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Diving into the Polysemy of Participation
P
articipation has come to mean a great many things in the context of art museums. It may comprise mere museum attendance, or seemingly introverted forms of engagement, such as emotional reaction, quiet reflection and processes of learning and meaning-making. The notion may also encompass forms of engagement more readily recognizable as such, be it physical, communicative, social or interactive. In art museums, participation is certainly tied to artistic positions and interests – e.g. art as participatory (Bishop 2012) or relational (Bourriaud 2002 [1998]) – but it also hinges on the logics and rationales of museums as cultural, economic and public institutions (Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and Runnel 2014) and on perspectives of curatorship, education and marketing (Elffers and Sitzia 2016). The meaning of participation is constantly evolving and visitor research in museums evolves right alongside it. In art museums, discourses on participation now show increased attention towards visitor experience and the effects that artworks may have on those visiting (ibid.). 

On one hand, emerging interests in exploring participation by an artwork’s effect on those experiencing it may underscore the importance of concisely defining participation in the context of art museums, as argued by Elffers and Sitzia (ibid.). After all, one’s chosen definition of participation may influence institutional result measurements and how museums gauge and understand the quality of a given project, exhibit or visitor-artwork encounter (Elffers and Sitzia 2016; Brenna 2016). On the other hand, efforts to examine participation through visitor-artwork encounters may also serve to highlight the complexity and diversity in both visitor experience and in the notion of participation as such. Thus, “measuring” participation or articulating narrow definitions may be useful, but so, I would argue, is attaining a general understanding of the breadths and idiosyncrasies of participatory experience. By anchoring this study within the latter perspective, I seek to dive further into the polysemy of participation by examining visitor encounters with digitized artworks through the online platforms of DigitaltMuseum and Thingiverse.
In the context of this article, digitization refers to processes of mediation involved in producing and disseminating digital surrogate objects, as well as mediated visitor encounters with these objects online. Digitization is generally hailed as being inclusive and democratic, providing widespread access to museum content and creating new possibilities for active participation (see e.g. Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and Aljas 2014; Brenna 2016). But in a contemporary participation paradigm which focuses largely on observable visitor activity and weights the importance of social relations, there is a risk of overlooking the role of museum objects (Brenna 2016), as well as upholding a limiting and unnuanced understanding of what it means to participate (see Lutz and Hoffmann 2017). To remedy this to some degree, the present study co-examines perspectives of participation and materiality as tied to processes of digitization and personal engagement. In doing so, the article contributes to an understanding of participation as diverse, complex and idiosyncratic, hinging on reciprocal relations between visitors, surrogate objects and platform environments. From this media sensitive perspective, the roles of techno-cultural and aesthetic-expressional diversity dimensions (see Gran et al. forthcoming) in the digitized artworks and the platforms on which they appear are subject to analysis in terms of how they contribute to the visitors’ experience. Here, techno-cultural aspects refer to the digital formats constituting the surrogate objects, as well as the digital platforms and tools through which online visitors access the surrogates, while the aesthetic-expressional dimension encompasses the form and content of the digitized objects (ibid.).

The article centers on experiential accounts made by a focus group tasked with accessing artworks on the online 3D community Thingiverse and the web museum portal DigitaltMuseum, after which the group discussed what it entails to participate when encountering an aesthetic object. To allow for thorough discussion, the focus group study was conducted as a Socratic Dialogue, an at-length, in-depth form of philosophical group conversation. Through phenomenological analysis of the group’s discussion, I aim to discern and discuss how diversity dimensions of participation may be invited or inhibited by the mediations at hand. 
I begin this article by outlining relevant research on participation – noting a current emphasis on forms of participation that are overtly active – as well as outlining existing efforts to co-theorize participation and materiality. I then account for the methodological grounding in Socratic Dialogue, arguing that the fruitfulness of the method stems from the particular dialogical stance taken by the focus group participants. After making a case study presentation, I conclude with a discussion of the focus group dialogue and a presentation of the dialogue findings.
Problems and Potentials of Participation
Following a societal, political and cultural shift towards participation, literature on participation culture is currently flourishing (e.g. Jenkins et al. 2009; Delwiche and Henderson 2013; Chilvers and Kearnes 2016; Rasmussen 2016; Denecke et al. 2016; Barney et al. 2016). The participatory turn refers to newfound possibilities for social, civic and cultural participation enabled by digitization. Interactive possibilities to create, curate, consume and share content online are generally hailed as being potentially democratizing. In accordance with the tenets of the participatory turn, as well as the ideals of new museology, audience participation in museums is frequently highlighted (e.g. Simon 2010; Runnel and Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt 2014; Brenna 2016; Knudsen 2016; McSweeney and Kavanagh 2016; Noy 2016). Theorization on museum participation is varied, tied to efforts of creating museum relevance (e.g. Black 2005, 2012; Simon 2010; Nielsen 2015), social interaction, interpersonal or device centered interactivity and collaboration (e.g. Heath and vom Lehn 2010; Simon 2010) as well as learning and museum education (e.g. Hooper-Greenhill 1994, 2000). Digital technologies are often discussed as contributing to participation, both in the museum building and through online dissemination of museum content (e.g. Tallon and Walker 2008; Christensen 2011; Halpern et. al. 2011; Jensen 2013; Kidd 2016 [2014]; Knudsen 2016, Valtysson 2017).
Despite its centrality in museums and museum literature, participation remains an ambiguous notion. As its usage has been broadened and diversified, the notion of participation may have lost some of its meaning, as Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and Runnel claim, citing Pateman who as early as 1970 declared the term near void of precise, meaningful content (Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and Runnel 2014; Pateman 1970). It is unsurprising, then, that when Brenna notes that participation has been a central keyword in museum policy in the course of the last decades, she stresses that what participation is and how it is generated, remains unclear. Still, as Brenna notes, participation has come to be used as a parameter of quality to which we measure the value of museal activity. Its status is complicated, however, by its basis in a diverse constellation of political, aesthetical and economic discourses and phenomena (Brenna 2016).
Historically, cultural participation has signified different meanings and institutional goals, often related to ideas of inclusion and the importance of democratizing culture. Participation has encompassed attempts to increase visitor numbers, stimulate cultural education, disseminate cultural content to local communities and include more demographically diverse audiences (Elffers and Sitzia 2016). Within perspectives where participation encompasses personal engagement and individual experience, learning, reflection and meaning-making, the notion has been most prominently theorized as occurring in the bricks-and-mortar museum with or without the use of digital technologies (e.g. Dudley 2010; Dudley et al. 2012). In recent years, however, there has been a normative shift towards more active forms of participation, where visitors are offered possibilities to interact, contribute or co-create, often with the use of digital technologies (Elffers and Sitzia 2016; Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and Runnel 2014). Simon, for instance, contrasts actively participating museum visitors with the undesirable category of visitors as passive consumers. She suggests that museums operationalize participation through collaborative projects, giving visitors the possibilities and tools to share, contribute and remix content as well as connect with the institution and each other (Simon 2010). Similarly, Schick and Damkjær encourages art museums to embrace prosumer culture in their social media endeavors, emphasizing the dual role of visitors in online spaces as both producers and consumers (Schick and Damkjær 2010). 
With regard to online museum spaces, the museum sector’s normative preference of overtly active visitor participation resonates with the tenets of the participatory turn, and particularly with what Lutz and Hoffmann note is an activity bias in online participation research, comprising a one-sided focus on observable user activity (Lutz and Hoffmann 2017). To participate in online spaces is more often than not equated with behavior construed as active, rather than behavior construed as passive. As Crawford notes, online participation is associated with commenting, “liking” and sharing rather than “lurking”, the latter being a disparaging term describing those present in public online spaces without contributing content (Crawford 2009). However, understanding and assessing museum visits – both onsite and online – as a matter of activity versus passivity is problematic. Does it, one may ask, only count as participation if museum visitors are actively producing something (Morrone 2006)? In focusing on forms of participation that are overtly active, do museums risk devaluating other forms of participation, thus homogenizing what it means to participate? And is there, as Brenna suggests, a danger of overlooking museum objects in a participation-oriented culture concerned largely with interpersonal or interactive engagement (Brenna 2016)?
To remedy these concerns, I anchor this study in an understanding of participation as relational, embodied engagement. I follow Brenna in emphasizing the need for examining the participatory qualities of museum objects, taking particular note of the techno-cultural and aesthetic aspects in the digital mediation of works of art. As such, I partake in a wave of multidisciplinary calls (both explicit and implicit) for co-examination of materialist and participatory perspectives (e.g. Dudley 2010; Marres and Lezaun 2011; Marres 2012). By incorporating materialist perspectives in participation discourse, I find possibilities for empirical investigation of participation as cooperative endeavors between humans and objects (Brenna 2016), as well as an openness towards forms of participation that may not be observably active.
Testing the Methodological Waters of Socratic Dialogue

Although it is inspired by Socratic Method (as known from the dialogues ascribed to Socrates by Plato), what I refer to as Socratic Dialogue (SD) in this study is a distinct form of philosophical dialogue. SD springs from the ideas of German philosophers Nelson and Heckmann, and is a structured, discussion-based philosophical inquiry into concepts and values, a systematic investigation of dialogue participants’ perspectives and experiences, and a co-operative effort to test their validity. Based on lived experience rather than theory, the objective of SD is to use concrete experience to grasp abstract concepts, by making the implicit explicit and by clarifying opinions and beliefs (Griessler and Littig 2003; Nelson 2004 [1922]; Heckmann 2004 [1981], Helskog 2012). In SD, a facilitator-led group discusses a general question. Following the pedagogical measures of Heckmann, the facilitator refrains from contributing content to the dialogue while structuring the discussion and ensuring that the participants fully understand each other. The facilitator also helps the group focus on the original question and aids in upholding a link to the concrete experience of participants (Heckmann 2004). In the aesthetic SD applied in this project, the dialogue is based on the participants’ individual experience of digitized artworks.

SD has been applied in various fields. These include business ethics (e.g. Littig 2004; Brinkmann 2015; Brinkmann, Lindemann and Sims 2016), medical and nursing ethics (e.g. Birnbacher 1999; Fitzgerald and van Hooft 2000; Griessler and Littig 2003), rehabilitation (e.g. Knox and Svendsen 2015), primary education (e.g. Murris 2000), university teaching (e.g. Horst and Stary 1998; Littig 1999, 2004) and organizational learning (Kessels 1996). Experiential accounts of the employment of SD have been positive, but with some exceptions, there has been a shortage of empirical research on the effects of the method, as noted by Knežić et al. (2010). Their own study concludes favorably regarding the merits of SD, noting that it enables polyphonic dialogue, improves communication patterns, nurtures critical thinking skills and enables dialogue participants to question both their own position and the position of others. Importantly, they also note that SD serves to deepen a dialogue rather than broadening it (Knežić et al. 2010).

SD has yet to be extensively employed as a method of empirical research, and data gathered from SD are potentially different from that gathered from more established but comparable methods.
 Differences lie in the potential depth and thoroughness of the reflections made by the participants, which are elicited by the dialogue structure and the distinguishing objective of consensus, i.e. agreement upon answers to the dialogue question. Although dialogue participants do not always achieve consensus, the objective serves as a regulative ideal that provides a sense of direction to the dialogue. Whether the focus group participants reach consensus, then, is not what is important in this study. Far more relevant is the dialogical stance that follows the objective of consensus and the structure of SD. Dialogue, as noted by Boers, Kessels and Mostert (2010 [2009]), must be distinguished from other forms of conversation, because not every conversation constitutes a dialogue: “Talking about the weather, however sensible it may be, is not a dialogue. A debate about a political issue, however sharp and illuminating it may be, is not a dialogue. A dialogue is neither just a conversation, nor a discussion nor a meeting. It is an explicit, joint effort to inquire into something” (Boers, Kessels and Mostert 2010, 312).
What is particularly emphasized by the objective of consensus in SD is the cooperative nature of the dialogue: That the inquiry is a joint effort between the focus group participants. The objective makes it necessary for them to be open and understanding towards the thoughts and opinions of others, and for them to constantly re-assess and clarify their own perspectives and opinions, while always anchoring their statements in their own concrete experience. For consensus to be a possible outcome, conflicting experiences must be exhaustively articulated and discussed. As such, the method particularly illuminates potential diversity dimensions in the participatory experience of the focus group participants. The fruitfulness of SD in this study lies both in this illumination and in the thorough reflections SD produces.
This study is advised by literature that discusses the validity, benefits and challenges of applying SD in a research context. Most prominent are Wortel and Verweij (2008). Using the research paradigm posited by Lincoln and Guba (1985), they argue that the methodological qualifiers “trustworthiness” and “authenticity” are present in SD when researchers ensure that findings “are congruent with those ‘on’ whom the research is conducted” and the facilitator adheres to a non-contributing role (Wortel and Verweij 2008, 69). This ensures that “his or her personal values or theoretical inclinations do not influence the research findings” (ibid. 69). Wortel and Verweij also suggest using an experienced facilitator, competent in employing SD as a research method (ibid.). I can further attest to this latter point, adding that the facilitator’s familiarity with SD is of greater importance than their familiarity with the topic discussed. In this study, Guro Hansen Helskog, whose background is in pedagogy, management of group processes and philosophical praxis (and not in museums, arts or aesthetics) served as dialogue facilitator. Having worked extensively with philosophical dialogue (see e.g. Helskog 2012, 2015, 2016), Helskog provided facilitation that adhered to Heckmannian standards and contributed valuable input in articulating a dialogue question suited for a fruitful SD.
As it moves from describing lived experience to articulating general principles, SD is structured as grounded theory (Fitzgerald and van Hooft 2000), where theory on the studied phenomenon is constructed with a primary interest in meanings and perceptions, rooted in the data obtained (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Oliver, Serovich and Mason 2005). In this study, I therefore employ phenomenological analysis, which emphasizes the meaning and essence of what is experienced (Moustakas 1994). Following common practice for grounded theory studies (see Oliver, Serovich and Mason 2005), the audio-recorded dialogue was transcribed verbatim in a denaturalized style, in which grammar was corrected and idiosyncratic speech elements (such as stutters) were removed. Quotes in this article are translated from Norwegian.

Learning to Swim: Some Methodological Challenges and Considerations
Because the dialogue question provides the premises for discussion, it must not infer theoretical bias. The question “what does it entail to participate when encountering an aesthetic object?” was articulated to foreground the notion of participation, while avoiding outright questions of definition. Simply asking, “what is participation?” might lead to brief and closed-off answers, while asking what participation entails in a specific sort of encounter may make it easier for the focus group to elaborate on their own experience and the ambiguity of the notion of participation in a more open-ended manner. While the question does imply that the group is to view something as a (potential) aesthetic object, it is up to them to define and distinguish what constitutes such aesthetic objects in their encounters. In the context of this study, aesthetics refers to sense perception (i.e. aisthesis) (see e.g. Hausken 2016), and an “aesthetic object” is something towards which aesthetic sensibility is directed. While asking what it entails to participate when encountering a “work of art” could be construed as referring strictly to the “original” artwork, asking what it entails to participate when encountering an “aesthetic object” implies consideration of a range of interface specific formats and forms included in the online mediation of the case study artworks.
Socratic Dialogues are typically held over the course of several days. Although, as noted by Brinkmann, Lindemann and Sims (2016), idealistic practitioners will spend that much time voluntarily, lengthy dialogues are not always possible. In this study, gathering focus group participants willing to devote an extended amount of time to the dialogue proved to be challenging. How short a dialogue can be while maintaining the identity and integrity of the method is subject to debate (Brinkmann, Lindemann and Sims 2016), but the necessity of adjusting aspects such as time frame and number of participants in accordance with changing circumstances is a common practice within the Nelsonian tradition (Boers 2005). The present study is based on a one-day dialogue, conducted from 10:00 am to 4:00 pm.
Among SD practitioners, there is general consensus that a minimum of four to six and a maximum of ten to fifteen participants is suitable for a constructive dialogue (see Fitzgerald and van Hooft 2000; Griessler and Littig 2003; Littig 2004; Brune and Krohn 2005; Knežić et al. 2010). Opting for a smaller group where participants were given ample time to discuss their experiences, seven participants were recruited to the present study. However, last minute cancellations led to four people partaking in the SD.

A Small Group of Interested Inquirers

Striving to include participants with varying knowledge of and relations to art museums, visual art and digitization, the focus group participants were recruited from two categories. The first was art museum professionals in areas related to visitor education/experience, digitization and/or curatorship. The second was visitors to bricks-and-mortar art museums, defined as someone having visited an art museum exhibit at least once in the last twelve months.
 The primary recruitment objective was to include individuals with genuine interest in discussing at least one of the topics relevant for the dialogue, e.g. visual art, digital surrogates, screen-based experience, digital (museum) education efforts and participation. Genuine interest is necessary for a constructive SD because, as put by Wortel and Verweij, the judgements explored in the dialogue are based on “active intervention by interested inquirers” (Wortel and Verweij 2008, 56). Committed participants are thus a precondition for the successfulness of the dialogue (ibid.). 

Difficulties recruiting to a full-day dialogue and last-minute cancellations led to a smaller, more demographically homogeneous focus group than intended. There was a spread in gender (two men, two women) and age (from early thirties to mid-sixties), but all were highly educated and three out of four were professionally involved in the visual arts field. The online visitors (V1-V4) to the case study platforms were

· V1: Museum visitor, academically employed in a university college, working in fields not related to museums, arts or aesthetics 

· V2: Museum visitor, academically employed in an art academy 

· V3: Museum visitor, visual artist

· V4: Museum professional, education manager of a contemporary art museum 

Encountering Art in a Digital Museum and an Online 3D Community

The dialogue was based in these online visitors’ experience of the digital surrogates of two analog-born sculptures accessed through DigitaltMuseum.no and Thingiverse.com. DigitaltMuseum is a publicly funded museum web portal containing digitized objects from the collections of Norwegian museums of art and cultural history. Thingiverse is a 3D design community owned by American desktop 3D printer manufacturer MakerBot Industries, where individuals and institutions share and remix a variety of 3D printable objects. While DigitaltMuseum constitutes the main point of online access to digitized Norwegian museum collections, Thingiverse is the largest online repository for 3D design (Thingiverse 2017; West and Kuk 2016). Both sites provide free access to digital surrogates of museum objects uploaded by individual institutions, and constitute diversity in terms of platform content and forms, digitization technologies and formats. DigitaltMuseum content generally consists of digital or digitized photographic depictions of museum objects coupled with textual information from museum catalogue entries. Museums uploading digitized objects to Thingiverse generally provide downloadable files for 3D printing, digital 3D renderings (previews of file content) and photographs of the original objects. Additionally, Thingiverse entries are often accompanied by some textual information.
Accessed via Thingiverse was Nydia, the Blind Flower Girl of Pompeii by American sculptor Randolph Rogers (see figures 1a–c). The marble sculpture portrays a blind slave girl fleeing through the burning city of Pompeii after the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. Nydia was numerously replicated by Rogers’s studio in the 1850s, and several American museums currently have versions of the sculpture in their collections. On Thingiverse, the Metropolitan Museum of Art (the Met) and the Art Institute of Chicago (AIC) have uploaded surrogates of Nydia. In both entries, Nydia is accessible through non-zoomable photographs and zoomable and 360° rotatable 3D renderings of the sculpture. Each entry contains metadata and links to pages on the respective museum website with additional information on the sculptures. Visitors may also download files enabling at-home 3D printing.
Sleeping Bag (Small) (2005) by Norwegian artist Siri Hermansen was accessed through DigitaltMuseum (see figures 2a–b). The white plaster sculpture is part of the collection of the National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design, and depicts, as the title suggests, a sleeping bag. Entering the object page of Sleeping Bag (Small), the work appears in a single, zoomable color photograph, depicting the sculpture resting on a dark background. Below the image is a list of metadata, as well as commenting and social media sharing options.

Both of these artworks are three-dimensional. In that regard, they provide comparable grounds for discussion, as they inhibit similar challenges for digitization (e.g. representation of size, texture and spatial experience). The differences between them, however, are equally notable. While recurrent themes in Hermansen’s artistic project are processes of change, contemporary survival strategies and modes of adaptation (see e.g. Hermansen 2016), Rogers, in his practice, adhered to the tropes and ethos of neoclassicism. In making Nydia, Rogers was inspired by a character from Bulwer-Lytton’s 1834 novel The Last Days of Pompeii. As such, the neoclassical marble sculpture has close-knit narrative ties. Such ties are absent (or, perhaps, present in a differing manner), in Sleeping Bag (Small), whose artistic context hinges on currents and discourses in contemporary art. Stark differences in not only form and period, but subject matter, leitmotifs and materials characterize these sculptures. Questions of how such artwork-specific traits may be mediated and experienced through surrogate objects and the platforms on which they appear, and what sort of possibilities for participation the mediations may enable, are among the interests sparking this study. 
In the dialogue, both artworks were separately discussed and ultimately compared. In the case of Nydia, an admitted weakness of the present study is that the online visitors in the focus group did not make their own surrogate prints, due to practical infeasibility and time constraints. The processual-participatory aspects of 3D printing are thus lost. However, the visitors were shown videos of the printing process, and three small prints of Nydia from the Met and AIC scans were circulated among them. In both cases, brief introductory information on the platforms and artworks were given to the group before they individually and intuitively explored the surrogates on their laptops. A methodological challenge not yet mentioned concerns this initial presentation, as any information given would contribute to the experience of the visitors. In both cases, I very briefly provided the focus group factual, non-interpretative information on the platforms and artworks (e.g. titles, years of origin and names of artists), so as to give them a basic idea of what they were encountering. Additionally, due to the explicit narrative ties of Nydia, I gave a brief recount of the scene portrayed by Rogers.
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Figure 1a: Nydia, uploaded to Thingiverse by the AIC. Source: Thingiverse/Art Institute of Chicago
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Figure 1b: Nydia, uploaded to Thingiverse by the AIC. 3D rendering. Source: Thingiverse/Art Institute of Chicago
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Figure 1c: 3D print of Nydia, made from the AIC scan. Note that the handle of Nydia’s cane was intact at the time of the dialogue, but has since been broken. Source: Own print/Thingiverse/Art Institute of Chicago
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Figure 2a: The top portion of the DigitaltMuseum entry for Sleeping Bag (Small). Source: DigitaltMuseum/the National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design
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Figure 2b: The metadata section of the DigitaltMuseum entry for Sleeping Bag (Small). Source: DigitaltMuseum/The National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design
Nydia / Thingiverse
None of the visitors were familiar with Nydia beforehand, nor had they previously visited Thingiverse. The visitors all articulated distinctly different experiences, and analyzing their reflections, their primary concerns can be categorized into two clusters of thoughts, respectively pertaining to a techno-cultural dimension of participation and an aesthetic expressional dimension of participation.
Just Google It!
In the first, the visitors paid attention to techno-cultural aspects of both the platform interface as such and of technologies of 3D scanning, rendering and printing. The visitors reflecting within this cluster were generally concerned with the possibilities for action offered by the platform interface and/or 3D technology. These possibilities were discussed in terms of what the visitors could or could not do or experience in their on-screen encounters with the digital surrogate of Nydia and in their onsite encounters with the printed surrogates.

Although the visitors were all concerned with similar aspects within this cluster, they expressed diverse sets of views and attitudes towards them. V2 pragmatically viewed the digital surrogates as a starting point for screen-based action and processing, and stated that “the point is that this is an interactive encounter where I can get Nydia going.” While V2 focused on the interactive possibilities of the encounter, V3 was less interested in Nydia and more interested in examining the context in which she appeared. V3 reflected largely on their
 own use of Thingiverse, participating mostly with the platform, exploring its interface and usability, saying that they were “really not very interested in the sculpture”. Struggling to connect with Nydia trough Thingiverse, V3 instead sought other means of access:
V3: I went to my go-to way of investigating artworks, which is Google searches. Just to get kind of a broader view of an object by looking at several images of it, from several different angles. And so I just started scrolling. […] The 3D scan was very rough, so I quickly became uninterested in it. And I looked for a different way of looking at images, or artworks, digitally, that I think is more effective.

Turning to Google image search was V3’s response to the limited view of Nydia gained through Thingiverse, as the latter platform provided renderings of the sculpture in forms and manners that they deemed non-effective. Google searching provided quick access to several surrogates of Nydia, both photographs and 3D renderings, giving V3 a better impression of the sculpture.

V3’s thoughts on abandoning Thingiverse exemplify the techno-cultural cluster overlapping with the second cluster of thoughts, that of aesthetic expression. During the dialogue, the techno-cultural and aesthetic expressional dimensions of Nydia/Thingiverse oftentimes overlapped in the visitors’ reflections, mutually affecting each other and the overall experience of the visitors. The dimension of aesthetic expression concerns the form and material through which Nydia appears, and all visitors reflected upon these conditions. The quality, shape and size of the surrogate objects, in both the digital and the printed versions, were pertinent to the visitors’ experience.

 V4, for example, was unimpressed with the printed surrogates of Nydia, but wondered whether they might have found the prints more interesting had they been larger, with more “impact” and “sculptural presence in space.” As for V3’s experience, it can be understood both in terms of opting for the familiar, techno-cultural conditions and possibilities of Google (wide searchability and an interface that allows visitors to view bulk images), and by not being able to fully grasp Nydia “as an artwork” through Thingiverse. V3 expressed that other things were more clearly visible for them on Thingiverse than the experience of an artwork, and that 

V3: [Nydia] was invisible to me, I didn’t reach the artwork. So I switched to a form that was visible to me, which is viewing a large bulk of images. Where I sort of create the artwork by viewing many [versions of it].

The slowness of Thingiverse – or the internet connection – added to V3's frustration, as their attempts to rotate the 3D rendering were too time consuming. Thus, when the in-platform 360° movement of the Thingiverse surrogate was unsatisfactory, V3 ventured outside of the platform, opting to view other surrogates that collectively provided additional perspectives of Nydia.
When “Visible” Technology Inhibits Engagement
The low degree of detail in the digital and printed surrogates caused, to varying degrees, frustration among all visitors. V3 explained part of their disinterest in Nydia as stemming from the digital surrogate being “very rough”. V2, who generally expressed great interest in the use of digital technologies in artistically innovative ways, said what met them on Thingiverse was “poor” and “not very advanced”. Most frustrated was V4, who thought the graphics of the digital surrogates “were too poor” and that they couldn’t help but view the prints as “knick-knacks”. Although they were initially excited at the prospect of viewing the surrogates, V4 quickly became disappointed and unsatisfied. Explaining the source of their disappointment, V4 elaborates:

V4: Often, when I go to museums and look at art, I notice the context. I notice, for example, if the labels are sloppy or the lighting is bad, or the texts have typos […]. And with, for example, a website, it is the same thing. You enter that website and you look at the context [Nydia] is presented in, and the technology is part of that context. Just as you can have a sloppy label, you can have a tool that isn’t very good, which makes us focus more on the tool, or the form of presentation, than the aesthetic experience. I was distracted; I wasn’t able to focus on the object.

Despite their lamentations concerning the technology through which Nydia was mediated, none of the visitors took issue with the mediums of 3D scanning/rendering or printing as such. V4 spoke positively of their previous encounters with 3D objects, but did not find the surrogates of Nydia to be “aesthetically interesting”. In a similar vein, V3, upon finding 3D artist Oliver Laric on Thingiverse, stated that they found Laric’s uploaded scans more intriguing than Nydia. It was not the 3D medium itself, then, that was problematic for these visitors. Nor was it the Thingiverse platform, or, as V4 argued, a matter of original versus copy, where the former was deemed more valuable. While rejecting a preference for the original object, V4 still expressed what they experienced to be a loss of craftsmanship and material “presence” in the process of translating Nydia from marble sculptures to digital surrogate objects:

V4: Sculpture is a very sense-based experience, a neo-classical sculpture is very much about realism, about encountering the physical object, and when you look at a kind of jagged Christmas ornament-like figure… It wasn’t really what I expected, when I looked at the original. 

Interestingly, as none of the visitors had ever encountered the marble sculpture(s), V4 is likely referencing viewing the photographic depictions of Nydia on Thingiverse, when mentioning seeing “the original”. In this context, photographs of Nydia (which are surrogates in their own right), were experienced by V4 as mediations more closely equated with the “original” objects than the 3D surrogates. One possible factor contributing to this experience may be that photography is a familiar medium through which artworks are encountered online (a point explored further in the case of Sleeping Bag (Small)/DigitaltMuseum). Another is that the “roughness” of the scans drew attention to the digitization technology:

V4: The technology, as it is now, is too distracting. It is too visible, it is kind of “in your face,” it is still too rough for people to be able to engage.
From this perspective, the technical execution of the 3D surrogates resulted in forms that were experienced as crude. For some, this crudeness effectively shifted attention away from the artwork and triggered disengagement, as was the case for V4. For others, however, the execution of the scan invited participation, namely in the form of interpretation. This was the case for V1 who drew parallels between the digital and printed surrogates and the art of Monet, wondering how the group would have viewed the surrogates had they been an artist’s impressionist take on Nydia.

Participation through Emphatic Interpretation

Like the others in the group, V1 experienced some frustration with the level of detail in the digital and printed surrogates, but without necessarily being “turned off” by it, as they put it. Reflecting on the surrogates as forms of aesthetic expression, V1 argued that in their day-to-day life, they generally encounter objects that appear as “sharp” and “present”. Such objects, V1 told the group, are easy to relate to. “I couldn’t have that kind of involvement with the sculptures [i.e. the surrogates]”, V1 continued, “because they were a little bit less sharp”. Happy to find photographs on Thingiverse, V1 expressed that while the 3D surrogates of Nydia were “vague and coarse”, the sculpture “looked very sharp in the image”. V1 mentioned, however, that they were also unable to be completely “involved” with Nydia through the photographs, “because you never get that 100 percent sharpness”.
In addition to being slightly frustrated with the lack of “sharpness” of the 3D digital and printed surrogates, V1 also expressed great interest in this aspect of the objects. They delighted in simply dwelling on the shapes of the surrogates, independently, as they noted, of the narrative attached to Nydia:  

V1: I mean, it is sort of a minimalist feeling, right, the joy of actually seeing a line. […] It was a beautiful line, and it was a beautiful person. Just dwelling on it the way it is, without very much detail or context at all.

V1’s participation was largely tied to the empathy and identification they experienced when encountering the mediated human figure, interpreting and relating to her posture and movement:

V1: Right away, I thought, “what can I do?” So here I was, immediately asking questions, examining the story behind it. Which again raised many questions. Like, what is this with the hand to the ear, is that to… Or is it behind the ear? It was questions of interpretation. That was the only thing I could do. I was interested in her, in a way, as just a person. Identification. A bit like me. What do I look like when I walk? If I stood in front of her now, what could I have done? So I was a little worried. It was a bit clumsy, with the cane, which looked like… I mean, she looked to be in a hurry, it looks like she is in a hurry. The cane… And her clothes are swirling – does she need a jacket?

In contrast to the experience of V4, who was distracted by the technology being “too visible” in what they perceived to be a poor scan, and V3, who quickly became uninterested in the 3D rendering because of its roughness, V1 immediately took on an interpretive, emphatic stance. Not necessarily despite of the format or its technological imperfections, but likely because of them.

Sleeping Bag (Small) / DigitaltMuseum

Socratic Dialogue allows participants to reflect critically on the premises of the dialogue and its impact on the content of the discussion. Recurring meta-topics in this SD were the meaning of and premises tied to the term “aesthetic” in the dialogue question, and the context of the dialogue itself. For example, V2 brought attention to the group being gathered in the same room when accessing these platforms, noting that their encounters may have differed had they occurred in a private context. V2 also felt that the premises for their own encounter with Nydia is that the surrogates were presented as aesthetic objects in the dialogue question, and that this context was a prerequisite for V2 accepting them as such. For V1, on the other hand, accepting the surrogates of Nydia as aesthetic objects was unproblematic, stating that they simply treated the surrogates as such, the same way they could have treated any given thing in a similar manner.

Questions of what constitutes an aesthetic object was touched upon frequently in the case of Nydia, but the group did not address the question to same extent when faced with Sleeping Bag (Small). In this session, the group focused largely on dimensions of aesthetic expression, on the connections they felt to the artwork (or lack thereof), on their understandings or interpretations of it and on differences between neo-classical and contemporary art. Although tasked with focusing on Sleeping Bag (Small), the group found it difficult not to immediately compare it to the mediation of Nydia on Thingiverse.
The Joys of Encyclopedic Access and Familiar Techno-Cultural Conventions

All visitors, save for V1, had previously used DigitaltMuseum, but none of them were familiar with Sleeping Bag (Small). Most of the visitors in the group expressed more interpretative interest in Sleeping Bag (Small) than they did when encountering Nydia. V2 more readily accepted the surrogate of Sleeping Bag (Small) as an aesthetic object, while V3 admitted to an intentional shift in focus towards such aspects of the mediation, to “make up for” focusing on the platform interface in the previous session. V4 found Sleeping Bag (Small) “very beautiful,” saying it was easier to engage “in a dialogue” with it because they experienced a stronger connection with the work. Moreover, V4 preferred the DigitaltMuseum platform to Thingiverse, saying that it “was a much better form of presentation, more pleasant to view.” Similarly, V2 noted that “this time, I experienced connecting directly with the work, and immediately grasping its tactile qualities, visually.”

The immediate connection V2 and V4 experienced having with Sleeping Bag (Small) can in part be tied to the medium through which the sculpture is digitized. Both V2 and V4 praised the photographic depiction and the possibility to zoom, which allowed for close examination of the work while also adding an interpretative dimension:

V4: I felt it was easier to begin to interpret this work […]. I started thinking about the casting as frozen in time, the vulnerability of a child. I started picturing a story in another way. And I started to wonder why. Is it because the photograph is a form of representation that is invisible? And there is a connection between photography and the freezing of time in the sculpture that was nice, and that I started to contemplate.

In a similar vein, V2 reflected on what the group came to describe as the “encyclopedic access” provided by DigitaltMuseum, and how this form of access affected their experience of the work. V2 especially highlighted the possibilities to read about the materiality of Sleeping Bag (Small), and to see the artwork clearly:
V2: We could immediately see the material: plaster, spray paint, and that the surface resembles marble. […] It is precisely the collision between a small sleeping bag – that you are used to being made of a textile material – versus what you [V4] call a frozen, marble-like material that makes you much more attentive towards this frozen moment.

For V2 and V4, possibilities to interpret the artwork partly stemmed from the interface and mode of registration/presentation in DigitaltMuseum as well as the medium of the surrogate object. The mediation of Sleeping Bag (Small) was perceived as comparable to the well-established techno-cultural conventions of the Encyclopedia, with easily searchable object entries and a paragraph of meta-data accompanied by an image. V3 noted that while Thingiverse focuses more prominently on interaction, providing information on how many times an object has been downloaded and remixed, DigitaltMuseum provides a common, “more old-fashioned way of looking at an artwork”:

V3: Basically, it is a picture with text next to it, and that’s not unusual. If we break it down completely, that’s what you’re looking at. You look at a picture, and there is text next to it.
The familiarity of the techno-cultural conventions on which DigitaltMuseum builds, may make it easier for visitors to connect with the digitized artwork, to engage in a “dialogue” with it, because the “technology” is less visible, less “in your face”. The familiarity is both tied to the encyclopedic presentation and to digital (or digitized) photography being a common way to view art online: 

V4: I think I have viewed 90 percent of the art I have experienced, digitally. I follow everyone, I mean, an extreme amount of museums and galleries on Instagram. So I sit there and get a constant flow of art in the form of photography, and it is something that I am used to. Which makes it easier for me to engage with, than with a sort of sloppy 3D rendering. 

Information Underload and Freedom to (Re)search

While V2 and V4 enjoyed Sleeping Bag (Small) as mediated in DigitaltMuseum, V1 and V3 were less enthused. V3 confessed to being over-exposed to similar works, growing weary of the artistic “vocabulary” associated with Sleeping Bag (Small), such as juxtapositions and objects frozen in time. As for V1, they thought the work was too “cerebral” and “almost like solving a Sudoku puzzle”, where the point too quickly became obvious. Further attempting to connect with the artwork, the single photograph did not particularly aid in the efforts of V1:

V1: I don’t know where the spray-paint is, it was very difficult to see. And because of that, I was very unsatisfied with the single image. Because I think the entire point is about the contrast between the original material and the sculpted material. […] And I can’t walk around it to see how the shadows fall, to see what is spray-painted and what are shadows.

Wanting to grasp the surface and texture of the sculpture, V1 suggested that having access to photographs taken from additional angles could have been a great help. This sentiment was largely agreed upon by the group. V4, for instance, recounted that they attempted to navigate the DigitaltMuseum interface looking for additional images of Sleeping Bag (Small). But they quickly found themselves disappointed when their attempts lead them to an altogether different object entry: “When I pressed ‘next’, it was like, ‘yeah, uh, that’s a different object’.
The DigitaltMuseum visitors’ frustrations with Sleeping Bag (Small) being mediated through a single image relates to a well-known challenge in digitizing three-dimensional objects: That the premises for both cognitive meaning-making and affective encounters are shaped by the material limits of the medium of the surrogate. But while some expressed limited ability to discern details, texture and spatial qualities in the photograph, it was not to the complete detriment of their participation. Although lack of additional depictions was a roadblock for the engagement of some, all visitors formed relatively strong opinions on the artwork, and were able to discuss it based on the surrogate representation.

For some visitors, another roadblock for participation was the lack of contextual information on Sleeping Bag (Small) in DigitaltMuseum, save for basic cataloguing metadata. For V1, for instance, interpreting the work was challenging without much context or narrative grounding, and they thus found themselves alienated. “I started to ask myself ‘what is going on here’,” V1 said, wanting more information. Conversely, V3 found references in the work itself, to what they referred to as a “narrative of the everyday”. In this discussion, V4 noted the following:

V4: I think that this work demands an understanding of art that is very much based on knowledge of contemporary art, avant-garde art and knowledge of art history. Which might make you [V3] perceive it as a cliché. While others, like many museum visitors, who perhaps doesn’t know anything about contemporary art, might perceive it as provocative or difficult. There is context and premises here that is not communicated at all on the website. It [Sleeping Bag (Small)] is just there, as a thing. 

The isolation of Sleeping Bag (Small) on DigitaltMuseum, as just “a thing,” is threefold. On the object page, it is isolated from contextual information, save for basic metadata (some visitors wished for a descriptive text or an artist’s bio). In the photograph, it is isolated in space, surrounded only by dark textile (one visitor found the background slightly distracting). And in both, it is isolated from other artworks, including what is arguably its “sister” work by Hermansen, Sleeping Bag (Big) (2005). 

Sleeping Bag (Big) is a plaster sculpture similar to Sleeping Bag (Small), and when exhibited in onsite museum spaces, they are typically installed side by side.
 Whether their respective object pages in DigitaltMuseum are linked, allowing back-and-forth navigation, depends on the manner of search conducted to find the first object. None of the visitors mentioned finding Sleeping Bag (Big) in DigitaltMuseum, despite some of them continuing to view other DigitaltMuseum pages, and all of them venturing outside of DigitaltMuseum to gather additional information on Sleeping Bag (Small), generally by Googling and visiting Hermansen’s website. Some of the visitors’ interpretative reflections/questions (did the sleeping bag belong to a doll? A child, maybe? Why is the word “small” included in the title?), might have differed had they discovered Sleeping Bag (Big).
The conceptual aspects of Sleeping Bag (Small), V4 argued, are not visible on the surface of the artwork. Yet the concept is part of the aesthetic experience of visitors, triggering certain processes. This, according to V4, is lost in the presentation of Sleeping Bag (Small). But as noted by V2, visitors without any knowledge of conceptual art may still be able to have valuable experiences of and opinions on the artwork. For some, then, the lack of contextual information on DigitaltMuseum may inhibit in-depth reflection or even fleeting interest in Sleeping Bag (Small). For others, the surrogate suffices to spark reflection on the material qualities and possible meanings of the sculpture. 

It is reductionist simply to argue a difference in experiential potential vis-à-vis the surrogate object, between those “in-the-know” (contemporary art connoisseurs) and those “not-in-the-know”. But the various ways in which the visitors in this study experienced the DigitaltMuseum mediation of Sleeping Bag (Small) highlighted their subjectivity. When discussing the diversity of their experiences, they stressed their differing backgrounds and preconceptions. V2 noted that they all entered into the online encounters with their own individual expectations and that they could not “bypass the filter, the eyeglasses that [they] see through.” Among the “filters” emphasized by the group in their encounters with Nydia was V3’s experience with UX (user experience design), which in V3’s own opinion contributed to shift their attention towards the Thingiverse interface. Similarly, V1 mentioned having read a lot about classical antiquity, saying that “Pompeii is a context that is close to my heart.” In the case of Sleeping Bag (Small), similar “filters” can be exemplified by V4 having a greater interest in contemporary art than in classical sculpture, and V3 being somewhat weary of the artistic vocabulary employed in this particular artwork.  

While the single-image surrogate of Sleeping Bag (Small) coupled with what was perceived as insufficient contextual information caused intrigue in some and indifference in others, it triggered curiosity in all of them, as pinpointed by V4:

V4: I think it [Sleeping Bag (Small)] has engaged us in wanting to know more. We all wanted more information, and we acquired more information. So that is almost a sort of freedom, to continue researching, or, which is often the case, to Google. And that is a form of participation that we all did, really.

From this perspective, venturing into sites of their own choosing, gathering additional information they themselves deemed relevant, can be construed as a form of participation in its own right.

Findings
All the visitors in the focus group eagerly and earnestly contributed to the dialogue, articulating their own experiences and attentively listening to that of others, but time ran out before they could make final strides towards consensus in answering the dialogue question: “What does it entail to participate when encountering an aesthetic object?” Still, in the course of the dialogue, the group thoroughly reflected upon the differences between their respective encounters, as well as the context of the dialogue and the premises of the question. The dialogic process illuminated the diverse ways in which the focus group visitors participated or where inhibited from participating vis-à-vis the case study artworks in their individual encounters. The dialogue revealed both variation and commonalities in the visitors’ experience of each case, as they expressed varying levels and forms of connection, engagement and distance to/with the mediated artworks. The study thus finds that the methodological structure, dialogical stance and self-reflectiveness required by Socratic Dialogue make the method well suited to trace and categorize diversity perspectives of visitor participation.
Four diverse, yet interrelated categories of participation could be discerned. The first, acts of examination, concerns searching the platform interface for information and technological possibilities, as well as examining the material properties of the artworks via the properties of the surrogate objects. The second, acts of (re)search, is similar, but concerns venturing outside of the original platform, gathering additional information or consulting alternative surrogate objects. The third, acts of virtual movement, concerns using available tools (e.g. zooming, rotating) provided by the platform in attempts to virtually move around or move closer to the surrogate objects. The last category, acts of aesthetic engagement and reflection, concerns aesthetic experience, meaning-making and interpretative efforts vis-à-vis the artworks and/or surrogate objects as such. 

These forms of participation were in varying degrees invited and inhibited by overlapping factors tied to techno-cultural dimensions (concerning digital formats and tools) and dimensions of aesthetic expression (concerning contents and forms). For example, the (aesthetic) form of the Nydia surrogates were perceived by some as poor: The technology of the digitization process was “too visible” and distracting, thereby blocking access to the work and acts of aesthetic engagement and reflection. As put by V4, “the medium [of the surrogate] was unable to communicate the form [of the artwork]”. And in the words of V3: 

V3: I think that it is relevant, as a professional, and as a layperson as well, whether I experience aesthetic or artistic precision. And when it comes to what we are looking at today, I keep coming back to the fact that for me, what met me on the screen was lacking in precision. 

Precision was a recurring term in the dialogue. The online visitors in this study considered precision a potential criterion for engaging with the mediated artworks, whether it was artistic precision in the works as such, technological or aesthetic precision in the format and forms of the surrogate objects, or in the interfaces and tools of the platforms. Moreover, the group agreed that there must be something in the artworks calling for “polyphony”, and that works expressing such a call exhibited artistic precision. In a sentiment shared by the group, V2 noted that it is vital that the artwork does not quickly deplete itself, so that the visitors do not immediately feel like they are “done” with it: “When you’re not done with it, you can process the polyphony”, V2 argued. In the case of both Nydia and Sleeping Bag (Small), visitors who quickly found themselves “done” with the mediated artworks were blocked from acts of aesthetic engagement and reflection, and were dissatisfied with the possibilities of examination and virtual movement. In some cases, this pushed visitors to acts of (re)search, seeking other, more satisfying means of access to the artworks.

Considering Diversity in Art Museum Digitization

Object diversity in museum collections comprises practical challenges in digitization and online dissemination efforts. In Norway, a still-guiding white paper on digitization of cultural heritage published in 2009 notes the potential loss of information as objects are digitized and published online as one such challenge (Norwegian Ministry of Culture and Church Affairs 2009). But if cultural policy objectives of making museum collections digitally available shall serve to spark participation from online visitors, the diverse participatory potential of online access must also be addressed. While lack of information, both contextual and material, was indeed an inhibiting participatory factor for some in this study, the plurality and breadth with which digitized objects are created and mediated, accessed and experienced must also be taken into consideration.

In audience research, the notion of diversity is typically linked to audience demographics and efforts to increase the presence of under-represented visitor segments, such as young people and minorities (Gran et al. forthcoming). Concurrently, the objectives of contemporary participatory practices are often centered on bringing in diverse audiences. However, an equally important area of focus in participatory efforts is to foster in-depth individual experiences. Taking note of this, Elffers and Sitzia stress that these objectives are not mutually exclusive, and suggest that there is both room for and value in emphasizing “in-depth, small-scale participation” (Elffers and Sitzia 2016: 63). This is particularly important for art museums, they argue, because “artistic experience is not about the number of people looking at an artwork, but about the quality of the gaze” (Elffers and Sitzia 2016, 63). When encountering digitized art online, the quality of the gaze – or more importantly, I would argue, the quality of the relation between visitor and artwork – is dependent on a range of factors, including aspects of the artwork as such, aesthetic and technological aspects of the surrogate object and platform, and the idiosyncratic preferences of online visitors. How, then, can art museums face the task of digitizing art while also inviting participation? 

A possible first step is taking seriously digital surrogates as potentially holding aesthetic value in and of themselves, and by considering the aesthetic-expressional and techno-cultural diversity dimensions tied to online mediation and the experience of online visitors. Some research points to the degree of representational accuracy being an important measure for the value of digital surrogates (see e.g. Bearman 2010 [1995]). However, reflections made by the visitors in this study suggest that a successful digital mediation also retains qualities from the original artwork that are more difficult to pinpoint, such as “precision” and “calls for polyphony.” Retaining and mediating such qualities may not be as simple as merely presenting an accurate copy or depiction of the artwork. Because successful digital surrogates may not be possible to achieve in one-size-fits-all formats and forms, there is something to be said of the value of diversity in access. For the visitors in this study, accessing a diverse range of surrogate objects and contextual information on the same artwork certainly added to their experience of the work as such, and to their possibilities to participate.
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� Such as the philosophical hermeneutic research interview (see Vandermause and Fleming (2011)), another participant-driven, interpretivist methodology, generating meaning as participants share their experiences.


� SD is suitable for discussion between experts and laypersons because the dialogue participants do not need expert knowledge of the topic that is discussed (Griessler and Littig 2003).


� To maintain gender anonymity, I refer to the focus group visitors using singular they.


� E.g. in the Museum of Contemporary Art exhibits Goddesses (2010) and Poor Art – Rich Legacy (2015-2016). 
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