y the 1980s with the Museum receiving
about 200,000 visitors per annum, the number of these on educational
visits was approximately half.{3]

' “Being an educator is only half of the Museum's projected aim, as the
feportiof the Executive Board in 1974 makes clear: s

The prim:_a.i:"-jr function of any wuseum is to conserve — to acquire
and protect for posterity material of cultural value and
importance. But in doing this it is essential that sight is
not lost of the people for whom that material is being kept,
the scholars and school diildren, overseas visitors and local
residents whose heritage the cuseum has the responsibility and
privilege to guard. -

' {annual Report, 1973-74)
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Here the emphasis is upon the alreadv self-evidently important significance
of specific artifacts, the concommitant logic of preservation and the
implicit modes of interpretation; these being constructed through a sense
of _'miqua:ess. the inalienable l:h;axan:.ter of the sites suggesting an almost

wﬁ;ical. or religious significance attached to the notion of 'heritage'.
This gives the aire of an extraordinary claim to power, for those who sez
themselvos as the guardians of '"the past'. Yet despite the different
--mn_stituenc_i.es of visitor and the pntenfial contradictions structured into
their different experionces, and therefore their different needs, the
LUSeum rd:::esn't appear to be overly self-analytical about-its interpretive
mle..

Thus, while Barrie Trinder appears to signal a corrective to my
argument, .the promise is an eﬁ:&tv ane:

It is equally iwmportant to consider how evidence is interpreted
to the public. It is all too casy in a textbook or a conventional
indoor museum to portray innovations as the achievements of
individual inventors or ;ant:re;:rr.--ﬂ'leurs, without regard for their
eff=ct on society. The advantage of far-reaching mnseru.gtion
schemes like those at....Ironbridge is that it is iwmpossible in
such settings to avoid asking a whole range of quastions about

the impact of innovations. -~

Yes, impossible mot to ask questions, equally iwpossible to find answers,
although Trinder does hint at why the answers might have become so

elusive:

The case for conserving buildings, processes and communities
should ot be that they aid one side or other in any of these
debates (about the Industrial Revolution), but that they provide
new levels of understanding of the issues involved.

(Trinder, 1976, p.174)

aut this is a bland ewpiricisw of the worst <ind, the 'value-free' variety
to which much 'ﬁf l’:llstnrv-—ﬂla'-u_ng still has a quair* attachment. It sustains
the idea that it doesn't take sides, only stands as 'evidence' for the
moment when 'truth' wins out in the end. Needless to say the vacuum
producad in th‘is way cleans up the past, sucking it dry of all radical
political potential, putting its faith in artifacts and technical processes,
ignoring the ﬁoclal relations of p:odhc:tinn s, and se“tting history on a
trajectory of blind debate within the paramscters of celcbration and shared
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illusions about an increasingly fanciful idea of "the past'. This despite
the disclaimers, is a dowminant and largely conservative history in thé
malding. ”

"+ In its own terms of reference the Trust is evidently concerned to
'[JI‘BdUCE' tclear historical 'uassages‘,[4]whic]1 are argued to be 'in response
to a growing awareness of the sic_pif-it:enc:e of the Industrial Hevolution in
the history of this country and of the world'. roreover, and this is the
Trust's real claim to sophistication and competence as historian, the
Jduseun is-a sywbol of, '

a growing recognition that it is through field studies in places
like the Ironbridge Gorge that a fuller understanding of the

- period can be gained, that meanings and re=lationships can be
revealed through the use of original objects in an original land-
scape.

(Teachers Handboolk,n.d., Foreword)

The operational assumption here s that the ‘useum does provide a cogent

and thoroughgoing analysis of the Industrial Revolution, and not merely a
celebration with analvtical overtones. This is an assertinn that is only
made possible through the inalienable authenticity of artifacts and sites.

Indeed the claim to authenticity is a crucial one for the Trust, as it
represents another facet of the process of legitimization mgally as
important as the seal of approval given by roval patronage. Thus, to be
found peddling something other than a measuraed and rigorous account of the
past, would tip the balance h-etween commercialism and academic credibility
in the direction of money far dreams, illusions and fantasies. 'Yes, and
in my view-it is a fanciful history that the useunm Trust is in the

business of selling.

PART TWO: DOl M= O LANE? A GUIDED TOUR INTO 'THE PAST'

It is almost impossible,as wy introduction playfully suggested,mot to
begin a general description of the Irontridge Gorge iuseum empire without
making some wildly grandiose claims for the area. This inference is so
well established that, like a psychologist's word association test, the
merest sugges;tiun of the name Irombridge brings forth the irresistable
urge to utter superlatives of an historical variety. 5o I'll aveid the
temptation of stating as others have done, that the Iron Bridge is the
'ecighth wonder of the mrld'.{ﬁj Instead I'1l begin by saying that it's

a rather impressive piece of innovative manufacturing and engineering skill,
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that stands as a particularly impressive monument to the =emergent
industrial bourgeoisie of the latter half of the eighteenth’ centurv. I
will also say that it ropresents -.:-:-q_:nlcited labour, a shift in work
patterns, discipline and time; and that it is a symbol of manufacturing
capital and cowsodity production. However, most of these meanings ar:
not manifest in Ironbridge but remain latent and for the most part lost,
in the technicist framewors through which the bridge appears as industrial
archasology. ;
" ' That the bridge represents the past as technology is undeniable, but
its present appeal as a tourist attraction sncourages a broader set of
mcanings. The bridge is a %ind of promenading place, a pedestrian
precinct that affords fine views of this always wmuddy and treacherous
river, as it wends its way through the narrow wooded gorge. Tourists have
been visiting this site for mors than a century, i:hav come and go like
the swifts and swallows that dart above their heads; just as seasonal,just
as fle=ting. It's a good place to eat ice-creamws and gaze absent-windedly
into the widdle distance. It's somewhere, especially from its apex, where
boys indulge in spitting competitions, or thosc with a horticultural eve,
inspect the tidy gardens of the bridge's nesighbours. Yith so many
visitors about, concentratad in the summer wonths, the bridge acts as an
impromptu grandstand for the occasional raft race, or it stands in for the
village green as a suitable site for the dances of the Morris Men, These
ancient fuli_l._ms of yore, as "traditional' as tl;ua real ale they slop and as
tancient' as the most rscent folk revival,.add a degree of colour and
male bon ami to this bustling focal point. . The bridge is undoubtedly th-
legitimate centre-picce of this huge and daily growing history-ma'dng
colony on the banks of the River Severn. Furthermore, it is one of the
fow Ironbridge Corge Fussum sites that is open and free, but which at
tiwes bocomes lost in the array of other attractions vying for your
attention wherc = -ev, and not just historical imagination or MemoTV, is
the passport to 'enlightenment' and pleasure.
The Ironbridge Gorge Muscum kingdom consists of a whole panorama of
historical sites spread over six squarc miles of the Severn Gorge. Taking
the bridge itself as the piwotal point, the rest of the mmplex_‘ spacially
might be seen to represent the two sides of a lorseshoe. Following the
imprint round, or rather making forays in either direction, takes in more
than two centuries and shouldn't be attempted in one day. -=ven two days
at the rate of one century at a time secems to reprasent a rapacious

appetite, and confirms the modern tendency to gorae on the past. The Trust



16

suggests a suitable starting point is at the Severn Warechouse Visitor
Centre, just a short distance along: the western arv of the horseshoe.

The Scwern Warchouse Visitor Centre

The S-vern WJarehouses Visitor Centre stands raised upon its own
wharfage on the banks of the Wver Severn. SZuilt by the Gné.:‘tbrmkdale
Company in 1840 as a warchouse and major distribution centre for the
‘Darby's ironware, it was restored by the Trust in the vears betwsen 1974
and 1577. .ﬁc:mrd.i_!?g to the Teachers Handbook the Trust r:;-ga;rd the site
as a key one, in as much as it is intended to mntextualise the other

‘museums and explain the significance of the locality in relation to the
rise of mdUEtnallsatlnn generally. Thus the museun's bnef is an
ambitious ona, ‘t‘D bring together the local, national and international
dimensions of the transformations taking place in the eighteeqth and
nineteenth centuries (Icachers Handbook, n.d., p.5). From the outsde

the building oxhibits all the curiosities of a functional industrial
warchouse g:l.vm over to mock gothic; a profusion of buttresses,
castellatad battle'a‘erl‘ts and arched windows all set off with two sham
turrets. T‘his is a cyrious blend of industrial, military and

- ecclesiastic 5fvles, but, given the loving care of the femvatinn,
obvigusly of even greater significance to the pre&ent..

Inside the museum, the fover has the fecling of good contemporary
interior design. The old and thz new are nicely integrated. in an
archtectural vision, that apes a version of a private domestic form,
HE;Eita‘t_‘.’ chic, This is ifportant because it does make you feel comfortable,
but its ambiance is that ‘'of the most heavily privatised sector of
‘tu::urgenls public space": 1it's clean, tidv, with a msv temperature, an
eye to detail with its clever: liohting effects, a;nd af mu.tse a "sales
point' for Muscum publications, postcards, slids'a-s.. a small range of books,
badoes and schocl india rubbers. The museum proper begins in the fover
opposite the 'sales point' with a set’ of images and acoounts, derivig from
those mewbers of the leisured classes who visited the area in the eighteenth
an? ninetcenth can turies. Interspersed with these there is a part
finished bﬁ;‘c wall with open cast-iron window that helps break this space
up, but 'h::st visitors pass trapidly through this section to the 'auditorium';
a forty seater cinema where they sit, watch and listen to an aud:l.musua].
presentation. iidssing the previous section is rendered nugatory here as a
twelve mihute slide and tapc presentation saysit all. Here the structure
of feeling of the overall intended experience is presented; that set of
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ideas that inscribe the aims and philosophy of the Trust itself.

Images of industrialisation and local industrial processes follow one
e:imth;zr in gquick succession, some of them are evbcative and highly
coloured, and some of them include scenes frow the labour process but the
latter go unremarked upcen. The audioc tape, produced with assistance from
Béamn Hadio the Wolverhawpton based commercial station, is of a man's
wn:e. He starts off assertively, persuasively, and his is the woice of
ma,lle power /nowledae only occasionally needing to be bolstered by music,
notably when talking about the Great Zhibition of 1851 ('pomp') and the
_scenic beauty ‘of the locality ('pastoral'). 3Sut these are simply foils to
his rash superlatives and seductive blandishments.

ﬁelmme'_ta the Ironmbridge Sorge. The most extraordinary district
in the world. Here events took place that were to change the life
of mankind - events which set in train the Industrial sevolution in
Britain. During the eighteenth century this c:iuntrv became the
world's first industrial naticn; during the l;l.i_'l:}Etf_"Eﬂ'th! the work-
shop of the world. If any single place can claim to be the
birthplace of the Industrial Revolution then this part of the
Severn Valley .in Shropshire can amply justify that claiw.

This opeping salvo, the founding myth we might say, is picked up elsewhere
in the wide ‘range of wmaterials produced by, and on behalf of, the Trust.
Indeed it sesms to have been infoctiows. Neil Cossons, Director of the
Trust from 1972-1982, waxed lyrical and classical when he npi_l_'hed that ths
Ironbridge Gorge stood 'with ancient Sgvpt, Athéns or Fome as a place of
outstanding signj:ficarm in the evolution of wman', {Teachers Handbook, n.da,
Foreword) 4 and a-s-if to prove that mthipg is now wt-hen it comes to cleaning
" up the ;;as‘l:.. SBarrie Trinder gushed: 'The Industrial rieualuti;an was Great
3ritain's greatest single contribution 1:-::1 world civilization' (Trinder,
1976, p.i72).(°) _

Hyperbole of this sort is familiar enough, it appears in countless
guises throughout contemporary culture in numerous forms, sites and
practices, each contributing to a scnse of the national pas‘t. Of ocourse,
this has a number of effects, all of thew serious and worth worrying about.
Firstly, it elevates 'the nation'.to a position of that of the prime mover;
‘we' are all ‘na:ti;ma.l' subjects, part of an 'iwmagined community '
where unknown strangers share an image of mfr‘mmian and comradeship
constituted through a personal stake in the 'national past' and the
national destiny - "we' become trans-historical subjects. (7)) The woice of
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the audio-visual show asserts this as 'our' common bond, just as surely as
such imaginings shun any mcntion of real ineoguality and exploitation on the
national and international stage. Secondly, 1 always fecl that the absent
centre of this 5tri.lcture_of feeling is a ;'a.q.i&‘:t one, that actively excludes
a whole set of ethnic histories and noh-white experiences. ©On this
occasion it is specifically to do with the infallible genius of the white
fnglish/Sritish 'race', who 'civilise' while they industrialise, but there
arc morz abhd less sophisticatsd versions of this. Jiy third observation
concerns the specific character of snglish/British nationalisw, and that

is to point out that it is constituted through ragionalism. This is the
mst manifest message of the text; in attempting to establish the world-
historical significance of the Tronbridoge Gorge it insists that local
issues can =ffect 'the life of mankind', and this distinctive localisw 1s

* what makes :Britain '"Great'.

There arc other elements besides, _that turn a twelve wminute slide show
into a near perfect little cameo of oconservative historiography. Under-
pinning the celebration of national and regional greatness are a set of
assumptisns sbout 'Man' and 'Hature’. This relatimship that facilitated
the &ighteenth centurey when 'innovation after innovation poured frowm the
Goroge', is all about techmological determinis® on the one hand and male
romance on the other. Téchnological progress is encapsulated by reference
. to innovation, 'charcoal to coke', or through the availablility of raw
'naterials;- liks coal, iron ore, liwmestone, clayy water power, arnavigabl-:
ﬁuer, and that magic ingredient 'manpower'. The means of p]{ﬂdtlctinn ars
here in abundance but never one word for the relations between technological
change, the labour process, céa.pital investment and profits On the other
hand, the narrative of male r—:::-:'nam::- is abundantly clear, the images of fire
a.nd smke are heroic ones, and the namcs of abraham Darby, William
Revnolds, Xichard Trevithick and Thomas Telford slip from the tongue like
a roll of honour at a stag party. The emphasis here is upon patriarchal
lineage, male bonding and compctition between men. Industrial and class
poweT ‘s=em to be ‘synonymous with a wholly favourable view 'a:rf Ea particular
form of public masculinity - rugged, hardworking, gifted, imnovative and
so on. This 'fa::’e 3f giant sons' as one of the ironmasters affectionately
referred to thew in 1871 is 1ovingl;; reproduced here to the glorification
of these male values, and ruling class values at thatj liberal individualism
and the entreprenurial spirit hacking out a destiny in good old *mother
nature's bosom'.  The remainder of the audio-visual show is a brief account

of industrial docline and =wvontual der-liction, c:nuntcrpc:-_si_d against the
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phoonix-liks risc of thz Trust. This gives me grounds to think that thers

is a great dzal of cultural capital to be accrued by the custodians, who can
claiw to have recoverod this moment of world-historical significancz,
bringing it forward to the pressnty therc to be nurtursd into a proliferation
of cont-mporary moanings,

Leaving the 'auditorium' the next 2xperience is of a complcotely different
order. Indced the formal presentation of cach exhibit provides the frame-
work for different kinds of visitor experizncc. After the auwdio-visual
programn: the next stage of. the oxhibit purports to 'show sowcthing of the
impact of industrialisation :lsewhere in Britain’ i R L

p-5)- In other words this is onc of the rluscun's rarc att.?ﬂ[;té to cone to
tems with amr account of the social consequencss of industrial capitalism.
After the wvisual pleasurc of. the colour slides the subsequent static black
and white images taken frow ctchings and drawings of child labour, working—
class l'nu'sing; urbanisa, =tc., hold littls or no apoeal. These represan—

tat:l.nns are prisented in mn]-mctlcn with gquotations frow the 3Zeport of the

Chlldren S Cﬂpl:}yment Commission 1842, passages from :‘.ng‘,ls The Condition

=T

of the Working Clasa 2s in E:nglaad (sic), some private correspondence of the
eminent, and other siwilar sources reproduced on up—r:l.ght w_a,lll-ha.ngn'.ng

panels, sometinis set at right-angles to one another. MNo {hqbt'the recourse
to bia—::‘c and w?-tite is intended to inscribe a blezak sense of documentary
realism; whilz the quotes struggle to hold the attention of even the most
.hnn'ledg;.«-mmgw -5.»:::‘.'!::13.1' shuffling betwean right-angled mrnérs, gazing
guiltily around to s== how much more there is to J:sad.. feellng furthcrmore,
that one should be interested in this. .(The attendj.nt passed comment on

my refreshing but unusually assiduors study of these). And of ocourse the
axpericnce fl;akes me uncomfortable, doubly so, for on the one hand the
quotations and images are purely descriptive,.lacdking qnv analvtlt:al

componant .uhatscmmr, and secondly, this stark prescnta.tlcn of history
rebuffs the Vi_EiJ.tﬂI with its didactic tonc rather like a fusty Cambridae
Fegius PI:CIfGSE-DI d=livering a lecture. In effect this <dnd of history
threatens to deaden the mind; it puts you to sleep and prepares you for
more portentous dreams inculeated slsewhere.

The form and content of this kind of pedagogic _tui.storv-'na‘ci.ng smaclks
of a quite s.-pecific compromise within the dynamics of the past-present
relation. It scems to say: the social consequences of the Industrial
<evolution arc iwportant, but not jntrinsically interesting or relevant

- to a contemporary e-l>bration of technological progress and the entre-

prenurial spirit, or rath<r, not relevant to the essence of these
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_captured in the @ystical nationalism of the idea of English/British

genius; In a sense social historv only see®s to occur here as a
pre—=ptive de=fencc a]ainét the possikility of withering criticisms from
\.I'_'I.E-ltlﬂg or 1t:r.ne-r'-mt socizl historians, sensitized to its possible absencei
Probably in th-c same wvein, the passages from Gngels, divested of any of

his scering distaste for capitalism, ares intended as an olive branch for

the more 'J_i_heral—'uinded' of socialists. As vet there e o manifest
concessions to the inds cf “nowledge produced by the r.'unte*mﬂrarv wonen's
movensnt or ant:l_—ra.;:lst struggles, but given tiwme....? Yet perhaps it's

all less conscious than this. Is it historv-making as catharsis, but with
onlff a mild self-flagellation for the {ussur propogandists that after all
.leaﬁés the original sin unpunishod® 3Secause while this version o-f "the past’
sanitises history , it certainly rewoves {;ern_ie_-r,.class m’iﬂ'ratiz"dﬁﬁ:ﬂ:essiuns-

This is very much a casc of one facet of the 'historic'ali apoaratus' at

wWor's mntrib'.;timg towards a dominant menory of the past. IF'n'ages and ideas
of the past divestad of -:.;aus.es, forces and relations of pm-rar' can be
f?n:l th:uug"n:vﬂ 'the field of publie roepreszrtations of _hiltﬂ].’?.'+ (Popular
‘ewory Growp, 1982, pp.205-215). Furthersore, as a dowinant form it
deliniates the kinds of guestions posed of the past for the present, and
helps map out the sorts of feelings we all have about our ﬁus:ltic:-ns within
the social-historical world. Clearly if guestions of _nglish/3ritish
genius are implicitly given mors importance than questions of the nature
of oppression, then this-has certain detarmlnlru; and ::ﬂupru'nlsuxg
© conseguences fnr learrung and thincing about international, national, loecal
and personal hlﬁ\.ﬂﬂ@ﬁq. The ironic 'realism' of the black am! white
representations hﬂ.us to be seeff in terms of the seductiveness of the ocolour
slide show, with its sincere mile voice attﬁ-tpt:.ng to narsuade us of the
‘real! 51gn1f1c_m:¢ of the epoch. That the ’{!mledgi“ prumded in the
forwer is stripoed of sll radical political wmeaning, iz in the end as
important as the fact that this form of representation mates the content
infinitely forgetable. In other words, this is but a moment in the
process of making the dowinant TeMOLY. 2 Hlar one, a process which is
founded upon 2 continual re-working of the terrain of social anmesia.
However, this produced sense of historv as forgetfulness is mot
common to avery exhibit in the Severn Warchouse. The black and white
images are punctuated bv a good example of anc of the more progressive

te=nds in museology, as the Teachers Handbook exnlainsg

The impact of industrial growth on the lives of ordinary
people is iliustrated by a section through a typical
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widdle class howe of about 1900. !fany of the fittings,
furnitur:= and domestic objects dewonstrate how the new
ttw‘.:l‘t!‘.llques of factorvy 'nass-pmduc:tlﬂn affected each aspect

of w_*rvdav life.

f‘l‘eachers Handboo%, n.d., p.53)

The route thxsugh the museun passe: through this foresm::tened and
abbrevlated 'huuse' within a warchousc, with the upper floor of the

dwzlling cut away to reveal a swall bedroom and lavatory. The downstairs
of <itchen and parlour is sufficiently stocked with artifacts to be
pleasing to the gaze and prowpting to the memory. ‘:':1: it is the evervday
1lifc aspect of the exhibit that is‘ important and mot the suggestion of its
typiczlity, or ‘that the artifacts convey how the now t{*dn'_nlugv affected
‘ordinary' lives. In @ view, th- latter is guite hidden with no
reference to the relation between production and conswsption, and no
obvious mﬂp_arfsnns being made t.r} earlier domestic arrangements. Never-
theless one cffect that this exhibit has on the visitor is a positive
one, partly becaiuse - I'm sure without realising - it moves from a more
public, official, male historical discourse into the realm of the
peronal; the private remembrance of family, houschold and domestic life.
Loitering nearby 1 noted that this exhibit became the catalyst for brief
self-examinaticns: it draws forth personal comparisons, narratives and
anecdotes about the home, about family, grandparents, mothers and
‘domestic labour. Significantly women visitors on the whole were more
mtercsted in this, much more vocal, and clzarly about to assertsome
lc'.LI‘:u:l of control over the history-ma'dng process. Pominant memory is to
sc:me extent contested at this point, or potentially so anyway, but
unfortunately in the =nd this potential is not made use of. Instead the
trajectory of history-making slips back into the image-on-the-wall
approach, -and the visitor's make the¢ final dash to the cxit door, giving
polite perusal to a collection of photographs outlining the restoration
of the area. There is another chance to visit the 'sales point', and
then decisions have to be made about which site to visit next.

On the ?a:rad tc Coalbrookdale =~
. G)ntxnu:l_ng along the western arm of the horseshoe the route deanders
towards Coalbrookdale, an iron making cowmunity with a number of Huseum
prﬂpm:tie-s. dJere there are industrial locations, dwellings associated
with Abraham Darby's Coalbrookdale Cowparw, and locally important social
and religious institutions. ©Sut before these are reached the visitor
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passing up the wvalley will sec the beautifully restc;rec! F;a:gse Cottagey

a seventeenth century timber-framed house that exudes all the chare of a
chocolate box idyll. The next notsble point on the itinerarv, the Coal-
brookdale Literary and 5Scientific Institute, is a splendid and iwposing
'nid-nin:_-teenti': century example, not just of Darby's paternalism, but of
the whole othos of the l_)ourg-.:ois control and develops=ent of both know-
"ladge and art%stic expression. It secws incrediblz now that for several
decades from the 1860s onwards, this building provided the facilities
for sowe of the budding designers for the porcslain, tile and ornmamental
NERVIS iron trades tftl:a.t would help dictate the style, and capture a sense of

i opulence for, public buildings and public space throughout 3ritain and
the colonies. In 1980 the Coalbrookdale Institute was converted into the
Ironbridge Gorge Youth Hostel, and with the adjacent Walker Study Centre
it provides accommodation for 60, and a study centre for school parties
-in pursuit of the complete historical  experience.

The centre-price of the western arm of the horseshoe is the Coalbrook-
dale Furnace and ‘mseum of Iron. The Teachiers Handbook describés the
furnace with the w:i.:::e of a pedagogue convincad of the merits 6f learning
by rote. ' '

It.was here in 1709 that the Ouaker ii:on'uaste-l-: -"kbraham Darby I
first -5'nelted iron using co%e as 2 fuael instreac!”uf ::harc_bal.-
. This mn-s'.titutad a major breakthrough in the developmsent of
. the iron industry. Throughout the e-ight'eeﬁth cent:unr tha ’d?_-*al—
brookdale Company was in.the forefront of ironmaking technology,
producing in the 1720s thes first iron stean engine {:v]_"inders.
and in 1767 the first iron railings. 1In 1777 Abraham Darby
II.I snlarged his grandfather's furnace to make the 11'0':1 fu'lr -
the world's first iron bridge. This svent is recorded on the
cast-iron beams above the furnacé forehearth. - Ba '
(Toachers Handbook, N.d., P-5)

As the de;‘-cripti::n s'jéfgests this museum is at the forefront c:-:!= the Trust's
laboration of history as industrial archacology. This approach, which
belies its own relative novelty ‘and any claims to progressiveness, is
redolent of the most entrenched traditionalism of much school book
history; it's what put many of us off history in the first place.
Conventional, -conservative history is ths modzl here, with chronology

~:-  relentlessly unfolding as each dat> représents.a z_:-um:tuatiﬁg moment of
technological innovation activated by wmen of destiny. This is a public
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record of 'the past' of the most unexceptional %ind, already made
familiar to us in the Severn Visitor Centre; the fundamental conflict
between labour.and capital is lost sight of, history is stripped of the
-dynamic of class struggle, purged of all mention of gender inequalities
and the consequences of Empire. Yet this double preoccupation - the
fetish for technical procedurecs and the celebration of male power/
knowledge - is the couplet through which the narrative of "the past' is
continually deploved throughout the whole Ironbridge Gorge Museuwm, a
fact that i can't keep returning to despite its stupifying regularity.

The Coalbrookdale Furnace itself is housed in a kind of glass fronted
wig-wam, an impressive enough spectacl: in its own right. L'-:ntracé is
free, and once inside the atwmosphere is a little disconcerting. How is
one supposed to feel inside this building, a place purpose-built to house
and enhance this decrepit ruinT Hy sense of the strangeness of this
building derives from my feeling displaced by such a massive edifice,
designed entirely for the purpose of observing this one relic, although
conservation is also part of the plan. But what are we supposed to be
looking at? Here there is an elevated iron viewing gantry that runs
adjacent to three sides of the furnace, and up to its charging hole on
the top. Clearly the idea is that one can inspect and photograph all
the remaining features of this brick-built pile; a %ind of shrine to the

“Masters of Tron. 3ut to @y mind it is the incidental things that make
this place wemorable and add to its disconcerting air of tiwme out of joint.
Presentation is evervthing, hence the barren ash-blackened ground beneath
the gantrv that rescmbles the raked features of a slightly forlorn zen
garden, is a pleasing counterpoint to this juxtaposition of old and new.
Similarly the ferns, lichens and liverworts that have a precarious
existence in the remnants of the furnace's waterwheel pit. THese plants
provide an iridescent glow of green in a place made drab with shades of
brown Snd cream. But don't touch! For while the visitor lulled by the
calm of this place looks on, so too the video caweras perched high on
their metal supports. 'Je too it seo@s arc part of someone else's
spectacle, as increasingly in our socicty, public space becowes the site
for routine surveillance. ;

Opencd in 1679 bv H.it.H. Prince of Wales (an affable 'action man' 1if
not oxactly a man of stecl - note the i‘}litirg forms of masculinity), the
adjacent Museun of Iron is housed on two_floors in the Great Warehouse
built by the Coalbrookdale Comwpany in 18?8. Brevity precludes a guided

tour of this muscum, except to say that one floor is given over etirely



24

to the history of irommadng, 'frowm Iron Age to Bessemer', whilc the upper
floor is about the Darbwy fawmily and the Coalbrookdale Company. However,
while the story-line of the exhibits extrapolates out from these entirsly
familiar 'cowson sensa' historical reference points, the articulation of
Tthe past' is not restrictad to the wmuscum proper. For exawple, I felt
inclined to regard the shop in the fover here not just as a conswser would,
as a site organising a set of potentially desirable praducts, but morz than
this,as a retail outlet catering for historical tourists wishing to make

a further investment in this stripped down, cleaned up version of "the
past'.

Of course this is not restricted to historical tourism becauss this
idea of 'th= past' is part of the domestic present; a very public form of

“history is mads artifactual, given an aesthetic, as well as a use-value to
be explored in the private domain of tho houseshold. Given that this is a
musewm of iron the reproduction cast iron doorstops, fire grates, wood
burnirc stoves, art castings and garden furniture — some of it made by the
contemporary [balb:r)::kdalﬂ Company - is only to be expected. However, at
the same tine there is no obvious rationale for the heavy white pottery
butter dishes, cruets, rolling pins and mugs with their solid mock
ninetesnth century plainnesss, or.the terracotta ware that apes the old.
Yet these objects do not seew out of place, nor do the cookery books or
-t.he pots uf. Crabtree and Svelyn Preserves, with their fussy delicate
labels gesturing to a time when time was no obstacle. A friend of wine
suggests that this is En'm-sthlng to do with the process of making use-values
sacred; where exchange values are ignored and an abject's utility becomes
overdeternined with a set of wths and illusions a.]_:x:ut production amd
consumption in this past—present. (8) This seews to go some way to explain
the strznge desire that one can feel for a wholly unremarkable, but
extremely expensive and decorous pot of marmalade.

I find this fascinating, for what we have here is a kind of ubiquitous-
ness of representations of 'the past' that appears thi-uugh a wide range
of eultural forms. Thus, on the one hand it informs the 'official'
practice of suseun-@akipg, anc on the other, it determines the more
diffuse practice of commodity production and retailing. In the crudest
sense the shop full of historicised commodities equals the effectivity
of this idza of 'the past', as each visitor is offered the opportunity
to become a consumer and buy into this imagined communitv. All cammot
afford to d so, but in any case this relationship is mot reducible to a
moment in the capitalist circuit of commodity production. Nor is it
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simply a case of individual and personal investments developing an
estranged social-historir-:l sense of self through the active pursuit of
pleasurz. Indezd, the situation is more insidious vet, for whils the
public ficld of representations of history is not unitary, but complex,
contradictory and including oppositional accounts, the overall tarrain is
wythical and conservative; there to be rewor'eed in more obwibusly

political ways as Thatcheriswm offectively dewonstrates. Thus, while the
shop is chock full of cownodities that promise a utopian life, howover

. far, fetched, it is a utopia without radicalism. - 50 too, the vast range

of forwms that constitutes the p'.lﬁlit: ficld of.representations of history,
wher-r:' P:Dgrcssiv-a accounts of thse past - recoveries and critiques - ars
placed in opposition and suborcdinated to the “ominant public forms, against

which they are forced to struggle to find a voice or crvate a positive
image. Historically throughout these st.r'.l'gglfs over political definitions,
the Conszrvative dght has been rather better at producing a dowinant
a=nory of the past, than its counterparts in the women's movewment, or on the
iLeft, Aided and abetted by central state institutions, and the mainstrean
wedia, motions of 'english tradition' - for that is 2lso a cohservative
uytopian lifz - provides the ample bacingrn-Jﬁd for Thatcher's reworked
allusions to the 'Victorian valués' of self-help, hard work, thrift,
charity, n=ighbourlinesss and love of country. In other words; the popular
memory of this highly ideological sense of 'the past' is reproduced through
this complex of popular cultural forms, subjectivities and w@ore strictly
political mobilisations. Furthervore, it is this insidious relationship
between politics and history that leads e to ask questions about the

-

practice of museum-making, because:
E‘b.litical domination involves historical definition. History -
in particular popular memory — is a stake in the constant

-* striggle for hegewony. The relationship betwesn history and
politics, like the relatian.sbi-n botween past and present, is,
thereforc, an internal one: _it is about the politics of
history and the histarical dimensions of politics.

- ‘ (Popular .semory Sroup, 1982, p-Z13)

From Imrbriclge.tﬂ 3lists Hill
Zetracing the route down the dale and returning to the Severn Gorge,

the easterly wing of the horseshoe passes the iron bridge with its

attendant Tollhouse Information Centre. The town of Ironbridge 1s one
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of thoez places, like Hebden 3ridge in dest Yorkshire, that is caught in
the contradiction between serving the local community wit.!_l its transwmutod
bourgeois nceds, and the franscient cxpectations of the visitors. Just
over ton vyears ago the overall feel of the pl'-tl'.':a"' was one ﬂf cdereliction,
but the ifussum has changed all that, mot entirsly forthe better. Post
Jffice, greeRgrocers, butchérs, chomists and small supermarket, all somchow:
still impoverishix; barzlv hold sway against the craft shops, antique s'rnps
and the sndless nick%-nack zmporivms that 3.11 s=ll the- Very same alitzy
junk, -Added to -this, eafes, "tea shoppes' and restaurants cowe and go like
spaculative butterfliss puffed up on the golden rayvs of the susmer when
the visitors flit and cash registers chatter, only to spend the winter in -
fitful -hibernation. 3Sowe die off, sowme roturn, others metamorphosise into
different dreass of an 'indep=ndent living'. :

Yet the contradiction between the changing but underlying local necds
and the erratic 'outsids' ones, is concrete evidence of the danger of the
laissez=faird effact of becoming the tertiary zone of the Trust's sphers of
influence. ~“Having once determined the seductive image of the arca as a
desirable place to visit and live, it begins to determine the structure of.
the local economy in a really unhealthy way. This is true of both the .
gssential- and non—-essential s=ctors, a_}_tlnugh- in terms of the f;r'ner, the
effect can b guite a bizarre one. 1L=~¢ent1v_:i.t._w:15 announcerd that Lloyds
3ank, the last r2wsaining bank in Ironbridge, was about to closa leaving
inhabitants and visitors alike with a two mile treck to the nearest
alternative bank. ilews of this was grected locally with some amazewment,
especially a2 Lloyds 3ank have recently donated £30,000 to the iwseum
Trust to Huild an "old' ban% at 3lists 1ill. Heanwhile the non-essential

szctor flourishes and its E:_-Irtr._'«—pi;:—.c:;:' is The Shop in the 5quars, run on ..
the Trust's bzhalf by the Ironbridge Sorge Trading Cnm%:uary. The shop
exudes its own plush confort,” strising a balance betweeon th= grossly '
expensive Coalport China, mediem priced items from the sdwardian «itchen |
Company and cheap ‘trinkets that tho children can afford. 'Jhen Christmas ‘.
comes it's the seort of shop you scour in desﬁeri:u‘irm'on December 23rd
for those last. minute uselcss itens, that yom always fecl duty. bound to
purchase for neglected relatives strangely impressed with your
impeccable taste and support of local caises.

Perhaps one day the non-essential sector will beoome ascendant as it
constantly threzatens to do, and the local st ot Wil¥ aaditul ate ta thel - -
lurz of tourism. I guess that pot . many visitors motice this as they

browse thoir way tm-la.r*;js the 3adlam Furnace past the old police station,
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now a crafts centre where the cells house indivuwal crafts people and the
magistrates' court an exhibition of crafts both tasteful and tackv.

About 300 yards dwn river from the Iron Bridge, well outsid: the town,

a part rebuilt blast furnace lies adjacent to the roadside. This is
another sitz about which the Trust makes grzat claims, but the evocative
possibilities of really exploiting the appropriatcly descriptive 3edlam
Furnacz are ignored in favour of more superlatives about industrial
archacology, and tedious detail about coke furnaces, pig iron and Abraham
Darby III. The site, after an initial burstSof excavation and conservation,
is strangely derclict. It is frunfed by a car park, fenced-off from the
public and incmasingiv' éuergrmm in late summer with Buddleia and Roscbay
Willowherb. Anv rcal insights into .the history of this place are rather
casually expressed in a tatty wall plque, that reproduces in SE','JiéI; tint

Philip James de Louwtherbourg's oil painting of 1801 'Coalbrookdale by
Night'.  This painoting which appcars throughout the museums and “useum
publications in fuli colour, makes the furnace the subject of an
impressive maclstrom of fire suffusing the night sk, and ultimately it
shades off into the sub—sderrie ingland style of semi-rustics leaving th:
scene with their cart and horses. Labour it scems, when not absent, is
always happy! This is another u;;:nte.-xtua]_i.sing thene of presenting
indaostrial aIcifmﬁlagv that attempts to render the Industrizl levolution
idyllic; the rural setting, both real and imagined, makes hard-nosed
guestioning 5;-:3;5 ill placced on a sunny day by the river. Y=t this process
is as olé as the modern myth of the rural idvll itself, or as the voice

of the audiovisual show at the Scvern Visitor Centre puts it: *

The combination of industrial wonuments of wider significance

in an area of great scenic beauty has always attracted p=ople
~to the ﬁnrgy.-. You are the successors to five generations of

visitors who have come here to view the birthplace of the

Industrial Revolution.

5lightly further down stream the visitor is faced with a gquandry,

because for the most part the luseun's acres continue on the near bannk,
except for the nascent development of the Maws Tile Works which lies to
the south. At present there is onlv one small tile museum which will
evoentually be rehousaed, and it is only worth a visit if, like =me, vou fecl
inextricably fascinatad by the wmediaevalism of Victorian encaustice or

the soft relief of Art Mowveau. It's wvisual pleasure, nothing mré. and

[ hope it's guite harmless because at this point I start to really enjoy
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mysclf. Howover, staying with the main historical experience there are
still two Yoy sites to wvisit and one additional one. The additional site
is '‘mown as the Tar Tumnel, a strange adit set one thousand vards into the
ground, down one hundrad vards of which the visitor can wander and gaze in
amazenent at the pools of tar accidently discovered when this place was
being excavat=! as an underground canal. The temptation is to drift off
into a mode of eoning and aaaring about the mysteries of this bizarre

* subterrancan world of oozing pools of black bitumen. It is too easv to
forget what a vile, dawmp, crouching, unhealthy place this =must have been
to work in, with the cho'dng fumes drifting in from the boiling cauldrons
of tar outsitie the tunnel entrance. 5till, that hardly secws to matter
when you're having fun, and that's 3 real problews when it comes to

wornding about a politics of pleasure.

The Tar Tumel is no distance from the Goalport China Museun. 1 could
'say that the pressure to abbreviate my account allows only the most cursory
inspection of this site, but this would be misleading.. - The truth is that
I find the china works to be deadly cull, partly because the rows of self-
mhsciuuslv aristocratic plates and jugds don*t please mgybut egually
because the presentatio -is lack-lustrz, This in part is much more like an
—gtd style mussum, labelled artifacts and information plagues to read, but
. therz are a set of workshps showing slip-casting, :throwing, 'tgg_nfs_f-er
printing andbthéf processes. However, these are always unstaffed and
inhospitable ‘when I visit, giving the impression of a down tools dispute
avar bad w:.rrh:ing conditions. But, God forbid this canmot be? No, of course
not, these -:J,xhibi‘r.s are only staffced in the high season. Yet .there is a
serious point her: because, if and when you visit, vou will find that
these dual themes — trades union representation, and the prevalance of
:.i'.nE!ust:rial.:fiﬁe:-.seﬁ in the pottery trades - arc skated over. This museus
like all the other Trust sitss emplores your forgetfulness; it insists
that you imagine 'the past' in this very partial way, otherwise it simply
frustrates and infuriates. Howsver, this is even more evident in our
final destination, the 3lists Hill Open Air ‘useum, that lizs just to the
north of Coalport at the tip of the eastern wing of the horseshoa.

Blists Hill Jpen Air viuseuwm

The Blists Hill 4useum occupics a forty—two acre site on which the Trust
has begun the lengthy renovation of a number of in situ buildings and
artifacts. Her= there is a coal mine and headgear, blast furnaces, and
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a length of the Shropshire Canal with its own impressive incline plane.
These are all remnants of the days when this was a heaving, noisy and

dirty industrial region. However, th> majorityv of the buildings and:
machines to be fourd here have been imported, the Trust would say 'rescued’,
to g0 towards the construction of "a worldng industrial mwmlty"
{Teachers Handbook, n.d., p.10). Yot I will argue that the relationship
betwean the authentic and the mntﬁveﬂ is conviently blurred at this

Tus.um, where the overall spatial lay-cut concocts an imagined community
of "the past'.in a hysical sensé. -At the 2lists Hill ‘{ec:ept_lon Centre
I purchasad a iuseum Guide, and before ewbarking on w visit =y attention
was immediately taken by the following: ‘ -.

As you go through the doors of the entrance building you pass
from the late twentizth century to the late ninztzenth. You
will see how people lived a hundred years ago, and where they .
worked. ¥ou can cat what they ate, smcll what they could

smell and drink what they drank. "f-c:u can see how their candlcs,
their shoes, their woodwork and their print=c f:apers were Tade.
And you will be surroundecd’by the evidence of tm centuries of
industrial activity. . -

(3lists Hill Open Air iuseun Guide, n.dup.i.l}

“As this passage suggests, an appreciation of . "the nast' is currently
intended to be a total bodily expericnce. For here at 3lists Hill lies the
prowmise of a fantasy 7a e real: an attempt to hypnptise, to bowbard ths
senses of sight, taste, s-'m:a-ll., touch and hearing, even to the extent of
sur‘rﬂimd:-i_rx_;- the visitor with its all pervasive envelope of 'actual'
historical space. At this site, and through all the products and
publication's that go with it, o effort is Epared in mnstituting _
history as :lr-aa'a... and conferring on t-hE visitor the whim to indulge almost
every bodily pleasure. It micht cven be the Garden of Eden, but that was
a biblical myth and this is evidently 'real' as the Teachers Handboo'c
makes clear: 'the open wooded nature of Blists Hill has provided the
Juscum Trust with the opportunity to recreate an authentic industrial
snvironment of the past' (Teachers Handbook, n.d., p.10). The dual
promise of authcnticity and individual pleasures is seductive indeed, but

the 'logic' of thesz assumptions once unscrambled is more to do with the
production of ayth than the reconstruction of history through a set of
period buildings and their concownitant trades.

Thus this complex relationship between past, present and public
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pleasure is drawn into a field of equivalence at 3lists i#ill through the
idca of utopia. The Trust's view of the p_a.st. is at once rose-tinted, and
oschewing oven the iuck and brass image of urban capitalism, it ironically
reconstitutes a sense of the industrial through an arcane idealisation of

" an orgamic ruralism. This is utopia nuwber one. Locked together as a value
. system "the past' and its rural setting becomes a utopia physically
recraeated, or utopia nusber two, in the ar-c:!'iit;:—cturz and sp-r:mu allotted

for public pleasire at 31]'_51'.5 Hill. The overall valu=s here is one of 'the
unnd old days' rcactivated in a critical Juxtapn51tlon with a3 very partial
scnse of the prc-sLnt- The Ea_d c.avs of Ew_, where the familiarity of
comomic recession and the phantow fearl_-. ;_::f trades union anarchy and

brecak downs in law and order =»rs pre—eminent. Conseouentlv, the third
momant in this ficld of squivalence appears to be utopia as hedonism: the
personal pleasure and possibility of escaping the over tl::rea:tcrl:i_ng toutside!
przsont. As the distant view of "the impressive spectacle of a small East
Shropshire town of the late mincteenth century' backons frod the door of
the entramce building, (Slists-iill Development Proposals, n.d.,) the

. visitor experience (and for many the cxpectation) will be f'r-aﬂlec. around
-this trinity. <Tertainly one camot ignore its lure.

Yandering beneath the gas lights towards the heart of the 'covmunity',
I .was struck by a sense of not-wanting %o be compromised by this insidious
place, but at the sawme tiwe strangely fascinated by the conglomeration
of buildings and trades that constitute the illusion of typicality. What
I discovered was not a 'cowmmity', with only two dwellings it could
hardly be call.}d that, but a '"High Street' full of retailers and small
business people. Chemist's shop, butchers, printing shop, pub,--swect
_5!';51;, cobbler's, plasterzr's shop, and they all view for your custom.
For what we ha.u-a- here is the eomplete brea'sdown of the separation of
hiataw—ma?dng._and money=waking. I don't wish tp be an economic puritan,

but there is a real sense in which:-the educative function is subordinated
to the np;x}rtum.sm of commodity exchange. This is best exemplified in the
cheﬂu.st's sh:up which, according to the chemist, is 'correct in every
_detail'. Here ancient packets of condition powder for horses, bottles

of children' s laxative SVIup a:nd bl:.\xLE af 3rowo Paper 'for the water
1closet'. stand in gla:s—fmntad cases at.the rear of the shop, signifying
the ﬂ and rather anal past. In the chewmist's countzer,.in the fore-
ground, Woods of Windsor have a collective of modern toiletries. The
visitor can buy hc-x:as of Wild Flower Soaps an examul= of the new and purer

past obtaining on this occasion, quite directly, its vicaripus existence
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But don't spend all your mon<ey here, there arc meat pies in the butchers,
posters in the printers, <ffigies in the plasterers, candles in the candle-
Pakers, humbugs, sugar-coat>! almonds and licorice in the sweat shop, ang,
of cnu.rs.—'-:. ale in the pub. I entered the New Inn’in the pursuit of ‘mow-
ladge, to test the boer for its "traditional gualities' and to read the
tuseun Guids. Irrteres.tin_gjlv, this is onc of the faw buildings that Jdraws

forth a description in the Guide cogniscent of soTe aspects of class and
gender r.lations. It gestures towards forws of popular culture, identifies
the exclusion of women froe the bar and their presencs in the tap roow, and
notes the relative comfort of the smoke room uwsed by 'white collar workers'.
Yot these observations are mot rooted in any structueral =analysis of society,
and onc is given no sense of th: subjective conszquences of these various
forms of oppression. This position of safe observation is.enhancad by the
popular image of the pub as a place of pluralist pleasures, which, when

" lo'dng backwards secks only to democratise the ineguitable - individuals
are oollectivisad in their pleasures, providad they remain in their own
allocated spacz. However, if anvone felt out of place it was me. 3eing
lunch time the rest of the customers werz.relaxing 'exhibit demomnstrators'

" in period costume, and with the bar staff similarly attired 1 was the only

" tmodern' to be secn. It was a bemusing expzricnce .to sit in a pub whero
people pass through just to have a look, mot to buy a drink, but to siwply
I.;EEI-F;IT'E. upon the basic .dacor, to cowment on the sawduyst on the floor and

fecl the warmth of the firs. I felt like an interloper outside of time, a
d;iémraant"fiqne caught in the gaze of someone in search of the promised
.a-.ithentic:it-;.r". nid they notice me? #das I hidden from history?

i only had half a pint of mild but I stumbled outside nevertheless, only
to spend the mext few minutes daffing visitors bent on capturing 'the past’
with cameras, aimTing at photographs destined for the family snaps albuym. I
lurked self-consciously in dourways acutely aware of my overlv bright
contewporary clothes, and hid from view fecling responsible for the
momorizs of strangers. With an eye to the future, and not wishing to
disrupt the narrative of their dav out remampered. i took refuge in the
saw mill and woodworking shop while the photographic fraternity snapned
up a passing 'labourcer’ pulling a period handcart. In his 1976 History
Workshop article, 3arrie Trinder discussed the advantages to historv-
making of the Zlists Hill .pruju_-c:t. His argusent had a dual thow=, that
the strategy of presuntin;;} working exhibits was important, firstly,
hecause it gave tha impression of 'working conditions and ,nf the reasons
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for particular practices', and sécondly, because it raised a whole set of
cracial questions about work routines and the structure of the labour
market (Trinder, 1976, p.174). This wmay once have been the overall aia of
the Blists Hill scenario, but wandering through the saw will I f=l1t that
the emphasis was heavily upon representing the antiquated: Iabour—-process as
a2 desirable spectacle. .

. In the woodworking shop men werd making wheelbarrows and gates, a
circular saw huwnsed through a ricce of tiwber, while outside a large late

‘ninetecnth century horizontal saw was prepared-to ¢4t a slice through a

trunk of pine. Of course my eves could feast uwpon the means of production;
her= was labour power, wachinery and raw materials. :With oyes half closed
and the histori¢al iwmagination bard at work T m@ght esven have been able to
conjurs some of the conditions of production, but how is this spectacle
veant to convey any of the flavour of the social relations between labour and

capi-tal. or depict the deployeent of masculinity in the worl@lace™ I spent
thrze of = most formative vears working in swall fawmily=r'n saw =mills in the
early 1970s, and this exhibit doesn't even begin to capture the essence of
that contemporary e:q:eriénr:xa. which ¥'m sure was ot wildly dissimilar to
the more distant past =xperienced by other semi-rural labourers. How could
it grasp all this; the exhibit doesn't prowpt questions bar those of a
technical nature, and the exhibit demonstrators are mot equipped to interpret
the social relations of production associated with their task. 3elieve me
this is o sa1w =will, morely another space for the 3lists Hill ghost town
ph:mtn'ns 1.:::-. inhabit. An actual saw mill is pervaded by tho atmosphore of
'nasc-Jllmtv, rlsk, cometition, aggressiveness and sexual innucndo are
llwtmg-r‘ I:rv hunour and male friendship, ' There is real danger in a saw
mill, the nm.se is anafaung and the sense of isolation acute. Accidents

| are common, but 2en struggle Tot to 'show féar, they minimise thoir

1n]u1':|.e~5 and put a bravL face on crushed hands and lost fingers. Historically

St Saw mills have b»c_-cn s12ll fanily businesses, with paternalistic,

" J_nt:arfenng basses putt:.ng a %Windly face on capitaliswm; vour business is

their buéin'ess,arﬂ ther-'s no place for trades unionism where wage deals
ar= struck 'fuan. tr;- Mal. von g> to work because you're desperate, the wage
form is r,xpl:::l.t-\tmn, you xnow that bot what other worl. is. there?

What ang._r.:c‘ me ab out the saw mill and woodworking shop was that the
treality' it produces actively disorganises,-and thus_rf_aer_njerf illegitimate,
any c-ppositinﬁal account of what this experience of work amounts to. To
sc-fuc oxtent I felt silenced by it, and in the absonce. of anything more
relevant, felt drawn to identify with the tobls, the noise and the smell.
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But this is what dominant memory always does, it provides the framework for
personal experience, and if we're not constantly on guard it cowpromises us.
However, this is not always the case because dominant wewory is also
continually contestaed = this article d4s intended to bear witness to that -
although at the time more immediate satisfactions had to be attended to, so
I bought 2 ounccs of Pontefract Cakes from the sweet shop to cheer wyself
up. :

The candlemakers is on the opposite side of the 'High Strest' from the
woodworkers and for once the [fuscum seems to have got it right. This was
an ill-lighted, pokey and: miserable placd, the air was hzavy with the
ganging vapour of quantities of meltsd wax that clung to clothes and mads
the mom nauscous and claustrophic. Two yvoung people in period costume
. wers busy wa’dng candles, employed by ths Trust through an MSC schome on
a kind of job sharing basis that gives thom four days work one wodk and
thpse: the following woek. nz of thom explained to mc that to be dressed
in -"Wictorian clothas' is one of th: conditions of service (another MSC
schemz makes the clothes), and he was grateful for his job, clearly taking

“nits duaaﬂanal—mtem;gtlue rol: 5’-‘1710‘!.!511_.? within the Museus's limited

toxrns of reforence, a.nd fearful of the day when the schewe that smploved
him was wound up, Yot what Struck me about all this was the deep irony
of the situation. - In the pursuvit of authenticitv the Trust- had created a
really hazardous and unhealthy work znvironment, apuarmtlsr mndl*ss of
the consequences for those who work ther:, and, on ‘bup gf thls, t'h.es.-,
youngsters have to suffer the indignity -‘.}f working for something in the
rogion of £50 a week. Victorian values indsed! The saw mill with its
lack of authenticity and, the candlemalding factory with its szemingly
genuine and certainly unhealthy atmosphere,-should raise serious questions
for everyone concerned about how to adeguately represent the past. I felt
" personally confused by this particular aspect of my dav out, as, on the
one hand, it contradicted my criticisms of the lack of authenticity of the
rest of Blists Hill, while Arawing into hard rclief the potentially
unacesptable consequences of roally reproducing a hazardous work environ-
ment. At the véry dcast I would like to see some recognition that this
was (and is), a highly dangcrous placs in which to work, although the
ybung 5C cwployoss wers at pains to minimise their discowmfort when I
questioned them about it.

Once outside 1 decided on a tour of the rest of the wuseum, wuch of
which 1i:s along walks that arc cut through the local woods. If the
imagined comounity I had just left was mostly to do with artisans and
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retailers, the remainder of the =xhibits concentrate on =mining, transport,
industrial manufacture and two cxamples of the domestic. Blast furnaces,
beam engines, winding gear, engine houses and stagnant canals don't hold amy
particular fascination for wmc. I passed them all by quite happily but could
not resist the construction in progress of the new iromworks. Suddenly I
rcalised that I had zlrcady becowe acclimatized to '"Victorian workers', for
hzr: at the ironworks I was surprised to s=c =men dressad in donkey jackets,
grubby flarod jeans, wearing bright vellow pmte:j.ti\{e helmets and wielding
mod=rn electrical tools. Should I stop and star.e. was this labour process
mzant to be a spectacle? Then I spied it, a podiufn—c-um-vieupoint had been
erected to give the visitor the best panorama of work; one could be
architect or criticzl critic such is the power of the gaze, and the pleasrc
of watching other poople labour is sweet indeed as we flaunt our leisurc.
All of these places of work — real and imagined, ancient or modern -

have onz thing in common, they represent bourgeois space, and, as oftcn as
not, the public realm of male power/f«nowledge. This is a cowplex formation
but an important one. In the first instance the museun is organised for
public access and public pleasure, but Er_iuatized in terms of the control
of access and the lack of publie participation in this modelling of history.
Secondly, it is public in so much as it conjoins with 'public knowle 'y
producing a '"commonsensa' view of the past and what constitutes its adequate
_ronresentation. This is so because bourgeois public space is all pervasive
with so many public forms, both physical and symbolic, that 'control
prception by defining socially relevant events, practices and rcelations'
{Bommes & Wright, 1982, p.260) Eg] This is why the mussum concentrates on
irdustry and retailing, it's no conspiracy, merely the elaboration and
effects of the taken-for-granted aspects of the EUEI;?daH life of the
dominant classes, and their men in particular. This power to define is
also the power to disorganise and negatz the practices and aspirations of
all subbrdinate groups,. especially the working-class, women, ethnic
minorities and non-whites, Thus, the third defining feature of this
construction of the public spherzs is to be found in the process of
inclusion and exclusion; it names who can spsak, .what is said and what is
shown, just as surely as it administers silence and renders the private
inadmissible. Fumithermors, if and when the public sphére co-opts, or is
forced to includes, oppositional practices and silmce_bemmes speach,

therz is always the danger that this inclusion is 'granted' at the expense
of the transformation of subjective modes of expression ints masculinist,

ruling-class discourses of .35.1::1:'-:-::3]:)i::ihaf.:ih-::u.n.':lﬂJ
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This stealing of souls, as it were, is nowhere more manifest at 3lists
fAill than in the deployvment of women staff. All their roles are defined
through malc needs and expectations. Thus, while the chemist's shop has a
pale 'expert' (a retired chemist) to contextualise the visitor experience,
‘the sweet shop cum-refreshment counter is staffed by women shop assistants
who 'simply' dispenss cowmodities not kXmowledge, or rather, the “<mowledge
they distribute is abc-:-ut their own, self-subordination. 3Similarly the pub
has a 'bar w=aid', but I suppose the term would be a 'serving wench', while
all the other costumed characters I met on Ty visit werc craftsmen and
their boy apprentices learning a "usaful trade'. I don't doubt that, on
occasion, women o play t‘ﬁe' part of worker in what ars assumed to be male-
‘defined jobs, but the real lack is of any oxhibit directiy rzlated to nine-
t&eﬂﬂb-—cx:rturyfemale waged labour. However,-even i1f this were remediad
there is mothing {;;I-Euggest that such a display muld be anything other
than romantics fundamentally unable tc capture the really arduwous and
unpleasant tenor of factory work for woaen, and =qgually oblivious to the
private shop-floor culture of gossip and ribald humour that made this kind
of work bearable. Although in this locality it would be wmore appropriate
to depict the lives of the 'pit girls' who workad as surface workers in
the mines, or those who took% casual work in the winter and acted as
itinerant agxlcultural l-,abt:lﬂrers waking an annual migration to the south
for wer's in the summer months. $Lt)

The appended forms of female status fing their aputhmsls in one of the
tm domestic axhlblts_at 3lists l".:'Lll. the squatter's ocottage. It was here
in this scant three-rocmed hovel in the mid nineteenth century that 3arah
. Corﬁett tended to the needs of her husband, ber six children and another
visiting child. The HMuscum Guide describes her simply as a 'wife', though
Q.he af1st have besn a woman exhausted and, ruined by drudgery, and sure
.mﬁugh', when I entered this miserablesplace the MSC had provided a
sﬁnbgate 'oother' to play: hostess to the visitor. Yet the nature of this
experience was something different despite the Trust's bland and
univaginativa s::rlpt. andd the difference was 'r.ha'r. th...s d:mesuc space
invok%ed in the visitor = set of personal, pnvate remllect:l.nns' anecdotes
poured forth, humourous, poignant and down-right sad. It wasn't that
everybody that passed through had been a squatter, rather that there were
sufficient objects here - cast iron bed, rag rug, blac ediup range, etc. -
to act as catalyst in the process of actually rewembering something
personzl about our own lives. In the env!, though, this had the same

effect as the walk-through house in Severn wharf Visitor Centre, it
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offered the possibility for subordinated mewories to be adred and
simultansously gave no frimework in which to make sense of then. Yet thess
public and private domains have A curious effect on some of the visitors,
onz not anticipated by the Trust. Some of those enjoving 3lists Hill

showed a roal reticence, and I felt it wwsslf, to enter some of the exhibits,
notably the workshops and some of the domestic settings. The latter is
understand-ble in terms of the taboos attached to the extreme privacy of

the domestic — it bzing the realwm of fawily life and sexualitv - but

" having already argued that mals productive work is a public forwm, why are

“visitors so reserved about entering the workshops? The answer sesms to be

that while commodity exchange is a public wode, thus the ecase of entering
retail outlets, mamufacturing is the site of privatiged capital which
affords noc public access or scrutiny. To siwoply reproruc this in a2 musaum
on ths assumption that visitors will happily succumb to the idea of public
access throughout, complestely ignores the fact that these negotistions of
the public and the privatec are deeply engrained subjective forms that we
don't just leave behind.

Thers are other fundamental issues at stake in the overall experience
of Blists #ill. The effect of the fusion of past and present in this place
szt aside for public pleasure and education, will only really be understood
when its position within the field of public r-e_presentatioﬁs of history
is recwgnised for its political consequences. In this context we need to
row how visitors make sense of such a place; are they blindly comprimised
or do they ma<c their own meanings? The answer, of course; -is that different
c::nstitumces make different wmeanings and find different gl@a'sures; As all
the 5.1:;:|.ffr reiterated, andl I witnessed for ayself, most parties of adults
wers -in:quisitiv:-: and it erested. "P}Hng schoul-children, up to the age of
cleven, were attentive to the point of compl:zte absorpticn, while wmixad
p?ﬂ.‘tiEISI of teeﬁe_g-ers brought’ their school sub-cultures with them; the bovs
1-r4-<ed abcs-:f, and the girls in buddles looed understandably bored. I know
that history-making is all about ths future, and politicians and educators

" never cease to remind us of the rosponsibility we ultimately hand to the

!‘mng, but what arz they raceiving here™ A sense of history is clearly
i-npr:nrt.;mt in an adeguate fashioning of their future, but this mythical
sense of '"the pe.e';t‘?. I'm not sure which is the more alarmwing, the very
young th delightzd in all this, or ths mors critical youths who handle
thoir rebellion by disengaging themselves altogether. Carrving the burden
of these thoughts I passed through the exit gate and boldly stepped back

into the twentizth centure!l
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In the carly months of 1984 the Trustees of the [useun decided therc
was a need to evaluate aJ:r.:I thoroughly appraise the =ducational role of the
Museum. A senior research fellow was appointed for this purpose, but the
terms of reference already fixed the future of the iMseus in the most
conservative way possible. The Trust has reached a platean.in its
fortunes, the result of which is a consolidation of its aiwm to bring out
what it now calls the 'Ironbridge Spirit':

examples of inwention, immovation, energy and unwearied
diligencz on an heroic scale, and hardly to be cvoked by as
~conventionzl a word as entreprenurship, . could be brought out
further, and without straining the evidence could be made a
source of inspiration for an age badly in need of it.

" (Job Description for Senior Resecarch Fellow funded by

Leverhulme)

If this were not so pernicious and predictable, I clcd laugh at it
heartily, but when scen alongside the other insidious public forwms of "the
past' - inevitably mobilised by i‘hatdier‘s "Victorian Values' = anger and
opposition s=cm the more appropriate responses. . For it is clzar that what
the Trust is =nvisaging is a continuation of the idea of 'the past' as
utopia, brought up to date as a palliative for the present; a manifesto of
future possibilities. Of course the entreprenurial spirit made great
things, but it alsc produced abject pove s strife, misery, struggle, an-d
in speaking only of the former, the Museuwm stands accusad of peddling
fiction and ot historv in any formal, academic senss. In short, although
heartfelt and sincere, it is basically dishonest becausz the fine line
between education and propaganda has been fudged in favour of a set of
feclings emanating from the wishes of the dominant classcs and

especially their men.

At the mowment, however, what this leaves me to ponder is the enormous
problem of how an alternative view of the nineteenth century wmight be
produced in Tuseum forw. In the first instance it is a case of revealing
the absences and making the silences speak, but the forms that this would
tzke ars mot clear. 3Social relations - insquality, political struggle,
etc. — canot adequately be re-presented through image and text on end-—
less wall plagues, and what is called for is some form of museum that

incorporates historical drama. In producing a dramatic narrative the

ideca of history as fiction is necessarily taken on board, but while the
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Trust cdoes this implicitly and with tﬁe emphasis upgn wth, a radiecal
alternative would use this form to generalisc actual concrete experiences,
structures and historical effects. In this way the idea of utopia would
not be abandoned; personal dreams just li%e the owerall sense of the years
to come, mead to bz thought through at the interface between past, present
and utopian futurs. Yst this utopia could mot be the aythical one of 'the
past'y mor the rural idgllq. nor that of ‘the n_atinn; nor that of masculine
valuesy nor that of Thatcherism, but the utopia that the left lost sight
of. Perhaps the left never had this in an adequate form anyway, but some-
tl:u'hg es;sential was lost when the policies began to sound liks hollow
rhetoric; sosething vanished when the politiecal seenarios became over mora
stripped of cclour and ignorant of the pursuit of pleasurs; iu-p::rtant
ground was given u3p anl defonsiveness was zabraced in r.es".ponse to th=
criticisms coming from foeminism and the anti-racist movement. The laft was
never morz in nedd of its own utopia, =ven if only for its own solace. Yet
evenn such small c;:-nsalatim. a musaum of futurc possibilities .hased on a
thoroughgoing but entertaining assessment of the past, 59@'.115 an 11[::)551131&
idea in the current political climate. R
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Claims to im:livid_ual authorship always present a problewm, and this is
perhaps exaggerated on this occasion because the argusent developed
here borrows heavily from a collective project on narrative and
nationalism currently being workesd on by wmenbers of the Popular emory
Group at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, the University
of Birningham. I would lite to thank all current and past members of
the fopular (femworv Group: Hariette Clare, Graham Dawson, Chris Glen,
fichard Johnson, Pat licLernon, Laura Di Michelle, Jill Trott and
Fichelle Weinroth. However, none of these, cither individually or
collectively, shoulder the responsibility for the tone and stance of
this piece,these, like any mistak%es, are all 7wy responsibility.
Adcitionally, 1 would li%e to thank Lynne Sheridan for her valuable
h=1p in.dgvelcping some of the arguments Eh::'.l"t-tl'b.? Ironbridge’ Gorge

#mseus Trust, am! in helping me to =dit and organise this article.

Finally, despite =y critical position on the Trust I have received
nothing But courtésy and open-handed help from the Maseum staff in
response to Ty overy reguest.

The .o:mcept 'structure of feeling' is ta%en from the work of Raymond

Jilliams. See, for example, Marxism and Literature, and for a useful

clarification see Politics and iLetters, especially the chapter on

"The Long wWevolution'.

The pr;e's.ént figure for the previous twelve months - up to February
1984 - is 77,238 educational visitors.
It us=s thesc terws of reference to describe its practice in a recent

job description for a senior rescarch fellow fundad by Leverhulme.

This priceless banality occurs during the audio-visual presentation
at the Sovern Yarchouse Visitors' Centres, for an account of the rest

of this programc se= below, pp.l6-18. s

Exactly the same sentiments were expressed in the Final Report of the

Wor'<ing Party (1969), as follows: 'The Ironbricdge Gorge can be

described as the birthplace of the industrial rovolution, for it was
here that iron was first soclted successfully with coke, and SO, in
this arca and only in this area, are to be found the priwe monuments
of the industrial revolution which, fron its incention in the 3ritish
Isles, has changed and still is changing the face of the globe. The
area must be regarded, therefore, as one of the classic industrial

regions of the world.'
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5ec Anderson, 1983, especially pp.11-16. This notion of an 'imagined
community' is also uszful in terws of doscribing mythical eonceptions
of 'the past*, as well as.the actual practice of waking open air
muscums that purport to reproduce history through architecture and
the qr::ﬁpin;.af buildings. 5ee for example my argument below
rejarding the 3lists Hill Ooen Air [useus.

I w:nlf-:‘ li%= to thank darictte Clars for this insight.

= -

Ses Bownes and @right, 1982, p.260. This argument develops in rare
translation, the work on the public and the privatr_a argu=d by
Habermas, .and Negt ancd Kluge. . The real problem with the original,
as with the translations is the absence of gender, and specifically
male power/<nowledge as a “%ey determining factor in the distinctions
between the public and the private.

See Allatt, 1982 and Johnson, 1983. 3wth develon an account -
c:::gniceﬁt of the power relations of gender.
See Stanley, 1984. 1 2w indebtad to Lynne Sheridan for bringing this

source to wy attention. -
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Pregface and Health '_Ja:ni_ng

Danger} History at "lork was written as a result of an off-the-cuff

remark by one of the =ditors of History “orkshop Journal, that an article

critical of the Ironbridge Gorge fuseum would make a 'splendid fighting
Journal contribution'. This suggestion was made in response to a letter
to Jerrv vhite, in which I cowplained in a provocative way, about the
consequences of living next door to one of Sritain's most successful open
TSl - 'éi'r: ws;eﬁ.-m*s, 3lists Hill in East Shropshire. The gist of =y ‘complaint was:
here was an example of a rather fanciful view of the past being nresented
as a scholarly account, where the rna;i.n theme - the local development of
industrialisation - seemed to conceal the workings of. capitai. while also
turning the past into a capitalist commodity. I termed this the 'history
business', and went on to cite the Ironbridge Gorge "wseus as the central
pivot \-:rf local economic and amenity developwent.

8eing provocative and writing a 'fighting contribution' suited wmy frame

of mind. There was no guarantee that it would be published by Historv

vorkshop Journal, but the suggestion caught ay imagination at a time when

writing =y Ph.D. thesis was deadeﬂ]_ng it. Danger! History at Work was

weant to be controversial, it was meant to lmnc“c a hole in the benign
image of museus practice. The terms provocative and fighting might carry
an unacceptable masculine edge perhaps, but this is the way of the best and
worst procedures of academic critique. Hence 2y approach is unashamedly
argumentative and, unrelentingly h:)Stile. tc. the Ironbridge Gorge iiuseum.

At the same time it was also meant to be personal and, in part, tohgue-
in-cheek, hopefully in a way that made Wy arguments more accessible to a

non-specialist readership. The response of the Editors of History Workshop

Journal was mixed. Indeed, the Collective was 'deeply divided'; some
Editors were 'very enthusiastic’, others had 'reservations', but one
=ditor in particular took real exception to the 'tone' of my article. It

was seen to be 'bloody patronising about visitors and workers', and I was
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cast as being li%e 'a thirties intellectual of the sub-Orwell mould
visiting 3lackpool'. /Apparently for this =ditor I came across-as
rq:rresent:i:ng a 'dnd of ‘cultural ultra-leftis®', and therefore my article,
after msidi;re.d.:sle delay, misinformation and confustion, was rejected. It

was returned to me on the grounds that its inclusion in the Journal would

be divisive and detrimental to the workings of the History “orkshop Journal

Collective itself, not on the grounds that it shouldn't be read, although
that was the imwediate outcowe. .

Now that the dust has s=ttled and the wounds have hezaled, thelyperbole
has revealed its points of critical iwportance. Jthers, than%fully less
silencing, t;a;ve_-l';ﬂped me ta see seme of the shortcowings of =y argument.
But while sose re-writing has taen place, wv stance as critical critic,
esmbued, I hops, with a sense of humour, rewvains unruffled. 1 accept that
@y argument is fragmentory when it cowes to discussing, firstly, the overall
role of M3C in museum provision, secondly, the multiplicity of experiences

aj.i_'_ai_lab].e to the visitor at Ironbridg=s, and wore generally the whole thorny

issue of the politics of pleasure. iy ove- all intention here was wuch more

limited than these criticisms allow. It is siwply ogne critical consumer's
guzmde to 1}@_ TUSEeUT.

Fipallv, I have been reminded by friends and colleagues alike, because
it seems that I have forgotten to say this, that the Ironbridge Gorge
Museun is 'a great day out', and 'z wonderful place to go'. However, this
is not Wy experience; the pleasure for me is in the critique and in the fun
I had exanining the museun with a very wary eye. If pressed I would say
that the Pleasure Beach at 3lackpool or the amusements at Alton Towers are
more my idea of a good day out. it least on the big dipper, having paid

your money, everybody agrees that the pleasure is in being taken for a

ride!



