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engage Scotland – Go & See funding report

Research Trip to Autograph ABP

1. Background ‘Picturing Migration and Scotland’ (www.scotlandmigration.com)

This website is an archive of photographs that shows the experiences of people who have 
travelled to make Scotland their new home.

This is the first project which aims to tell stories of migration through photographic images. 
We hope that it will be a useful tool that gives people the choice to represent themselves and 
envisage their past alongside similar experiences, in the places where they live now, where 
they used to live and the journey that links the two.

The images in this archive can be of now and of the past – photography was invented around 
1840 so we hope that this archive will include some of the first photographs ever recorded of 
people arriving in Scotland.

The images concentrate upon the experience of preparing for departure, journey and arrival, 
and are all ‘tagged’ with key words: Preparation, Departure, Journey, Arrival, Acclimatisation, 
Integration, Return. 

As the archive grows, the images can be searched in a number of ways: for example by the 
key words; by historical period and by location in order to create a grouping of images that 
starts to make visible the experience of migration.

Whether the images depict the experiences of first, second, third or fourth generation 
immigrants, every image helps enrich the archive.

The archive is part of a larger project called ‘Image / Identity’ which takes place at Stills each 
Spring during 2013, 2014 and 2015. ‘Image / Identity’ is a series of exhibitions, screenings, 
talks and creative projects which bring people together to celebrate how the movement of 
people from one place to another has become a normal part of contemporary society, in 
Scotland and throughout the world.

2. Initial stages

Where do you start with a project that asks people to share their personal stories and 
photographs? How do we convince people that their photographs are valuable in creating 
an archive? How do we make it worth people’s while to leave their homes and come into our 
organisation to contribute their stories? Who are ‘these people’ and how do we reach them?

Currently 6.6% of Scotland’s population are 1st generation immigrants. I wonder - what 
percentage of this population considers their input to Scotland’s culture and heritage? Do they 
use their cameras to record events in the hope that someone will discover them one day and 
use them to populate an archive of shared experience? I doubt it. So how do we sift through a 
huge collection of family photographs and get people to start thinking about them in terms of 
‘stages of migration’? And would they want to?

http://www.stills.org/
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What about second, third or fourth generation migrants who have become distanced from 
their country of origin? What of the people who have great-grandparents from India? Do 
they have photographs in their attic that they want to dig out? I know I am never keen to root 
about in boxes of ‘stuff’ so it would take a lot to convince me to climb up there and leave the 
comfort of my home, to bring them into an arts organisation, which, at first appearance, has 
nothing to do with studies of Migration.

We have to concentrate on the photographic aspect of the archive. We all have photographs. 
We don’t all have memorable experiences of migration in our family but the photographic 
element of the project should be of interest to everyone – well those with an interest in 
photography at least (that is everyone right?)

How do we get people to understand and the importance of the project?

3. Research Trip, Rivington Place

It was pretty easy trying to decide where to carry out initial research. I automatically identified 
Autograph ABP as they are a photographic based organisation, who have created an online 
archive comprised of family photographs from specific minority groups. I was aware of 
the road shows that they have taken around the UK but I had no idea exactly how big and 
significant the organisation is - it was an eye opener.

I went down with a list of questions about how to run a road show. How to market the 
project? How to recruit? How to facilitate and evaluate levels of engagement with the project.

Autograph has been running for 25 years. Their base at Rivington Place is new and it fits 
like a glove. The art’s venue Iniva is downstairs – The Institute of International Visual Art. I 
came across the Key Words exhibition (in partnership with Tate Liverpool), which echoed the 
exploration of ‘Key Words’ within the Migration and Scotland archive.

“First Published in 1976, ‘Keywords’ is a seminal work in the study of the English language. It 
contains over 130 short essays, giving an account of each word’s current use, it’s etymology, 
and the range of meanings attached to it. Williams understood ‘Keywords’ as those words 
that repeatedly crop up in our discussion of culture and society, its institutions and practices, 
including terms such as democracy, reform, consumer, ideology, industry, liberation, popular, 
unconscious, art… “

It was a busy show - a lot to absorb in the time available but the volume of content was 
addressed by the events programme that accompanied the exhibition – 10 week course to 
explore your own Key Words, four separate lectures concentrating on different Key Words, 
lunch time tours and family activities. Perhaps this is the amount of activity that should be 
accompanying the Migration and Scotland project? Different activities pitched at different 
levels. A ten-week course to engage with a project seems like a luxury.

Up the stairs at Rivington Place I found the Stuart Hall Library. Here I came across a fantastic 
resource with easy to navigate collections such as project bibliographies, an artist and curator 
archive and Special collections.
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I noticed the online bibliographies of each project before I went down and it struck a chord as 
something that we should be making more of.  Having found the reading list to accompany 
the exhibition online prior to my visit I was more aware of the library as a public resource and 
was keen to seek it out in person. Stills always has a set reading list to go with each exhibition 
which is archived in our library, yet it is an invisible resource, both online and in person (in 
the Lower Ground space). Perhaps we should be adopting a more proactive approach to 
publicising our publications.

4. Autograph ABP

Established in 1988 with the mission of advocating the inclusion of historically marginalised 
photographic practices, Autograph ABP is a charity that works internationally in photography, 
cultural identity, race, representation and human rights.

Reaching audiences is something that Autograph ABP has experience with and therefore 
I hoped they would be able to provide Stills with valuable expertise. As well as having 
experience in collecting documentation for an online archive, Autograph ABP has 25 years 
of advocating the inclusion of marginalised photographic practices which is something Stills 
could implement in future engagement policies and practice.

Specifically I visited seeking best practice guidelines for:

• Publicising projects to marginalised groups

• Recruiting participants

• Conducting interviews with participants for whom English is not a first language

• Storage and presentation of images and stories

• Evaluating the participants experience.

These are the basic areas I aimed to find out about, and Renée Mussai very kindly 
offered a morning of her time to talk to me about the organisation and the role they play in 
contemporary British photography.

5. Aims 1 & 2, Publicising projects to marginalised groups & Recruiting participants

It is all very well for us, who are educated in photographic language, to wax lyrical about the 
impact a collection of humble family photographs may have. As team members working on 
the project we are sold to the idea and we understand the importance of the project – but 
do the people we are trying to reach understand this language and how do we get them to 
notice, engage and then actively contribute to the project?

I see this as a three-part challenge and essential to get right as the approach and language 
we use can be key to the success of the project.

We discussed the importance of one-to-one contact with groups. Asking people to give 
up personal images and stories requires time – to get to know people and to build up a 
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relationship. We can approach groups that we have already worked with and we should 
be contacting pre-existing groups, but what we are approaching them with needs to be 
attractive. They have to know why they would want to take part.

When speaking to Renée a couple of sentences really stood out for me as she described the 
function of their family archive,

(these photographs) “Shed light on the everyday moments and that’s part of the story that’s 
not usually seen “

This sentiment is expanded upon by the organisations director Mark Sealy,

“They might not necessarily add up to great moments in Black History, but collectively , when 
you start bringing these things together you get a totally different view of what’s important to 
these people”

Outcomes

Having spoken to contacts at the Scottish Portrait Gallery, who have hosted one of 
Autograph’s Road shows, I knew that we were going to have to approach people on a 
personal level, and approach the ‘ring-leaders’ from these groups. What I had not considered 
in great detail though was taking the project out of Stills. I had envisaged that, as we have all 
the technical requirements in-house, we would invite participants to Stills to scan their images 
and share their stories. Through discussion about the successes and challenges of their 
Road shows we decided to follow suit of the most successful and aim to set up sessions in 
more accessible public spaces, such as city libraries. Stills library sessions will be piloted in 
September and run through the year in each of Edinburgh’s five main districts.

Having taken down our marketing material for Renée to peruse (consisting merely of a b&w 
A4 poster) I left knowing that it needed reconsidered. The layout, colour and language was 
not attractive to the groups we were trying to reach. It needed to be more eye-catching and 
less ‘design’ led. It also needed to answer the most importance question. Why? 

6. Aim 3, Conducting interviews with participants for whom English is not a first 
language

In creating an archive that hopes to engage with an audience with backgrounds from all over 
the world, we should be aware that not all of those who wish to participate will be able to 
speak English, and/or speak it to a level that will allow a meaningful conversation about their 
photographs.

The simple way around this is to have translators on hand.

This will not work if all we do is put out an open call, hoping that the public will pick it up 
and take part. By targeting specific groups we will have a better understanding of their 
requirements and will be able to provide assistance to suit. With the road shows conducted 
by Autograph it wasn’t always possible to know who would attend, therefore translators were 
not specifically recruited.
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Budgets should include the provision of translators.

Outcomes

If all our marketing is going out to the public in English then it will only be English speakers 
to pick it up. It was suggested that the Migration and Scotland produce flyers in the top 5 
languages spoken in Scotland today.

   138 languages were recorded as having been spoken altogether, with Polish at the head of 
the list with 0.8% of the school population, followed by Panjabi, Urdu, Arabic, Cantonese, 
French and Gaelic respectively.*

*Scottish Government, Pupil Census, Supplementary Data 2011 (http://www.language-rich.eu/
home/country-profiles/profiles-overview/uk-scotland.html)

7. Aim 4, Storage and presentation of images and stories

Autograph ABP houses a large physical and digital archive, which has been available to 
view at Rivington Place since 2011. This allows for wider engagement with the public, the 
opportunity to reach new audiences, and work in partnership with educational and peer 
institutions locally, regionally and internationally to create a lasting legacy of Britain’s diverse 
visual history.

I was particularly drawn to the quarterly newspaper that Autograph publishes, focusing on 
certain collections from their archive. This is produced on a high quality newsprint (low quality 
photoprint) and is sold online as well as being distributed amongst local community groups/
libraries and schools. This is fantastic way to attract attention to the work that they are doing 
in digestible bite-sized chunks.

Outcomes

Storage of the images is not a big issue for the Stills archive as we will mainly be handling 
digital files though the importance of making sure these files are stored in a safe and 
organised way is essential.

The decisions we make about the presentation of images and accompanying information 
through the website is important to get right. How this is presented will influence people’s 
reading and understanding of the archive. Initially we had compiled a list of questions that we 
were going to ask participants, but after visiting AABP and looking at the questions they were 
asking I knew we would have to cut down the amount of information we were asking for. We 
had to decide on the focus of the archive and present the information to clearly communicate 
the purpose. The photograph should take centre stage with additional stories and background 
information providing bonus information.

The idea of producing print is something to consider as the archive becomes more populated.

8. Aim 5, Evaluating the participants experience.

How do we begin to evaluate the experience people have when engaging with the archive through 

http://www.language-rich.eu/home/country-profiles/profiles-overview/uk-scotland.html
http://www.language-rich.eu/home/country-profiles/profiles-overview/uk-scotland.html
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a. contributing to their own images and 

b. looking as a ‘spectator’.

There’s no evaluation form that can be handed out at the early stages of building the archive 
so we must evaluate our own processes and gauge the success through people’s reactions 
to our description and aims for the archive.

• How do we record the information?

• Where do we record the information? (physically – in our organisations venue – in their 
venue?))

• How much information do we record?

• Monitoring through Google analytics.

• Social network engagement?

9. Progress

Four months into the project we have a fully functioning website, which has been through 
several stages of design. The look is clean and easy to navigate. We wanted to ensure the 
audience knew what was important about the archive therefore the photographs consume 
70% of the page and search options are limited to the seven Key Words that we identified at 
the beginning. 

There are currently 48 images on the website from 13 users. This is a vast shortcoming of the 
100 users I had set as a target in the first month, but I had underestimated the amount of time 
it takes to engage each individual. Returning from my research trip I reduced the figures and 
was happy to have much fewer interview sessions but with highly motivated participants. I 
learned very quickly that this project will be a slow burner.

10. Future Plans

I intend to use the remains of my funding to visit Deveron arts in Huntly.

Deveron Arts specialises in working with the local community to address issues of local and 
global concern. Stills is keen to take its projects out of Edinburgh city and use the Second 
Sight project as a catalyst for engaging a Scotland wide audience. Starting to work with small 
communities out-with the city is something that Stills has minimal experience in spending time 
with the community at Huntly would provide valuable insight to engaging with an audience 
who may never have heard of or have the opportunity to visit Stills and use this opportunity to 
gauge the interest in this kind of online archive.

From meeting with an engaged community Stills can discern what potential audience there 
is out-with the physical premises and start to develop different – digital – resources to meet 
these needs.


