Tannaggi and Latham: Instantiation

Figure 6: Food, drinks, and comfortable seating were pivotal to creating a
conversational space

She anticipated conference participants coming back and forth, from presentations
to breaks— sitting, standing, eating, talking—all in front of the Instantiation,
allowing multiple opportunities for conversation around the exhibit.

Feedback

Delcarlo (2012) collected data from Pop-Up participants via interviews and
surveys asking questions related to their experience. In addition, she used
participant observation methods during the events to assess the level of
conversations taking place. Unlike DelCarlo, I originally had no intention of
conducting formal research on the ability of the Instantiation to create meaningful
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conversation amongst the participants. While I was able to make some general
observations and received positive feedback from several people, I did not get a
chance to ask each person individually (during the conference) about their
experience with the Instantiation. Guided by Delcarlo’s experience, I sent out an
email to all DOCAM 2014 presenters after the conference (whether they had a
document in the Instantiation or not) and asked them to answer two follow-up
questions about their Instantiation experience:

1. Did the Instantiation provide a meaningful connection to the DOCAM
presentations?

2. Did you engage in conversation with others specifically about the
exhibit? If so, please explain what was discussed.

I received nine responses, with all respondents indicating that there was a
meaningful connection between the DOCAM presentations and the exhibit. Many
made comments about how the exhibition provided a way to get a “sneak peak” of
what was to come in the presentations, which led to conversations about how they
thought the documents related to each person’s talk. For example,

When I engaged in conversations about the exhibit before the
presentations started on the first day, it was with other viewers and there
was curiosity, surprise, and mutual wondering and questioning each other
about the connections between displayed documents and the coming
talks... There was also an object displayed (related to psychology
experimentation I think) and it was not obvious what its use had been so
we wondered about it trying to understand how it functioned. Other
comments were about the beauty of some of the objects displayed or their
quirkiness.

Others mentioned that they enjoyed seeing the documents first, before listening to
the corresponding talk, then revisiting the documents afterwards, as this
respondent relayed: “Personally, I liked seeing the exhibit, then listening to the
talks, then revisiting the exhibit. It provided, for me, quite lovely before and after
provocations.” The majority of respondents reported that they engaged in
conversation related to the Instantiation, and stated that it was a great
conversation starter, “We spoke about the underlying concepts driving the works
and how they relate to our talks. This helped break the ice for further
conversations during the conference.” One person went on to describe a
conversation they had that would have most likely not occurred if it weren’t for
the Instantiation:

I discussed with Michael Buckland about document and archive research,
after I had shown him the copy of the Lapp Fund document, which was on
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display at the exhibition. I probably would not have had that discussion
had it not been for the exhibition.

After reviewing the DOCAM participant’s responses with those of DelCarlo’s
Pop-Up Museum responses, there were similar takeaways from both projects. The
participants mentioned that both exhibits (centering around the
objects/documents) were great conversation starters, and they engaged them in
conversation that they would not have had otherwise. Participants enjoyed talking
and answering questions about their objects/documents and acknowledged that
many of their conversations were initiated based on their own object/document. In
fact, one respondent felt that the making of her exhibit installation was an integral
part of her conference presentation, “Creating the instantiation actually helped me
to conceptualize my research and presentation.”

Another interesting aspect was how visitors who did not contribute to the
Instantiation reacted to the exhibit. Of the nine people who responded to the
follow-up questions, one person did respond who did not contribute a document:

I can’t say I really spoke to anyone about the exhibit (other than “ooh,
how cool!” in passing), but I can tell you that I greatly enjoyed the visual
connection of the displays to presentations, particularly Melody
McCotter’s and Melissa Adler’s displays, and how they connected to their
talks. Additionally, Barbara Bickart’s images on display were very
tangible and emotionally grabbing, and certainly gave one a sense of what
was to come in her keynote speech [the last day of the conference] and
portrayed through her “When” series (which was no less emotionally
grabbing).

DelCarlo’s research expressed the need for further research on this topic in order
to discover if this kind of participant had a meaningful experience as well. While
further research should be conducted on this area of interest, it appears that those
who do not directly participate in the exhibit can still make meaningful
connections between the documents and the presentations.

Final Thoughts

Based on feedback and general comments from participants, it seems as though
this Pop-Up-like exhibit—the Instantiation—can be considered a success. The
Instantiation provided another outlet for participants to represent their research
and engage in informal conversation related to the documents on display.
Furthermore, the exhibit provided a way for participants to make their own
connections with what was exhibited and what was heard in presentations. These
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connections seemed to spark many conversations amongst the DOCAM 2014
participants—it was the physical connections that were mentioned.

In the spirit of the holistic conception of documents by the Document Academy
founders, it was our goal to bring alternate forms of creating and expressing
information through this exhibit. By outlining our processes and realizations
during this project, we hope the Instantiation exhibit process highlighted in this
article can be used as a model for other conferences interested in exploring the
capacity of three dimensional objects to create meaningful conversations based on
academic research.
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