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Papers from The Vital Spark

The Vital Spark interpretation conference was held in Aviemore, in the Cairngorms National Park, Scotland, from 30 September to 3 October 2007. It was organised jointly by Interpret Scotland and the Association for Heritage Interpretation (AHI). Over 300 delegates from many countries shared experiences, learned from each other and reinforced the networks of professional interpretation organisations and individual interpreters around the world.
Papers for the conference were selected by an editorial committee. This list includes keynote papers, which were published by AHI in Interpretation Journal volume 12 number 3, as well as papers received for publication after the conference, listed in alphabetical order using the first author’s surname. 
All papers are published as pdf files on the AHI website: the title of each paper in this list links directly to the corresponding file.

If you find these papers interesting, why not join AHI for more analysis and debate about interpretation. The Association’s journal publishes valuable case studies and lively articles three times a year, and the annual conference is a great opportunity to meet others working in the field.

--

James Carter

Vital Spark editor
Keynote papers

All the following keynote papers are in the Summer 2007 edition of Interpretation Journal.
Alistair McIntosh, Centre for Human Ecology, University of Strathclyde.
Sparking the fire of regeneration
Alastair McIntosh argues that interpretation can play a life and death role in community regeneration – but only if it has the courage to reach the deepest roots of what it means to be human.

Jane James, Flinders University, South Australia
Love – the vital spark of interpretation
Jane James demonstrates the similarities between love and interpretation and shows that you can’t have one without the other.

John Pastorelli, Ochre Learning, Australia
Energising your creative talents
John Pastorelli guides us through ‘the creative sandpit’ to help us discover the vital spark in all of us.
Susan Strauss, storyteller, USA
The impact of the artistic
Susan Strauss uses the example of two 19th century American artists to demonstrate just what is the artistic, and, in very practical ways, how can we engage the artistic to recover the vital spark in our work as interpreters.

Shonaig Macpherson, the National Trust for Scotland
What do you mean, my heritage?
Shonaig Macpherson looks at what the Scots might regard as their heritage and questions whether is it relevant to the multicultural Scots society today.

Jette Sandahl, Te Papa Tongarewa Museum, New Zealand
Living on Upoko Road
Jette Sandahl argues that although that some professional members within the heritage sector regard cultural participation and plurality with unease and scepticism, she believes they represent our most important source of revitalisation.

Sam Ham, University of Idaho, USA
From interpretation to protection
Sam Ham looks at whether there is a theoretical basis to Freeman Tilden’s philosophy that from interpretation flows understanding and finally protection.

One other keynote address is available as a separate file:

James Hunter

Keynote address: Heritage as Vital Spark
A version of the keynote address given by James Hunter. “Heritage as vital spark. Meaning, I guess, heritage as a source of energy, vision, creativity, inspiration. Well, yes, I’d go with that…”
Delegates’ papers
1. Sebastian Bellwald, Swiss Regional Advisory Centre of Transinterpret
Transinterpret Switzerland
A review of the work of Transinterpret in Switzerland: a project trying to establish standards of good practice in interpretation.

2. Susan Cross, TellTale

So, you want to inspire?
The experience of heritage and countryside professionals suggests that significant adults, unstructured exploration, and solitude are ingredients of inspiration. Can we devise interpretation that builds these into the visitors' experience? 

3. Catherine Curby, Wildlife Interpretive Specialist

International Interpretation: Lessons Learned in Croatia and Georgia
Lessons learned from two international projects: providing interpretive training at Lonjsko Polje Nature Park in rural Croatia; and developing wayside panels at Kolkheti National Park on Georgia’s Black Sea coast.

4. Rachel Faggetter and Pam Enting

Interpreting Australia. What’s hot? Whose story?
220 years after the British invasion and settlement of our continent, Australians are engaged in hot debate about the national story: our history, environment, and society. Two issues are particularly heated: ongoing Aboriginal dispossession and disadvantage, and serious environmental decline, exemplified by the water crisis and global warming.

5. Angus Farquhar

Half Life: The staging of a large scale artwork in the prehistoric landscape of Mid-Argyll
Half Life is a creative summary of a recent large-scale landscape work by environmental arts charity NVA staged around a range of prehistoric sites in Kilmartin Glen and North Knapdale in Mid-Argyll. The paper focuses on a highly creative approach to working with natural and cultural resources, leading to temporary and permanent ways of interpreting significant sites through the manipulation of forest surroundings. 

6. Sonia Frimmel and Lynda Burns

A clash of cultures in the Wilderness
New Zealand is a country that prizes its clean, green image and identifies itself with iconic scenes of wild mountains, lush forest and untamed rivers. This is perhaps an idealised perception. Those who have colonised its shores have altered the landscape immeasurably in order to survive, to recreate a little of their homelands and to make a living.  

7. John E. Gordon and Vanessa Kirkbride, Scottish Natural Heritage

Reading the Landscape: Unveiling Scotland’s Earth Stories
The close links between geodiversity, landscape, archaeology, history, culture and tourism provide new opportunities for interpreting Scotland’s Earth heritage, complementing more traditional didactic approaches.

8. Rainer Glawion and Joh Henschel

Heritage Interpretation as a potential driver for economic development, environmental conservation and cultural regeneration in southern Africa
The paper assesses the potential of natural and cultural heritage for interpretation in the Namib Desert and gives examples for its implementation. The authors demonstrate that environmental education and heritage presentation can help resolve resource and land use conflicts among the different stakeholders within Namib-Naukluft Park. Economic development and cultural regeneration as possible benefits of integrating local communities into different concepts of heritage presentation, environmental education and nature conservation are analysed through a case study of the indigenous Topnaar people living in the Park.

9. Laura Gutierrez, Audience Development Manager, Sir Basil Spence Archive Project
Interpreting the architectural legacy of Sir Basil Spence
During the course of its three years, the Sir Basil Spence Archive Project faced a variety of challenges as it endeavoured to bring the work of 20th century British architect Sir Basil Spence – and more generally, issues surrounding architecture and the built environment- to a new and wider audience. This paper focuses on several of the challenges faced and how they were overcome.
10. Mary Hudson, Interpretive Planner, the National Trust for Scotland

Literally challenging: Interpreting Robert Burns in the twenty-first century
A presentation looking at the challenges involved in interpreting literary icons for twenty-first century audiences, with particular reference to the Robert Burns Birthplace Museum project in Alloway.

11. Darja Kranjc, Research and Development Service, Škocjan Caves Park Public Service Agency

Life through time glasses 

This paper presents research work by the network of schools in the Škocjan Caves Park, Slovenia, whose aim is the internalization of values for a better balance between nature and man.

12. Jackie Lee, Director, Artemis Cultural & Educational Services Ltd

Costumed Interpretation – all in a day’s work at Artemis Cultural & Educational Services
Costumed interpretation is an exciting means of bringing history “up close and personal” giving access to the widest possible audience at heritage sites.
13. Carolyn Lloyd Brown and Sarah Oswald, PLB

Interpretation: the vital ‘added value’ for regeneration?
Our proposition is that interpretation is not a driver for regeneration, but should be viewed as a valuable delivery mechanism that supports conservation and infrastructure investment, helping to achieve key economic and social objectives. 

14. Nigel McDonald, Shropshire County Council and freelance interpreter 

How vital is the spark? Kicking objectives until they squeak!
The way we practice objective setting in interpretation needs to change.  It doesn’t work. It’s never worked. It’s time we produced an approach that gets to grips with this rather than makes excuses for it. This paper challenges the more common approaches to objective setting in interpretive planning.  It outlines the issues, making reference to recent research completed by the author.  It draws from the fields of behavioural psychology, advertising and marketing to shoot holes in what is presently considered to be best practice in interpretation.

15. Suzanna Meekins and Ruth Nicholson, Brecon Beacons National Park Authority

A new toolkit for engaging communities in Interpretation planning
A new CD ROM toolkit launched by the Brecon Beacons National Park Authority to support communities to develop high quality interpretation and walking routes.

16. John Phillips, The Highland Council
Hamish’s Highland Holiday
A puppet show presented by the Highland Council Countryside Rangers:

introducing the Scottish Outdoor Access Code.

17. Fiona Sinclair, McManus Galleries and Museum, Dundee City Council.

Authenticity and reinterpretation: museum buildings as traditional icons in the 21st century. 

Museum buildings are often perceived as "icons", and this influences visitors' interpretive experiences. By embracing these perceptions museum professionals can reinvent these icons, and give their buildings a fresh relevance. 
18. Susan Strauss, storyteller, USA
Stealing the Storyteller's Fire: Voice and Language for Broad Based Interpretation
A report of a workshop run by Susan Strauss during the conference.
19. Anita Synnestvedt, Department of Archaeology and Ancient Culture, Göteborg University

Archaeology as a meeting point for multicultural regeneration
This article presents a project of an archaeological excavation around a Stone Age chamber grave in a suburban area in Gothenburg, Sweden. Questions raised were how this site has been used during the last 80 years and how it is used today.

20. Cameron Taylor, Seabridge

The King Macbeth Project
King Macbeth was one of three winners of Highlands and Islands Enterprise’s ‘THT Challenge’. The project uses a range of media to tell the story of the real Macbeth.

21. Kev Theaker, Scottish Agricultural College

Interpretation – Process or Product?
Environmental interpretation has taken the idea of provoke, relate, reveal and reduced it to a product. This has resulted in unsatisfying interpretation which does not engage the audience in a process of learning or intellectual development.

Published by the Association for Heritage Interpretation and Interpret Scotland.
The Vital Spark conference was supported by the following organisations
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The Vital Spark – list of papers
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