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CHAPTER

Expanding Museum
Studies: An
Introduction

Sharon Macdonald

Museum studies has come of age. Over the past decade in particular, the number of
books, journals, courses, and events dedicated to museum studies has grown enor-
mously. It has moved from being an unusual and minority subject into the main-
stream. Disciplines which previously paid relatively little attention to museums have
come to see the museum as a site at which some of the most interesting and signifi-
cant of their debates and questions can be explored in novel, and often excitingly
applicable, ways. They have also come to recognize that understanding the museum
requires moving beyond intra-disciplinary concerns to greater dialogue with others,
and to adopting and adapting questions, techniques, and approaches derived from
other areas of disciplinary expertise. All of this has contributed to museum studies
becoming one of the most genuinely multi- and increasingly inter-disciplinary areas
of the academy today.

This Companion to Museum Studies is intended to act as a guide through the
thronging multi-disciplinary landscape; and to contribute to and develop cross-
disciplinary dialogue about museums. By bringing together museum scholars from
different disciplines and backgrounds, it presents a broad range of perspectives and
identifies the most vital contemporary questions and concerns in museums, and in
museum studies. Authors discuss what they regard as particularly important and
interesting within their own fields of expertise in relation to key topics in museum
studies, and they present original perspectives and arguments that constitute signifi-
cant autonomous contributions to their specific areas as well as to museum studies
more generally. The chapters have been specially commissioned for this volume,
though in two cases they are expanded from earlier, shorter papers (chapters 15 and
33). Contributors to this Companion are museum scholars versed in relevant acade-
mic debates and many also have direct professional experience of working in or with
museums, in a closer and more vibrant relationship between the museum and the
academy — and practice and theory — that is a hallmark of expanding museum studies
today.

The museum studies represented by this volume has its roots in, and takes up the
challenge set by, developments often described as “the new museology” (see below).
However, it also goes beyond some of what might be called the “first wave” of new
museological work by broadening its scope, expanding its methodological
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approaches, and deepening its empirical base. It also asks questions of some of the
new orthodoxies — including the supremacy of the visitor — that have found their
way into contemporary museum practice; and it suggests possible new avenues for
future museum work and study. This expanded and expanding museum studies does
not, however, have a single “line,” and it is significant that a collective plural noun
is replacing a singular one. Perhaps more than anything, museum studies today
recognize (to use the plural now) the multiplicity and complexity of museums, and
call for a correspondingly rich and multi-faceted range of perspectives and
approaches to comprehend and provoke museums themselves.

The New Museology

In his introduction to The New Museology, an edited collection published in 1989,
Peter Vergo expressed well the change from what he called “the old museology” to
the new. The old, he wrote, was “too much about museum methods, and too little
about the purposes of museums” (Vergo 1989: 3). The old was predominantly con-
cerned with “how to” matters of, say, administration, education, or conservation;
rather than seeking to explore the conceptual foundations and assumptions that
established such matters as significant in the first place or that shaped the way in
which they were addressed. By contrast, the “new museology” was more theoretical
and humanistic. Although Vergo’s volume was only one of a number of interven-
tions made under the rubric of “the new museology” (see chapters 2 and 10 of this
volume), it is worth looking at its content and coverage (despite its own acknowl-
edgment that these are not intended to be comprehensive) in order to identify some
of the main points of departure from “the old museology.” Three seem to me to be
particularly indicative.

The first is a call to understand the meanings of museum objects as situated and
contextual rather than inherent. Vergo’s own chapter, with its elegant concept of “the
reticent object,” makes this argument, as do various others, including that of Charles
Saumarez Smith (1989), whose story of the way in which a seventeenth-century
doorway became the logo of V&A Enterprises, the Victoria and Albert Museum’s
new commercial company, has become a classic example of shifting object meanings.

The doorway example also illustrates the second area to which the new muse-
ology drew attention: namely, matters that might earlier have been seen as outside
the remit of museology proper, such as commercialism and entertainment. Chapters
on great exhibitions and theme parks, as well as Stephen Bann’s reflections on what
he calls “fragmentary or incomplete expressions of the museological function” (Bann
1989: 100) — for example, individual quests to assemble histories — highlight con-
tinuities between museums and other spaces and practices, thus throwing into
question the “set apartness” of the museum or the idea that it is “above” mundane
or market concerns.

Linked with both the first and second is the third: how the museum and its exhi-
bitions may be variously perceived, especially by those who visit. This is speculated
upon in many of the chapters, and some valuable empirical evidence is provided in
that of Nick Merriman (1989; see also chapter 22 of this volume). Collectively, then,
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these three areas of emphasis demonstrate a shift to seeing the museum and
the meaning of its contents not as fixed and bounded, but as contextual and
contingent.

Representational Critique

The shift in perspective evident in The New Museology was part of a broader devel-
opment in many cultural and social disciplines that gathered pace during the 1980s.
It entailed particular attention to questions of representation — that is, to how mean-
ings come to be inscribed and by whom, and how some come to be regarded as
“right” or taken as given. Academic disciplines and the knowledge they produced
were also subject to this “representational critique.” Rather than seeing them as
engaged in a value-free discovery of ever-better knowledge, there was a move toward
regarding knowledge, and its pursuit, realization, and deployment, as inherently
political. What was researched, how and why, and, just as significantly, what was
ignored or taken for granted and not questioned, came to be seen as matters to be
interrogated and answered with reference not only to justifications internal to disci-
plines but also to wider social and political concerns. In particular, the ways in which
differences, and especially inequalities, of ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and class, could
be reproduced by disciplines — perhaps through exclusions from “the canon,” “the
norm,” “the objective,” or “the notable” — came under the spotlight. This mattered,
it was argued, not least because such representations fed back into the world
beyond the academy, supporting particular regimes of power, most usually the status
quo.

In response to such critiques, greater “reflexivity” — in the form of greater atten-
tion to the processes by which knowledge is produced and disseminated, and to the
partial (in both senses of the word) and positioned nature of knowledge itself — was
called for. This led to a flourishing of work that sought to “deconstruct” cultural
products, such as texts or exhibitions, in order to highlight their politics and the
strategies by which they were positioned as “objective” or “true,” and to probe the
historical, social, and political contexts in which certain kinds of knowledge reigned
and others were marginalized or ignored.

The critique of representation at the level of cultural products and disciplines
was itself part of a broader critique of the way in which the “voices” of certain
groups were excluded from, or marginalized within, the public sphere. The chal-
lenge came especially from postcolonial and feminist activists and scholars who
argued that existing, broadly liberal democratic, political models were inadequate to
tackling the fundamental representational inequities involved. What was needed was
a politics of recognition, specifically addressing not just whether people had the right
to vote and otherwise participate as citizens but potentially more fundamental
matters, such as whether the concerns of marginalized groups even made it onto the
agenda. In the increasingly multicultural cities of North America and Europe in
particular, political positions and claims came with increasing frequency to be
articulated in terms of the needs and rights of “under-” or “mis-recognized”
identities.
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Identity Politics

It was in this context of “identity politics” that museums were subject to new criti-
cal attention. In many ways, the museum is an institution of recognition and iden-
tity par excellence. It selects certain cultural products for official safe-keeping, for
posterity and public display — a process which recognizes and affirms some identi-
ties, and omits to recognize and affirm others. This is typically presented in a lan-
guage — spoken through architecture, spatial arrangements, and forms of display as
well as in discursive commentary — of fact, objectivity, superior taste, and authori-
tative knowledge.

The challenge to museum representation came, then, not only from theory and
the academy. As is discussed especially in Part VI of this Companion, there have been
a number of high-profile controversies about exhibitions, especially since the 1980s,
which have collectively raised questions about how decisions are made about what
should end up on public display, and who should be involved in making them.
Various groups have protested about the ways in which they were represented in
exhibitions, or excluded from museum attention altogether; and there have been
demands for the return of objects to indigenous peoples (see, for example, chapters
5, 26, and 27 of this volume).

At the same time, others spoke out against what they saw as an unnecessary politi-
cal correctness and postmodernist relativity leading museums away from their proper
mandate to represent the majority high culture and truth and act as repositories of
the collective treasure for the future. Museums found themselves at the center of the
wider “culture wars” over whether it was or was not possible or permissible to see
some cultural products and forms of knowledge as in any sense more valuable or
valid than others (see chapters 29 and 30 of this volume). Museums became, in short,
sites at which some of the most contested and thorny cultural and epistemological
questions of the late twentieth century were fought out.

The Museum Phenomenon

These were not the only reasons why museums began to excite new levels of inter-
est among cultural commentators, policy-makers, and scholars in many disciplines.
The empirical fact that intrigued many was what Gordon Fyfe (chapter 3) calls “the
museum phenomenon”: namely, the extraordinary growth in the number of
museums throughout the world in the second half of the twentieth century, espe-
cially since the 1970s. Ninety-five per cent of existing museums are said to have been
founded since World War II (see chapter 13). This “phenomenon” showed not only
that the museum could not just be understood as an “old” institution or relic of a
previous age, but also that the critiques of representation had not undermined con-
fidence in the museum as a cultural form. Indeed, as chapters 10, 11, and 29 demon-
strate, the museum came to be embraced precisely by some of those who had reason
to be critical of aspects of its earlier identity-work.

The museum phenomenon cannot be accounted for wholly by a proliferation of
museums to represent previously marginalized groups, however. Indeed, just as sig-
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nificant as the expansion in the number of museums was a stretching of their range
and variability, including a blurring into other kinds of institution and event. So,
while at one end of the scale there was a proliferation of small, low-budget, neigh-
borhood museums, often concentrating on the culture of everyday life or local heri-
tage; at the other, corporate museums, the development of museum “franchises,”
“blockbuster” shows, iconic “landmark” architecture (chapters 14 and 15), “super-
star” museums (chapter 24) and “meta-museums” (chapter 23) also flourished.
Certainly, these could be bound up with the representation of identity too — espe-
cially with cities promoting their distinctiveness in the global competition for pres-
tige and a share of the cultural tourism market, and with corporations deploying the
museum as part of their own image-marketing. But understanding them needed also
to consider questions of spectacle, “promotional culture,” the global traffic in
symbols, and flows of capital (see, especially, chapters 23, 24, and 31).

The museum phenomenon is best seen as a product of the coming together of a
heady mix of partially connected motivations and concerns. These include, inzer alia,
anxieties about “social amnesia” — forgetting the past (chapter 7); quests for authen-
ticity, “the real thing,” and “antidotes” to the throwaway consumer society (chap-
ters 3, 6, and 33); attempts to deal with the fragmentation of identity and
individualization (chapter 12); and desires for life-long and experiential learning
(chapters 19 and 20). Indeed, although discussion of the changes in museums in the
late twentieth century and into the twenty-first was not a specific remit for most con-
tributors to this book, almost all comment upon it, so providing a wide-ranging,
multi-disciplinary reflection on its nature, significance, and implications.

One of the key questions arising from the proliferation of museums is whether it
will be possible to sustain. Will the public be afflicted with collective “museum
fatigue” in the face of too much of a similar thing, however good (however defined)?
The evidence at present is inconclusive: new museums continue to open, though
there have also been closures and (some high profile) plans shelved. The question
is also complicated by the fact that it is not always clear what should “count” as a
museum. The development of “museums” that do not possess permanent
collections or only “token” ones, including some corporate museums and most
science centers, and the emergence of the virtual museum (chapter 18), also con-
tribute to a definitional quagmire and to the continuing soul-searching about what
is a museum — and also to what it might or should be. Contributors here offer their
own, various, answers. Rather than seeing these developments and difficulties as
threatening the validity of the museum as a focus of study, however, the new museum
studies embrace these as part of a continuing and expanding fascination with
museums.

Expanding Museum Studies

The expanded and pluralized museum studies build on insights of the new
museology and representational critique to further develop areas to which these drew
attention but also to extend the scope of study. In addition to this broadening of
scope, there is also a growing recognition of the complexity — and often ambivalent
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nature — of museums, which calls for greater theoretical and methodological sophis-
tication. What we see in museum studies as represented here is a broader range of
methods brought to bear and the development of approaches specifically honed to
trying to understand the museum. Also characteristic is a renewed commitment to
trying to bring together the insights from academic studies with the practical work
of museums — to return to some of the “how to” concerns of the “old museology”
from a new, more theoretically and empirically informed, basis.

This Companion to Museum Studies as a whole speaks to and illustrates the new
museum studies more eloquently than can a brief introduction and overview. It is,
however, worth noting some of the ways in which the new museum studies have built
on and developed the three areas outlined above as particularly indicative of the new
museology. First, the new museological idea that object meanings may change in dif-
ferent contexts has been fleshed out through a range of work that addresses the ways
in which objects may take on particular meanings and values. For example, there is
research that has involved developing techniques to try to elucidate a language or
grammar of exhibitions (chapters 17 and 32); or to distinguish different kinds of
visual — or multi-sensorial — regimes (chapters 16, 21, and 31). Some of the newer
work has also tried to move beyond predominantly text-based models in order to
understand the significance of the materiality of objects and, indeed, of forms of
exhibiting themselves (chapters 2, 13, and 18); and to explore how this interacts with
notions such as “heritage,” “authenticity,” “narrative,” and “memory” (chapters 3,
7, and 13). Further study has considered how these may play out in different cul-
tural or political contexts (chapters 10 and 28) and has addressed questions of the
legal status and ethical implications of how objects are treated (chapters 26 and 27).
There has also been a move toward looking at the meanings of museum objects not
only as a reflection of changing contexts or the perceptions of different groups, but
as themselves helping to shape how various other kinds of objects — and,
indeed, a complex of related notions, including subjectivity, knowledge, and art —
are apprehended and valued (chapters 4, 6, and 16).

Expansion and Specificity

The new museological broadening of remit, and in particular its attention to matters
of commerce, market, and entertainment, has also continued and become further
developed in the expanded museum studies. Some such work follows from the recog-
nition that “museological” practices (for example, collecting, assembling heritage,
performing identity via material culture) are not necessarily confined to the museum,
and that the museum may shape ways of seeing beyond its walls. This has also seen
further scholarly attention given to some of the historical ideas about what consti-
tutes a museum (chapter 8) and its links with other institutions, such as world fairs
(chapter 9).

At the same time, there has been empirical and theoretical work dedicated to
trying to understand the (sometimes subtle) implications for museums of the various
and changing financial and governmental contexts in which they operate. As chap-
ters here variously document, these include such matters as the effort put into
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attracting commercial sponsorship or maximizing visitor numbers, the relative
amount of space allocated to the display of objects or to the museum shop, the
numbers of staff working on different museum tasks and their expected levels of
expertise (chapter 25), the ways in which the museum audience is conceptualized
(for example, as child or adult, as customer or citizen), the kinds of looking or learn-
ing that are encouraged, and how challenging or controversial exhibitions are likely
to be. By providing a greater range of studies of what is going on in museums in
various places, the new museum studies are also able to highlight some of the alter-
natives available. For example, Bruno S. Frey and Stephan Meier’s discussion of
museum economics in chapter 24 shows various possible options and gives attention
to the agency of museum directorates — agency that sometimes may feel rather
depleted when certain ways forward come to be taken for granted rather than criti-
cally interrogated (chapter 33).

What also emerges — perhaps initially apparently paradoxically — from this broad-
ening of scope and the recognition of overlap between the museum and other insti-
tutions is an acknowledgment of the relative specificity or distinctiveness of
museums. As with the move beyond approaches that look at museums as texts, there
is greater recognition in the expanding museum studies of the necessity to extend,
reconfigure, or even move beyond, approaches that have been developed primarily
for the study of other institutions or practices, and to find ways of recognizing
aspects of museums that might otherwise be overlooked. To take the case of museum
economics as the example again, Frey and Meier argue that while many conventional
economic concepts can be used to provide insights into the economic situation of
museums, the “cultural value” of museums — typically ignored — should also be
included in the analysis.

Similar arguments are also evident in a range of other areas in the Companion,
such as education, the profession, and technology. In making these, contributors are
not seeking to essentialize the museum or identify the only aspects that are really
important but to put these together with other features in order to better understand
the complex and often diverse nature of museums themselves. Museums, whatever
family resemblances they have with other institutions or practices, are also a particu-
lar kind of mix, drawn from a partially shared repertoire of ambitions, histories,
structures, dilemmas, and practices. It is for this reason that museum studies cannot
just be dissolved into, say, media studies or cultural studies, however much museum
studies may profit from plundering those areas for insights.

A note here is perhaps necessary on the use of the singular and plural forms
“museum” and “museums.” It has become a rather standardized and sometimes
hackneyed move in cultural studies to reject the use of singular terms and to use
plurals. In choosing to talk of “museum studies” rather than “museology,” I have
also given preference to a plural term — which seemed appropriate in this context
and given the argument made. As Mieke Bal (chapter 32) argues in relation to the
term “the public,” however, a singular term does not necessarily have to indicate an
entity understood as undifferentiated. Moreover, it can be helpful to use the singu-
lar, especially to indicate where an abstract idea (which may be variously realized)
rather than specific instances are intended. For this reason, the term “the museum”
is used in the Companion — as well as, where appropriate, “museums.”
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The Plural Public

The third of my suggested indicative areas of the new museology was that of the
museum audience/public/visitors. As Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s contribution
(chapter 22) here shows especially, the amount of work dedicated to trying to under-
stand how museums and exhibitions may be perceived or otherwise related to by
those who go to them — and also, though this remains under-addressed, by those who
do not — has expanded greatly since 7The New Museology was published. Not only
has there been an expansion of the quantity of visitor research, but a greater range
of methodological approaches — particularly qualitative — has also been brought to
bear.

Some of the predominant methodological developments are bound up too with
changes in the way that “the audience” or “the public” is understood — both by those
conducting the research and by museums themselves. As is argued in many chapters
in this Companion, there has been a shift, underway for quite some time now though
still only patchily achieved, toward understanding the public as diverse, plural, and
active, rather than as a relatively homogeneous and rather passive mass (see, for
example, chapters 2, 8, and 19). This is evident not only in styles of research, which
have increasingly involved methods that allow variations and ways of seeing beyond
pre-defined research frames to come to light, but also in the approaches of some
museums themselves (for example, chapters 16 and 20).

What is also evident, however, is a more critical take on some of the ways in which
aspects of the new orthodoxy of visitor sovereignty — and various linked ideas, such
as “accessibility,” “diversity,” “community,” “interactivity,” “visitor involvement” —
have been understood or put into practice. There is plenty of evidence of this more
critical approach throughout this volume. It is important to note, however, that for
the most part the aim of those producing such critical analyses is to contribute to,
rather than to abandon, the original ambition to find better ways of helping museums
to relate to diverse audiences. Take, for example, Andrea Witcomb’s (chapter 21) dis-
section of “interactivity” in museums — something that too often is reduced to a
rather mechanistic approach; or Mieke Bal’s (chapter 32) analysis of a range of exhi-
bitionary attempts to alter the relationship between the museum and the public. In
both cases, as in many others discussed in this Companion, they are also concerned
to identify more promising strategies and to suggest possible ways forward.

Policy, Practice, and Provocation

All of the developments in museum studies outlined here have significant implica-
tions for museum policy and practice. They provide not only more nuanced theo-
retical tools but also methodological techniques and a growing and more robust
empirical base of research and critical accounts of existing museum practice. What
this adds up to, I suggest, is a reconnecting of the critical study of the museum with
some of those “how to” concerns that the “new museology” saw itself as having
superseded.
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This reconnection is not only evident on paper: it is also underway in many
museums, though to varying extents in different places and in different types of
museum. What it involves is a greater openness on the part of museums and museum
staff to engage with those who study museums but who do not necessarily work in
them. Pioneering directors and curators want to know what some of the exciting
critical disciplinary and trans-disciplinary ideas can say to help them create innova-
tive exhibitions. My own sense is that this is coming to supplant the idea, common
over the past decade (though more so in some countries and types of museum than
in others), that market research on visitors is the panacea for the museum’s ills. While
understanding what might be wanted by visitors — and those who do not visit — is
crucial to the successful museum enterprise, simply playing back what visitors might
think that they already wish to see, tends to produce uninspired and quickly dated
exhibitions.

Thought-provoking, moving, unsettling, uplifting, challenging, or memorable
exhibitions, by contrast, are more likely to be informed by extensive knowledge of
diverse examples, questions of representation, perception, museological syntax, and
the findings from nuanced and probing visitor research. Those who work on
museums — practitioners of museum studies — are coming to a new extent to be in
demand to provide the wider perspectives and knowledge that are, increasingly,
required. The fact that Mieke Bal — one of the most significant but perhaps also one
of the most “difficult” theorists of museums — has been involved in exhibition-
making (as she describes in chapter 32) is an indication not only of this development
but also of what it can contribute to both museums themselves and to the under-
standing of them.

The Encyclopedic Struggle

In compiling this volume, I have sometimes found myself thinking about Gustave
Flaubert’s story of Bouvard and Pécuchet, a pair of autodidacts who seek numerous
means — including creating a museum — to try to grasp and catalogue all knowledge.
What they find, however, is that the world and things resist their schemes, and that
their ordering attempts fall apart. Flaubert’s story speaks eloquently to museums
today, many of which have questioned their own earlier attempts at encyclopedism
and have embraced other approaches to collecting and exhibiting, as various chap-
ters here show.

In shaping this Companion to Museum Studies, however, I undoubtedly felt an
encyclopedic urge even though I knew that as soon as I had completed one list of
“definitive topics” others would rapidly emerge. Nevertheless, rather like Bouvard
and Pécuchet, I persevered, for there was also something tantalizingly attractive
about at least trying to approach some kind of provisional comprehensiveness. Unlike
Bouvard and Pécuchet, however, my recognition of the inevitability of provision-
ality and incompleteness meant that I did not come to abandon the task altogether.

Moreover, having spent several years as an ethnographer watching museum staff
struggle to create exhibitions (Macdonald 2002), I also knew that even with the most
meticulously laid plans and precisely defined rules of selection, the process of cre-
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ation often takes unexpected turns — and that these could even turn out to be the
most interesting. Just like the curators whom I observed shifting their plans because
they had fallen in love with a particular object that they had happened upon in the
museum’s store-rooms, I sometimes found my intentions to include a chapter on a
particular topic swayed when the potential contributor whom I approached sug-
gested something slightly different which he or she most wanted to write.
Recognizing, too, that this was a better way to ensure lively, engaged chapters,
I either acquiesced or, as I also witnessed in my study of exhibition-making, agreed
to settlements that were usually far superior to — if harder to classify than — my
original conceptions.

The Compass of the Companion

Despite the negotiated nature of the production of this Companion to Museum
Studies, the volume does cover the topics which seem to me to be central to an
expanding and vibrant museum studies. Many of these are signaled explicitly in the
titles of the chapters, though others, such as “objects,” are so fundamental that they
run through many chapters or throughout. Some of these links are indicated in the
short introductions to each of the Parts of the Companion. Fach chapter also con-
tains its own bibliography of selected works in its area and indicates (with an aster-
isk) a number that are particularly recommended for initial further reading.

What I have not tried to do in the Companion is to catalogue different kinds of
museum, though there are some chapters, such as Anthony Shelton’s on anthropol-
ogy (chapter 5), that do in effect provide excellent overviews of particular types of
museum; and in the volume as a whole, under many different titles and themes, a
wide range of types of museum are discussed. Many of the discussions and ques-
tions covered in the various chapters are, of course, common to many different kinds
of museum, though there is recognition throughout that differences matter and that
variations such as museum genre, subject matter, scale, size, funding arrangements,
location, national or political context, and so forth are all relevant. What this
Companion seeks to do is to open up this awareness rather than attempt to chart it.

This opening up of possible directions and routes is in the nature of a
Companion and is part of what distinguishes it from an encyclopedia. So, too, is the
fact that it is a collection of distinct, individual voices rather than a shared author-
ial declaration. There are differences of language, approach, and opinion here; and,
in effect, the reader is presented with a set of (carefully chosen) companions, rather
than a single guide, on their journey into museum studies. In this respect, too, the
Companion bears similarities with the post-encyclopedic museum developments
toward polyphony.

There are other ways, of course, in which this volume might have been organized.
Chapters often speak to concerns in other sections. For this reason, the introduction
to each Part also identifies at least some of the other chapters which bear upon the
themes of those included in that particular Part. Readers may wish to begin at the
beginning and work through the volume; and chapters have been organized such that
some of the earlier ones provide a useful basis for understanding some of those that
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follow. Chapters have also been grouped in order to bring particular themes together
and to enable readers to follow a relatively ordered course through particular terri-
tories. The independent traveler may, of course, wish to simply wander or to follow
his or her own itinerary, perhaps assisted by the index, that venerable if flawed con-
vention that also has its origins in the taxonomic urge.

The Companion is divided into six parts. Part I: Perspectives, Disciplines, Concepts
has a double remit to present some of the disciplinary perspectives that have been
pre-eminent in reshaping the new museum studies and to explore key museum con-
cepts and practices. The chapters highlight some of the main elements of the criti-
cal discourse that has emerged to interrogate the museum and its role; and they show
how good the museum is for thinking through key and timely concerns in a wide
range of disciplines. These chapters introduce the volume by exploring some of the
fundamental aspects of museums and highlighting the reasons why museums
matter.

Part I1: Histories, Heritage, Identities follows up and extends some of the concerns
introduced in Part I through a focus on a range of aspects of museum history, includ-
ing both histories of the museum and ways in which museums have, variously, rep-
resented and been the cultural repositories of history and heritage. This Part also
looks further into one of the central dimensions of museums, raised in Part I, that
of identities, especially — though not exclusively — in relation to national identities.

Some of the chapters in Part III: Architecture, Space, Media might equally have
been placed in a section on histories. Brought together here, however, they are
intended to draw attention to the ways in which the museum is physically or mate-
rially encountered. Museum buildings, the organization of space and exhibits, and
their forms matter. All of these incorporate particular assumptions about the nature
of the museum - its role in relation to both its collections and to the public. And all
of them have implications for the visitor’s encounter with the museum and its
collections.

Part IV: Visitors, Learning, Interacting takes up questions of the visitor’s encounter
in relation to debates about education and learning. Chapters here explain different
models of education, of visitor study, and of museological approach that have pre-
dominated at certain points in time. All show, in various ways, a move toward what
could be called a more “interactive” approach — often literally so in the case of modes
of exhibit, though all also, again in various ways, question quite what this might
mean; and they provide provocative suggestions for future possibilities.

Part V: Globalization, Profession, Practice looks at some of the most pressing
aspects of the museum context today, including changes that are often described as
“globalization,” and some of the practical dilemmas currently facing museum pro-
fessionals. This section includes discussion of the changing economic context, some-
thing partly shaped by a growing corporatization and privatization in many countries.
Dealing with increasingly complex economics — such as the need to garner income
from a range of public and private sources — is one of the factors involved in moves
toward a greater professionalization and complexity of the museum workforce. So,
too, are the legal and ethical dilemmas facing museums, which are also often bound
with both globalization and the identity politics and shifts to a greater voice for
minorities discussed above and in the following Part.
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The final Part of the Companion — Part VI Culture Wars, Transformations,
Futures — directly takes up the debate from the previous Part, and continues ques-
tions raised throughout the volume in its focus on some of the controversies — often
dubbed “culture wars” — that museums have faced in recent years. These return us
to some of the fundamental and awkward aspects of museums: questions of “truth,”
of whom they speak on behalf of and to, of the role of objects, and of possibly chang-
ing sensibilities. This final section both discusses some of the changes underway and
makes provocative suggestions about where they — and museums — might, or should,
go in the future.
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Introduction

Many disciplines have important perspectives to bring to bear on the museum.
Those represented in Part I are not intended to constitute an exclusive set. Else-
where in this Companion, further disciplinary perspectives are specifically addressed:
in particular, that of education in Part IV and that of cultural economics in Part V.
Moreover, chapters dealing with particular topics or aspects of museums also draw
on disciplines, such as law and psychology, additional to those included in Part I;
and many chapters employ a wide range of analytical perspectives that originally
derive from various disciplinary homes.

There are, however, two characteristics that, variously, set apart the disciplines
discussed in Part I. The first is that their own existence is deeply entangled with that
of the museum. This is most evidently so for art history — the museum being the
primary institutional locus where “art worth” is proclaimed and the history of art
materialized into public view. History more generally, as well as anthropology and,
to a lesser extent, sociology, are, however, also disciplines whose character can be said
to be infused with the logic of the museum. Collecting, classifying, and presenting
ordered — especially sequential and evolutionary — accounts are fundamental to nine-
teenth-century history and anthropology in particular (though also to various other
disciplines, such as natural history, as noted in chapter 6), as well as to the modern
Western museum project. Such accounts underpin and justify the formation and
expansion of the nation-state as a widely accepted way of ordering the world, and
also colonial hierarchies of peoples and cultures (see also chapters in Part II).
Museums and their relatives (such as the world fairs discussed in chapter 9) are
among the most publicly visible performances of the classifications produced.

The second characteristic of the disciplines and bodies of theory discussed in
Part I is that they have been particularly influential in driving change in museum
studies and in museums. This is especially the case for the set of critical perspec-
tives that can collectively be called “cultural theory” which Rhiannon Mason out-
lines in chapter 2. As she acknowledges, there are other rich areas of cultural theory
that have not yet received quite so much attention in museum studies, including the
work of theorists such as Bakhtin, Benjamin, Butler, Debord, and Virilio (see espe-
cially chapters 16, 31, and 32), and media theory (chapter 18), and that are likely to
be drawn on increasingly in future. The bodies of theory discussed by Mason are
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also at least partially shared by the other disciplines represented in Part I — sociol-
ogy, art history, anthropology, and history — though these disciplines have also added
further perspectives and concepts. These include looking at the museum as an agent
of social differentiation and distinction (chapter 3), as a “screen for the dramaturgy
of the self” (chapter 4), as an identity narrator (chapter 5), as a definer of object-
value (chapter 6), and as an externalized form of collective memory (chapter 7).

None of the chapters, however, is simply concerned to show how theoretical ideas
can be applied to the museum and enhance our understandings of it. Rather, all also
consider the traffic of ideas between the academy and the museum as two-way. The
museum, and the changes in museums, provoke, as well as being subject to, theo-
retical reflection. As Mason states, museum studies is not just a recipient of cultural
theory but an active contributor in reshaping it; or, in the words of Donald Preziosi
(chapter 4), the relationship is “anamorphic” — mutually defining — rather than
merely “transitive.”

The chapters in Part I are not only about disciplines and disciplinary perspec-
tives. Their collective aim is also to raise questions about the nature of the museum
and some of its key concepts and practices. Mason (in chapter 2) introduces debates
about museum meanings: how do museums work culturally? In particular, she
addresses questions of identity and difference, matters vital to museums and to many
other chapters in this Companion. Gordon Fyfe (chapter 3) extends this further into
the social work of museums. His careful theorizing of the museum in terms of a set
of cultures of space — calculated, conflicted, and collective — provides a compelling
original matrix for museum analysis, and also opens up a discussion of other con-
cepts key to understanding the museum, including “power,” “commodification,” and
“authenticity.”

Questions of identity, difference, space, and power are also central to Anthony
Shelton’s discussion of anthropology and ethnographic museums (chapter 5). As
well as showing the interplay between the academy and the museum, and the ways
in which this has been variously played out at different times, Shelton highlights,
among other things, what can be at issue in definitions of value or deployment of
“art” as a classification. The latter is also a focus for Donald Preziosi in chapter 4,
which explores the relationship between art history and museology. Preziosi’s writing
is sometimes cryptic and even poetic. It bears careful reading, for he is probing the
roles and assumptions of disciplines and museums themselves, and addressing deep-
seated and wide-ranging matters of how we understand the nature of things, of
persons, and of key modern concepts and institutions such as “nation-state,”
“history,” and “citizen.” He addresses some of the most intransigent of museologi-
cal questions, including “What is the nature of the museum object?” On this, he
argues — in a manner analogous to some of his other arguments — that museum
objects are never just things, but are also bound up with the understanding of objects
outside the museum and of the nature of the subject and subjectivity. Museums
inform not just how we see what is in them, but also how we see what is outside, and
how we see ourselves.

This is also a part of the argument of my own discussion (chapter 6) on collect-
ing — a practice that can be seen as central to the museum, though which also extends
beyond it, the museological model of collecting never being entirely absent. It can
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also be seen as part of Susan Crane’s discussion of collective memory (chapter 7),
another practice which is far from exclusive to the museum but in which the museum
nevertheless not only plays an important role but also constitutes part of the way in
which we think about the “memorable” and about temporality more generally.

The chapters in Part I also contain arguments about the nature of change within
the museum world. Mason and Fyfe present some of the theoretical and contextual
background to a move in the late twentieth century toward trying to incorporate
audience desires and greater reflexivity. Fyfe’s discussion of the “museum phenom-
enon” (see also chapter 1) takes us into discussion of heritage (see also chapter 13)
and of “globalization” and “commodification” (see also chapter 23). The lucid
account of changes in modes of displaying ethnographic materials, presented by
Anthony Alan Shelton (chapter 5), includes an insightful outline of a range of what
he calls “post-narrative” responses (including reflexive exhibitions) to the difficul-
ties inherent in the display of such materials.

Many of the temporal moves and strategies that Shelton presents can also be seen
in relation to other types of museum (see also chapter 12 on history museums). In
chapter 6, I discuss the increased tendency to display popular culture and to allow
“ordinary” collectors into the museum, as well as returns to the curiosity cabinet (see
also chapters 16 and 18), of which the recently refurnished Sir John Soane Museum,
analyzed in fascinating detail by Preziosi (chapter 4), might be seen as an instance.
The final chapter in Part I, by Susan Crane, highlights the increase in contest over
the nature of museum display, a topic that recurs throughout the Companion and is
a main focus of Part VI. This chapter also leads directly into Part II, where ques-
tions of history are the subject of further examination.
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CHAPTER

Cultural Theory and
Museum Studies

Rhiannon Mason

Like many recent developments in the academy, cultural theory is characterized by
its interdisciplinary nature and its disregard for traditional academic boundaries.
Ideas linked to the term “cultural theory” are as likely to be found in geography or
music seminars as in those of history, philosophy, literature, film, art, gallery, and
museum studies. There is no one single definition of cultural theory and its appli-
cation varies according to intellectual context. There are, however, a number of key
concepts and issues which fall under its name. This chapter examines these to see
how they have informed and contributed to the field of museum studies, looking, in
particular, at the increasingly explicit use of cultural theory within museum studies.
In turn, it also explores how ideas in cultural theory are themselves being adapted
and refashioned by museological research and practice.

What is “Cultural Theory?”

Milner and Browitt (2002) date the ascendance of cultural theory within the academy
to the 1970s and 1980s, although they trace the genesis of many of its central debates
to the work of nineteenth-century thinkers such as Matthew Arnold. Put simply,
contemporary cultural theory involves the analysis of culture in its broadest sense:
from culture as a way of life to culture as the result of aesthetic practices (i.e. paint-
ings or music). It takes as its central premise the idea that culture is a signifying
practice which is bound up with value judgments (Hall 1997). This last way of con-
ceptualizing culture is central to contemporary cultural theory, but is only the latest
development in the usage of that term (Jordan and Weedon 1995).

Contemporary cultural theory is all-encompassing in its choice of subject matter:
from literature, art, and cinema to soap operas, comics, and hairstyles. In this respect,
cultural theory, like much of contemporary art and cinema, has moved beyond the
hierarchical distinction between high and low culture which characterized earlier lit-
erary and artistic modernism. This same rejection of the traditional division between
elite and popular culture is also apparent in many contemporary museums, particu-
larly in social history and contemporary collecting projects. The Twentieth-century
Gallery in the Museum of Scotland, for example, displays the popular Scottish fizzy
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drink “Irn Bru” alongside a ballot box from the 1997 referendum on political devo-
lution for Scotland and treats both as equally significant to the story of Scottish
culture at the end of the twentieth century (Watban 2000: 57).

Influenced by the politics of difference and postmodern relativism, contemporary
cultural theory tends to approach culture from a pluralist perspective. This means
that cultural theorists talk of cultures rather than Culture and cultural analyses often
focus on cultural differences. It should come as little surprise, then, that the museum
— an institution that actively seeks to display multiple cultures and to mark out cul-
tural differences — should have become a site of prime interest for those interested
in cultural theory.

Contemporary cultural theory argues that we inhabit culture in the sense that we
share a certain amount of knowledge and understanding about our environment with
others. We share “cultural maps,” as Stuart Hall puts it, although membership of
groups and communities is in itself a complex issue (Hall 1997: 18). The existence
of shared cultural maps involves making judgments about cultural practices or prod-
ucts and their value, status, and legitimacy. By implication, this confers or denies
value and status to their producers, owners, and consumers. Again, this process can
be seen at work within museums and galleries where the act of display is always
simultaneously one of definition and attribution of value; it says “this is art” or
“this is culture.” The controversies that sometimes arise over such acts of value-
definition are discussed in this volume by Steven C. Dubin (chapter 29) and
Steven Conn (chapter 30) among others. As their examples demonstrate, museums
are public spaces in which definitions of cultures and their values may be actively
contested and debated. Museums materialize values and throw the processes of
meaning-making into sharp relief, and it is for this reason that they are of such inter-
est to cultural theoreticians and museum studies researchers alike.

Theorizing Meaning: Semiotics and Structuralism

British cultural studies and cultural theory mostly take as their starting-point
semiotics, post-Saussurean linguistic theory and, in particular, poststructuralism.
Semiotics is the term now given to the study of signs pioneered by Swiss linguist
Ferdinand de Saussure at the beginning of the twentieth century (Saussure 1974).
Saussure set out to theorize how people communicate and proposed that we employ
a signifying system based on signs which comprise of signifiers (phonic, written, or
visual indicators) and signifieds (the concept or meaning). He argued that significa-
tion relies on comparison and differentiation between signifiers and that we learn to
differentiate as we acquire language. In this respect, meaning depends on a shared
understanding of a given signifying system which is socially constructed.

For Saussure, the relationship between signifiers and signifieds is arbitrary. This
is to say that those who share the same signifying system agree upon a given signi-
fier to indicate a signified, but there is no inherent reason why one signifier should
be attached to one signified as opposed to another. Moreover, signifieds themselves
are constructs. Language is thus not simply an objective description of an external
reality, but a social construction which we learn, which is negotiated, and which con-
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ditions the way in which we view reality. Saussure also considered the use of lan-
guage at the levels of the social and the individual and made a distinction between
langage, “the universal human phenomenon of language,” langue “a particular lan-
guage system, for example, FEnglish,” and parole, “language in use, specific speech
acts” (Lodge 1988: 1).

Saussure’s and other related theories of language and meaning — for example, those
developed by the Russian Formalists — were extremely influential throughout the
twentieth century, particularly with the emergence of structuralism in the late 1950s
and early 1960s (Milner and Browitt 2002: 96). Structuralism, like semiotics, sought
to identify underlying structures in the organization of societies and proposed that
these differences were often marked through binary oppositions, for example,
hot/cold, woman/man, nature/culture. French intellectual, Roland Barthes, for
example, pursued the ideas of semiotics and structuralism in his study of popular
culture, advertising, and myth, Mythologies (1957), while structural anthropologist,
Claude Lévi-Strauss, developed schematic analyses of cultural practices such as
kinship and marriage (see, for example, L.évi-Strauss 1963).

Structuralism and semiotics have made their presence felt in museum studies and
material culture studies. In Museums, Objects, and Collections (1992), for example,
Susan Pearce uses Saussure’s and Barthes’ discussions of langue and parole, and
the structuralist interest in binary oppositions, to carry out schematic analyses of
museum collections, although she also recognizes some of the limitations of this kind
of museum analysis (1992: 166-91). The term “semiotic” is often used more loosely
and has been applied to a whole range of museum critics (for example, Haraway 1989;
Bal 1992; Duncan 1995), who take a less tightly structured approach to their explo-
ration of how museums function as systems of signification and can be read as texts
(see below.)

Rethinking Saussure: Poststructuralism

While many of Saussure’s ideas continue to inform theoretical thinking, certain
aspects and, in particular, their structuralist derivation, have themselves been chal-
lenged and revised within the field of cultural theory. These revisions have come to
be known as poststructuralist or post-Saussurean theory, although “poststructuralism”
serves as an umbrella term for many different theorists rather than indicating a single,
definitive theory (Weedon 1987: 19).

Poststructuralism continues from Saussure’s central premise that “language, far
from reflecting an already given social reality, constitutes social reality for us”
(Weedon 1987: 22). However, it departs from Saussure in its emphasis on the plu-
rality and change of meanings over time and the nature of the relationship between
the signified and the signifier. To take the first point, Saussure and later structural-
ists focused on language and culture synchronically rather than diachronically.
Poststructuralists argue that this approach does not pay sufficient attention to change
in meanings over time and within different contexts. Conversely, poststructuralist
theory emphasizes change over time. This is particularly true of those branches
interested in the cultural politics of difference and identity — for example, those
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working on feminism, queer theory, race, and class — because it enables them to draw
attention to the power struggles involved in the attribution of meanings and the value
systems attached to those meanings.

Museums are especially valuable in this respect because they materialize cultural
and historical differences. An example can be found in Henrietta Lidchi’s (1997)
discussion of FElizabeth Lawrence’s (1991) case of the stuffed horse, Comanche,
which was involved in the famous American battle, Custer’s last stand at Little
Bighorn. The horse was an exhibit at the University of Kansas from 1893 to the
1970s when it became the subject of considerable controversy due to the perceived
bias in the interpretation attached to it: it was initially labeled as the “sole survivor”
of Custer’s last stand. This labeling was rejected in the 1970s by American
Indian university students as being historically misleading and written from a white
settler perspective. In response, the curator worked with Native Americans to rewrite
the labels in a way that took account of the different perspectives on this historical
event.

Lawrence’s example illustrates the polysemic quality of museum objects. This one
exhibit simultaneously held opposing meanings for Native Americans, white
American students, and for museum curators. It also makes apparent how meanings
considered appropriate at one point can be read another way in a later context. In
this case, as is often the way, the cultural artifact became emblematic of a much wider
political debate about whose version of history is recorded as the official one and
whose is marginalized (Hutcheon 1994; Riegel 1996, Luke 2002; see also chapters 7
and 12 of this volume).

Lidchi (1997) also provides a useful definition of two other key museum studies
terms: “poetics” and “politics” (Silverstone 1989; Karp and Lavine 1991). “Poetics”
refers to “the practice of producing meaning through the internal ordering and con-
jugation of the separate but related components of an exhibition” (Lidchi 1997: 168).
It includes how museums employ certain representational strategies to claim authen-
ticity and mimic reality. The linked term “politics” refers to “the role of exhibi-
tions/museums in the production of social knowledge” (1997: 185).

The distinction between poetics and politics is valuable because it offers a way of
subdividing museum analysis into manageable components while stressing their
interconnectedness. This is crucial because the more practically oriented literature
on museum and exhibition design often treats display as though it is an ideologically
neutral and unproblematic act. By contrast, the extent to which the poetics of display
is always already political is made abundantly clear in accounts which demonstrate
how different cultures make different judgments about appropriate methods of
display and interpretation (Clifford 1997; Appadurai and Breckenridge 1999;
Thomas 2001; Witcomb 2003; chapter 28 of this volume).

The politics of display is demonstrated by Helen Coxall’s (1996) work on the
assumptions contained within the language and grammatical constructions used in
museum labeling. In one example, she examines labels presented at the National
Railway Museum, England, on the subject of the employment of women during
World War II. She argues that the language used implicitly constructs women as
passive, while men are discussed in the active tense. The result is that women’s work
is cast as a necessary expediency rather than in terms of empowerment and progress
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toward women’s equality. Coxall’s work highlights the possibility of multiple read-
ings and the existence of alternative meanings present in museum displays. It also
demonstrates how the acts of display, documentation, and labeling in museums make
apparent poststructuralist arguments about the ways in which societies construct
meanings. This issue of multiple meanings returns us to the second point on which
poststructuralism parts company from structuralism and Saussure: the relationship
between the signifier and the signified and the ensuing nature of the sign.

Deconstructing Saussure: Derrida

Saussure argued that the linguistic sign comprised a signifier and a signified and that
their relationship was arbitrary. However, he claimed that the combination of signi-
fier and signified produced a single, fixed sign: “Although both the signified and the
signifier are purely differential and negative when considered separately, their com-
bination is a positive fact” (Saussure 1974: 120). Poststructuralists, in particular the
French philosopher Jacques Derrida, have revisited this point and rejected this idea
of fixity in favor of what Derrida calls “deferral” and “différance.” Weedon (1987:
25) explains:

For Derrida there can be no fixed signifieds (concepts), and signifiers (sound or written
images), which have identity only in their difference from one another, are subject to
an endless process of deferral. The effect of representation, in which meaning is appar-
ently fixed, is but a temporary retrospective fixing. Signifiers are always located in a
discursive context and the temporary fixing of meaning in a specific reading depends
on this discursive context.

The idea that any act of signification will always involve competing meanings, and
that the interpretation and recognition of those meanings is dependent on the
context, has proved valuable for museum studies. It has provided a way of theoriz-
ing, first, how meanings of particular objects arise out of their relationships to other
objects within a given display or collection; secondly, how those meanings change
either when their place is revised or through the passage of time; and, thirdly, how
visitors themselves will understand those objects in different ways. Charles Saumarez
Smith demonstrates this by showing how a wooden doorway held at the Victoria and
Albert Museum in London, the Mark Lane Archway, has moved from being an
exhibit within the Furniture and Woodwork Study Collection through marketing
icon to useful decoration within the shop (Saumarez Smith 1989: 14). Its resignifi-
cation occurred because of reorganization of the collections and also as part of the
rebranding of the V&A during the 1980s in line with a more consumerist ethic. This
example reiterates the point that every arrangement is an interpretive and represen-
tational decision that will produce different effects. However, some arrangements
will be considered more timely and appropriate than others at a given moment.

It is important to note that taken to its logical conclusion, poststructuralist theory
does not automatically imply that the material world ceases to exist, although this
is sometimes how it is understood. Pearce (1992), for example, condemns
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poststructuralism as damagingly relativistic with negative connotations for museums
and curators. However, Pearce conflates a host of different theorists (Foucault,
Derrida, Lacan, Baudrillard, and Barthes) and omits the related theoretical debates
within cultural and media studies which do have something constructive to offer
museum studies (see below). A more positive understanding of poststructuralism is
to accept that the real world exists but to acknowledge that it will always be medi-
ated by the signifying systems we inhabit.

Similarly, for poststructuralist-inspired museologists to argue that the meanings
of objects are inseparable from the context of their display and interpretation is not
the same as saying that they are meaningless. Nor does this theoretical direction nec-
essarily lead to a rejection of history. On the contrary, it emphasizes the importance
of historical context while drawing attention to the constructed and plural nature of
“histories.” Museums contribute to our understanding of these theoretical points by
enabling us to see the processes in practice. Indeed, museums are ideal places in
which to explore the issues raised within cultural theory precisely because they are
in the business of identification, differentiation, and classification. An example of
how classificatory systems may shape our understanding of objects and cultures can
be found in Annie Coombes’s (1994) discussion of the Benin Bronzes (and see
chapter 10 of this volume). Gaby Porter’s (1990) work on the gender bias inherent
in the categories used for social history documentation and classification provides
another excellent way of understanding how cultural theory might be applied to the
functions of museums.

Cultural Politics of Difference and Identity

Many of the examples mentioned so far raise questions of identity and difference,
both key to contemporary museums and cultural theory alike. The theory of differ-
ence 1s central to Derridean and poststructuralist theory, but it is equally central to
cultural theory as a whole because it coincides with the theoretical and political
concerns of various social movements which have marked the second half of the
twentieth century: feminism, multiculturalism, lesbian and gay rights, disability
issues, and civil rights (Milner and Browitt 2002: 128). Academic interest in cultural
theory stems partly from the fact that its emphasis on the constructedness of norms
and values resonates with the political and ethical concerns of these social move-
ments. At the same time, these theories also articulate many of the practical issues
and concerns currently facing museums around the world, a situation which is a
legacy of the historical context — that of colonialism and modernity — within which
the concept of the public Western museum was developed.

The politicization of museums and the reorientation of their function, as the title
of Stephen Weil’s (1999) article puts it, “From Being about Something to Being for
Somebody: The Ongoing Transformation of the American Museum,” form arguably
the key paradigm shift of recent years. In the literature of museum studies this shift
is often discussed in terms of “new museology,” and this term is usually attributed
in Anglophone circles to British art historian Peter Vergo’s (1989) The New Muse-
ology. For Vergo, new museology meant a “state of widespread dissatisfaction with
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the ‘old’ museology, both within and outside the museum profession . . . what is
wrong with the ‘old” museology is that it is too much about museum methods, and
too little about the purposes of museums . . .” (1989: 3; and see the Introduction to
this volume).

As with all such theoretical movements, “new museology” has itself been inter-
preted differently. Dutch scholar Peter Van Mensch argues that there have been three
different applications of the term: in the US (1950s), the UK (late 1980s), and France
(1980) (cited in Davis 1999: 54). Peter Davis also points to the links between “new
museology,” ecomuseology, and community museology, and stresses the international
aspect of the movement developed within the International Council of Museums
(ICOM) during the late 1970s and early 1980s (1999: 56). Irrespective of these dif-
fering time-scales, Davis suggests that: “[n]ew museology could be seen as shorthand
for the radical reassessment of the roles of museums in society . ..” (1999: 55).
I would suggest that “new museology” can be understood as a name for the branch
of museum studies concerned with those ideas central to cultural theory.

The embracing of the issues and ideas developed within cultural theory/new
museology and the ensuing acknowledgment of the political nature of museums have
led to increased attention to questions about the relationship between government,
museums, and cultural policy. Such attention has been particularly influenced by the
work of French philosopher and historian, Michel Foucault.

The “Foucault Effect” in Museum Studies

Foucault’s ideas have been particularly influential in museum studies since the end
of the 1980s. His work is extensive and defies easy classification. Among other things,
his studies encompass a rethinking of the relationship between power and knowl-
edge, the status of truth, the politics of sexuality and subjectivity, and the way that
histories are written (1973, 1974, 1990, 1991). He argues against a traditional notion
of linear, progressive, and teleological history and in favor of what he calls
“effective history,” which draws attention to discontinuities, breaks, ruptures, and
non-linearity (1974: 4). His concepts of epistemes and discursive formations explain
how certain meanings and ways of thinking gain credence at particular times. Dis-
courses — another key Foucauldian term — are “systematic conceptual frameworks
that define their own truth criteria, according to which particular knowledge prob-
lems are to be resolved, and that are embedded in and imply particular institutional
arrangements” (Milner and Browitt 2002: 110).

An explicit example of the use of Foucault’s ideas in museum studies is Eilean
Hooper-Greenhill’s Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge (1992), which maps
Foucault’s concepts of the Renaissance, the Classical, and the Modern epistemes onto
specific shifts in conceptions of knowledge and the changes these shifts engendered
within museum collecting. For example, Hooper-Greenhill argues that sixteenth-
century collections — so-called “cabinets of curiosity” — were structured around the
principles of rarity and novelty, whereas the seventeenth century witnessed moves
toward organizing collections along more taxonomic lines. Her third epistemic shift
relates to the emergence of the disciplinary museum during the late eighteenth and
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nineteenth centuries and the ways in which states began to deploy public museums
as a means of “civilizing” their populations (1992: 168).

The concept of the disciplinary museum (Hooper-Greenhill, 1989, 1992) is devel-
oped in Tony Bennett’s “The Exhibitionary Complex” (1988) and The Birth of the
Museum: History, Theory, Politics (1995), the latter title echoing Foucault’s Discipline
and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1975). Bennett applies Foucault’s ideas about
disciplinary power, panopticism, and governmentality to the development of the
public museum in the nineteenth century. He argues that at this time the museum
should be understood as an institution that was designed not only to “improve” the
populace as a whole but to encourage citizens to regulate and police themselves
(1995: 59-88). This is understood as part of a broader shift toward “governmental-
ity,” defined by Stuart Hall as “how the state indirectly and at a distance induces and
solicits appropriate attitudes and forms of conduct from its citizens” (1999: 14).

In “The Exhibitionary Complex,” Bennett draws on Foucault’s discussion of the
panopticon —a model for a self-regulating prison — developed by the English Enlight-
enment philosopher, Jeremy Bentham. Self-regulation would be achieved because
inmates would always be visible to the guards but would be unable to tell whether
they were being observed at a particular moment. Bennett suggests that visitors to
nineteenth-century public museums would be similarly encouraged to accept and
internalize such visual “lessons in civics” because the arrangement of space in such
institutions created public spaces in which the public itself was put on display and
held in perpetual tension between observing and being observed (Bennett 1995:
67-9; chapter 16 this volume).

Bennett’s account is significant for its pairing of Foucault’s discussions of knowl-
edge, power, and spatial relations with Italian revolutionary, Antonio Gramsci’s inter-
est in the “ethical and educative function of the modern state” (Bennett 1995: 63).
Bennett introduces a similar bifocal perspective on the question of museums and
hegemony. He argues that a synthesis between Foucault and Gramsci is necessary
because a purely Gramscian approach to museums is inattentive to its institutional
specifics. Bennett argues that a Gramscian focus on the museum as purely an “instru-
ment of ruling-class hegemony” leads to the idealistic notion that the museum could
be simply turned on its head as a counter-hegemonic tool (1995: 91). In other words,
that the museum could be purged of its elitist function and turned toward empow-
erment of the hitherto excluded, an argument often made for community museums
or community participation within museums. Bennett questions this, as Pierre
Bourdieu has in relation to art galleries and the politics of taste, by pointing out that
the situation is complicated by the ways in which culture has long been used to dif-
ferentiate people into social groupings and to accord status to those various strata
(Bourdieu and Darbel 1991; Bourdieu 1993, 1994; Bennett 1995: 105).

Museum Studies Speaks Back to Cultural Theory

The introduction of Foucault, and to a lesser extent Gramsci, to museum studies
has brought museums to the attention of a much wider cultural studies audience. At
the same time, there have been a number of rejoinders to the kind of Foucauldian
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analyses practiced by Bennett. Clive Barnett (1999), for example, points to the fact
that Bennett’s approach has a specific institutional and cultural context originating
out of a body of work developed within the Institute for Cultural Policy Studies
at Griffith University, Australia. For Barnett, the reading of Foucault’s concept of
disciplinary power within such cultural-policy literature neglects Foucault’s own
emphasis on the ways in which subjects of government continue to have agency and
to be active participants within the operations of power (Barnett 1999: 374). It also
“fails to attend in detail to the contradictions that beset practices of government”
(1999: 374). Colin Trodd (2003) similarly questions the Foucauldian-inspired posi-
tion as insufficiently attentive to the conflicting forces existing within individual
museum contexts; in his case, the art museum. Trodd is also critical of what he per-
ceives to be an oversimplification of the various relationships between state and
museum: “the state becomes a thing rather than an antagonistic complex of differ-
entiated forces, powers, and interests” (2003: 19).

An alternative model of how museums function within society can be found in
James Clifford’s idea of the museum as “contact zone” (1997: 188-219). Clifford
borrows the term from Mary Louise Pratt (1992) to emphasize the interactive nature
of the relationships between various communities, stakeholders, and museums. As
“contact zone,” the museum functions more as a permeable space of transcultural
encounter than as a tightly bounded institution disseminating knowledge to its vis-
itors. Clifford recasts the museum as a space where different cultures and commu-
nities intersect, interact, and are mutually influenced by the encounter. Moreover, as
Andrea Witcomb notes, Clifford recognizes that the museum itself is a community
with its own conventions and cultural values (Witcomb 2003: 79-101). The real
advantage of Clifford’s conception of the museum is that it accounts for the diver-
sity of museums by stressing how they are changing continually in response to their
own changing contexts — colonial, postcolonial, modern, postmodern, public, com-
mercial, and so on. He writes: “[a] contact perspective views all culture-collecting
strategies as responses to particular histories of dominance, hierarchy, resistance, and
mobilization” (1997: 213). Viewed in this light, the term “museum” is understood
as a much more flexible and expansive way of describing a whole range of relations
and activities which surround the valuation, collection, and display of cultures and
histories.

Clifford’s foregrounding of the extent to which the world outside the museum —
in the form of various communities or audiences — exerts its own forces upon the
museum raises the other major criticism leveled at the governmental model of the
museum: namely, that it places too much emphasis on the production side of
museums at the expense of the consumption side of the process. As a result, visi-
tors are often overlooked or their responses oversimplified. Yet, as is increasingly
acknowledged (see chapter 22 of this volume), visitors do not come to museums
wholly passive or as blank slates.

To be fair, Bennett himself explicitly anticipates and answers many of these crit-
icisms, but while he is more circumspect about the limitations of his approach than
his critics perhaps allow (1998: 61, 12—13; chapter 16 of this volume), cultural theory
has sometimes been guilty of underestimating the subjects of its analysis. The
tendency of cultural theory-inspired museum critiques to ignore audiences or,
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alternatively, to imagine them as uncritical consumers reproduces some of the
attitudes toward audiences of mass culture found in the early work of the Frankfurt
School. The Frankfurt School, or the Institute of Social Research at the University
of Frankfurt, was founded in 1923 and included many of the twentieth century’s
most pre-eminent cultural critics such as Theodor Adorno (1903-69), Max
Horkheimer (1892-1940), Walter Benjamin (1892-1940), and Herbert Marcuse
(1898-1979). It was members of the Frankfurt School who coined the term
“critical theory” to “distinguish their own kind of ‘critical sociology’ from what they
saw as the ‘traditional theory’ of mainstream social science” (Milner and Browitt
2002: 57).

This idea of the cultural consumer as passive and uncritical dupe continued late
into the twentieth century, particularly in analyses of television, film, and the her-
itage industry. However, in the same way that television and film studies have now
revised and refined their conceptualization of audiences, consumption, and the
nature of cultural texts, so museum studies too is increasingly recognizing and
researching the complexity of people’s responses to these multi-faceted cultural phe-
nomena (see chapter 22).

Reading Museums as Texts: Cultural Theory
and Textuality

In addition to the Foucauldian/power model of museums, the other, most influen-
tial, cultural studies/museum studies approach of recent years is the textual
approach. This involves reading the object of analysis like a text for its narrative
structures and strategies. In museums, the textual approach can involve analysis of
the spatial narratives set up by the relationship of one gallery or object to another,
or it might consider the narrative strategies and voices implicit in labeling, lighting,
or sound. Mieke Bal (1992), for example, has written about the museum-as-text using
concepts of narratology and the “voice” adopted by exhibitions. She also posits an
extremely useful distinction between textual and spatial narratives and the ways in
which they might conflict, thus producing dislocation within the overall text of the
exhibition or museum.

Roger Silverstone has similarly applied the idea of narrative to museums: “The
study of the narrativity of the museum or the heritage display involves a study of
an exhibition’s capacity to define a route (material, pedagogic, aesthetic) for the
visitor, and to define thereby a particular logic of representation, a particular
legitimate and plausible coherence for itself” (1989: 143-4). Like Lidchi (1997),
Silverstone invokes the concept of poetics but uses it specifically to refer to “the
particularities of the museum as medium: with its role as story-teller, as myth maker,
as imitator of reality” (1989: 143). He proposes that a study of poetics should have
to consider the “conflicting pressures on museum curators of the mythic and
mimetic” and the strategies that museums deploy to construct a sense of reality in
their displays (1989: 143). Silverstone also briefly introduces the idea of genre, which
has been extremely influential in media and film studies but has not yet been explored
to its full potential in museum studies.
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Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1997, 1998) adds another dimension to the
textual approach by drawing attention to the degree of performance involved in the
narration of spatialized stories within museums. For her, it is the immersive quality
of the museum visit that differentiates it as a cultural practice. It is “the movement
of spectators through space that distinguishes museums (and many tourist attrac-
tions) from theatre” (1997: 8). This emphasis on the specific nature and range of
media at work in museums is another way that museum studies researchers are cus-
tomizing concepts developed elsewhere within the literary theory or media studies
branches of cultural theory.

The advantage of understanding museums in terms of texts and narratives is that
it moves away from privileging or compartmentalizing a particular aspect of the
museum; for example, its building, collections, individual staff, or organizational
status. All these components remain crucial, but a textual approach argues that they
must be viewed in concert to understand the possible meanings of the museum.
Another useful aspect of the idea of textuality is that it raises the question of unin-
tentional meanings, omissions, or contradictions present within displays. A common
analytical strategy within cultural and literary studies has been the practice of
reading texts “against the grain” for their internal inconsistencies (Turner 2003:
71-108). Reading texts for their contradictions or subversive potential draws on the
idea within poststructuralism and deconstruction that meaning is a messy, complex,
and multidirectional process and that all texts will contain a plurality of possible
meanings. On a practical level, this point is borne out by any account of the com-
plexity and multifaceted nature of the process of exhibition creation (Macdonald
2002).

Another benefit of the textual analogy is that it can shift emphasis away from the
curator-as-author and his/her intentions toward the visitor-as-reader and his/her
responses. The visitor is therefore understood to be a crucial participant in the
process of meaning-making. These ideas correlate with the introduction of con-
structivist communication theory within museum studies (Hooper-Greenhill 1999),
visitor and non-visitor studies (EVR SIG 2004), cultural diversity (Hooper-
Greenbhill 1997; Desai and Thomas 1998), work on the role of cultural capital in
shaping visitor responses (Bourdieu and Darbel 1991), and research into the visitor
experience (Falk and Dierking 1992).

Irrespective of the distinctions between these audience-oriented approaches, they
all problematize the concept of authorship and question the museum professional’s
ability to control meanings. Instead, they promote the idea that visitors will con-
struct multiple and differentiated readings perhaps in conflict with those intended
by museum professionals. Again, cultural theory and poststructuralism have con-
tributed to this debate. Barthes and Foucault both examined authorship respectively
in “Death of the Author” (Barthes 1968) and “What is an Author?” (Foucault 1969),
and both rejected the idea that the author controls the meanings of texts, moving
instead toward a notion of the text as product and producer of its own social, cul-
tural, and historical discourses. Barthes famously concluded his polemic with: “the
birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author” (Lodge 1988:
166). Recent sociological work on how visitors construct their own narratives in
response to museum displays has added considerably to our understanding of this
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process, as has visitor studies literature which investigates the physical use of
museum spaces by visitors (see chapters 3 and 22).

The “death of the author/curator” and the “birth of the reader/visitor” strand
of cultural theory has not necessarily been welcomed in all circles. As Ghislaine
Lawrence notes, if taken too literally the concept can appear disempowering and
threatening for curators who have been traditionally trained to think in terms of edu-
cating and “delivering” messages to visitors: “[i]n the face of the death of the author,
how relevant is it to speak of the effectiveness of museum communication?” (1991:
25).

Although unsettling to curators, these theoretical concerns do again link very
closely to the practical issues with which museums are concerned in terms of
improving communication with visitors and overcoming barriers to access. Indeed,
it could be argued that critical and cultural theory has helped to foreground the com-
plexity of possible responses to museums because of its emphasis on the multiple
and negotiated nature of meanings and texts.

The museum-as-text approach is not without its weaknesses. Sharon Macdonald,
for example, has cautioned that in some applications:

The model does not allow for the investigation of whether indeed there is such a neat
fit between production, text and consumption. It supposes both too clear-cut a con-
scious manipulation by those involved in creating exhibitions and too passive and
unitary a public; and it ignores the often competing agendas involved in exhibition-
making, the “messiness” of the process itself, and interpretative agency of visitors.

(1996: 5)

As Macdonald rightly points out, an analysis that is directed purely at the finished
text does not necessarily exhaust all possible accounts of production. For example,
shortcomings within displays may be linked to lack of funding and time, or to prac-
tical constraints regarding access, health and safety, and conservation. It is worth
remembering that the process of developing a new gallery from conception to com-
pletion can be very protracted, during which time ideas, demands, policies, resources,
and possibilities will often shift repeatedly so that the end result will be a palimpsest
of the whole process. At the same time, discussions with staff can be revealing as
museum professionals are themselves immersed in their own professional and
subject-based discourses and will be operating with certain assumptions. To recog-
nize this is not to negate the value of textual critiques, but to omit these other con-
siderations is to tell only part of the story of how museum representations come to
fruition.

What is needed is a way of combining the textual approach with other elements
and methods of cultural analysis in order to capture the multifaceted nature of
museums and to be fully “textual” in the broadest sense. Silverstone (1989) makes
a similar point when he advocates the textual approach but proposes that it be com-
bined with what he terms an “ethnographic” approach which takes proper account
of the social and historical context within which museums are embedded. Bal goes
one step further by arguing that museums would do well to foreground their own
histories and contexts within the space of their displays. This “metamuseal func-

28




Cultural Theory and Museum Studies

tion,” she argues, would help to situate the knowledge that museums present and to
alert their audiences to the reasons for the anachronistic vagaries of museum col-
lections (Bal 1992: 579; and see chapter 32 of this volume).

From a cultural studies perspective, to advocate this kind of holistic approach is
not new. In 1997, du Gay et al. proposed the “circuit of culture” as a model of cul-
tural analysis to look at five interconnected stages of “representation,” “identity,”
“production,” “regulation,” and “consumption.” Du Gay et al. applied the circuit
to the Sony Walkman as cultural artifact, but the same principle can be extended to
museums as Fiona McLean has suggested (1998). The reason why this kind of
approach is not as widely practiced as it might be speaks to a wider problem within
museum studies: namely, the gap between museums and universities, and practi-
tioners and critics. This is partly a practical issue about conducting research.
Academics are rarely able to be immersed within museums and, as such, often find
it difficult to access the kind of behind-the-scenes information necessary to reflect
on the processes of production and regulation. Conversely, practitioners are often
enmeshed in the day-to-day practical issues and may not be inclined to take the
longer, historical view preferred by academics. The problem may relate equally to
the nature of museums as institutions with their own reputations and public profiles
to protect. As with any such organization, there will be political sensitivities and per-
sonal investments in museum work which may make it difficult to open the museum
up to critical investigation.

Developing a “Theoretical Museology”

Despite these practical restrictions, an approach is needed that can combine the
useful analytical approaches of cultural theory but is simultaneously sensitive to the
unique differences of museums as objects of cultural enquiry. There are those who
are already doing such work. Clifford (1997), Dicks (2000a, b), Cooke and Mcl.ean
(2002), Macdonald (2002), and Witcomb (2003), for example, have all carried out
studies which combine an analysis of textual representation, institutional conditions
of production, and a discussion of audiences and consumption. This kind of
research, which seeks to locate itself at the mzersection of theory and practice, as
opposed to a mode of critique which stands outside looking inward, is, in my view,
best suited to capture the complexity of museums as cultural phenomena. This
returns me to the proposition with which this chapter began: namely, that museum
studies is exerting, and should continue to exert, a reciprocal influence on cultural
theory by adapting and refashioning it into a form appropriate to museological
research and practice.

Postscript

In a chapter of this length and scope it has been necessary to select certain aspects
of cultural theory while omitting others. (Some are also covered elsewhere in this

29




Rhiannon Mason

volume.) The decision about what to include and exclude has been made according
to my primary aim to examine the interrelationship between cultural theory and
museum studies and the problematics which their encounter has generated. To this
end, I have focused on semiotics, poststructuralism, Foucault, ideology, meaning,
textuality, and power because these seem to me to be the main trends in the cultural
theory-influenced literature of museum studies to date. The reason why these par-
ticular aspects of cultural theory have been selected as opposed to possible others is,
I believe, because they best articulate the practical, legal, and ethical debates occur-
ring in Western museums as a result of the multicultural and postcolonial nature of
the societies they now find themselves within. If my analysis is correct, then theory
and practice are shown to be anything but separate spheres. On the contrary, they
are mutually informing and intimately connected. Recognition of the importance of
research to practice and vice versa will only enrich both academics’ and practition-
ers” understanding of museums.
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CHAPTER

Sociology and the
Social Aspects of
Museums

Gordon Fyfe

Until recently, the museum was rarely mentioned by sociologists. It was absent from
investigations that might arguably have had a museum dimension, such as the soci-
ologies of education, knowledge, community, class, occupation, leisure, civil religion,
and nation-states; and, unlike, say, churches, schools, or sport, the museum did not
present itself as a sociological topic. Moreover, its relevance for mid-twentieth-
century debates about core values, consensus, and conflict was not spotted. The
exception to this roll call of omission was the sociology of art and art institutions
where the consecrating function of the museum was self-evident.

Whilst the museum has yet to establish itself in sociology textbooks as a fully
fledged undergraduate topic, things have changed: the significance of the museum
is now apparent in the study of inequality, tourism, popular culture, and visual depic-
tion. Sociologists have begun to register an interest in how culture is exhibited, in
what is shown, in who displays things, and in who consumes museum meanings. The
subject is debated at national and international conferences of sociology, and funded
by research councils and government agencies. Museum sociology has burst into life.

This tardy recognition of the museum’s sociological salience marks a contempo-
rary convergence between social science and museum practice. Thus, museum prac-
titioners have acquired a sociological imagination; social research services both the
global expansion in professional training and the demand by public and private agen-
cies for audited knowledge about museums. Marxism, structuralism, poststructural-
ism, cultural studies, feminism, social class theory, concepts such as cultural capital
and systematic methods of research are amongst the broadly social perspectives and
practices which have been admitted to the museum. Metaphorically and literally, the
museum seminar room has become an interdisciplinary place for exchanges of ideas
about the social world.

Disciplinary Origins and Institutional Affinities

Sociology and museums are quintessentially modern institutions. They share an his-
torical relationship to industrialization, to political revolution, and to the formation
of nation-states. Both emerged as Enlightenment projects which were committed to
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reason and rationality and both were concerned with understanding and ordering a
world that was thought to be disordered by industrial and political revolutions. Both
were responses to the uncertainties that attended the decline of patrimonial power,
bourgeois empowerment, and modernization’s disruption of traditional modes of
control.

In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, collections acquired their
modern functions as public goods that were enshrined in museums. Whilst the
origins of museums are conventionally traced to the medieval Scharz, to the Kunst-
kammer and studioli of the Renaissance, and to the collections of absolutist mon-
archs and princes, the museum was no mere opening up of these spaces to publics
(see chapter 8). There is a body of writing (for example, Pomian 1990; Hooper-
Greenhill 1992; Pearce 1992; Bennett 1995; Hetherington 1999), much of it influ-
enced by the early writings of Michel Foucault, in which it is argued that the
transition from cabinet to museum was an epistemic shift, a mutation in the space
of representation which transformed Western structures of knowing (see chapter 6).

Sociology crystallized in the late nineteenth century and reached its contempo-
rary form in the early twentieth century when it was institutionalized in university
departments and research institutes in Europe and North America. Conceived as a
science of social change, sociology investigated the problems of transition from
agrarian societies of estates to urban societies of markets and classes which gave the
appearance of being nothing more than aggregates of individuals. Its deliberations
were part of wider speculations about the decline of community, about the fate of
the individual, and about whether the market might provide a basis for social order.

Investigation of the impact of change on identities, for example of migration,
social mobility, bureaucratization, the formation of nation-states, and globalization,
was the hallmark of the discipline. Twentieth-century sociologists studied the con-
version of warriors into courtiers, of European peasants into American citizens, of
independent American farmers into corporate employees, and the formation of
elites. They studied the making of the housewife, the embourgeoisement of the
British working class, the winding down of the inner-directed Puritan, the consti-
tution of the outer-directed consumer, and the conversion of the unemployed into
the marginal poor.

Sociologists take Karl Marx (1818-83), Max Weber (1864-1920), Georg Simmel
(1858-1918), and Emile Durkheim (1858-1920) to be amongst the founders of their
discipline. For these writers there was an evident contradiction at the heart of the
new social order: on the one hand, it had given birth to the modern individual, whilst,
on the other, it threatened to exchange freedom for economic compulsion and
bureaucratic control. This was the context in which concepts, such as anomie, alien-
ation, and rationalization, were appropriated by sociologists from other intellectual
traditions and reformulated as critical tools for diagnosing the problems of freedom
and constraint in human affairs.

The tension between freedom and constraint was manifest in twentieth-century
sociology’s tendency to veer between methodological individualism and holism and
in the great debate about structure and action. The problem of structure and action
was one of overcoming common-sense representations of social relations as antino-
mies of individuals and societies and of curbing the Western conceit that knowledge
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was accumulated by means of the isolated intellectual reflections of sovereign
individuals.

Cultures of Space

How a contemplative theory of knowledge was written into the fabric of Western
institutions is in part the story of the emergence of a culture of space that was pecu-
liar to modernity (Foucault 1970; Panofsky 1991; Hetherington 1999). Pre-modern
space was a hierarchy of aggregated spaces; this was displaced by modernity’s notion
of a continuous and systematic time-space that might be represented by visual depic-
tion or by the microcosm of the museum. The museum’s space possessed distinc-
tive characteristics: (a) it was, pace Foucault, a heterotopic space in that it was a place,
outside of all other places, and within which other places and times were “repre-
sented, contested and reversed” (Foucault 1994: 178); (b) it was also a characteristi-
cally Western, universalizing, heterotopia in that it aspired to contain all times, ages,
forms, and tastes in one space (Duncan and Wallach 1980; Foucault 1994: 182).

Nineteenth-century exhibitionary spaces were novel places of public social inter-
course. The public exhibition was a space of crowds who were invited to think of
themselves as spectacle to each other and as self-regulating civilized individuals for
whose benefit the museum’s exposition was presented. The researches of Bennett,
of Duncan, and others have enhanced our understanding of the development of the
modern self as a bounded interior world of restrained affects and disciplined knowl-
edge; they show how the museum constituted individuals as subjects who experi-
enced themselves as separate from, and as opposed to, the exhibited nature and
culture that they observed.

Recent scholarship, arguing that museums are as cultural as the things they
contain, has been concerned with the discursive weight of galleries, installations, and
exhibitions, which are, as it were, spatial arguments about the world that they denote
and which construct a point of view from which it is addressed by subjects. Three
perspectives are discernible, each of which has its roots in the sociological tradition
and all of which are realized, with different emphases and combinations, in the work
of contemporary researchers into the socio-genesis of museums.

Calculated space

In a tradition of enquiry that descends from Weber to Norbert Elias and Foucault,
some researchers have focused on how the museum made the world calculable and
on how the heterogeneity of experience was, by means of the pure space of the
museum’s array of objects, interiorized as the disciplined taste of the connoisseur
(Hetherington 1999), as the ethnographic knowledge of colonial domination
(Coombes 1991), and as the expertise that serviced the panoptic state (Bennett 1995).
The thesis that the museum brought the artifacts of non-European peoples under
the calculating gaze of Europeans who read them metonymically as signs of styles,
cultures, and inferior civilizations is well established (Coombes 1991; Riegel 1996;
see chapter 5 of this volume). Thus, it has been argued that the projection of a
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Euclidean museum space enlisted Western populations on the side of an apparently
superior rationality; in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Western peoples found
their intrinsic differences from “primitive” colonial peoples ratified by the museum
and calibrated within the deep time of civilization.

Conflicted space

In the tradition of conflict sociology that is descended from Weber and Marx,
Duncan and Wallach (1980), Wolft and Seed (1988), Fyfe (2000), and Prior (2002)
are amongst those who argue that the genesis of a Kantian space was interwoven
with social class and state formation. Dimaggio (1982) traces the elitism of late nine-
teenth-century Fastern Seaboard art institutions to the conflicted situation of Boston
Brahmins whose cultural aspirations emerged from the compulsions of their inter-
dependence with European elites and the migrant masses of late nineteenth-century
America. Nineteenth-century museums were sites of conflict between established
and outsider groups (for example, between aristocratic and bourgeois status groups);
they were also enmeshed in developing global patterns of interdependence between
people who might never encounter each other but who were connected via the trade
routes of collecting and expropriation.

Collective space

Durkheimian theories concerning the collective character of rites and representa-
tions (with its powerful insight that people put things into categories because they
live in groups) are discernible in work on the museum’s role in transfiguring
societies as communities and nations. Duncan and Wallach (1980), describing
the museum visit as a rite of citizenship, provide an implicitly Althusserian and
Durkheimian argument about the social constitution of individuals as subjects. They
show how modern populations, despite divisions of class, gender, and ethnicity, come
to think of their commonality; they show how “imagined communities” were con-
jured out of the complexity, impersonality, and opacity of modern social life.

Materializing and Visualizing Knowledge

The nineteenth-century museum materialized knowledge across a range of disci-
plines; it brought populations under the surveillance of liberal states and identified
the “primitive within” as a subject for eugenics. In the early 1900s, British sociology
and the museum had convergent interests in evolution and urban society that were
exemplified in the work of Patrick Geddes and that of his associates at the Socio-
logical Society (by 1930 the Society had become the Institute of Sociology; Bennett
2004). However, as sociology began to eschew its classical concerns with evolution
and change, the museum lost its salience. By the mid-twentieth century, as A. L.
Kroeber observed, sociology lacked the museum affiliations characteristic of other
university disciplines (Kroeber 1954: 764). Moreover, sociology, unlike anthropol-
ogy, displayed little interest in visual depiction except as the sociology of art. For
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the most part, sociology exhibited people through the abstractions of interview and
survey rather than through methods of visualization, depiction, and installation.

Museums and sociology were both shaped by the contradictory classical and
romantic impulses that constituted the deep structure of social thought. In the case
of sociology, the structural emphasis of an industrial-societies paradigm meant that
sociologists approached institutions as configurations that were more or less adapted
to the technical requirements of an industrial capitalism; schooling, for example, was
theorized as a functional process of social selection. If the industrial-societies per-
spective was classical in its emphasis on order and structure, then a second, roman-
tic, impulse was associated with the Chicago School and its legacy. Here, sociology
focused on the outsider’s point of view, on the marginal world of the street corner
with its gangs, its drugs, and on the outsider-artist who suffered the neglect of acad-
emies and museums. This perspective, concerned with the “authenticity of the dis-
reputable” (Gouldner 1973), had priorities other than the museum; the museum was
perhaps a metaphor for the established world against which the subjects of roman-
tic sociology were defined. Where the museum entered the sociological lexicon it
denoted the pernicious positivism of modern forms of regulation, the prison and
the asylum, which exhibited deviations from the normal.

A correlate of their discipline’s paradigmatic heterogeneity is that sociologists
have been sharply divided on matters of research methods. The 1960s’ debate about
the ontological status of official statistics and other large data-sets is a celebrated
example of this, and there are signs that it may yet irrupt into museum studies
(Schuster 2002; Selwood 2002; and see Hooper-Greenhill’s discussion of visitor
figures in chapter 22). There are internal links between theory, research design, and
methods so that researchers who draw on sociology need to evaluate this relation-
ship for themselves (Lawrence 1993). In the matter of visitor studies, there is the
contrast between data that are derived from visitors’ retrospective responses to ques-
tionnaires (Bourdieu and Darbel 1991; Merriman 1991) and data derived from field
observations of what visitors do and say in the course of their visits (I.ehn and Heath
n.d.; Macdonald 2002). Some museum sociologists focus on how visitors construct
and negotiate the meaning of their visit in the course of face-to-face interactions
with things and with people (installations, other visitors, museum personnel) and
negotiate the meanings of an installation. Others theorize the visit as a script which
is external to individuals, as a Durkheimian social fact which encodes a set of prior
expectations about what a visit is and how it should be conducted.

Institutional Critiques

One of the defining features of twentieth-century intellectual life was the conviction
that the Enlightenment had failed to deliver on its promise of human emancipation,
that rationality had been unhitched from reason and harnessed to reification, alien-
ation, and repression. The museum has long been a sine qua non for alienation and
the dead hand of tradition. Thus, Theodor Adorno argued that the museum, in
mediating our relationship to art, neutralized culture, substituted market value,
and amputated art from the living “pleasure of looking” (Adorno 1967: 175). For
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avant-garde artists, the museum was seen as a place where artifacts were cut off from
the springs of creation, and the notion that museums, particularly art museums
and ethnographic collections, are like prisons continues to animate the museum
literature.

Sociological investigation entails a critical shift away from philosophical explana-
tions of alienation to empirical assessments of the social contexts in which people
are estranged from their fellow beings. It is, for example, less concerned with arche-
typal conflict between artists and museums than with specifying the conditions which
generate alienation. Thus, museums, galleries, and their personnel have been studied
as contested terrains: in the early twentieth century, artists were separated from the
means of determining art history and excluded as museum decision-makers (Fyfe
2000). Museum people have been studied as they are perceived by artists (Rosenberg
and Fliegel 1970), as “gate-keepers” (Becker 1982; Crane 1987; Greenfeld 1989).
Sociologists have studied both gate-keepers and the socio-genesis of “cultural gates”,;
they have explored the art museum’s role in cultural stratification, in articulating the
distinction between high culture and low culture (Dimaggio 1982; Prior 2002).

In the USA, Grana (1971), conscious that he was dealing with a new mass phe-
nomenon, was one of the first to note that if the museum was enmeshed in the
competing claims of democracy and elitism, then this warranted sociological inves-
tigation. Here, we find the now familiar argument that the museum may ratify feel-
ings of inclusion and exclusion. Museum critiques have been given a materialist twist
by sociologists who argue that the alienating effects of the museum are refracted
through the class structures of capitalist societies. This approach, dubbed the #nusti-
tutional critique, is sometimes associated with Bourdieu and Darbel (1991), who
reported a statistical association between museum visiting and class, and argued, on
the basis of survey evidence, that working-class visitors experienced museums as
sites of symbolic violence (i.e. as exclusive places which confirmed their inner sense
that they were out of place and inferior).

The institutional critique is more familiar to sociologists as the dominant ideology
approach to state-sponsored cultural institutions. Museums may be seen to function
as a dominant ideology insofar as they contribute to the cohesion and reproduction
of capitalist society. Thus, museum classifications are taken to be rituals of state
power; studied as civic ritual, museum visiting provides clues as to how structural
inequalities are internalized by subordinate classes as inferiority (Duncan and
Wallach 1980; Meltzer 1981; Bourdieu 1984). Accordingly, the museum is seen as an
agency of conservation for objects and as conduit for a dominant ideology whose
function is to conserve the social order; its narrative of civilization is interwoven with
the divisions of nation-building, imperialism, corporate power, elitism, and plunder.

Three problems are associated with this perspective. First, there are theoretical
and empirical reasons for doubting the veracity of the dominant ideology thesis as a
complete account of the function of cultural institutions in advanced capitalist soci-
eties (Abercrombie et al. 1980). In respect of museums, its veracity has been ques-
tioned by Merriman (1991), Samuel (1994), and Huyssen (1995). Secondly, there is
the matter of museum expansion since the 1960s and whether or not contemporary
visitor profiles retain the class characteristics identified by Bourdieu. Bourdieu’s
findings, showing that museum visiting was predominantly the preserve of higher
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and aspirant classes, based on European data-sets from the 1960s, are broadly con-
firmed in other national settings: see, for example, on the USA, Dimaggio and
Useem (1978b), Blau et al. (1985), and Merriman (1991) on heritage museums in
Britain. More recently (and there are parallels with sociological research into school-
ing and higher education), it has become evident that the expansion of art museums
is commensurate with the reproduction of social-class differences in visiting
(Zolberg 1994; Selwood 2002).

Thirdly, there are variations between types of museum which suggest a need to
bring the museum itself into the analytical frame. Industrial and working-class
heritage, for example, is significant because, until recently, our understanding of the
museum—society relationship was refracted through research into art museums
(Merriman 1991). The subject of heritage more broadly invites neglected questions
about how the structuration of classes is interwoven with museum change and
demonstrates the poverty of research which merely correlates visiting habits with
the supposed attributes of individuals in social classes (Fyfe and Ross 1996). For
example, contemporary marketization may have the effect of depriving the middle
class of a distinctive museum identity, whilst there is the puzzle of new patterns of
omnivorous middle-class consumption that breach the boundary between high and
low.

The museum is sociologically relevant partly because it is a place in which received
notions of oppression, identity, and citizenship have been challenged since the 1960s.
The politics of identity associated with new social movements means that, whereas
museums once submerged difference in the bounded selves of universal citizenship,
they are today called to recognize the plurality and flux of identities. For sociology,
there is the need to provide a theory of the fragmentation of identity in the modern
world. At the museum, there is the implication that mere access may exact a price
from the socially excluded who must give up part of themselves: they will not find
their culture and identity represented (Sandell 2002). Thus, some researchers have
focused not just on visitors but also on the social character of the museum: they have
tilted the lens of research toward the social backgrounds and identities of museum
personnel and concerned themselves with the ways in which social power and priv-
ilege penetrate the form and content of the museum (Dimaggio and Useem 1978b;
Zolberg 1981; Ross 2004).

Museums as Social Facts

Amongst the most significant of global social facts in the late twentieth century was
the growth of museum activity, with perhaps 90 percent of the world’s museums
established after World War II (Boylan 1995). More than three-quarters of English
museums were established after 1970, and the majority of new museums opened
since 1960 have been independents (Davies and Selwood 1998: 71-2). A correlate of
this has been the expansion of museum labor forces whose character and relation-
ship to the culture industry has received little sociological attention (see chapter 25).
Visitor numbers have grown and their analysis forms the subject of an emerging lit-
erature (see chapter 22). However, it is not merely a matter of expansion but also of
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diversification; for example, heritage museums in Britain and eco-museums in France
(Poulot 1994) are signs that new things and new forms of authority have been
validated by the museum.

The museum phenomenon is linked to processes that have been characterized var-
iously as post-industrial, post-capitalist, high-modern, or postmodern. These
processes include shifts in the sectoral balance of capitalist societies toward the
service industries, “de-industrialization,” transformations of regional economies,
the structuration of comparatively large middle classes, the development of a con-
sumer society, and the breaching of established and modernist boundaries between
high and low culture. The contemporary museum operates in a mediated world of
digital networking, of rapid flows of images and artifacts, of marketization of culture,
and of mass tourism where meanings patently escape the horizons of curatorial
control. These developments are linked to wider changes in the relationship between
professional power, culture, and audiences. For example, debates about the role of
the museum in enhancing the public understanding of science are bound up with
the transformation of the museum’s authority. A study of the inner world of
London’s Science Museum shows how new kinds of installation go hand in hand
with a new kind of curator, interpreters rather than legislators (Macdonald
2002).

“Blockbuster” shows have transformed some museums into commercial enter-
prises and endowed them with an “organizational” character (see chapters 23 and
31). Zolberg (1981) and Alexander (1996) have conducted case studies of museums
as arenas of conflict, showing how their corporate identities are reflexively con-
structed and reconstructed. This work, influenced by the sociology of organizations,
suggests that museums are shifting coalitions of actors with different stakes in the
external worlds of cultural, economic, and political power.

Heritage and the heritage industry constituted a leading edge of twentieth-
century museum development (see chapter 13). Some writers have argued that
estrangement and loss is at the heart of expansion, that heritage museums articulate
characteristically post-industrial and postmodern structures of feeling. The medi-
ated, impersonal, and uncertain character of contemporary social life is said to drive
the museum, which provides opportunities for narrating the past and imagining the
face-to-face bonds of community (Merriman 1991; Walsh 1992).

One debate concerns heritage culture and whether it is inauthentically commer-
cial and manipulative or authentically spontaneous and of the people. Against the
charge that heritage is no more than reactionary nostalgia are the accounts of Mer-
riman (1991), Samuel (1994), Huyssen (1995), Urry (1996), and Dicks (2004), which
variously explore the connections between heritage, novel meanings, and twentieth-
century social change (the waning of traditional class politics, the emergence of new
social movements, the hybridization of social identities, the flow of things and people
across social borders).

In Britain (but not only in Britain) change was associated with the emergence of
post-industrial society that was also adjusting to its situation as a postcolonial society.
Just as new museums were invented to recover the material culture of an old, indus-
trial, working-class heritage, established museums have addressed issues of owner-
ship in the material cultures of non-Western peoples and new kinds of museum
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register challenges to the authority of Western cultural codes (Clifford 1988; Riegel
1996). There is a substantial literature about the museum’s colonial legacy which
points to the institution’s significance as a locus of shifting balances of cultural power
between established and outsider groups. Not only are received Western notions of
ownership and control being challenged by the claims of indigenous peoples for the
return of stolen artifacts and human remains (see chapters 26 and 27), but the very
notion of the museum as a uniquely Western project is being questioned (see chapter
28). In other words, these are both moral and sociological questions concerning the
dialogic character of the museum in its global context.

Whilst Dicks (2004) and others have rescued heritage from economism, the pro-
duction of authenticity is, nonetheless, interwoven with the expansion of a service
economy, with the development of culture industries, with the increasing weight of
symbolic specialists within the social structures of advanced capitalist societies, and
with the aestheticization of social life (Featherstone 1991; Selwood 2001). Amongst
sociologists there are well-rehearsed debates about how economic and cultural
processes may be distinctively interwoven in a postmodern society. One emphasis
has been on the economic significance of cultural processes such as gentrification
and on the commodification of authenticity as a moment in the formation of new
circuits of cultural power; thus, for example, regeneration of manufacturing and old
commercial districts creates new spaces of consumption (Zukin 1995).

Museums, People, and Cultures of Collecting

New directions in the study of collecting have been informed by broadly structuralist
ideas descended from Durkheim’s investigations into systems of classification: here
the compulsion to collect things is traced to the collective character of social life, and
accumulations of artifacts are theorized as realizations of implicit cultural rules
of discrimination between things. A problem, which attends theories of the socio-
genesis of taxonomies, is whether we should treat classificatory systems as provi-
dential expressions of a common culture or as the contested outcomes of cultural
conflict between groups.

Some writers have focused on the processes by which singularity is conferred on
objects, exploring the dynamics and semiotics of authenticity. See, for example, Bau-
drillard (1994) on collecting, Clifford (1988) on collecting and Western identity, and
Kopytoft (1986) on singularization as a sacralizing process. Pomian (1990) argues
that rituals of collecting and display are the means by which societies manage the
relationship between the mundane world of everyday social intercourse and the invis-
ible spiritual world. For example, a national collection of art mediates between the
visible venality of competitive commercial activity and the invisible sanctity that is
the nation. Yet, collecting practices may not be realizations of a unified collective
conscience so much as they are precipitates of struggles over the definition of a
public culture; they may arise from the contradictions of social relations (realized as
strong cultural classifications which deepen an established group’s sense of cultural
dignity by discrediting the material culture of other groups). Hence, Dimaggio
(1982) and Bourdieu (1984) have melded Durkheimian perspectives with Weberian
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theories of status groups, emphasizing the contested character of classifications
whose social character is rendered invisible by ritual practices.

It is characteristic of nation-states that collections of things, which are held in
trust on behalf of the people, are taken to be a sign that a population is indeed a
people and that its territorial space is a national space. Whilst national museums bear
the imprint of a state monopoly, collecting is also associated with diverse institutions
such as universities, military regiments, friendships, corporations, and families
whose symbolic boundaries are signified in collecting practices. Curating may be a
province of elite specialists, but it is also increasingly practiced by lay people in a
variety of gendered social settings including households (Pearce 1998; Goode 2002).
Belk (1995) and Pearce (1998) are amongst those who have conceptualized contem-
porary collecting as a form of consumption; they explore the impact of consumer
culture on collecting practices in a world whose modernity is signified by the fact
that households purchase more things than they inherit and dispose of more things
in a week than most previous generations consumed in a life-time (see McCracken
1990: 44-53). Collecting has been transformed by the advent of a consumer culture
which has spawned popular cultures and institutions of collecting which exploit
established and new means of electronic communication. Whilst this, no doubt, leads
to a democratizing of existing collecting, it also engenders practices which escape
the hegemony of traditional modes of control and which may attract official oppro-
brium (Martin 1999).

The sociological relevance of this is that, in being collected, “ordinary things are
made extraordinary” (Leach 2002: 153); social boundaries are materialized and the
disenchanted modern world re-enchanted. Three themes may be noted. First, there
is research on the spaces and processes of conversion, the ritual practices and
alchemy that converts the detritus of an industrial civilization into objectified cul-
tural capital (Thompson 1976; Clifford 1988). Secondly, there is work on the con-
stitutive role of collecting in relation to everyday institutions, such as households,
families, friendships, or even businesses (for example, Martorella 1990; Halle 1993;
Pearce 1998; Goode 2002; Leach 2002). Finally, there is writing on how ideologies
of state patronage, which may empower elites and elite collecting practices, have
developed as components of liberal democracy (Dimaggio and Useem 1978a;
Pearson 1982; Bourdieu and Haacke 1995; Wu 2002).

How new kinds of artifacts may become museum-worthy, how collections formed
by private citizens acquire a significance that makes them into a public culture is a
matter for investigation. The association between collecting and social elites is pop-
ularly filtered through anachronistic conceits about enlightened patrons, narratives
of heritage and donors, and unexamined assumptions about the psychology of
accumulation. Some sociologists have investigated the historical sociology of art
collectors and collecting (for example, Montias 1982). However, modernity has
transformed the relationship between elites and power: whereas cultural power was
once concentrated in the hands of patriarchs, this is no longer typically so; elite col-
lecting has long been refracted by networks, fields or figurations of cultural power
and, with some exceptions, wealthy lifestyles have become less visible in capitalist
societies. Moreover, as with economic property, so too with cultural property, elite
prerogatives were both constrained and enabled by twentieth-century states (for
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example, through taxation and export controls which regulate the conversion of cul-
tural capital into economic capital).

Much remains to be done in this area, although the work of Dimaggio and Useem
(1978a) and Martorella (1990) in the USA and scattered contributions in Britain
(Hatton and Walker 2000; Wu 2002), point a way forward, as does the empiricist tra-
dition of reporting who owns what that stretches back from Hobson (1999) to the
New Doomsday Book of the 1870s via Anthony Sampson. Key questions concern
the ways in which power and privilege may be reproduced through the medium of
impersonal cultural possession and how, for example, contemporary corporate spon-
sorship and collecting may function as symbolic domination (Bourdieu and Haacke

1995).

Museums as Agencies of Social Research

Daniel Bell’s (1973) thesis that knowledge is becoming the axial principle of society
anticipated contemporary arguments that modern societies have become radically
recursive (Giddens 1990; Lash and Urry 1994). What distinguishes modern society
is not that people reflect on themselves and their courses of action (“I wish I had
said that better”), but that critical reflection, which includes the social sciences,
recursively transforms people and institutions. Modernity is deeply and intrinsically
sociological in that the social sciences play a constitutive role in social life and con-
tinually “‘circulate in and out’ of what they are about” (Giddens 1990: 36-43).

The contemporary relationship between the museum and sociology expresses a
new kind of social fact. Museums have, of course, long conducted social research,
especially in the pragmatic mode of visitor studies. However, the new order of market
and state requires a new professional habitus; museums operate in a world which is
saturated by data derived from official and semi-official statistics and commercial
research. Audience research is an obligation with which museums are charged; they
are “to find out as much as possible about [their] visitors and potential visitors,
including their learning needs” (LLang and Wilkinson 1999). The flow of social
science to the museum reflects new forms of power/knowledge; it is indicative of an
institution that must constantly adjust to change and that is required continuously
to reflect on the outcomes of its actions. The museum has internalized social
research.

The “new museology” (Vergo 1989), which addresses the history and purpose of
museums through a reflexive and critical practice, has set a research agenda which
is receptive to the social sciences. It has developed an epistemological dimension to
museum writing which is sociologically informed about the nature of knowing. The
work of contemporary social theorists such as Baudrillard, Foucault, Giddens, and
Lyotard informs the shift in emphasis from the isolated curatorial object toward the
cultural and social contexts within which the meanings of objects are generated (see
chapter 2).

The reflexive character of modern social life is illustrated by four developments
in museum research. One is the growing interest in ethnographic and phenomeno-
logical visitor research of the kind called for by Zavala (1993), which focuses less on
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the attributes of visitors than on the ways in which they interact with exhibits and
negotiate meaning. Secondly, museum research such as that of Bagnall (2003) and
Dicks (2004) corrects the cognitive bias of some theorists by emphasizing the embod-
ied aesthetics of reflexivity. Thirdly, there is the proliferation of cultural statistics
under the aegis of government departments, professional bodies, research institutes,
and organizations such as the International Council of Museums. Here we are begin-
ning to see, for example with Schuster (2002) and Selwood (2002), a critical and eval-
uative literature on the subject of cultural statistics. Lastly, the transformation of the
museum expressed in the heritage industry, eco-museums, and community museums
exemplifies the radical reflexivity of social life that interests postmodern theorists.

Disciplinary Change and Museum Studies

The incorporation of a new topic by a discipline is a selective process that is deter-
mined in relation to a topic’s intellectual status, the state of the discipline, and the
moral and political pressures of the wider society (Bernstein 1974). Fifty years ago,
British sociologists would have seen museum research as a minor adjunct to the soci-
ology of education whose key problems were informed by an industrial-societies per-
spective on social selection, stratification, and social mobility. By the late 1960s, the
sociology of education was animated by its new interest in educational meanings and
the sociology of knowledge. Here were some of the first indications of sociology’s
cultural turn away from a one-sided emphasis on the imperatives of social systems
and social structures, and which was to become the hallmark of Birmingham cul-
tural studies. From the 1980s, production-oriented ways of mapping identities in
terms of class and occupation were responding, amongst other things, to feminism
and to the recognition that consumption was a site of social differentiation.

Sociology’s contemporary interest in museums reflects disciplinary changes that
have made relevant other new topics such as the body, the emotions, the senses,
memory, time, tourism, shopping, lifestyle, and consumption. These newcomers are,
however, not merely additions to textbooks; their insertion reflects deeper develop-
ments in both museum practice and sociology. The cultural turn has established the
museum’s significance for sociology; sociologists have returned, via the museum, to
neglected questions about the socio-genesis of the fundamental categories of knowl-
edge, such as time and space: Haraway (1989) on nature and culture, Urry (1990) on
travel and tourism, Crang (1994) on time, Barry (1998) on interactivity, Hethering-
ton (1999) on space. It is perhaps in the study of visual culture and of visual methods
of analysis that a distinctively sociological imagination can be noticed as engaging
with the museum (Emmison and Smith 2000; Rose 2001).

More than this, museum research is sociologically significant because it resonates
with debates about the theoretical core of sociology and the concept of society. One
aspect concerns the normative tendency of twentieth-century sociologists to conflate
their object of study — society — with the nation-state. It is arguably the case that in
the past century both the sociological and museum imaginations were nationalized,
limited by nation-centred perspectives that had abandoned nineteenth-century
preoccupations with change and process at regional and global levels (Elias 1978:
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235-45; Urry 2000). Prosler (1996), Kreps (2003), and Morishita (2003) are amongst
writers who have broken out of “the nation-equals-society” formula to challenge
Eurocentric perspectives on the museum.

That museums and sociology have begun to challenge their shared implicit
assumptions about the social world suggests that there are affinities in their responses
to social change. Within sociology, theorists have recognized the museum’s ontolog-
ical significance and its distinctive role in the making of Western modes of culture
and identity. Bruno Latour, for example, asks in relation to eighteenth-century
voyages of scientific exploration: how was the divide between the universal knowl-
edge of Europeans and the local knowledge of non-Europeans produced? He argues
that the making of modern science presupposed a networking of power which
allowed things to flow to a center of calculation, such as a natural history museum,
where flora and fauna could be classified and calibrated. The contrast between local
and universal taxonomies was produced through “networks of accumulation” which
delivered things into drawers and cases. The technologies of the museum, in enhanc-
ing “the mobility, stability and combinability of collected items” made collections
into centers of calculation and permitted people to see new things (LLatour 1987:
225).

It is, therefore, the agency of collection and display that warrants attention
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998). The museum is studied as a modality of showing, of
telling, and of mediating that is critically interwoven with divisions of modernity,
with generation, class, ethnicity, and gender, and with the formation of global pat-
terns of interdependence and consciousness. Prosler’s (1996) argument that the
world order was, as it were, realized by means of the ordering of things is an illus-
tration of the museum’s discursive weight.

Sociology is distinguished by its focus on patterns of association between people.
Its starting-point is that the relationships between people are just as real as people
themselves. One influential formulation is that of C. Wright Mills (1959), who
invited his contemporaries to consider how the personal and the public spheres were
interwoven. How, he asked, were the personal troubles of people and their milieux
related to the public issues of changing social structures; how were structure, biog-
raphy, and history related? Sociological neologisms such as symbolic violence,
structuration, habitus, figuration, and cultural code are means of connecting inner
experience and the symbolic order, of connecting personal experiences at the
museum and the impersonal structure of cultural power in which the museum is
enmeshed. The sociological imagination that Mills so famously celebrated was the
nimble one that moved easily between inner meanings and the outer patterns of
human association.

Contemporary museum practitioners may find themselves charged with the oblig-
ation to imagine not only the consciousness of their visitors but also that of visitors
who have yet to come and who may never materialize. The job of the sociologist is
perhaps slightly different. It is to show how the inner worlds of visitors, non-
visitors, and curators are constituted out of their mutual and dialogic dependence
on the museum. The claims of new visitors, of non-visitors, and of indigenous
peoples are indications that the museum as a relationship of cultural classification is
a process and that museum meanings are continuously constituted out of the flux
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that is the shifting interdependencies between groups. The idea that it is possible to
fix a new community of museum meanings is no more tenable than the idea that con-
temporary museums can continue with their classical ways. However, just as it is
important to avoid reification of museum culture, so too is it important to avoid reify-
ing museum visitors as though they were monads who arrive without any socially
constructed compulsions to see or to know the world in their own manner and for
their own reasons and purposes.
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CHAPTER

Art History and
Museology: Rendering
the Visible Legible

Donald Preziosi

The sheer uncanniness of museums as indispensable institutions in many modern
and modernizing societies is a function of their enduring power to define, stage, cir-
cumscribe, and haunt our individual and collective lives and dreams. It is as difficult
today to imagine a world without museums as it is easy to feel that we have never
fully left the first museum we ever visited.

Walking (through) a museum appears to resemble walking through history: we
move in and among a succession of objects, pantomiming not only the passage of
time but also appearing to exemplify evolutionary changes or even the progressive
developments in form, style, invention, value, or mentality. This extraordinary inter-
active machinery is designed to engage and be operated by its users, who literally
(re)enact history and chronology choreographically.

The museum and the nation-state and the modern notion of culture arose
together. The museum’s function was to provide a space within that of the nation
or community whose unity and autonomy both prefigured and was paradigmatic of
the projected unity of the nation. At the same time, in juxtaposing subjects vis-a-vis
artifacts, the museum provided its citizen-subjects with exemplary objects, “object-
lessons” of aesthetic, ethical, political, and historical worth: no museum object is
mute, but is already entailed with a legend and an address in cultural and historical
space—time. Museums render what is visible legible.

Objects in museums bear very complex relationships to similar or identical objects
outside museums and collections, as well as to themselves prior to collection. The
act of collecting and exhibiting artifacts, of passing them across an exhibitionary
threshold, is much more than an act of removal from some prior place, context, or
condition. The object is not simply transported but transformed. This raises the ques-
tion of what, then, is the nature of the museum object?

An uneasily interwoven and dynamically changing network of fields, professions,
and 1institutions has arisen over the past several centuries with the aim of attending
to the questions and problems just rapidly sketched, albeit with disparate and often
contrary and apparently irreconcilable motivations. This chapter is devoted to these
issues in the light of the complex and fraught relations between the academic and
professional fields of art history and museology. Never entirely distinct institution-
ally, professionally, or personally, their similarities and differences are not easily artic-
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ulated: art history is not satisfactorily reduced to being the “theory” to the museum’s
“practice,” nor the ghost in the museum’s machinery. Nor is the museum simply —
if at all — the exemplification or application of art history, or merely the staging or
stagecraft of the dramaturgies of art historical analysis and synthesis. If anything,
their relations are anamorphic — each transforming the other — rather than direct or
transitive.

The chapter will explore some of the complexities of the interactions of art, art
history, and museology at the very locus of their convergence: the uncanny semiotic
nature of the (art) object, and the psycho-dramaturgy of “subjects” (in their various
incarnations as viewers, visitors, or citizens) interacting with “objects” in museo-
logical and art historical (not to speak of more generally social and civic) space—time.
Museology is considered in relation to a network of practices and professions — art
history, art criticism, art theory, aesthetic philosophy, social history, and connois-
seurship — which are here collectively termed museography.

Art History and Museology

For some time we have come up against the limits of our historiographies of the
humanities and social sciences which articulated disciplinary histories as narratives
imposing sequential order on otherwise chaotic, contingent, and apparently irrecon-
cilable occurrences of practice. Such narratives commonly assumed the continuity
and essentialist nature of (what were thereby constituted retrospectively as) distinct
disciplines or fields of knowledge production, such as “art,” “art history,” or “muse-
ology.” Commonly, tales of disciplinary and institutional origins have relied explic-
itly or implicitly upon a fantasized image of a certain wholeness in pre-modernity
which has been shattered, fragmented, or erased in various ways — by (to take one
familiar example) the irruption of capital through industrialization, mechanization,
and mass production, which is held responsible for “segregating” fields such as art
and craft, or history, theory, and criticism.

But the qualities said to belong to “traditional society” often only come into exis-
tence with the emergence of our modernities themselves; they are in fact their con-
stitutive underside. The task confronting disciplinary knowledge today is no longer
simply that of gluing back together the fragments and shards of disciplinary prac-
tices so as to reconstitute by hindsight a fantasized unity. Such a pursuit would serve
mostly to perpetuate the ideology of identity formation, dislocation, and transfor-
mation underpinning the psychodrama of modern nation-state formation itself as
living in a present anchored in a projection into the future of the fulfillment of a lost
or stolen wholeness or original purity, living out the putative dreams of lost but
unforgotten ancestors. The future anterior of what one (a citizen, a state, or a disci-
pline) shall have been for what one (or it) is in the process of becoming.

The social, cultural, and political circumstances of the present time require at the
least a fundamental reconfiguration of the epistemological assumptions sustaining
such phantasmatic identities and essences. In acknowledging the more than acci-
dental connections between our period’s murderous realities and the playing out of
such desires on individual and collective scales, those concerned with the state and
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fate of museums and museology, no less than of art and its history, theory, and crit-
icism, may be in a unique and potentially powerful position to contribute substan-
tively to affecting the hegemonic structures of the status quo.

The reason for this may lie in the unique nature of what is at the core of all these
practices and institutions; namely, the concern with the art object, with artifacts as
such, and with the roles objects are understood to play in the social, political, and
psychic life of individuals and nations. Understanding the extraordinarily uncanny
psycho-semiotic nature of the “museum object” (whether staged as “art” or not), in
relation to and in concert with the museum or disciplinary “subject,” may provide
us with a way through to rearticulating the liberatory potential of art no less than of
museums. Museum objects in general are astonishing phenomena, whatever their
origins, and “art” objects in museums (as well as outside museums, if there can
justifiably be made a case that in modernity, artworks actually have any extra-
museological existence) are phenomena that “astonish” even more: more on this
below.

One important facet of the “liberatory potential” of the art object is related to
the destabilizing and relativizing potentials of art recognized by Plato as inimical to
his vision of civic order in an ideal republic: the “divine terror” (theios phobos) evoked
by the arts. In a congruent fashion, the complex and unpredictable dynamics of
museum use in relation to prescriptive museological stagecraft and dramaturgy may
arguably be related to the liberatory potentials of “reading against the grain” and
the unpredictable or uncontrollable opening up of alternative readings and inter-
pretations. Articulating the dynamics of both of these cases, as argued below,
demands close attention to the inherently complex nature of artifice itself, with
respect to the semiotic and epistemological status of art object and of the (art or not)
museum object, with respect to the relationships of both objects to makers and users.

The Art Museum Object

Museums are not simply utopian but rather heterotopic sites within social space that
provide subjects with some of the means and methods to simulate mastery of their
lives whilst compensating for the contradictions and confusions of daily life. What
this entailed in the course of the nineteenth-century evolution of academic and pro-
fessional fields was nothing less than the disciplining of whole populations through
a desire-driven interaction with objects that were object-lessons in at least two prin-
cipal ways: (a) as documentary indices of a (narrative) history of the world and its
people, construed as teleological dramaturgy (“evolution”), a “story” having a direc-
tion and point and leading up to the spectator in the present, at the apex of this
development; and (b) as simulacra of a rich cornucopia of subject-positions (multi-
ple ways of “being”-in-the-world) which might be admired, desired, abhorred, mir-
rored, emulated, or rejected. These “object-lessons” one might take to heart, take
under advisement, or not take or take to at all. Early museums, such as the Parisian
Musée des Monuments Frangais or the Louvre (Lenoir 1800-21; Bann 1984; Deotte
1993) or Schinkel’s Altes Museum in Berlin (Crimp 1993), or the British Museum

52




Art History and Museology

(Crook 1972; Miller 1973; Caygill 1981), provided evolutionary paradigms for the
history of art and the development of the modern nation-state.

Just as the museum object came to serve as a window or perspective on the
complex historical evolution of attitudes, values, styles, or peoples, so also did
the new modern social subject itself come to be constituted as an anamorphosis of
the bits and pieces of its own life and experience: a place from which to view those
bits in such a way as to realign them in a (previously hidden or invisible) order, a
“story” that makes a certain sense. The art museum object is a screen for the dra-
maturgy of the desiring self, a demonstration or ostensification of someone’s seeing
—a someone whom one may learn to wish to coincide with or to emulate; a someone
whom one might recognize as one’s “self” (see Bal 1994).

What the museum subject “sees” in this remarkable institutional space is a series
of “mirrors”— possible ways in which it can construct or compose its life as one or
another kind of centered unity or consistency which draws together in a decorous
and telling order its sundry devices and desires. Museums put us in the picture, by
teaching us how to appear picture-perfect. Ethics and aesthetics, in this virtual
reality, are portions of the same museological Moebius strip; discursive spaces which
only at first glance appear unconnected and discontinuous (as with any “contiguous”
or “related” field). They are allomorphs, so to speak — variant formations stemming
from a common core concern. The semiotic operations of this disciplinary technol-
ogy are stunningly simple, even if their effects are enormously complex and subtle.

The museum (art) object has, in fact, a distinctly hybrid status, staged — as it has
been since the late eighteenth century — in a spatiotemporal framework of oscillat-
ing determinacy and causality. On the one hand, the object’s meaning or significance
is perpetually deferred across a network of associations defined by formal or the-
matic relationships. Staged as a specimen of a class of like objects (which may or
may not be physically present in the same space — every museum, after all, is a frag-
ment of some vaster ideal totality of instances), each of which seems to provide
“evidence” for the progressive “solution” to similar problems of depiction or
representation, the object’s meaning is literally “elsewhere” (in museographical,
archival, or art historical space).

On the other hand, it is invariably foregrounded as unique and irreplaceable, as sin-
gular and non-reproducible, its significance or meaning rooted in its emblematic and
expressive properties relative to (emblematic or “representative” of) its maker or
source. In this respect, the very form of the work is always read in some manner as
the figure of its truth — a truth seemingly connected directly and transitively to the
vision, mission, intentions, mentality, or character of the maker or source (a person
or people, an ethnicity, class, gender, or race, and so on).

As deployed in museographical (art historical, critical, or theoretical) exegesis and
museological stagecraft, the museum object is thus simultancously referential and dif-
ferential in character. This is akin to the simultaneity of an optical illusion, wherein
there is an oscillating determinacy (akin to that of the famous Necker cube or the
rabbit/duck illusion), where either one or the other facet is foregrounded at any one
time, only to be subject to a perpetual slippage or alternation with its other. This
precisely constitutes the semiotic and epistemological status of the art museum
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object, if the term status is at all meaningful in this highly complex, dynamic,
and co-constructive system of relationships, suggesting as it does a certain stasis.
But any stasis here is momentary, always subject to change and reversal or
transformation.

In brief, referentiality is paradoxically both the foreground and background to dif-
ferentiality, and vice versa, in an oscillation or slippage which can never finally be
fixed in place, and which itself mirrors the paradoxical and ambivalent psychic status
of ourselves as subjects. We are both instances and unique. Of course, historically,
it has been this very oscillation or “incompleteness” of any one mode of (for
example) art historical “explanation” that has literally kept disciplinary discourse in
play for so long, by the continual fielding of art historicist “theories” and “method-
ological” paradigms. Rather like an alternating current, this oscillating determinacy
is virtually invisible in “ordinary” (that is, exegetical or analytical) light, and is pal-
pable primarily anamorphically, by reading or seeing “against the grain.” Since its
historical foundations, the academic discipline of art history has been (and remains)
deeply rooted in this perennially inescapable paradox — a situation echoed in sociol-
ogy in the perennial structure/agency debates.

All this is, in fact, epistemologically similar to the object/instrument character of
art itself on another level, wherein museological stagecraft — and museographical
argument — generate a paradoxical, enigmatic, and indeterminate field of legibility.
In attending to the artifice of museological stagecraft (and that of museographical
demonstration and proof), the ambivalent semiotic character of this extraordinary
object may be made more palpable. The aim of art historical exegesis in the twenty-
first no less than in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is, of course, to render
legible what is visible — and this has always included those forms of reading where
illegibility and enigma were articulated as versions of the legible.

The Object in Space and Time

In that regard, museum objects are literally both “there” and “not-there,” present
and absent, and in fact in two distinct ways.

In the first place, (a) the object is quite obviously materially part of its position
(situation) in the historiographic theater of the museum. (It is in fact physically
present.). Yet at the same time, (b) it is unnaturally abstracted there from some “orig-
inal” situation: its present situation is in one sense fraudulent (this museum is not
“its” place, even where the object’s authenticity-value supports its exhibition-value).
This complexity is further compounded in the case of objects ostensibly (or not)
“made for” museological or museographic reasons, which problematize (or not) the
belonging-ness of other (or any) museum objects, or objects of museographic (art
historical or critical) attention.

In the second place, the object’s significance, how it may be construed or con-
structed or behaviorally deployed is both present and absent, in the manner described
above: its semiotic status is both referential and differential; it is both directly and
indirectly meaningful. Or, to speak more technically, it exhibits sense-determinative
and sense-discriminative semiotic properties.
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The situation may be further elucidated by focusing on the hybrid nature and
functioning of the commodity during and since the nineteenth century. Commodities
seem like unified objects, but their unities mask an often very great disjunction
between the processes of labor which engender the commodity and the object’s
(aesthetic or monetary) exchange-value. In a literal sense, it is the familiar erasure of
all but highly aestheticized or romanticized traces of work and labor which thereby
stages and circulates the object as a commodity as such, and as an object of (varying
forms of fetishistic) desire.

Formalism and contextualism — which situate meaningfulness either in the object
itself or in the object’s historical contexts or circumstances of production and recep-
tion — are prefabricated positions in the same ideological system of representation;
co-determining and coordinated facets not only of art history, but also of the
sociopolitical (and semiological) enterprise of modernity itself. It may be time to
rethink certain other conventional and static oppositions such as the distinction
between “monuments” imagined to be mute and “documents” imagined to be vocal.
Each of these is in fact already a semiologically hybrid category: within a singular
continuum of artifice, it would be more accurate to speak in terms of the relative
dominance of one semiotic relationship over a subordinate, but nonetheless co-
present, relationship among object, maker, and user. Another term for such a tri-
partite relationship is decorum.

Semiotic processes are at base coevally multi-functional and multi-modal. Simply
put, (a) social and cultural behaviors and signifying activities are at base multiply
meaningful, and (b) social and cultural behaviors are predominantly carried forth
using a variety of signaling means or modalities, typically simultaneously or in
tandem. In the latter case, for example, this means that we invariably speak in concert
with other signifying or semiotic behaviors (body-language, spatial behaviors, cos-
tuming, and so on) so that the communicative process goes forward using a variety
of signaling systems, whether one or another may be dominant and inflected by
another or others.

Suffice it to say here that metonymy — the sequential, juxtapositional, and
part—whole relations between events or things — and metaphor — relationships of sim-
ilarity between events or objects — are invariably co-present and interactive at mul-
tiple levels of making meaning. Rather than continuing to run around in circles
trying to fix in place once and for all the singular, pure, or “true” meaning of an
object or objects, we might more productively attend to the manner in which refer-
entiality and differentiality operate in differing degrees in specific historical contexts.
At the same time it is necessary to articulate just who or what benefits by keeping
such “running in circles” in play.

We have far to go to adequately understand the implications of seeing “history”
as the museological unconscious, for the semiotic status of the museum’s objects
implicates subjects whose own unconscious is trans-individual. Moreover, we are just
beginning to appreciate some of the central semiological and psychological
mechanisms upon which the objects of museological stagecraft and museographical
(i.e., art historical, critical, and theoretical) discourse are dependent, and with which
being a “subject” in a museum (and consequently in that thoroughly museologized
world whose name is modernity) is staged, framed, and played out. It may
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become clearer just what these modernist “subjects” and “objects” are doing in the
first place.

In this regard, museology and museography are inseparable from and continuous
with other epistemological technologies for the fabrication and maintenance of the
modern nation-state and of the kind of subjects it requires to function effectively.
Both practices might arguably be seen as allomorphic to other professional practices
later in the nineteenth century — the distinct and opposed discursive sites of history-
writing (historiography) and psychoanalysis.

The Subject in the Museum

In the end, our attempts to articulate the nature of the museum object slide imper-
ceptibly, as along the surface of a Moebius strip, into an engagement with the
museum subject. The veritable summa of opticality — and an invention as profound
in its consequences as that of one-point perspective construction a couple of cen-
turies earlier — the museum exposes the user’s identity to an “otherness” whose own
identity is both present and absent. The object can only confront the subject from a
place where the subject is not. It is in this fascination with modernity’s paradigmatic
object — with “art” as such in museological and discursive space — that the subject
or spectator is “bound over” to it, laying down his or her gaze in favor of this quite
remarkable object. And it is in this fascination that we find ourselves, as subjects, re-
membered (repairing our dis-memberment). Museums dis-arm us so as to make us
remember ourselves in new ways. Or, to put it another way, museums help us to
forget that we have forgotten who we are. Our need (or desire) to reckon with the
institution of the museum is a perpetuation of the Imaginary order in the daily life
of the systems of the Symbolic; the fascination of the child — its being drawn to and
tied to its mirror image(s), its “imaginary” or image-laden sense of wholeness, which
coincides with its (and our) recognition of lack.

As optical instruments, then, museums in this sense serve a decidedly autoscopic
function, providing “external” (organs for the) perception of the individual subject
and its agency. However, the museum object (rather like an ego) does not strictly
coincide with the subject, but is rather an unstable site where the distinction between
inside and outside, and between subject and object, is continually and unendingly
negotiated in individual confrontations. The museum is in fact a theater for the coor-
dination of an I/eye confronting the world-as-object, with an 1/eye confronting
itself as an object among objects in that world: an adequation that is never quite
complete and that remains endlessly pursued. The museum and art have been so
successful precisely because these adequations, these circuits of desire, must be
continually (re)adjusted. There is always more than meets the 1.

What we recognize in modernity as art came to be a universal method of (re)nar-
rativizing and (re)centering history itself by establishing a standard or canon
(medium or frame) in or against which all peoples of all times and places might be
seen together in the same epistemological space. All could be plotted on the same
graph of aesthetic progress and (thus) ethical and cognitive advancement; all could
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be accorded historiographic anteriority or posteriority. Once this remarkable inven-
tion came to be deployed (museologically and museographically), it proceeded,
inevitably, to “find itself” everywhere, in all human productivity. Works of art were
constru(ct)ed as the most paradigmatic and exemplary of human activities, more
fully revelatory and evidentiary than anything else (apart from subjects themselves)
in the world. All the world’s things and all commodities are thus galvanized into
greater or lesser approximations of this ideal.

To each people belongs its proper and unique art, and to each art its proper posi-
tion as a station on the historiographic grand tour leading up to the modernity and
presentness, the always-alreadyness, of Europe (or “the West”). Against this, all that
which was not (of) Europe was “objectified” — or put-back-behind as anterior. To
leave Europe (that brain of the earth’s body) was to enter the past, the realm of all
that might be framed as prologue. This constituted an alterity in the process of being
transformed into the future anterior of political, economic, and social colonization
and domination, into the field of play of entrepreneurial opportunism.

Museology and art history came to modern maturity in the age of the European
Enlightenment, a period not so coincidentally a time of the blossoming of (among a
series of related creeds) the secular religiosity of Freemasonry, whose central tenets
were that transformations of character could be effected by transformations in the
material environment. The idea that character and spirit could be molded (for good
or ill) by molding space and material circumstance is at the core of the modern idea
of the museum, and indeed of art as such. The modern history of the civic museum
begins in attempts in various parts of Europe and America to embody that creed
(Preziosi 2003).

Molding Material: The Masonic Idea of the Museum

It may be useful to recall here something that has become largely invisible today in
the modern discourse on museology and art history: that the rise of the modern
museum as an instrument of individual and social transformation during the
Enlightenment was a specifically Masonic idea. It is not simply the case that virtu-
ally every single founder and director of the new museums in Europe and America
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was a Freemason; the idea of
shaping spatial experience as a key agent in the shaping of character was central to
the Enlightenment mission of Freemasonry from the beginning (Lenoir 1814). The
civic museum institutions founded in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies in Europe and America were Masonic realizations of a new form of frater-
nization not dependent upon political, religious, or kinship alliances, and tied to the
social revolutions on both sides of the Atlantic — that is, citizenship. As with the most
influential of these institutions, the L.ouvre Museum (which was very explicitly orga-
nized for the political task of creating republican citizens out of former monarchi-
cal subjects), they provided subjects with the means for recognizing and realizing
themselves as citizens of communities and nations (a fuller account of this and what
follows may be found in Preziosi 2003).
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Figure 4.1 Sir John Soane’s Museum: interior of the Dome area. Photograph by
Donald Preziosi. Reproduced courtesy of the Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum.

Sir John Soane’s Museum in London (figs 4.1-4.3) is, in fact, unique today
because, in its actual physical preservation, it has retained a palpable flavor of the
articulation of the Masonic program that Soane shared with contemporaries such as
Alexandre Lenoir, founder of the Museum of French Monuments in the former
Convent of the Lesser Augustines (Lenoir 1800-21, 1814; Bann 1984; McClellan
1994), the original Ashmolean, arguably the first public museum in Europe (1683),
founded by one of the first known British masons, Elias Ashmole (Josten 1966;
Simcock 1983), and, in part, the British Museum during its Montague House period,
the antecedent of the present classicist confection of 1847-51 (Crook 1972; Miller
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Figure 4.2 Plan and section of Sir John Soane’s Museum from John Britten, The
Union of Architecture, Sculpture and Painting (London, 1827). Reproduced cour-
tesy of the Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum.

1973; Caygill 1981). In Berlin, Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s Altes Museum exemplified
similar organizational principles (Crimp 1993). Of all these Masonic foundations,
only Soane’s retains the character that all these others (where they still exist) have
lost. The earliest American museum, Peale’s Museum in Philadelphia, occupying the
upper floor of the newly inaugurated American government, no longer exists.
Soane’s collection of Masonic books also included those of Lenoir, and he was well
acquainted with Ledoux’s 1804 volume L’Architecture considerée sous la rapport de
Lart, les moeurs, et de la législation (Ernst 1993; Watkin 1995).

“Free” or “speculative” Masonry, which was set in opposition to practical
masonry as “theory” to “practice,” was founded upon a desire to reconstitute in
modern times simulacra of the ancient Temple of Solomon, said to have been
designed by the Palestinian (Philistine) architect Hiram of the old coastal city of Tyre
for the Jews of the inland kingdom of Israel — a building which, in its every, tiniest
detail, was believed to encapsulate all knowledge.

Soane’s Museum, insofar as the archival records examined to date indicate, was
not used as a Masonic lodge or temple. Yet there is a passage through these complex
spaces that uncannily replicates the stages illustrated in the Masonic “tracing board”
presentations of the three stages or “degrees” of initiation — that is, the three stages
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Figure 4.3 Bust of Sir John Soane from behind. Photograph by Donald Preziosi.
Reproduced courtesy of the Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum.

of enlightenment the individual is exhorted to follow. Where this route may have
been is given by a single, remaining clue: the name Soane gave to a small space in
the basement on the south side of the lower floor, namely “The Anteroom”; this is
a room a visitor would pass by on the way to the public restrooms, but in Soane’s
day it could be directly entered from the outside of the building. This constituted
the “other” or lower ground floor level access into the building. If you were to begin
your visit to the museum in this “anteroom” or vestibular space, you would then
proceed into and through this dark and sepulchral basement, with its reminders of
death and mortality — the (no longer extant cul-de-sac of) the “Egyptian tomb” ahead
of you and into the realm of the fictitious medieval monk Padre Giovanni — his parlor,
cell, and tomb-yard to the east.

This would then lead you to the stairwell to the first floor, with its classical dec-
oration, and you would pass through the Corinthian order colonnade toward the back
of the bust of Soane confronting the Apollo Belvedere across the open space. From
behind, as you approach the back of Soane’s bust, Soane and Apollo are superim-
posed, Soane’s head in fact hiding the (now fig-leafed) god’s genitalia (see fig. 4.3).
The position of Soane’s bust on the Dome’s balustrade was the place where the frag-
ments of the collection fell into their proper perspective, and where, standing with
Soane, the veritable genius loci or “spirit” of the place, you would see laid out verti-
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cally before you the progression from the sarcophagus in the basement to Apollo to
the brilliant light of the Dome skylight above. This vertical tableau corresponds, in
Masonic lore, to a passage from the death of the old self, to rebirth and enlighten-
ment. The sarcophagus on these tracing boards symbolically holds the dead body of
the artist or architect before rebirth and enlightenment.

You have, in other words, a series of progressions mapped out throughout the
museum’s spaces: from death to life to enlightenment; from lower to higher; from
dark to light; from multiple colors to their resolution as brilliant white light; from a
realm where there is no reflection (basement level) to one where everything is mul-
tiply reflected and refracted (the many mirrored spaces of the first-floor level). Soane
stands at the pivotal point of all of this, and moreover ostensifies his role as a Master
Mason devoted to community outreach, charity, and education, by (if you stand
across the Dome by Apollo; see fig. 4.1) appearing to carry on his shoulders the future
generation of student apprentices who study and work in their office above and
behind his bust. In Masonic tracing boards, the Master Mason is frequently depicted
as carrying a child on his shoulders.

Soane — who as a Master Mason (and as Grand Superintendent of Works within
the upper echelons of British Freemasonry) was obliged to dedicate his life to com-
munal or public service, and who created this as a kind of secular Masonic institu-
tion — here provided his visitors with a set of techniques, derived from Masonic
practice, for creatively and concretely imagining a humane modern world, a world
that reintegrated the lost social and artistic ideals being rent asunder by the early
Industrial Revolution; that is, by capitalism. It did nor portray or “illustrate” a
“history” of art or architecture, and in this respect, Soane’s Museum was a critical
rather than representational artifact. At the same time, Soane ostensified, revealing
by his pose and position, the taking up of a point of view — literally, a telling per-
spective — which provided keys to the narrative sense and compositional order and
syntax of the fragments in the museum (on collecting as narration, see Ernst 1993;
Bal 1994). In seeing Soane seeing, the visitor could learn to envision a new world out
of the detritus of the old.

Soane’s Museum was thus neither an “historical” museum, nor a “private collec-
tion” in their more familiar recent senses. It was among other things an instrument
of social change and transformation. To visit it was not to enter a warehouse but a
kaleidoscopic machinery designed to proactively engage the imagination. It was a co/-
lection in the root meaning of the term: an assemblage of objects given to be “read
together,” in which the process of “reading” — the visitor’s active use of the spaces
over time — was dynamically and metamorphically productive of sense.

Whatever art historical values we may attribute to the objects we see today in
Soane’s Museum, they did not, in Soane’s time, have primarily autonomous mean-
ings that were fixed or final; they were, to use a linguistic or semiotic analogy, more
phonemic than morphemic, being indirectly or differentially meaningful rather than
directly significative. Their significance lay in their potential to be recombined and
recollected by the visitor to form directly meaningful units — what Soane himself
referred to as the “union of all the arts.” They are thus not strictly “objects” at all
in the common (modern art historical or museological) sense of the term; and still
less are they “historical” in any historicist sense.
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John Soane’s Museum ostensified a mode of perception understood as proactive
and constructive, rather than passive and consumptive. Emblematic of Soane’s prac-
tice as an architect and designer, it existed to enlighten and to project a vision of a
humane modern environment in response to the massively disruptive forces of early
nineteenth-century industrialization. That world came to be apotheosized a decade
and a half after Soane’s death in the Great Exhibition of the Arts and Manufactures
of All Nations at the Crystal Palace of 1851 (Preziosi 1999). The latter’s many
progeny — and not Soane’s more radical (Masonic) Enlightenment visions — consti-
tute the museological and art historical institutions and their associated professional
practices so familiar to us now as to seem natural or inevitable (Preziosi 2003; Preziosi
and Farago 2004).

Conclusion

We have yet to exit that space haunting all subsequent museums, or to cease our fas-
cinations with being haunted by what we find there, or the selves that appear to be
elicited in what we find.
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CHAPTER

Museums and
Anthropologies:
Practices and
Narratives

Anthony Alan Shelton

The development of anthropology has been strongly influenced by its pre-
institutional intellectual presuppositions and its subsequent early and varied insti-
tutionalization in learned societies, museums, and universities. At least three distinct
modes of the discipline’s institutionalization can be discerned. In Britain, Germany,
and Denmark, anthropology’s newly emerging mainstream paradigms were nurtured
in museums; while in the United States, Mexico, and Japan, although some areas of
the subject were, and are, closely connected to museums, it was not exclusively
associated with them. Elsewhere, in France, anthropology, closely associated with
sociology in the Durkheimian tradition, underwent separate academic institutional-
ization. Not until the former Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro underwent dis-
ciplinary reform, consummated in its name change in 1937 to the Musée de
I’Homme, did a significant current of museum anthropology come to maturity.
Different national traditions cannot therefore be reduced to a single or general devel-
opmental model. Furthermore, given that curators work in medium-term cycles
divided between “housekeeping,” exhibitions, and scholarly research, chronologies,
such as those devised by Sturtevant (1969), based primarily on the output of museum
and material culture related articles in selected journals, must be regarded as impre-
cise indications of the vitality or otherwise of ethnographic museums generally. Only
in a few, mainly northern European, cases can museums be regarded as what Lurie
has called the “institutional homeland of anthropology” (1981: 184).

Origins and Foundation Narratives, 1836-1931

In Europe and the Americas, museums created to house “ethnographic” collections
were constructed in two waves: the first dating between 1849 and 1884; the second,
following shortly after, from 1890 to 1931. With the exception of two early precur-
sors — the museum of the Academy of Sciences of St Petersburg, founded in 1836
and Ph. F. von Siebold’s Japan Museum, which after opening in 1837 later became
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Leiden’s Rijksmuseum voor Volkenkunde — most of the two continents’ great ethno-
graphic museums were established in a brief period of thirty-five years during the
first of these two waves. The inauguration of the Royal Ethnographic Museum of
Copenhagen (1849) was followed by a long line of eminent institutions: the Gote-
borg Museum (1861); the Museu Paraense Emilio Goeldi, Belém (1866); the Peabody
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology at Harvard (1866); Leipzig’s Grassi
Museum (1868); the Munich Museum fiir Volkerkunde (1868); the American
Museum of Natural History in New York (1869); the Berlin Museum fiir
Volkerkunde (1873); the Museo Nacional de Etnologia, Madrid (1875); the
Ethnographische Museum, Dresden (1875); the Pigorini Museum, Rome (1876);
the Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro, Paris (1878); the Pitt Rivers Museum,
Oxford (1883); the Museum voor Land-en Volkenkunde, Rotterdam (1883); and the
Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology (1884).

Significantly, all these museums predated the 1884-5 Conference of Berlin which
marked the start of Europe’s systematic and concerted colonization of Africa, while
the second wave, instigated with the establishment of the Museum fiir Natur-,
Volker- und Handelskunde, Bremen (1890), followed by the Imperial Institute,
London (1893), the Musée Royal de I’Afrique Centrale, near Brussels (1898), the
Koloniaal, later Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam (established 1910, but opened 1926),
and the Musée des Colonies, Paris (1931, after 1960, the Musée des Arts d’Afrique
et d’Océanie), corresponded to the heyday of European colonization. This latter
wave of museums was dedicated to the collection, research, and exhibition of exotic
products and was everywhere strongly inflected by colonial ideologies, policies, and
aspirations. Each wave of museum construction, despite occurring in close succes-
sion, corresponded to distinct social and political conditions within European met-
ropolitan cultures, which culminated with the rise of competitive nationalisms whose
aggressive postures were fortified by a closer identification between individual well-
being and that of nation-states (Schildkrout and Keim 1998: 10). When examining
differences in the early presuppositions behind exhibitions, it is worth remembering
that most German museums originated well within the national culture of the first
of these waves, while British museums and collections corresponded to a transitional
period, more closely associated with the second.

The institutionalization of non-Western objects was, of course, neither restricted
to ethnographic and colonial museums, nor the interpretative strategies they
espoused. Frese (1960: 15) distinguished eight types of institutions housing ethno-
graphic collections, including encyclopedic, natural history, mankind, art, and mis-
sionary museums, to draw attention to the different significations that institutional
narratives ascribe. More recently, Clifford (1997: 110) has described and portrayed
in more detail the entangled, subtle, and complex relations between museum narra-
tives and material interpretations in four Canadian Pacific Coast museums. Narra-
tives are also affected by external contingencies, sometimes reflected in a museum’s
name change, which might, over time, even redefine institutional objectives (Shelton
2000: 155). Bremen’s Museum fiir Natur-, Volker- und Handelskunde, for example,
was founded in 1890. Under the Nazis, it was renamed the Deutsches Kolonial- und
Ubersee-Museum, reflecting imperial sentiment; then, in 1945, its colonial appella-
tion was withdrawn, leaving it as the Ubersee-Museum which, in the 1970s, changed
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its orientation again to adopt new sociological perspectives. Other institutions have
changed their objectives without any corresponding name change. The Imperial
Institute shifted its collection and exhibition policy several times, effectively trans-
forming itself, first in 1926, from an index collection of the British Empire’s natural,
industrial, and commercial resources, into a narrative-centered “empire story-land”
in which dioramas, models, photographs, and maps illustrated notable events, eco-
nomic activities, and geographical regions. In 1952, it moved its emphasis a third
time: from commodity- to people-centered exhibits (Crinson 1999: 109-13).

A large part of the nineteenth-century museological infrastructure — collections,
systems of classification, and institutional imaginaries — predated museums them-
selves. Two early systems of classification and display were developed in the 1830s
and 1840s by the French geographer Edmé Francois Jomard and the Prussian physi-
cian Ph. E von Siebold. Jomard’s comparative approach to the presentation of
objects according to their function was challenged by von Siebold, who argued that
objects should first be classified and presented according to geographical origin, and
only secondarily by function. Jomard was unequivocal in his materialism and rejec-
tion of aesthetic approaches: “there is no question of beauty in these arts . . . but
only of objects considered in relation to practical and social utility” (quoted in
Williams 1985: 147). Over and above their differences, Jomard and von Siebold
attempted to impose systematic scientific principles of classification as a means of
relating collecting and presentation to illustration in place of the caprice of their
former curiosity values and, consequently, are often acknowledged as the forefathers
of “scientific” museum ethnography.

Frese (1960: 39) saw Jomard and von Siebold as precursors to evolutionary and
geographical-cultural approaches to ethnographic classification and the various
attempts at their reconciliation which they repeatedly elicited. In one early synthe-
sis, Christian Jirgensen Thomsen advocated that material culture should be divided
geographically and then subdivided according to Jomard’s detailed functional clas-
sification. He then imposed two further tripartite classifications of his own, creating
additional subdivisions based on the climatic conditions under which peoples lived
(hot, temperate, and cold climates), and their stage of cultural development (soci-
eties with writing and knowledge of metallurgy, societies without writing, but with
knowledge of metallurgy, and societies that lacked both). Even the typological evo-
lutionist Augustus Pitt Rivers tried to reconcile his approach with a geographical
perspective by suggesting that, in an ideal museum, collections would be arranged
around successive concentric galleries, each containing objects attributed to a spe-
cific period (see fig. 5.1 for an example of typological display in the Pitt Rivers
Museum). The inner to outermost galleries would be divided into distinct slices
within which objects from specific geographical areas would be assembled in close
proximity (Chapman 1985: 40—1). The idea for such an apparently novel architec-
tural space was perhaps taken from Le Play’s design for a concentric exhibition build-
ing for the 1867 Paris international exhibition which also attempted to reconcile
evolutionary and geographical classification of exhibits in an encyclopedic-type
presentation.

Not only classificatory schemes, but collections too predated the establishment of
the first ethnographic museums. European museums, like Berlin, Copenhagen,
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Figure 5.1 View of Pitt Rivers Museum from east side of lower gallery looking over
the court exhibition area where the artifacts are displayed according to type and
function (c. 1975). Reproduced courtesy of the University of Oxford, Pitt Rivers
Museum, 1998.267.281.1.

Munich, Leiden, and St Petersburg, were from the beginning heavily indebted to
former royal cabinets. Others incorporated ecclesiastical collections, like the Pigorini
in Rome, which inherited the holdings of the former Museo Kircheriano. More com-
monly, collections were acquired from defunct scientific or philosophical societies,
or from the activities of amateur scientists and collectors, like Augustus Pitt Rivers
for Oxford, von Siebold for Leiden, Godeffroy for Leipzig, or Maudslay, Gordon,
and von Hiigel for Cambridge. Many museums benefited from collections acquired
from international exhibitions: the Trocadéro from the 1878 Exposition Universelle;
the Musée Coloniale from the 1931 Exposition Coloniale; the Imperial Institute from
the 1886 British Colonial Exhibition; the Museum fiir Natur-, Volker- und
Handelskunde from the 1890 Handels- und Kolonial Ausstellung; and the
Chicago Columbian Field Museum from the 1893 World’s Columbian Exhibition.
By the late nineteenth century, German museums had moved away from acquir-
ing collections solely through donations and purchase to sponsoring their own sci-
entific expeditions. The model for these was provided by Adrian Jacobsen’s 1881
expedition for the Berlin Museum to the Northwest Coast and Alaska and his sub-
sequent expeditions to Siberia (1884-5) and Indonesia (1887-8). Between 1887 and
1915, the Berlin Museum sent six expeditions to Mexico, and at least another six to
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Oceania, without counting those it dispatched elsewhere in the world or joint expe-
ditions organized with other institutions. In Britain, Alfred Cort Haddon led an
expedition to the Torres Strait Islands in 1898, but his venture failed to attract the
same support as those in Germany, and was not quickly emulated. Expeditionary
collecting allowed for more controlled and better-documented acquisitions, a
requirement that provided criteria for distinguishing the emerging subject position
of scientific specialists from amateur collectors. Objects collected during expeditions
to little-known regions were valued as pristine cultural representations and clearly
distinguished from later, post-contact material. This allowed museums to compete
in establishing monopolies over possession of material culture from specific regions.
Expeditionary culture also redefined and shifted the value of ethnographic material
away from it being intrinsic to the objects themselves to a measure of their referen-
tial or documentary significance for non-material culture.

Though this pattern of collecting developed late in France, the Trocadéro’s
Dakar-Djibouti expedition, undertaken between 1931 and 1933 still managed to
acquire 3,500 ethnographic objects, including an important collection of Abyssinian
paintings and murals from a church in Gondor, 300 Ethiopian manuscripts and
amulets, and 6,000 photographs, to say nothing of botanical and zoological collections.
These highly organized, comprehensive, systematic, and concerted collecting expedi-
tions deeply affected the societies they afflicted. Complaints against Leo Frobenius,
who led no less than six major expeditions to Africa between 1904 and 1914 for various
German museums, were legion; while the reputation of the Dakar—Djibouti expedi-
tion for looting and desecration preceded it, leaving expectant villages terrified and
panic stricken. So effective was this form of accumulation world-wide that Sturtevant
estimated that, by the mid-1960s, there were more than 1,500,000 ethnographic items
in US museums alone, and 4,500,000 in the world as a whole (1969: 640).

Collections were constantly enlarged to achieve increasing comprehensiveness or
to reflect new scientific interests, while classifications were adopted and modified for
storage, display, and publication. Museum objectives were seldom static and were fre-
quently revised, transforming the character of the institutions themselves (Shelton
2000: 155). German museums, by placing stress on the accumulation of objects over
their classification and exhibition, and despite demanding, and often securing, ever-
larger buildings to house them, suffered such re-occurring shortages of space that dis-
plays were constantly being added to and changed, though not necessarily according
to any easily recognizable classificatory logic (Penny 2002: 182). Although displays
began to look increasingly like the overstuffed cabinets of curiosities that their cura-
tors had most wanted to distance themselves from, the dynamics and motivations
behind their growth caution against too readily accepting the popular image of
museums as simply being dusty and neglected storehouses of the world’s cultures.

German museums justified their unbridled growth by arguing that “primitive”
cultures faced extinction due to Western encroachment. Felix von Luschan, one-
time director of the Berlin Museum, was adamant that “ethnographic collections
and observations can either be made now, in the twelfth hour, or not at all,” while
his counterpart in Hamburg, Karl Hagen opined: “each day not taken advantage of
by a Volkerkunde museum can be counted . . . as a day lost to it” (Penny 2002: 32-3).
British observers, while sharing similar fears themselves, were startled by the growth
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of their German counterparts. O. M. Dalton, a curator at the British Museum, esti-
mated that, in 1898, the collections of the Berlin Museum alone were “six or seven
times as extensive” as those in L.ondon, while his contemporary, Northcote Thomas,
claimed that in the previous twenty-five years Berlin’s ethnographic collections had
increased tenfold over those of the British Museum (Penny 2002: 1).

The spectre of cultural extinction, so it was believed, endangered the Enlighten-
ment enterprise of constructing universal history. Adolph Bastian, the first director
of Berlin’s ethnographic museum, hoped that his exhaustive collections would enable
him to devise a comprehensive account of the effects of historical contingency and
climatic and geographical variability on material culture from around the world. For
Bastian, material culture represented embodied ideas: “material items are forms
which are imbued with ideas. To this extent we can call them ‘animated’ as is any
item upon which man has left the imprint of his thinking” (quoted in Koepping
1979: 5). Given that humanity possessed a fundamental psychic unity, similar geo-
graphical conditions and shared historical experiences were thought to give rise to
closely similar societies sharing related systems of material culture, while divergences
were attributed to different historical contacts and dissimilar environmental situa-
tions. Once defined, the resulting culture areas provided the organizing criteria for
German exhibitions.

Outside Germany, Thomsen’s successful tripartite classification of European pre-
history based on the use of stone, iron, and bronze, along with the simple chronolo-
gies worked out by C. L. Steinhauer and John Lubbock, encouraged British curators
to adopt their method to order ethnographic collections (Chapman 1985: 26-7;
Shelton 2001: 223). Augustus Pitt Rivers devised an order of weapons using the cri-
teria of “connection of form,” tracing their development through the morphologi-
cal changes that they underwent from the simple to the more complex. After adding
a further classification by functional affinity to explain the purpose underlying the
developmental linkages within classes, he used the resulting sequences to deduct the
evolution of the thought that had produced them (Chapman 1985: 33).

It was not the qualities and propensities common to humanity that subsisted
under variations in physical material expressions, endemic to Bastian’s universalism,
but morphological differences that motivated British and American approaches to
universal history. In the latter part of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
German intellectual traditions embraced an idealistic, universal conception of
humanity that eschewed hierarchical classification and refused to privilege any one
society over another (Penny 2002: 23). According to Penny, it was provincial pride,
internationalist outlook, and the civic acclamation of the rapidly growing cities that
led to sponsorship of the great ethnographic museums of Berlin, Munich, Leipzig,
and Hamburg. In contrast, in Britain and the United States, cultural evolution, once
adopted by museums, provided an illustrative method by which external and inter-
nal colonial ideologies based on notions of tutelage over so-called inferior races could
be legitimated. In Britain, such views also enabled class differences, and their wide
economic and cultural discrepancies, to be minimized by emphasizing the shared
racial unity of the nation against that of others. The ethnocide inflicted on exter-
nally or internally colonized cultures, although tainted by nostalgic laments in early
exhibits, was nevertheless regarded as inevitable and even justifiable in the wake of
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the advancement and provision of more “progressive” forms of technology, beliefs,
and economic and organizational models.

Nowhere did the German and British perspectives on universal history come into
more sharp contrast than in the United States, where Franz Boas, himself a former
member of the Berlin Museum and strongly influenced by Bastian, criticized the
evolutionary schemes devised by Otis Mason and John Wesley Powell at the US
National Museum (later Smithsonian Institution) for sacrificing the cultural unique-
ness of societies for generalized, abstract, and unconfirmable conjectural histories.
Even though his culture-area approach temporarily succumbed to that of his evolu-
tionary rivals at the American Museum of Natural History, in the longer term, Boas
succeeded in shifting enquiry away from form and function, to meaning, both in
material culture studies and later in museum displays (Jacknis 1985: 79).

In Asia, the development of museums promoted by the European powers began
in 1778 with the collections assembled by the Dutch in the Bataviaasch Genootschap
van Kunsten en Wetenschappen. Other Asian museums incorporating archaeologi-
cal and ethnographic collections were subsequently established by the British in
Calcutta (1796), Madras (1851), Lucknow (1863), Lahore (1864), Bangalore (1865),
Mathura (1874), and Colombo (1877). In those parts of Asia that escaped Western
colonization, ethnographic collections were established later. In Japan, a nation with
an empire of its own, the Tokyo National Museum, which opened in 1872, contained
minor ethnographic holdings, though no systematic collecting comparable to that
undertaken in Europe and America was instigated until the institutionalization of
academic anthropology in Tokyo University twenty years later. Japanese collecting
coincided with the second wave of European ethnographic museums, and, like its
counterparts, was focused on areas of entrenched colonial interests: Taiwan, Korea,
China, Mongolia, Siberia Sakhalin, and the Kuriles (Yoshida 2001: 89). Japan also
adopted European anthropological paradigms to structure its exhibitions. In the
Fifth Domestic Exhibition for the Promotion of Industry, Tokyo, a “Great Map of
the Human Races” was displayed alongside collections focused on the “customs,
implements and patterns of daily life” of those races living near the country’s
borders. By 1904, the paradigm had changed from a universal, comparative approach
to one firmly based on hierarchical classifications in which collections were used to
illustrate evolutionary sequences which equated ancient Japan with the contempo-
rary ethnic groups living around its borders (Yoshida 2001).

By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, European and Asian
museums tended to reflect, either in their collections or in their interpretations, and
often in both, the colonial interests of the metropolis. Although often fiercely com-
petitive, many museums were part of larger networks which, regardless of scholarly
orientation, encouraged the sharing of knowledge and the exchange of “duplicate”
or “superfluous” objects. Museums sometimes adopted similar stratified organiza-
tional models as the political regimes in which they operated, with a national met-
ropolitan museum at the head, followed by the large, then smaller, provincial
museums and overseas colonial museums. By the influence they exerted in directing
collecting, and in organizing, interpreting, and disseminating the data obtained, such
arrangements assisted metropolitan institutions in shaping knowledge in accordance
with national interests.
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Divergences, Eclipses, and Renewals, 1932-1994

While in France the Année Sociologique encouraged a redirection in the research
and exhibits of the Musée de ’'Homme, in Britain, museum anthropology became
increasingly marginalized as a result of Radcliffe-Brown’s reorientation of ethno-
graphic method and subject. Mauss’s 192639 Paris lectures, published in 1947 in
his Manuel d’ethnographie, unequivocally claimed museography to be a branch of
ethnography; the ethnographic museum was the material archive of the people that
it studied, and the interpretation and presentation of material and non-material
culture was, he argued, inseparably linked (1947: 11-13). In Mauss’s view, museum
exhibits should be divided between synthese and analyse: the first was constituted by
comparative summaries of a region’s material culture, equivalent to the morphologie
soctale or survey which he advocated as a prerequisite to detailed ethnographic work,
while additional displays, corresponding to his analyse, would provide specific func-
tionally related aspects of material and non-material cultures derived from particu-
lar sub-areas or related societies. Exhibits were intended to address both the
manufacture and use of the materials displayed.

Such a view directly contested the evolutionary museology of Ernest-Théodore
Hamy, the founder of the Trocadéro, who, while acknowledging art to be an expres-
sion of the religious, cultural, and intellectual conditions of its makers, also saw it
as a sign of their position within an evolutionary continuum stretching from the bar-
barous or grotesque to the European realist ideal. Nevertheless, with his museum
understaffed and underfunded, and compounded by his and his successor, René
Verneau’s, own preferences for speculative research over exhibit design, these prej-
udices were not reproduced in the displays themselves. For a brief period in the early
1930s, Georges-Henri Riviére organized a number of art exhibitions in the museum,
but Paul Rivet’s plans for a new institution which would bring teaching, research,
and museum activities closely together, brought radically different influences to bear
on it (Clifford 1988: 139). Until the 1930s, it was acknowledged that the museum’s
collections were “arrayed in a haphazard arrangement determined only by storage
and display facilities” that “caused pain and embarrassment to ethnographers”
(quoted in Williams 1985: 158-63). Nevertheless, despite the surrealist celebration
of the Trocadéro as “a jumble of exotica” (Clifford 1988: 135-6) and its brief flir-
tation with art, an aesthetic revaluation of arts primitifs was resisted as Riviere and
Rivet showed their closer affinities to Mauss’s more scholarly approach. Together
with its growing research program, which had already had a spectacular impact on
the public imagination with the Dakar—Djibouti expedition, the newly named Musée
de ’'Homme provided a new institutional setting for anthropology that escaped the
crises that afflicted British, German, and American museums.

In Britain, a change in the focus of anthropology away from universal history to
the study of the social structure of specific, small-scale societies, coupled with new
funding sources and its re-institutionalization in university departments, led to the
rejection of the evolutionary paradigm, and with it a decline in the significance and
interest in ethnographic collections. The decisive break between museums and
anthropology can be traced to the publication in 1922 of Radcliffe-Brown’s Andaman
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Islanders. Here, a functionalist anthropology of art, articulated in the chapter on the
social significance of tattoos, complemented his overall interpretation of Andaman
society, while material culture was consigned to a long descriptive appendix com-
pletely divorced from the text’s main interpretative body. Museums were abandoned
to material culture studies, most of which amounted to little more than descriptive
accounts of technical processes or compendia of material systems, while the eclipse
of interpretative or critical research permitted long-outdated evolutionary exhibi-
tions to dominate provincial displays until the middle of the century.

It was not until around the 1950s and early 1960s in Britain that Manchester and
Glasgow museums rearranged evolutionary displays and adopted what might be
termed a broad functionalist perspective. They were followed in the early 1970s by
Brighton, Exeter, and Leeds. On account of the size of their collections, these
attempts at monographic displays, although usually fragmentary, were either geo-
graphically or thematically focused. Material culture was of secondary importance,
serving only as an illustration of general ahistorical, functionalist edicts: masks as
agents of social control; the adaptation of tools, clothing, shelters, and containers
with their environment; or the integrative function of exchange goods. Nowhere was
the intellectual bankruptcy of museum ethnography more evident than in the long
periods of time it took for academic narratives to percolate down to inform museum
display practices. By the time functionalism finally displaced evolutionary exhibi-
tions, it too was vociferously being rejected by its former academic practitioners.

Until the 1980s, field collecting suffered similar neglect, as the presuppositions
and values behind salvage ethnography lingered as its sole justification. L.évi-Strauss
echoed fears over the irrevocable disappearance of “traditional” material culture
everywhere: “Formerly, anthropological museums sent men travelling in one direc-
tion to obtain objects that seemed to be drifting in the opposite direction. Today,
however, men travel in all directions; and . . . this increase in contacts leads to the
‘homogenization’ of material culture (which for primitive societies usually means
extinction)” (1968: 377). Nevertheless, although Brian Cranstone, a curator at the
British Museum, lamented in 1958 that it was seldom possible for museums in
Britain to undertake field collecting, two decades later the situation unexpectedly
changed. In 1987, Malcolm Mcl.eod suggested that material culture was not becom-
ing homogenized but hybridized. Arguing that the necessity to collect older mater-
ial systems of objects and newly hybridized ones presented novel opportunities for
ethnographic museums, he succeeded in reversing the British Museum’s former
inactivity in the field. In just ten years he added nearly 23,000 items to the museum’s
collections (Houtman 1987: 4).

The period 1920-69 coincided in the United States with what Sturtevant (1969)
also found to be a time of sharp decline and intellectual barrenness, marked by the
diminishing prestige of museum jobs, a shift in employment and research opportu-
nities to the university, and static policies toward collecting. Research during the
period, according to Sturtevant, was negligible, leaving up to 90 percent of US col-
lections never having been investigated (1969: 632). Despite such bleak conditions,
the following decade saw a surprising resurgence in material culture studies and the
beginning of anthropological museology (Kaplan 1994).
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The loss of direction, resulting from the academic isolation felt in museums in
Britain and America also affected Germany. Despite a threefold expansion of its
museum sector as a whole between 1969 and 1988, ethnographic museums benefited
from just four redevelopment projects (Harms 1997: 22). In northern Europe, a
number of institutions, including some former colonial museums, reacted to the loss
of anthropological direction by adopting sociological perspectives to focus on the
global context of other cultures. Some museums even assumed advocacy roles. For
example, Tapferer in Spanien; Ende emer Tradition? (Museum fiir Volkerkunde,
Hamburg, 1972) criticized Spain’s tourist policy under Franco and Toys for the Souls
(Delft Nusantara Museum, 1979) examined cultural disruption caused by defor-
estation and forced resettlement in Indonesia. Between 1971 and 1979, Rotterdam
curated a series of exhibitions on the lives of Moroccans, Surinamers, and Turkish
children living in The Netherlands, while Bremen (1974) and Hamburg (1977) spon-
sored similar exhibitions on German-based Turkish minorities. Despite having a
social relevance that more conventional ethnographic exhibitions had long since lost,
a study of visitors to the Tropenmuseum and the Ubersee-Museum found the public
reluctant to be confronted with the same issues presented in newspapers, news mag-
azines, and television programs, and audiences continued to decline (Harms 1997:
23-4).

After decolonization, former colonial museums continued to function as narrowly
applied institutions, much like the Commonwealth Institution, the heir to the col-
lections of the former Imperial Institute. By the end of the twentieth century, despite
numerous reforms, refurbishments, and changes in management structure, its
endemic failure to reverse public disinterest finally caused its closure. Because such
museums often continued to be funded by foreign relations rather than educational
ministries, and were hampered by collections narrowly drawn from their former
colonies, their fortunes continued to be closely tied to the vicissitudes of colonial
and postcolonial history. Changes in government and administration impacted
directly on more ideologically constructed displays which could quickly be made
redundant or irrelevant. Far from providing the state with a sustained, coherent, and
consolidated legitimating narrative for its colonial or neo-colonial adventures, colo-
nial museums mirrored their historical shifts replete with their uncertainties, bad
faith, and contradictions well into the postcolonial period. By 1987, commenting on
the wider panoply, Kenneth Hudson glumly opined that “it is quite possible that the
day of the ethnographic museum has already gone” (Harms 1997: 24).

However, ethnographic museums did not disappear. In Britain, for example,
museums such as the Marischal Museum, Aberdeen (see fig. 6.1), the Brighton
Museum, and especially the Museum of Mankind (the Ethnography Department of
the British Museum), made significant contributions to maintaining and reinvigo-
rating ethnographic displays and museum-based anthropology. At the Museum of
Mankind, a lively temporary exhibition policy between 1970 and 1997 defied any
single paradigmatic classification. During the early period, contextual exhibitions —
what Sturtevant (1969: 644) called the “Milwaukee style” after the museum which,
between 1963 and 1971, pioneered them — were common. These used elaborate
scenographies to recreate the physical context in which objects from the collection
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had once been used; examples included Yoruba Religious Cults (1974) and Asante:
Kingdom of Gold (1976).

Other exhibitions, such as The Hidden World of the Amazon (1985) and Paradise:
The Wahgi People of the New Guinea Highlands (1992), used part reconstructions of
original physical spaces in mixed-genre exhibitions. Aesthetic genres were, with the
exception of two permanent exhibitions, rarely used. More orthodox monographic
exhibitions were employed for historical and technology-centered galleries, such as
A Victorian Earl in the Arctic: The Travels and Collections of the Fifih Earl of Lons-
dale (1989). Craftsmen were brought to the museum to demonstrate the processes
through which often impressive constructions were created, Toraja: Creating an
Indonesian Rice Bar (1988) being of special note. Close participation with originat-
ing communities, made possible through fieldwork and collaboration with local
anthropologists, characterized many exhibitions, such as Paradise. Others, like those
curated by Paolozzi (1985) and Sokari Douglas Camp (1995), breached and ques-
tioned conventional distinctions between ethnographic and contemporary art and
contributed significantly to rethinking museum displays more generally.

Post-narrative Museology, 1994-2005

Beginning in the 1980s, conferences and edited volumes aimed at examining the
museum’s endemic crises proliferated (for example, Karp and Lavine 1991), and this
became part of an impetus for anthropologists to turn their attention to the museum
once again. At the same time, ethnographic museums themselves experienced even
greater diversification and narrative fragmentation. Strategies to deal with the cri-
tique included shifting their focus to collectors and their cultural milieu (for example,
in Brighton Museum’s 1995 Collectors Gallery) or to the general collection’s history
(for example, The World Mirrored: Ethnographic Collections over the Last 150 Years,
Nationalmuseet, Copenhagen, 2000).

A different response to the milieu of intellectual uncertainty has been the increas-
ing adoption of aestheticized or “art-type” displays. Some museums, like the Paris-
based Musée Dapper, opened with an explicit commitment to aesthetic exhibitions;
others, like the Museum fiir Volkerkunde, Berlin, and the National Museum of Eth-
nology, Osaka, while having consciously employed aesthetic effect, have structured
their displays using anthropological categories; while a further group of museums,
including the Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam, sometimes eschew aesthetic effect alto-
gether in favor of documentary realism.

Anthropological debate on the merit of aesthetic approaches to ethnographic
exhibitions has recently been revived by major museum developments in Paris and
London. The exhibition of selected “masterpieces” or “arts premiers,” held in the
Louvre’s Pavillon des Sessions in 2000, coupled with a government proposal to
incorporate the collections of the Musée de 'Homme, as well as those of the Musée
des Arts d’Afrique et d’Océanie into a newly constructed museum at the Quai
Branley, provoked strong resistance from anthropologists. Subsequently, a purely
aesthetic approach, promoted by the late art dealer Jacques Kerchache, was tem-
pered, with the appointment of the Marxist anthropologist Maurice Godelier, by a
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renewed commitment to ethnographic and historical contextualization. While an aes-
thetic approach was agreed to be necessary to affirm the universality of artistic cre-
ation, geographical and comparative criteria were introduced to structure the
organization of collections in the new galleries (Dias 2001: 90-93).

Despite thirty years of anthropological debate, which the curators of the Museum
of Mankind did much to foster, the Museum of Mankind was closed in 1994 and its
collections reincorporated into the British Museum. The new galleries are examples
of the subordination of interpretation to aesthetic presentation. In the case of the
Mexican gallery, funded by the Mexican government and part of the country’s busi-
ness community, a display which combined ethnographic and archaeological collec-
tions was rejected in favor of a pre-Hispanic “treasures” type exhibition designed
by Teodoro Gonzalez de L.éon (1994). The adoption of “white cube” designs for the
commercially sponsored African galleries clearly confirms a distinct shift in exhibi-
tion strategies away from the use of the heterogeneous and more intellectually artic-
ulated genres which the museum had pioneered to more circumspect ocular
experiences. The support of these and other galleries by foreign national and cor-
porate organizations attests to the growing importance of transnational capital over
formerly state-provided funds for national institutions, and coincides with object-
makers wanting to identify their works and themselves less with ethnographic and
more with aesthetic and universal genres of display. Both of these point to new direc-
tions and uses to which museums and collections are being put in some of the world’s
core cities.

A final type of re-institutionalization and representation of collections to be men-
tioned here are the newly emerging world cultures, world arts, or international
museums, like Rotterdam, Hamburg, and the Swedish consortium based in Stock-
holm and Goteborg. In 1999, the Museum of Ethnography, Goteborg was amalga-
mated with the Stockholm-based National Ethnographic Museum, the Museum of
Mediterranean and Near Eastern Antiquities, and the Museum of Far Eastern
Antiquities to form the National Museum of World Culture. The move was
intended to rationalize part of the country’s national and municipal collections,
promote access, stimulate people-centered, interdisciplinary, and innovative genres
of exhibition, and express the global context of many of the world’s cultures, includ-
ing that of Sweden itself. The new museum is intended to instigate a new pedagogy,
to close the space between the everyday lived world and museum activities, to con-
flate academic learning with popular expression, and empower communities to be
part of new dialogical relationships, which would acknowledge both scientific and
subjective facets of culture. Its new building is due to include temporary exhibitions
on African refugees, a global perspective on AIDS, and an installation work by Fred
Wilson, thereby incorporating many of the most progressive developments found
within museums in the past thirty years, and re-engaging the institution with some
of the contemporary issues to which anthropology has itself turned. Furthermore,
the Goteborg consortium has been a leading supporter of ASEMUS (The
Asia—FEurope Museum Network), a proactive body of organizations which include a
significant number of ethnographic museums, which has begun to establish joint pro-
jects between the two continents designed to create more equitable relations in the
sharing of tangible and intangible cultural properties.
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What the French and Swedish museums have in common is the erasure of pre-
viously consecrated subject boundaries and the desire to revise working relationships
with originating communities. What separates them might be the Quai Branley’s
refusal of any ethnographic deconstruction and decolonization to acknowledge the
a priori sanctity of the category “art” in either Western or non-Western societies,
and Goteborg’s refusal to privilege categories like “art” and “creativity.” Quai
Branley cannot, therefore, be postcolonial for many anthropologists, in the same way
that the Museum of World Culture might not, perhaps, be considered postcolonial
by many artists.

Behind what might be seen as many museums’ retreat from anthropology, and the
fragmentation of any singular or dominant academic paradigm for ethnographic dis-
plays, lies a significant organizational shift that has displaced power and influence
away from a curatorial coterie into the hands of professional managers and admin-
istrators. The rise of managerial dominance in museums in many countries, espe-
cially Britain, is part of an “audit culture” which has seen the implementation of
policies designed to introduce greater accountability and supposed transparency into
institutions, while making them more responsive to the majority population that
funds them. Although these structures should theoretically be helpful in narrowing
the gap between museum activities and the wider society, in practice such controls
have resulted in greater centralization, the redirection and concentration of power
into a professional non-curatorial managerial class, and the subordination of museum
policies to external institutional objectives. The repercussions of such far-ranging
and barely acknowledged changes within museums rank among the most important
issues that now need to be addressed. Museums, consequently, are no longer moti-
vated primarily by either established or experimental academic programming, but by
the delivery of external institutional objectives broadly related to social-engineering
policies and subordinated to supposed market forces. Formerly accepted universal
truths have lost the legitimacy they once possessed, and with them, the intellectual
legitimation behind narratives has been displaced to the institution’s performance in
relation to externally imposed objectives.

Ethnographic museums in Canada and the United States, despite also having
adopted managerial models, seem at least in part to have avoided anthropology’s
partial failures in Europe. This may be attributed to wider variations in management
models, greater diversity of funding sources, and the effects of particular national
political agendas. The more successful museums, acknowledging their position in
multi-ethnic nation-states, were quick to reformulate their relations to the originat-
ing communities from which parts of their collections came. The Museum of
Anthropology at the University of British Columbia (fig. 5.2) has pioneered partic-
ipatory action research programs with First Nation peoples, and seldom curates
exhibitions without the participation of relevant indigenous communities. The
National Museum of the American Indian in Washington goes even further by
acknowledging the importance of cultural over object preservation, the right of
native communities to use museum objects, and the authority of Native American
philosophies on the understanding and care of collections, clearly aligning itself with
indigenous interests (Clavir 2002: 77).
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Figure 5.2 “Modernist”-type display in the Great Hall, Museum of Anthropology,
University of British Columbia (opened 1976). Photograph courtesy of the Museum
of Anthropology, University of British Columbia.

Museums in the Americas, as well as other settler nations, can no longer rely on
their traditional monopoly over technologies of representation, but must embrace
new ethical values to replace those which were sometimes harmed by former collec-
tion and exhibition policies (for example, Phillips 2003). This involves widening
intercultural relationships from those established solely around collecting and display
to include related issues of restitution, cultural management, and the museum’s
wider political integrations. As Clavir (2002: 76) astutely notes with reference to
Canadian First Nation peoples: “Having control over the tangible objects in
museums plays a role in having control over the intangibles” and becomes an impor-
tant step toward the reclamation of cultural heritage.

Despite, or perhaps because of, such changes, some museums have developed and
sharpened innovative interpretative strategies by curating temporary exhibitions. It
is here that the past thirty years of critical scholarship have had their greatest impact.
Even a superficial review of temporary exhibitions curated by ethnography museums
or by anthropologists during the past few decades shows an impressive array of
approaches.

1 Comparative thematic approaches are particularly evident in the programs of the
Musée d’Ethnographie, Neuchatel (Collections passion, 1982; Objets prétextes,
objets manipululés, 1984; Temps perdu, temps retrouvé, 1985; Le mal et la douleur,
19865 Des animaux et des hommes, 1987, Les femmes, 1992; Marx 2000, 1994).

77




Anthony Alan Shelton

2

The reflexive turn in anthropology has also had an important impact on ethno-
graphic exhibitions (Melanesian Objects, Objets Melanesians, Museu de Etnolo-
gia, Lisbon, 1988; Man Ape, Ape Man, Nationaal Natuurhistorisch Museum,
Leiden, 1993; Bringing It All Back Home, Etnografiske Museum, Oslo, 1996;
Inventing the Southwest: The Fred Harvey Company and Native American Art,
Heard Museum, Phoenix, 1996).

Related to this de-cloaking of the conditions under which collections have been
made, exhibitions have also employed deconstruction to focus on the interpreta-
tion and production of museological effects (Arz/ Artefact, Center for African
Art, New York, 1988; Fetishism, Brighton Museum, 1995; Angola a preto e branco,
Museu de Antropologia, Coimbra, 1999; ExitCongo Museum, Royal Museum of
Central Africa, Teurveran, 2000; and Le musée cannibale, Musée d’Ethnographie,
Neuchatel, 2002).

Dialectical approaches examining the mutual relations and reciprocal interpreta-
tive strategies through which different nation-states have represented others are
strongly illustrated by Images of Other Cultures, curated by the National Museum
of Ethnology, Osaka, 1997.

Artist interventions in ethnographic museums to expose their paradoxes,
contradictions, and parodies have, with Fred Wilson, Jimmie Durham, Lothar
Baumgarten, and Susan Hiller, become almost commonplace (see Putnam
2001).

Multiple or plural interpretations, returning to the basic focus of all ethnogra-
phy on the speaking, interpreting subject, are not only in evidence in new per-
manent displays, such as the African galleries at the Horniman Museum and the
Smithsonian Institution, but in temporary exhibitions too (A/l Roads are Good.:
Native Voices on Life and Culture, 1994-2000; The Path We Travel: Celebrations
of Contemporary American Creativity, 1994-5, both at the George Gustav Heye
Center, Museum of the American Indian, New York).

Finally, some museums have refused to shy away from political subjects, even
when these involved their own funding bodies. At the Rautenstrauch-Joest-
Museum, Cologne, after a long unsuccessful attempt to get the city to modern-
ize storage facilities, Gisela Volger sponsored Peter Pick to make an installation
(Objekte schlagen zuriich, 1994) using the poorly preserved African collection,
while at the Musée du Ville de Neuchatel, Jacques Hainard and Roland Kaehr
responded to budget cuts with the exhibition, A chacun sa croix (1991).

Unlike the grand narratives described earlier, these exhibitions have, without

exception, developed independently of any national intellectual traditions at a time
of postmodern incredulity, accelerated globalization, and rising Fourth World con-
sciousness. These positions, developing with the end of grand narratives and the
erosion of the universal truths on which they were based, far from undermining the
relevance of anthropology, contribute to reaffirming its basic tenets and revitalizing
its radical potential to be, as Malcolm Mcl.eod attempted at the Museum of
Mankind: “a place where the visitor’s imagination is stimulated, where he or she is
made to see things in a new light, where some sort of stretching — conscious or
unconscious — occurs in the way they see the world” (Houtman 1987: 7).
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Museums are a microcosm of the wider society in which inter-ethnic relations are
played out through a struggle over interpretation and control of cultural resources.
In a recent article, Ruth Phillips has argued that the new democratic, collaborative,
and non-essentializing policies of some museums are diagnostic of the beginning of
a second museum age (Phillips 2005). Furthermore, it is argued that the expanded
space of interpretation, the conflation of subject and object, the appreciation of the
fugitive nature of meaning, and the expanded field of contestation, brought about
by increasing globalization and urban multi-ethnicity, mark new and reinvigorated
departures for material culture studies. It is this new, revitalized sub-discipline of
anthropology that, through its dialectical engagement and transformation of its
subject, has done much, and can be expected to do much more, in charting new
courses not only for ethnographic but for other museum presentations too. Whereas
forty years ago, William Sturtevant raised the question of whether anthropology still
needed museums, we can add to his positive, if somewhat apprehensive affirmation,
that museums also need anthropology.
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CHAPTER

Collecting Practices

Sharon Macdonald

Collecting — including the assembly, preservation, and display of collections — is fun-
damental to the idea of the museum, even if not all “museums” directly engage in
it. Equally, I suggest, the idea of the museum has become fundamental to collecting
practices beyond the museum. Furthermore, collecting is variously entangled with
other ways of relating to objects and according them meaning and value — that is, to
wider epistemologies and moral economies of objects.

There is now an enormous literature on collecting, encompassing the history of
collecting, including biographies of individual collectors and tomes on specific col-
lections, as well as on the anthropology, psychology, and sociology of both museum
and popular collecting. Rather than submit to a collector’s urge to try to gather and
order all of this (and risk the failure inherent in such an ambition), my aim here is
to highlight some of the main —and changing — epistemological and moral economies
in which museum collecting has been implicated. I do this primarily via a schematic
account of the history of collecting, from the curiosity cabinet, via discussion of
research on popular collecting, to debates and innovations in museum collecting
today. First, however, I address the fraught question of what is meant by collecting.

What is Collecting?

Collecting is sometimes seen as a basic urge or instinct, and as a fundamental and
universal human (and, indeed, sometimes also animal) activity. This, however, does
not explain very much and it ignores important differences in the nature of, and
motives for, different kinds of gathering or accumulation of material things. More-
over, it naturalizes the museum, casting it as an inevitable expression of the collect-
ing urge rather than seeking to understand its various manifestations and flourishing
in specific historical and cultural contexts. Museums and related forms of collecting
practices need to be interrogated in the same way as do practices that initially seem
less obvious to Western observers, such as the famous potlatch ceremonies recorded
in the early twentieth century in North-West America, which involved first accu-
mulating and then giving away or even destroying vast quantities of objects, in rituals
that culminated in a kind of obverse of collecting: a conspicuous dispersal. Just as



Sharon Macdonald

such practices raise questions about the specificity of cultural and historical contexts,
motives, and implications, as well as about possible similarities with other practices,
so too does museum collecting and its relatives (cf. Clifford 1988).

There have been useful attempts to distinguish collecting from related practices,
such as gathering or accumulating. In archaeology, for example, there have been
debates over the status of objects amassed in grave sites, and it has been argued that
these should properly be regarded as “hoards” or “accumulations” rather than “col-
lections” on account of the fact that these are probably artifacts gathered for their
individual significance and perceived function in the afterlife rather than to form a
set of related objects in itself (Bradley 1990). Collecting, according to this perspec-
tive, should be seen as a practice in which the intention is to create a collection; and
a collection in turn is a set of objects that forms some kind of meaningful though
not necessarily (yet) complete “whole.” Although delimiting “collecting” to activi-
ties intended to form “a collection” might at first seem tautologous, it serves to iden-
tify a distinctive type of object-oriented activity in which items are selected in order
to become part of what is seen as a specific series of things, rather than for their par-
ticular use-values or individualized symbolic purposes. While in everyday language
we might use the terms “collecting” and “collection” loosely to cover a wide range
of practices (for example, collecting tax), it is analytically useful to distinguish “col-
lecting” as a self-aware process of creating a set of objects conceived to be mean-
ingful as a group. Exactly how “groupness” is perceived is not the defining matter:
collecting is as much about creating a rationale as filling it.

Museums play an important role in institutionalizing this conception of a “col-
lection” as more than — and different from — the sum of its parts. In forming col-
lections, museums recontextualize objects: they remove them from their original
contexts and place them in the new context of “the collection.” This recontextual-
ization of objects primarily in terms of other objects with which they are considered
to be related, is a fundamental aspect of the kind of collecting legitimized by the
museum. In a collection, objects take on additional significance specifically by dint
of being part of the collection; and, in most cases, the life of objects once in a col-
lection is notably different from their pre-collection existence. In particular, objects
in collections are less likely to be available for use or purchase than they were previ-
ously: they enter into a new stage in their biographies (Kopytoff 1986). Their sep-
aration from other objects and their status as a collection are generally culturally
marked by distinctive forms and levels of attention, including particular technolo-
gies of storage, cataloguing, and display. Moreover, collections are typically formed
with the ambition of being kept long term or even in perpetuity, so simultaneously
establishing a likely terminal phase in objects’ biographies and attempting to give
them a more lasting life and significance.

Collecting and Differentiation

This is not to say that collecting should be seen as a homogeneous practice. Indeed,
as described below, there are variations in the principles involved, and collecting may
blur into other practices. Much collecting research has included identifying types of
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collecting and highlighting different impetuses that may be concerned; and mapping
collecting types onto social differences (for example, of gender or class) is prevalent
in academic approaches and collectors’ own discourses. Many distinctions have been
produced. For example: between the taxonomic and the aesthetic, the clinical and
the passionate, the systematic and the eclectic, the authentic and the inauthentic, the
planned and the impulsive, the institutional and the individual, the connoisseurial
and the fetishistic, the high and popular cultural, the dealer and the true collector
(see, for example, Danet and Katriel 1989; Pearce 1995). Such attempts to make dis-
tinctions between types of collecting, and to prize “real” or “proper” collecting from
its perceived counterfeits, are often infused with implicit or explicit moral judgments
in which some types of collecting are valued as relatively worthy and others dis-
missed or seen as signs of pathology.

In literary accounts, particularly since the nineteenth century, the figure of the
collector may act as a trope for certain, generally negative, character traits. In John
Fowles’s The Collector (1964), for example, collecting is contrasted with a genuine
love of life and things, and cast as a reprehensible “deadening” activity in which
mastery through possession dominates any kind of real sensibility to that which is
collected. The museum, too, has sometimes been characterized in this way, particu-
larly in the analogy with the mausoleum.

That collecting attracts such moral judgments should not, however, be regarded
as evidence of its actual moral status but instead of the fact that it is a culturally sig-
nificant and morally charged activity which is about more than the mere gathering
together of things. Collecting is the performance of a certain form of human—object
relations: a particular approach to the material and social world. For this reason, it
needs to be understood also in relation to other kinds of human—object relations;
and, as we will see below, its development and moral evaluations of it are intertwined
with other modes of relating to both things and people.

Renaissance and Early Modern Collecting

Histories of collecting have identified various periods and places in which forms of
collecting can be found (Rigby and Rigby 1944; Impey and MacGregor 1985; Clunas
1991; Pearce 1995; Bounia 2004). These include Ancient Greece and Rome, medieval
Europe and the Edo and Ming periods (beginning about the mid-sixteenth century)
in China and Japan. I begin my account, however, with the flourishing of collecting
in Renaissance and early modern Europe because this is widely seen as a precursor
to modern museum collecting, though also as distinct from it in interesting ways (see
chapter 8), and because, as I discuss in the final part of this chapter, there have been
some recent arguments that we are today seeing a return to some aspects of this form
of collecting.

During the Renaissance, a new passion for collecting developed among a learned
elite, and this extended the sites of collections away from the specifically royal
(the regal treasure) or religious (for example, the collection of saints’ relics), and saw
the formation of dedicated spaces for collection and display — specialized cabinets
and rooms. By the early modern period, new collecting technologies, such as the
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inventory and catalogue, had been devised. Spurring on the new collecting was “the
empirical explosion of materials that wider dissemination of ancient texts, increased
travel, voyages of discovery, and more systematic forms of communication and ex-
change had produced” (Findlen 1994: 3). Collecting was a means of bringing togeth-
er and reveling in the newly discovered, and also of trying to make some sense of it.

To the modern eye, the collections of objects produced sometimes seem eclectic
and even haphazard, mixing together, perhaps, items such as corals, statuary, books,
animal skeletons and — a favoured item — the horn of a unicorn. Yet these were not
merely randomly accumulated things (Hooper-Greenhill 1992). While the specific
organizing principles by which objects were brought together might vary, these were
themselves governed by ideas of objects as having intrinsic meanings that had been
laid down during the Creation, and of the collection as ideally constituting a “micro-
cosm” or “mirror of nature” that would aid in the interpretation of the divine text.
As Foucault (1970) pointed out, various notions of “resemblance” now unfamiliar
to us were central to sixteenth-century epistemology; and collections of objects
into cabinets and the like allowed for the bringing together of things that could be
arranged according to notions of meaningful proximity, juxtaposition, or alignment
that might indicate underlying symbolic resemblance. Curiosities, which became a
special target of collectors’ attention in this period (Pomian 1990), were those things
“new, unknown or unseen, that needed to be integrated into the existing perception
of the world” (Prosler 1996: 28). They were also seen as evidence of God’s “power
to alter the course of nature” (Shelton 1994: 184-5), and thus as potentially partic-
ularly telling signs of divine logic.

Taxonomy and System

During the seventeenth century, new ideas about how to organize and order objects
into meaningful collections began to supersede some of those that had informed
earlier practices. In particular, the idea that there were multiple forms of resem-
blances, connected by complex and cryptic linkages, came to be replaced largely by
the idea that evident physical similarities or dissimilarities between things could
themselves point directly to the natural scheme (see fig. 8.1). The systematic obser-
vation and comparison of objects became a key feature of natural science; and the
cabinet and museum maintained and even strengthened their role as principal means
of bringing together and organizing objects in order to attempt to map the world’s
patterns. The curiosity ceased to be such a focus in these newer epistemologies, and
notions of typological mapping, or what Foucault refers to as “tabulation” (1970),
and “coverage” gained ground. Taxonomies flourished, and some categories of
choice for collecting waxed and waned with fashion. For example, in The Nether-
lands in the early seventeenth century, there was a craze for collecting tulip bulbs
(Schama 1987), and in early eighteenth-century France, ancient medals came to be
a particular focus among some groups of collectors (Pomian 1990). It should also be
noted that the collecting of the curious and the eclectic did not disappear entirely,
and that non-systematic collecting also persisted, different principles existing along-
side one another.
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Evident in all of these collecting practices are the notions that objects are mean-
ingful and that collecting and organizing them can be a means of making sense and
gaining knowledge of the world. Removing objects from their pre-existing worlds of
use and arranging them in a designated space allowed meaning and order to be dis-
cerned in the unruly and teeming world of things. But, as with later collecting prac-
tices, these early forms were not only about gaining knowledge of divinely inspired
nature and of the new worlds that were being opened up through increased travel.
Collecting was also partly a celebration of objects both in themselves and as evidence
of divine skill, and this could disrupt classificatory schemes.

Moreover, collecting worlds were also social worlds. Collecting produced not just
new knowledge but also new kinds of social practices (for example, of trade in exotic
artifacts, and of gentlemanly visiting of noted collections) and social relationships
(for example, between collectors and their patrons). Possessing a collection became
a mark of status, injecting a new dynamic possibility into existing social hierarchies;
and the relative qualities of collections themselves became a basis for identifying and
expressing social distinctions. Collecting was a means of fashioning and performing
the self via material things; and the new social figure of the collector became the
epitome of the then relatively novel idea that personal identities could be made rather
than being definitively ascribed at birth (Findlen 1994: 294).

Modern Collecting and the Museum

Much of the early modern European complex of notions and practices concerning
collecting has persisted into the present, but it has also been extended and changed
both over time and as it has spread across the globe and beyond its elite origins. Par-
ticularly important in the systematization and diffusion of collecting practices was
the development of the modern, and especially the national, museum in the late eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries.

National museums acted as symbols of the existence of the newly forming nation-
states (see chapter 10); and although many were based on existing collections that
had been created by individual collectors, they helped to materialize the new polit-
ical-cultural forms into being. They did so in part by positioning the new nation-
states as “collectors,” signaling their identity and indeed very existence by their
ownership of collections. As in relation to individual collectors, the collections of
nations were simultaneously expressions of belonging to a worthy and educated club
and of being individually distinctive. Collections allowed nation-states to show their
possession and mastery of the world — something that colonial powers were espe-
cially well able to demonstrate through the accumulation of material culture from
the countries that they colonized (see, for example, Coombes 1997; Barringer and
Flynn 1998; Gosden and Knowles 2001). They also gave them the opportunity to
amass and present evidence of their own pasts, so turning their histories into “objec-
tive” fact and legitimizing their right to exist. This same complex of ideas was
extended to other entities, especially the city, and the nineteenth century saw a
massive explosion of new museums, both national and civic, across Europe and
beyond.
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Collecting and the public

Although earlier proto-museums had been available to some visitors, a hallmark of
the modern museum was that it was open to the public. Indeed, the modern museum
can be seen as one of the technologies through which “the public” as an aggrega-
tion of self-directed citizens was imagined into being (see chapters 8 and 16). The
museum was able to perform this task in part by positioning members of the public
as collectors. They were collectors insofar as it was in their name that the museum
project was conducted: they were the “owners” of the collections. Furthermore,
museums encouraged members of the public to conceive of themselves as autodi-
dactic collectors of knowledge, and the museum made visible suitable classifications
and taxonomies into which that knowledge could be organized.

The museum also played a role in encouraging the public literally to become col-
lectors of things. The collections of the new museums were created not only from
the collections of wealthy aristocrats but also by the collecting activities of the newly
educated middle classes, especially by literary and philosophical societies. As Didier
Maleuvre has observed, this was a period in which collecting was democratized and
the “museum penetrated the cultural consciousness . .. The nineteenth-century
mania for collecting was not merely a public concern: domestic collections flourished,
and remodelled interior spaces into esthetic and historic museums of themselves”
(1999: 4). Special items of furniture, such as the “Empire cabinet” and “whatnot,”
were produced for citizens to display their own collections in their own homes (1999:
180), thus showing off their good taste, education, and social status.

Creating a collection required the ability to make careful selections from the pro-
fusion of objects that had become more widely available during the eighteenth
century and especially into the nineteenth. Not only were there still enormous quan-
tities of exotica and novel things to cope with, there were also new, mass-produced
goods. New things became more easily available to a wider range of people than ever
before, especially in the department stores that sprung up alongside museums in the
expanding cities. Museums and department stores sometimes borrowed design
features from one another; and both put objects on display through the tantalizing
technology of the vitrine or glass case, in which things could be seen and admired
but not touched, the possessive appetite thus being whetted but not immediately
satisfied. The shop, though, made possession a real possibility; and the new pro-
duction of “collectibles” — items designed specifically to be collected — tapped into
this possibility and market. The perceived danger, however, was that people would
be so dazzled by the new acquisitive possibilities that they would not know when
to stop or how to select responsibly. This was articulated especially clearly in the
disease of “kleptomania,” which first came to be identified at the time, and which
was a particular affliction of middle-class ladies in department stores (Abelson
1989).

Museums had an ambivalent position in relation to bourgeois acquisitiveness. On
the one hand, they encouraged a collecting urge, supporting the idea of amassing
aggregations of objects that might never be used. On the other, they could act as a
kind of moral antidote to unfettered consumption by illustrating careful and mean-
ingful object selection. Moreover, in a world in which novelty and cycles of fashion
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acted as motors for yet more production and consumption, museums could stand for
a different kind of relationship to objects: one that was both more lasting and more
meaningful. As Walter Benjamin puts it: “To [the collector] falls the Sisyphean task
of divesting things of their commodity character by taking possession of them”
(2002: 19).

Disciplining collecting

The museum faced its own problems of selection: of how to identify the significant
and meaningful amidst the excess of both things and information. Collecting needed
to be carried out with care, sifting the meaningful from the dross, on the one hand,
and seeking to be properly comprehensive, on the other. Certain categories, such as
“Etruscan” and “Old Masters,” emerged, which were to be found in most self-
respecting generalist museums, and which were used not only to organize existing
material but as a spur to the museum’s active collecting. The idea of collections as
potentially complete series became widespread alongside evolutionism in the nine-
teenth century, some museums choosing to fill in the gaps in series of sculptures or
of skeletons with plaster casts or other replicas, though in others the idea of the
“real thing” was a primary filter. In art museums, the new discipline of art history
informed a novel means of organizing galleries from the late eighteenth century, the
works typically being presented as exemplifications of particular styles, themselves
classified by both “period” and “civilization” or “nationality,” and this being spa-
tially organized such that visitors could take an educational tour through the progress
of art over time, crossing continents, and experiencing characteristic differences, as
they did so. Museums of anthropology, ethnology, natural history, and science and
industry also frequently employed forms of classification based on evolutionary
chronology and territory-based difference (Bennett 2004; see also chapter 5), thus
also helping to naturalize these as ways of apprehending the world in all its mani-
festations, and to create rationales for selection.

The growth of academic disciplines and sub-disciplines, such as art history or
palacontology, and of particular figures such as the art critic, helped produce prin-
ciples and practices for selecting and organizing what was worthy of keeping, though
it remained a struggle (Siegel 2000). Moreover, as museums and universities drew
further apart toward the end of the nineteenth century, and as the idea of objects as
a privileged route to knowing the world went into decline, collecting began to lose
its status as a worthy intellectual pursuit, especially in the sciences. The really inter-
esting and important aspects of science were increasingly those invisible to the naked
eye, and the classification of things collected no longer promised to produce cutting-
edge knowledge (Conn 1998). The term “butterfly collecting” could come to be used
with the adjective “mere” to indicate a pursuit of secondary academic status.

Collecting did not fall out of favor in the same way in all disciplines and areas. In
art, it continued to play a vital function in art markets, collectors being central to the
definition of the significant through their purchases. Individual collectors remained
important here, reinforcing notions of individuality with which collecting was also,
and perhaps increasingly, associated. The collecting of “old things” also remained
respectable and even took on new resonance in the nineteenth century. Although
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earlier museums had often contained old or ancient items, the notion of museums
as a kind of haven for things of the past — and of the aged as especially worth col-
lecting — became much stronger. In part, this was informed by a new historicism —
the sense of the past as a “foreign country” to which we could never return (Lowen-
thal 1985), as well as by the organizing principle of the temporal series. The turn to
the past and to things of the past was part of a rescue attempt: to save what might
otherwise vanish in what was now increasingly perceived as swiftly coursing, tran-
sient time. And as perceptions spread of time as non-reversible and of change as
ever-more insistent, “the past” came to be conceived of as increasingly recent. New
things, correspondingly, came to be seen more quickly as “old.”

Collecting Dilemmas

During the twentieth century, especially its later decades, questions about the legit-
imacy of existing classificatory categories for organizing collecting and about the
pedagogical role of collections were raised increasingly in museums. Challenges to
the notion of “the canon” and the sense of an overwhelming “information glut” con-
tributed to the unease. At an international conference aimed at addressing the
dilemmas facing museums as they moved into the new millennium, one museum
director suggested that the problem of what to collect had become so fraught — and
decisions so hard to make — that a possible solution might be to try to collect an
example of everything produced, pack it into a big warehouse, and leave the select-
ing for curators a hundred years or so into the future (Cossons 1992).

For others, the fact that more and more collections were confined to storage,
rather than being on show, was itself a dilemma. In many museums, a gap had opened
up between collecting and exhibition. A growing lack of confidence in the pedagogic
potency of objects — both in themselves and as part of collections — led to increas-
ing use of exhibitions based on “stories” or “narratives” rather than collections, and
these used dioramas or text panels as the main structuring device, with objects only
as illustration. This undermined the rationale of collecting in many different kinds
of museum, especially those which gave priority to their educational role. Toward
the end of the twentieth century, questions not only about what to collect but about
the very purpose of collections came to be asked with increasing frequency and
urgency (for example, Knell 2004).

While many established museums began such questioning, however, numerous
new, generally fairly small, local, collection-based museums were being established.
These were typically run independently or by local branches of the state (for exam-
ple, local authorities in the UK). Rather than exhibiting collections of the rare and
exotic, such museums mostly collected and displayed the material culture of the
everyday and more recent past, especially that of working-class and minority com-
munities. This proliferation was testament to the continuing salience of the idea of
collecting and displaying material culture as a means of reinforcing and giving legit-
imacy to group and place-based identities. It was also a function of an escalating
sense of “the past” arriving ever more quickly, provoking fear of cultural amnesia
(Huyssen 1995). Gathering up the material fragments before they were forgotten was
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a means of holding onto pasts, values, and cultural forms whose future felt uncer-
tain (Macdonald 2002).

Individual and Popular Collecting

Individual collecting, especially of the recent past, everyday and mass-produced, also
escalated in the same period (Martin 1999: 14), and, indeed, some of the new
museums, as had been the case for earlier museums, were effectively based on the
collections of single individuals. Many of the same themes — a new valuation of
“ordinary” culture, saving the past, materializing distinctive identity — seem likely
to apply at individual level too, and to be sustained by the broader museological
discourse. The study of individual collecting practices, however, also addresses
variations among individuals, including the question of why some people become
collectors at all.

Individual collecting

One of the most common attempts to account for differences between individuals is
a loosely psychoanalytic perspective that understands collecting as a result of child-
hood experience, especially sexual experience or its repression, and thus as an expres-
sion of either sublimated need or pathology. There are variations in the kinds of
account offered and their degrees of subtlety, and some should be regarded more as
part of the moral evaluation of collecting discussed above than as the results of
research. Baudrillard, for example, notes that collecting often occurs more intensely
during life phases in which sexual activity is less, and as such can be seen as “a regres-
sion to the anal stage, manifested in such behaviour patterns as accumulation, order-
ing, aggressive retention and so forth” (1994: 9). Such a regression can take a
pathological turn when it exhibits a compulsive or fetishistic overwhelming attach-
ment to collected objects. Freud himself offered only a few comments on collecting,
suggesting that it was a substitute for erotic activity; though he was himself a col-
lector — of (following the death of his father) ancient Egyptian, Roman, and Greek
figurines and other antiquities, as well as of non-material items such as jokes or slips
of the tongue (Forrester 1994; Barker 1996).

In his sensitive analysis of Freud’s own collecting, John Forrester offers a more
wide-ranging account, exploring the differentiations between Freud’s collecting of
the material and the non-material and that which he made public and kept private,
and covering various psychological motivations and cultural conditions, some of
which derive from a wider museological discourse, including a response to loss, col-
lecting as a subscription to Enlightenment ideals, and objects acting as both sites of
memories and as means of “effacing the past [by] building a new timeless world of
the collection” (Forrester 1994: 244). This is a multi-faceted account that avoids
reducing collecting to a single motive or cause, though much of what Forrester dis-
cusses could loosely be described as relating collecting to identity.

The idea that collecting can be seen as an expression of individual identity is one
of the most widespread, and above we have touched on some of the historical and
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museologically entangled background to the emergence of this notion. Narrowly
understood, this perspective casts the urge to collect as a function of a drive to
express individual distinctiveness (analogous to the impetus for nations to express
their collective distinctiveness), and thus argues that a collection can be seen as a set
of clues about an individual personality. Baudrillard expresses both of these ideas
concisely when he writes: “It is inevitably oneself that one collects” (1994: 12).

Like Forrester’s account of Freud’s collecting, the best of the studies of individ-
ual collectors, including Susan Stewart’s (1994) account of Charles Willson Peale
and Stephen Bann’s (1994) of John Bargrave (and see also contributions to Shelton
2001a, b), take a broader approach, providing sensitive discussion of historical
context as well as of the individual life, and of the specific lived realization of col-
lective identity categories (for example, of gender or class), thus throwing light on
more general aspects of collecting, while illustrating the rich mix of factors at work
in the activities of any one collector.

“Ordinary” collecting

In addition to these studies of single individuals, a small number of studies has begun
to address collecting by looking at a wider population. Surveys led by Russell Belk
in the US and Susan Pearce in the UK, conducted in the 1980s and 1990s respec-
tively, show that collecting is far from being the preserve of rare personalities (Belk
1995/2001; Pearce 1998). On the contrary, it is widespread, with around one-third
of the adult population regarding themselves as engaged in it (Pearce 1998: 1). More-
over, rather than being an expression of the relatively unusual or esoteric, both Belk
and Pearce show that collecting is linked to other, ordinary and everyday, practices
and experiences: for example, of shopping or home-making, of being a member of
a club or a circle of friends or a member of a family, and of particular life-stages.
Both do so not only via their own original empirical material but also via wide-
ranging discussions of other literature (see also Pearce 1995). In both cases, their
analyses are multi-faceted, drawing on a range of theorizing, primarily sociological,
though also some psychological, and seeking to show the mix of factors that may be
involved in any particular case.

Belk, however, conceptualizes collecting particularly as a form of consumption
and argues that collecting gives legitimacy to the emphasis placed upon consuming
and upon material things in contemporary society. Moreover, he argues, the motives,
skills, and experiences involved in collecting are in many ways those of other forms
of “consumption writ large. It is a perpetual pursuit of inessential luxury goods. It
is a continuing quest for self completion in the marketplace. And it is a sustained
faith that happiness lies only an acquisition away” (Belk 2001: 1). This leads him to
highlight a range of notions bound up with collecting as a form of consumption,
including possession as an index of success, the honing of skills of discrimination,
the thrill of the hunt, and emotional complexes of pleasure and guilt involved in
material acquisition. He also acknowledges, however, that collecting can sometimes
act, as I have suggested above, as a kind of challenge to consumerism and material-
ism (2001: ix); and, as such, his account seems to support a characterization of col-
lecting as a multivalent set of meaning and value-imbued object practices. This is a
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perspective shared by Pearce, who regards collecting as a kind of language through
which a whole range of meanings may be articulated.

Both Belk and Pearce discuss the expansion of popular collecting in the late twen-
tieth century, but this is most extensively explored by one of Pearce’s students, Paul
Martin (1999), whose work included in-depth interviewing as well as participant-
observation in popular collecting worlds — the collectors’ clubs, societies, and fairs
that mushroomed in the late twentieth century. On the basis of this, and drawing on
Guy Debord’s Sociery of the Spectacle (1967), Martin argues that collecting is a type
of “masquerade” (1999: 23), a form of denial, providing solace in a time of increased
anxiety. The rise in popular collecting in the late twentieth century is, he says, a
reflection of social fragmentation; and he finds that collecting is particularly preva-
lent among those “who have traditionally felt themselves to be an integral part of
society, but who have been increasingly disenfranchised or alienated from it” (1999:
9). Narratives by such collectors seem to suggest attempts to connect with past
happier times in order to cope with the “uncertainties of the future” (1999: 9).

Martin’s use of collectors’ narratives — looking at the ways in which they talk
about collecting and the things that they choose to relate it to — also represents a
partial analytic shift from Pearce’s main conceptualization of collecting as a linguis-
tic system to be decoded through structural techniques (see especially Pearce 1995;
and see chapter 2). A narrative approach to collecting, as argued for particularly by
Mieke Bal (1994), puts its emphasis, by contrast, on process and the indeterminacy
of meaning. This serves to unsettle some of the existing framings of collecting analy-
ses (and, indeed, some of the problems of survey-based approaches). In particular,
it highlights the fuzziness of the distinction between “when collecting begins to be
collecting . . . [and] say, buying a thing or two” (Bal 1994: 100), as well as the elu-
siveness of motive, which may change according to its place in the narrative being
told, and which needs itself to be understood as part of the telling rather than as an
“objective” fact to be unearthed. A narrative approach also opens up the possibility
of further exploring the kinds of stories that people may tell through and about
objects, and how meanings, morals, and museums, as exemplars of a certain object—
value—meaning complex, are implicated in them. These are areas to which future
work in this field may be dedicated.

Reconfiguring Museum Collecting

All of the studies of popular collecting discussed in the previous section observe that
during the late twentieth century “ordinary” collectors became involved in museums
to a new extent, in particular by opportunities to have their possessions put on public
display. A well-documented example is that of the “People’s Shows” held in many
museums in the UK between 1992 and 1996 (Pearce 1995, 1998). These entailed the
temporary display of the collections of non-elite collectors, such collections typi-
cally being of mass-produced items — for example, beer-mats or sweet-wrappers —
or in non-museological categories, such as “Do not disturb” signs, or items in the
shape of frogs or tortoises (Lovatt 1997). There were similar shows elsewhere
in Europe, North America, and beyond (Belk 2001). At the same time, established
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museums themselves began to collect more mass-produced and everyday items, the
Smithsonian, for example, acquiring a collection of airline sick-bags (Belk 2001: 147);
and more museums opened based on non-elite collections, often of relatively every-
day items, such as lawnmowers, pencils, or packaging.

Such developments are linked in part to the challenge to the idea of a canon dis-
cussed above, and in turn to both changing epistemologies and socio-economic
restructurings, sometimes described as postmodern (see chapter 31). They are part
of an increased claiming of the museum form, and existing museum space, by dif-
ferent groups; and of a changing museum—society relationship in which museums
have come to be seen less as offering up preferred or superior culture and more as
responsible for representing society in its diversity. Including the material culture of
diverse groups and of everyday life is seen as a means of democratizing the museum,
of showing its responsiveness to, and inclusion of, various possible constituencies.
However, it only adds to the dilemmas discussed above of how to establish limits to
potentially limitless collecting.

Some of these dilemmas have begun to be addressed through practical measures,
such as the greater use of recording, especially 3-D imaging, and coordinating col-
lecting across museums, producing greater specialization and less encyclopedism.
They have also been addressed by other strategies, including reflecting on the process
of collecting itself.

Reflecting on Collecting and Re-centering Objects

Exhibitions that specifically address the question of collecting, highlighting it as
located cultural activity rather than assuming its inherent legitimacy, have been
gathering pace since the 1970s (see also chapter 5). Such exhibitions may focus on the
activities — and individual proclivities, as well as social backgrounds — of particular
collectors, or make experimental interventions that raise questions about the status or
categories of collecting (see Putnam 2001). They include the work of Fred Wilson,
whose installations, as in his exhibit for the British Museum multi-sited exhibition
Collected (1997), for example, raise questions about the impartiality and objectivity of
collecting and display (Putnam 2001: 102); or the intervention of Mary Beard and
John Henderson in Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum, in which they questioned the
legitimacy of the museum contents, and how authenticity and value are bestowed, by
such interventions as placing plastic Venuses bought from a store alongside the exist-
ing statuary and putting price tags onto the classical vases (Beard and Henderson
1994). In one gallery at the Marischal Museum in Aberdeen, the arbitrary nature of
classification is highlighted by displaying objects alphabetically (fig. 6.1).
Alphabetical display also effectively puts more emphasis on the objects themselves
rather than on the meaningfulness of their mode of ordering. This “re-centering”
of the object is a paradoxical consequence of questioning the legitimacy of collect-
ing rationales. Stephen Bann has suggested that of the many various new approaches
evident in museums at the end of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first,
a new emphasis on “curiosity” is particularly indicative of challenges to earlier
museum orthodoxy, and especially to historicism. He writes: “Curiosity has the
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Figure 6.1 Case “Sp” in the alphabetical display of the North Gallery of Scottish
Ethnography in the Marischal Museum, Aberdeen. The exhibition was devised
by Charles Hunt and opened in 1990. For further details of the exhibition,
see www.addn.ac.uk/virtualmuseum. Reproduced courtesy of the University of
Aberdeen.

valuable role of signalling to us that the object on display is invariably a nexus of
interrelated meanings — which may be quite discordant — rather than a staging post
on a well trodden route through history” (Bann 2003: 120). Objects understood as
curiosity, rather than as exemplars of an underlying system, exhibit what Bann calls
“typological exuberance” (2003: 125), and draw attention to questions of their selec-
tion (by making this unclear or indeterminate) and to their possible multiple mean-
ings and associations. By undercutting the rationale of the chronology or taxonomy,
objects themselves come to the fore. They are the “nexus of meaning” rather than
its illustration. As such, they can become the beginning point for analyses that trace
links and cross boundaries in ways that defy more conventional approaches, as has
been argued for the new material culture studies (Thomas 1991; Miller 1998) and
illustrated particularly well in relation to memory (Kwint et al. 1999; Crane 2000).
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Figure 6.2 A contemporary curiosity cabinet, containing anatomical specimens,
models in plaster and wax, and a selection of fetuses, body parts, and bones, from
the collections of the Humboldt University of Berlin; part of an exhibition entitled
Theater der Natur und Kunst: Wunderkammer des Wissens (2000-2001). For further
details of the exhibition see www?2.rz.hu-berlin.de/kulturtechnik. Photograph by
Thomas Bruns.

Moreover, as curiosities, objects become more open to both apprehension through,
and analysis in terms of, the sensory or existential (Bann 2003). In exhibitions of
objects as curiosity in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, including
those in which actual or surmised cabinets of curiosity and early museums are recre-
ated, as well as those deploying curiosity as an organizing motif (fig. 6.2; see also
chapters 16 and 18), there is a glorying in individual objects — even those not pro-
duced to be unique — and in the ultimate eclecticism of collecting.

Conclusion

Collecting is a set of distinctive — though also variable and changing — practices that
not only produces knowledge about objects but also configures particular ways of
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knowing and perceiving. It is a culturally recognized way of “doing” — or rehears-
ing — certain relations between things and people. Moreover, collecting produces and
affirms identities and acts as morally charged commentary on other ways of dealing
with both objects and persons.

This chapter has sought to highlight various kinds of museological collecting
practices in order to illuminate some of the ways in which collecting may be impli-
cated in according meaning and value to objects, not only in the museum but also
beyond it (for example, in commodity consumption). Museum and individual col-
lecting have been argued to be mutually entangled, not only literally, with individ-
ual collections sometimes entering or even forming the basis of museums, but also
in more subtle and ramifying ways. Museums have promoted and legitimized indi-
vidual collecting practices and have provided exemplars for them. Moreover, they
have helped to define the potential value of objects and their salience for identity
work, and have established a cultural model in which collected material performs
individual distinctiveness.

Over the past two decades, there has been a considerable expansion of research
on collecting, which has included many disciplines and approaches, and has been
evident in developments such as the Fournal of the History of Collecting (founded in
1989), as well as in works cited in this chapter and the works to which those in turn
also refer. In recognition of this, it has been suggested that we are seeing the emer-
gence of “a new field of enquiry, Collecting Studies” (Pearce 1998: 10). My argu-
ment here, however, is that collecting is fundamentally museological, whether the
museum is directly involved or not. This is not to say that there was no collecting
before the birth of museums, but that the museum inevitably infuses collecting
thereafter. For this reason, rather than fragmenting into a separate area of collect-
ing studies, it seems to me that the study of collecting — whether undertaken by a
museum or not — is best carried out under the rubric of museum studies.

Studying collecting, however, also means expanding museum studies. The new
forms of collecting and exhibiting discussed here — including focusing on the object
and tracing its multifarious links, engaging in critical and reflexive questioning, and
boundary-crossing — also seem to offer models for a museum studies that moves
beyond the museum as a physical site and traces its entanglements, and its signifi-
cance, across space and into other practices.
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CHAPTER

The Conundrum of
Ephemerality: Time,
Memory, and
Museums

Susan A. Crane

The history of museums is the history of a conundrum: how is what is always the
same also always different? A modern museum’s mandate is to collect, preserve, and
present objects for the public to appreciate. But preservation and conservation never
completely “fix” the contents of the collections and or their presentation for all time.
Constantly changing needs and interests — economic and political, as well as schol-
arly — shape the museum and its contents. For all the solidity of a museum’s mag-
nificent facades or secured basements, it is a malleable and ever-changing institution.
But in the most ordinary or common-sense way, members of the public generally
feel that they know what a museum is, and that it is in fact solid (not to say stolid)
and permanent. For many, museums perform the externalized function of their own
brains: it remembers, for them, what is most valuable and essential in culture and
science. And yet generations of curators and visitors have inhabited the institution,
actively shaping (and necessarily changing) those memories over time. In addition,
scholars of museums regard the institutions, collections, curators, and visitors with
the eyes of distanced but interested observers. With all these simultaneous layers of
temporal experience shaping the museum, we need some tools to help us understand
how experience over time creates an institution at once essentially familiar and yet
capable of challenging and changing both memory and expectations.

This chapter will provide an overview of how interested observers of museums
have responded to its conundrum of “fixed ephemerality” in two key conceptual for-
mations: the narrative role of “timelessness” and “progress,” and the nature of col-
lective memory as it shapes historical consciousness. Any discussion of time and
memory in a museum must acknowledge that no single account can “cover” inten-
sively or extensively the infinite variety of even apparently similar experiences. What
wealth of subjective impressions, past and present experiences formed through
memories, does any individual bring to the organized efforts of scholars or curators
who present an exhibition — at any point in time? How does the memory of previ-
ous museum experiences, and the knowledge of what the museum as institution rep-
resents, affect understandings of the museum and its purpose? And how, above all,



Time, Memory, and Museums

is this infinite mass of impressions to be understood by those who care about the
museum as an institution, and who will shape its status and future?

Collective memory theory, first developed by Maurice Halbwachs in the early
twentieth century and expanded upon considerably since the 1970s, offers insight
into how subjectivities align along common experiences, such as museum visits, or
encounters with particular objects, to create expressions of collective meaning —
familial, communal, national, and more (Halbwachs 1980). Numerous examples of
the application of collective memory theory to historical museum experiences can be
drawn from the 1990s, when many exhibitions commemorating World War II and
the Holocaust occurred around the world. This chapter will present these interna-
tional case studies in the context of the questions raised above. Individual and public
memories of World War I, memories of museums, and public interaction with schol-
arly interpretations of the history of the war will be addressed as interwoven aspects
of controversial exhibits.

Progress and Timelessness

For much of the modern era, societies have labored within a consciousness of
progress that makes us highly sensitive to the phenomenon of change. The value of
change is under constant revision, and the topic itself remains vital to societies’ self-
understanding. Change happens over time, within the duration of time, as the fin-
de-siecle philosopher Henri Bergson insisted; and museum publics exist within the
flow of transition. Bergson wrote in the era that responded most sensitively to the
throes of modernity, when progress was perceived as a violent and destructive force
whose speed and volatility were never predicted by the more optimistic Enlighten-
ment thinkers. The philosophes believed progress to be beneficial and essential. The
first European museums were built in the Enlightenment mode, drawing on Renais-
sance curiosity about the inexhaustible variety of nature and man’s divinely directed
talents. Early modern museums, creating a tradition that reached well into the nine-
teenth century, represented the breadth of scientific knowledge, an accumulation of
as many original and facsimile historical objects as possible, and the finest art that
could be commissioned. The world of the early modern museum was plentiful and
potentially boundless; only the physical confines of the museum itself construed the
limits to natural plenitude and its visible diversity. Museums came to represent a
stable reference point of cultural heritage and a measure of man’s wisdom. But
museums also became, ironically, the institutions most clearly committed to repre-
senting the mechanisms of change.

The irony lies in the fact that preservation is the antithesis of progress. Change
occurs as a phenomenal aspect of the immutability of time, within which progress
occurs. But collected or conserved objects are frozen in the moment of their most
emblematic value — of singularity, of implementation, or representativeness — and
denied their natural, or intended, decadent lifespan. In museum collecting, active
selection intervenes in passive eternity (“the passing of time”). As Octavio Paz
pointed out long ago, this often means that objects that were never intended to last
very long have their life trajectories interrupted. The natural decay of natural
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historical objects is likewise prevented by their preservation, whereas other objects,
such as industrial or toxic waste, remain despite anyone’s desire to keep them. Paz
wrote: “The obscene indestructibility of trash is no less pathetic than the false eter-
nity of the museum” (Paz 1974: 24). Time is frozen in museums to the extent that
its objects are preserved, their natural decay intentionally prevented.

While much has been written about how museums came into historical being, I
want to emphasize how museums have been created to capture a moment of
creativity or cultural significance. This may seem a rather limited notion of the
museum’s purpose, but it is a useful way to think about how a fundamental conun-
drum has been established. Much has been written about forgetting, about the loss
of social memory that is the catastrophic result of violence and the decline of civi-
lizations, which museums are supposed to counteract. But we might suggest as well
that forgetting is a naturally occurring process which museums disturb. We would
then need to write a history of interventions against the flow of time.

Preservation deliberately interrupts time’s natural order. Within the scope of
modernity, both evolutionary theory and Enlightenment conceptions of progress
developed similarly as attempts to account for perfectability over time: improvement
was a sign of nature’s or God’s will expressed in concrete terms. Accordingly, change
was not only good, it was supposed to happen. Western thinkers from the Greeks to
the moderns articulated a sense of time’s inevitable movement, but modernity
excelled in expressing that movement as positive and forward-inclined. To interrupt
the natural order of things, including time, was to deny the benevolence of progress,
and its duration. Decay and extinction, as Charles Darwin among others pointed
out, occurred naturally and necessarily, as part of this process. Darwin framed his
evolutionary thought in terms of competitive survival. The contents of museums,
one might suggest, represent the traces of evolutionary stages, examples of what did
not survive but yet, paradoxically, transcended into the present. It is no accident that
fossils, those material traces of previous evolutionary stages, are to be found in
natural history museums: in the natural order of things, the existence of the living
came to an end; while the remains — the traces, the randomly fossilized artifacts
which transgress time by becoming mired in the primordial muck — transcended their
previous form to acquire new significance as relics. Preservation intervened twice:
once in nature, once in the museum. For me, this brings back fond memories of
childhood visits to the I.a Brea Tar Pits, now part of a museum in Los Angeles,
where the primordial muck still bubbles.

As Michel Foucault influentially suggested, the natural historians of early moder-
nity redefined time:

The ever more complete preservation of what was written, the establishment of
archives, then of filing systems for them, the reorganization of libraries, the drawing
up of catalogues, indexes and inventories, all these things represent, at the end of the
Classical age, not so much a new sensitivity to time, to its past, to the density of history,
as a way of introducing into the language already imprinted on things, and into the
traces it has left, an order of the same type as that which was being established between
living creatures. And it is in this classified time, in this squared and spatialized devel-
opment, that the historians of the nineteenth century were to undertake the creation
of a history that could at last be “true” — in other words, liberated from Classical ratio-
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nality, from its ordering and theodicy: a history restored to the irruptive violence of
time. (Foucault 1973: 132)

History exists within “the irruptive violence of time” and its epochs and eras are
merely markers. Classification manages time. This fundamental shift in attitudes
toward time occurred during what Reinhart Koselleck refers to as the Satzelzeir or
“saddle period” between the ancien régime and modernity (Koselleck 2002). The nine-
teenth century’s contribution to reorganizing time was its creation of the modern dis-
ciplines of history, and anthropology, and of museums. This “saddle period” endured
revolution and, in its Romantic rhetoric, perceived a rupture between old orders and
new chaos, which was visualized in the form of ruins. The Romantic fascination with
ruins is a corollary of the new historical consciousness that became a hallmark of
modernity. Ruins were both longstanding architectural features of the landscape and
newly created reminders of war and secularization. In the nineteenth-century fervor
for preservation, all ruins were seen as objects in need of defense, conservation, and
preservation. Not only portable artifacts, but ruins in general became collectible
objects within the realm of newly historicized preservation. According to Romantics
then and now, posterity demands preservation against the ravages of time.

Once “time” became manageable and the posterity of the archive or collection
was (presumed to be) assured, its representation in the museum became linked to
objects. But the meaning of “the past” was to be distinguished from the meaning of
the object itself. The ruin or relic does not define its own fixed or guaranteed place
within the collection. It can be put to many purposes that are stringently and
multiply constrained by historical context. For instance, Susanne Koestering and
Donna Haraway have vividly demonstrated how apparently “natural” groupings of
flora and fauna in late nineteenth-century German and American natural history
museums were shaped by provincial or national identities and bourgeois morality
rather than by any “timeless” naturalness of nature (Haraway 2004; Koestering
2005). In her influential essay, “Objects of Ethnography,” Barbara Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett discussed how one era’s curiosities were another’s scientific or ethno-
graphic relics, many of which were simply translated from the earlier era’s cabinets
to the later era’s museums (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998).

Nineteenth-century museums contemporaneously exhibited natural history and
history — separately. Museums of ethnography depicted “primitive” (although con-
temporary) cultures as timeless entities, while museums of history established tra-
jectories of modernization and industrialization that depicted the inevitable progress
of Western civilization (Karp and Lavine 1991). The Smithsonian’s original museum
complex included a museum of history and technology and a separate museum for
natural history. The distinction between “peoples with histories” and “peoples
without” separated Native Americans from Europeans, as early anthropology and
ethnography developed the idea of “primitive” peoples, those whose lifeways had
altered only through contact with modernizing Westerners. Timeless, essentialized
“primitives” and natives were classified within the natural history of man’s devel-
opment, rather than within the civilizing order of history. At the end of the twenti-
eth century, a new Museum of Native American Indians re-visioned the place of
those peoples within history, insisting on their place in the irruptive violence that
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had removed their traditions and artifacts from an historical existence. Objects
removed from a natural history to a new historical museum altered in their tempo-
ral significance.

Timelessness is rendered visible in another way at heritage and “living history”
museums. Visitors hope to feel as if they have “stepped back in time,” attempting
the experience of living in the past. We know that this is impossible, but our encoun-
ters with period-costumed, arcanely voiced guides and re-enactors provide a frisson
of verisimilitude that we find compelling. Such encounters appeal to the imagina-
tion and draw on memories of school lessons and history museums, public television
specials, and period films. We have a range of sources to draw upon, as do the re-
enactors. Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998) notes that we all watch to see
whether the Pilgrims, or Vikings, or whomever we are “visiting,” will be able to stay
in character. Our awareness of the discrepancy between the past and the present
never entirely disappears, but we enjoy the illusion of timelessness — the ability to
share the past as if it had never passed — even as we are drawn to that past because
of its differences from our present.

Preservation is predicated on posterity sharing the desires of the present,
although, as we have seen, those desires can never be taken for granted and do in
fact change with time. Museum collections are built so that future generations will
have the benefit of the knowledge and meanings accumulated in the museum — on
the implicit assumption that progress has been made, and that future generations
will value the results and continue to do so. In speaking of the museum as an agent,
and assigning motivational interest to an impersonal future collectivity, I am high-
lighting the way in which museums themselves are regarded — are seen, experienced,
described, written about — as manipulable, so that the temporality of their mission
is seamlessly projected from the present to the future. The future must care, else the
project is doomed. The goal of all preservation is to intervene in the natural history
of destruction (with apologies to W. G. Sebald, who contemplated writing such a
history and whose essay on the subject appeared in a posthumously published volume
entitled The Natural History of Destruction [2003]).

Remembering and Forgetting: World War Il and
Collective Memory in Museums

Museums organize the significance of what we already knew — the archives we carry
in our minds, the ineffable as well as the rigorously conscious memories that com-
prise our knowledge. In the course of time, memories shift from front to back in our
minds, sometimes resonant, other times filed away in addresses which, like semi-
conducted codes no longer in use, we can no longer access. Externalizing the mental
function of remembering, museums of history, natural history, and culture select
some memories to retain in the perpetual present. Preserved and conserved objects
are organized in a meaningful narrative that is offered continuously and accessibly.
With these foregrounded significances embedded in art, historical objects, or
exempla of natural phenomena, we are reassured that meaning will not be lost in the
synapses of our brains but collectively represented in the tableaux of exhibitions.
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These representations, foregrounded and (it is hoped) permanently shelved (fixed
or presented) in an easily accessible location (even if you do not go, you know it is
there; it is reassuring), form the basis of our cultural identities. Memory ensures
meaning and reassures or reaffirms identities repeatedly, despite the fact that the
remembering never recurs in exactly the same way. As Daniel Dennett and others
have shown, individuals never re-experience memory as pure, perfect repetition of
the past. Each act of remembering is discrete, and although connected to past
memories, is not a duplication of them (Westbury and Dennett 2000). Museums are
no different; contact with their contents renews remembered connections. Each time
we visit a museum (for the first time, on a repeat visit, alone, with others), we ex-
perience the preserved perpetual present anew. We bring to the exhibitions those
accumulated life experiences and maturity, those constantly changing iterations of
the personal which construct our daily identities. We possess knowledge, which we
deploy in the midst of the museum, equally as much as we gain knowledge and
experience from the information and objects presented. Even total ignorance of a
museum’s contents or mission does not preclude visitors from bringing expectations
(Crane 1997).

Imagine, then, the consternation of an American World War II veteran who learns
that the famous National Air and Space Museum (NASM) in Washington, DC
intends to exhibit the Enola Gay, the B-29 which dropped the world’s first atomic
bomb on Hiroshima. The museum is the most popular of Washington’s many public
museums, and its location on the Mall, adjacent to the halls of government,
reinforces public perception of its mission: to honor technological progress, and
America’s role in supporting its development. From the Wright Brothers’ plane to a
NASA space capsule, NASM’s collections illustrate a celebratory narrative of tech-
nological achievement. The Enola Gay could have been displayed as an exemplar of
advances made in air power during the 1940s, and the veteran could have visited the
museum happily, assured that his understanding of the war and this object’s place
in it would reaffirm his expectations.

Controversy erupted over the proposed exhibition in 1994, as the nation ap-
proached the fiftieth anniversary of both the bomb and the end of the war. For
veterans, the bomb’s role was incontestable: it had brought a swift end to a bloody
conflict and saved at least a million American lives, serving as appropriate retribu-
tion for the devastating and shocking attack on Pearl Harbor and the brutality of the
ensuing war in the Pacific. However, NASM’s curators, in consultation with veter-
ans’ groups, American military representatives, and historians, created an exhibit
which focused not on the B-29 as such, but on the Enola Gay and its mission: as
bearer of the bomb, destroyer of innocent lives, initiator of the Cold War and the
atomic age of fear (fig. 7.1). As NASM’s exhibit plans became public, reactions were
immediate and hostile. Most people who had lived through the war did not want to
challenge their lived experience and memories of how the war ended, which had
served as a stable point of reference (Crane 1997; Hein and Selden 1997; chapter 30
of this volume).

Collective memory theory helps us to understand why some perceptions or beliefs
remain intransigent, while others are more flexible. It is not simply a matter of “time
passing.” The most influential theorist of collective memory, Maurice Halbwachs,

103




Susan A. Crane

Figure 7.1 The revised Enola Gay exhibit featured the plane’s fuselage but very
little about its non-aeronautic historic significance. National Air and Space Museum,
Washington, DC. Photograph by Bill Bezzant, Saipan.

discussed how memories form among people who share a common experience, belief,
or idea (Halbwachs 1980). Halbwachs argued that individuals experience time not
only as duration but also as multiplicity. So long as there are others for whom
memories lie in common, an individual can recall experiences as shared. Fach recall
reshapes that memory for the individual and in turn affects the memories of others.
Over time, some memories are retained because they continue to be shared; other
memories fade away or find another repository, such as a museum. Modern memory
theory relies on the notion that memories are never entirely subjective, or relying
completely on a single person’s solitary brain. Collective memory, then, is the basis
for all memories, and each individual participates in many collectives that vary over
time, waxing and waning in significance, or, to borrow the computer analogy again,
sometimes the memory addresses are on the screen, and sometimes they are buried
in the hardware. Collectives may be as large as a nation or humanity, or as small as
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the two people who shared an experience, and all individuals participate in a chang-
ing plurality of collectives throughout their sentient lives.

As the study of collective memory intensified in the 1980s—1990s, scholars and
critics emphasized different aspects of its influence and developed a larger critical
vocabulary. Some, such as Mieke Bal, use the term “cultural memory” to refer to
“memory that can be understood as a cultural phenomenon as well as an individual
or social one” (Bal et al. 1999: vii). “Social memory” tends to be preferred among
anthropologists, “cultural memory” within cultural studies, and “collective memory”
by historians. Arguably, the terminological differences are primarily semantic, sig-
naling disciplinary boundaries, but they signify a range of scholarly viewpoints on
the ways to understand memories that appear to belong to more than one individ-
ual. Marita Sturken suggests that “memory that is shared outside the avenues of
formal historical discourse yet is entangled with cultural products and imbued with
cultural meaning” marks the subject of cultural memory studies (Sturken 1997: 3).
History and memory appear to be at odds (although not entirely separated) in this
rendering, much as Pierre Nora influentially argued. Nora, directing a collaborative
project on French collective memory, urged attention to the “sites of memory”
around which collective memories aggregated (Nora 1996). “Sites of memory”
persist even when direct connection to the past appears to have been lost, and allow
for the recovery of memories without necessarily involving traditional historical
study. Collective memory thus compensates for loss.

Viewed from a different slant, loss of memory can be recognized at times to have
been willfully achieved, as James Young (1993) noted in his perceptive account of
Holocaust memorials. Young drew attention to the “counter-memories” that contest
official or national narratives of the past and challenge society to recall what they
have not wished to pay attention to, such as participation in the Holocaust. “Counter-
memorials” thus defy conventional expectations of celebratory monuments to past
glories, by insisting on representing loss, trauma, and failure to come to terms with
the past.

When war is the basis of collective memories, their multiplicity renders difficult
any attempt to educate a public, recall a particular version of the past, or create a
new narrative of its meaning. This phenomenon is not limited to Western museums’
attempts to remember World War II. The year 1995 was a watershed for memorial
and commemoration of the war, and not only because the fiftieth anniversary was
particularly significant. Ten years after the war (and, not coincidentally, shortly after
the withdrawal of American occupation), Japan’s first museums of atomic power
opened: the Hiroshima Peace Museum and the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum.
They emphasized local experience, as the true “ground zero” of a new and terrible
era. Honoring the dead, and decrying the use of atomic weapons ever again, these
museums served a powerful moral and didactic purpose. As museums of the war,
however, they represented only its end. The Greater Fast Asian Co-prosperity
Sphere, the emperor’s role in supporting militarism and imperialism, the subjuga-
tion of conquered Asian peoples — all were missing from the museums dedicated to
peace. Japan’s role in the war was marginalized, even though attention to its recent
past and acceptance of its memory could have contributed to the message of peace.
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Local experiences, so horribly and uniquely traumatic, dominated the institutions
created in their memory.

The Japanese public was largely kept in ignorance of its wartime history.
American occupation forces and the new Japanese government colluded in looking
forward, rather than back, in order to stabilize the fledgling democracy. As a result,
most Japanese learned nothing about Japan’s wartime atrocities. Their collective
memories were forged around a national identity based on victimhood. This iden-
tity was challenged in the late 1980s and 1990s, as the other victims began to speak
out after a long silence — of wartime biological experiments in China, of sexual
slavery as so-called “comfort women” from Korea in particular. Collective memory
among comfort women first found its voice only after Korean feminists encouraged
these “grandmas” to come forward and demand recognition. The Japanese public
and its government responded with incredulity, based on their own lack of collec-
tive memory of the comfort women’s exploitation. Veterans and former patrons of
the comfort stations had been encouraged to see it as a legal system of prostitution.
Cultural mores and shame had kept the Korean victims silent but the memories alive.
No museums had included these memories or any other that challenged the official
national narrative of victimhood and peace advocacy. Time had been allowed to
follow its natural, destructive flow.

The uncanny ability of photography to render the past visible has made this
medium one of the most attractive for museums wishing to narrate modernity.
Photographs and film of World War II provide us with ample evidence of atrocity
and barbarity, but they also offer us insight into how we experience time, memory,
and the past in museums. In the 1990s, a controversial exhibit of Holocaust atrocity
images called Crimes of the Wehrmacht toured Germany and Austria. The Nazified
German army was indicted through the exhibit’s documentation of active partici-
pation in the mass shootings of Jews on the Eastern Front. Although some
photographs were mislabeled and misidentified, the bulk of the exhibition’s accu-
racy caused painful self-reflection and denial among its German viewers. Postwar
German speakers had largely accepted the Wehrmacht as a Nazi army, but believed
that individual soldiers were not culpable for the crimes of the regime. Viewers were
forced to reconsider their own relatives’ potential involvement in genocide. As Ruth
Beckerman demonstrates in her 1996 documentary of the exhibit in Vienna, East of
War, veterans disagreed with each other in front of the very photographs that doc-
umented the crimes; children of soldiers refused to believe that their beloved parents
had been involved in genocide; and still others voiced sentiments eerily reminiscent
of their 1930s’ life experiences. Photographs may “freeze” their subjects, but they
do not freeze time.

In Japan, the mid-1990s brought photography exhibits about World War II to its
art museums. The exhibit location implicitly raises controversy about the photo-
graph as document: is it an historical artifact or “merely a picture?” Julia Thomas
(1998) explored these ambiguities at the Yokohama Museum of Art’s Photography in
the 1940s exhibit in 1995. Japanese military involvement in the war was invisible.
Instead, Japanese auteurs’ renderings of patriotic homefront women and children
were presented alongside contemporary photographs by famous American and other
photographers. An essential, national timelessness was suggested in the Japanese
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photographs, which evaded the historical specificity of their composition. Thomas
suggests that photographs can operate in multiple time-frames simultaneously. Just
as collectives form independent and inter-related memories, so too photographs can
depict many separate notions of time. For instance: the time of a nation coming into
being or the span of a war; the lifetime of a veteran or survivor or their children;
the past during which the photograph was composed; the present of the viewer. The
photograph can also appear in a strictly formal sense as a work of art, itself the reason
for its being and its meaning, regardless of context. Ironically, photographs epito-
mize the ways in which artifacts fit into non-simultaneous chronologies simulta-
neously. Museums’ representations of the past through photography will always be
freighted with these multiple temporal frames.

A Natural History of Preservation and Destruction

Michel Foucault understood that most modern inquiry into memory and historical
consciousness emphasized a search for origins. But, he wrote, such inquiries are
doomed to frustration: “there is nothing one can do about it: several eternities suc-
ceeding one another, a play of fixed images disappearing in turn, do not constitute
either movement, time or history” (Foucault 1972: 166). A narrative of progress may
be imposed on a chronology, but that imposition will never be able to efface itself or
make those meanings “natural.” The meanings that we attempt to attach to objects
are dependent on historical context and the multiple collective memories that shape
their reception. We can know an object’s provenance, but does that really tell us the
“origin” of its significance? Meanings, embedded in narrative, rely on repetition,
context, and memory for their posterity. Time endures, but meanings only endure
with continual effort. Forgetting attempts what natural time cannot: to remove “the
traces of conflict, failure and disaster [which] are never erasable in time” (Sennett
1998: 11). Silencing and forgetting go hand in hand when speech is prevented, but
as we have seen with the “comfort women,” silence also shelters memory. For sur-
vivors of trauma, what forgetting they are able to achieve against all odds, may count
as grace. Though there may be political or moral reasons why we condemn silence
or generate narratives of recovery, forgetting is not necessarily anathema.

When meanings are forgotten, it is usually because other meanings have been gen-
erated in their place, even using the same objects of reference. A hundred or five
hundred years from now, the Enola Gay may well be just another B-29. The Smith-
sonian has chosen to present the plane in a commemorative hangar at Dulles Inter-
national Airport outside Washington, DC, along with other planes. By removing the
Enola Gay from NASM’s premier venue on the Washington, DC Mall, its curators
have attempted to reduce the scope of the plane’s significance. No exhibit which
would remind viewers of its mission accompanies the Enola Gay to its new home;
no images of children’s lunch boxes or stopped watches will remind the viewer of
the plane’s unique mission. It is a plane among planes in an historical narrative of
technological progress. But it is also possible that, one hundred or five hundred years
from now, the Enola Gay will figure as the primary commemorative tool in a history
of peace, as the plane which sparked the atomic age and Japan’s pacifist response,
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whose significance would only be realized after the twentieth century’s violent legacy
was understood in a larger context. I offer this scenario as an imaginary optimistic
prognosis, but “what if” history never satisfies anyone completely, and should not.
The meanings of this plane, indeed of any preserved object, are not limited to the
single instance of their display.

The past, like museum and archive collections, is always the lodestone of meaning
and understanding. Our knowledge of it is never complete. We rely on preservation
to secure the referents of the past, and we attempt to delay or interrupt the natural
history of destruction in order to underpin our own fragile memories. Why has this
desire become tantamount to modernity? Why are we unwilling to let the past go?
The lessons are still there, in other forms; one could argue, for instance, that the
original Declaration of Independence, so fragile that curators fear for its life, is itself
re-written in the institutions of democratic society. We can also make copies. Other
objects, less unique and less central to the notion of “freedom,” may have fewer
reasons for continuing to exist. But we preserve, protect, and defend the objects we
choose to represent our pasts and our cultures because that choice, that representa-
tion, is itself valuable to us. So long as that value remains intact, we will have col-
lections, museums, and the narratives of their meaning. The narratives, however, will
change, and that too is a part of the natural history of preservation and destruction.
To understand the ramifications of time and memory in the museum, historical con-
sciousness demands accountability. But at the same time, we recognize that “what
has been” is the starting-point of meaning, and only that.
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Introduction

Part I of the Companion presents some of the history of museums, while also reflect-
ing on museums as makers of histories and identities. L.ooking at these together is
in many ways inevitable as they are so intimately entangled. Museums are bound up
with collectivities of various kinds — “the public,” “the nation,” “the community” —
and these are usually realized at least in part via projections into the past.

The first chapter in Part II, by Jeffrey Abt (chapter 8), provides a history of
museums that stretches back to classical antiquity. Providing a long account is not,
however, part of a move to legitimize the museum by driving the story of its origins
deep into the past, but is, rather, in order to challenge what has sometimes become
an easy acceptance of the idea that the public museum began in the eighteenth
century. Abt’s careful scholarship explores what is meant by “public,” and indeed
also by “museum,” in order to produce a more nuanced account of museum history.
His argument is not one of straightforward continuity, however. There are changes
over time but these are rarely moments of sudden rupture, drawing instead on earlier
notions and practices. The museum does not “go public” by just opening its doors
and letting the people in (though individual museums may do so, as Abt discusses
in relation to the iconic example of the Louvre). Rather, there are degrees of going
public. Museums become “more wholly public,” as he puts it, in a process that
involves not just access but also changing notions of ownership and the taking on of
a more actively constitutive social role by the museum in relation to “the public,”
something that also entails the increasing professionalization of museum work (see
also chapter 25). This more constitutive role, as also suggested by some of the chap-
ters in Part I, is shown in relation to national identities by Flora Kaplan in chapter
10 and further explored by Tony Bennett in chapter 16. However, it does not work
in the same way everywhere, as Abt shows well through his discussion of the dif-
ferences between Europe and the US.

By extending his discussion into the past, and into institutions that might or might
not usually be dubbed “museums,” Abt usefully highlights the potential fluidity of
the notion of “museum” as well as the ways in which it can be demarcated from
other similar agencies. This is also discussed to some extent by Shelton in relation
to curiosity cabinets in chapter 5, and in Christina Kreps’s examination of practices
and institutions in a range of non-Western institutions that variously share museum
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features (chapter 28). Robert Rydell’s discussion of world fairs (chapter 9) provides
a further instance, in this case of an institution that, while it may often be thought
to be rather different from the museum, shares a good deal in terms of its repre-
sentational activities and social and cultural roles. In particular, world fairs, which
can reasonably be said to have begun in the nineteenth century (1851 to be precise),
were bound up with the making of national identities. As also discussed by Flora
Kaplan and Elizabeth Crooke (in chapters 10 and 11), this entailed constructing pro-
gressive narratives in which non-national and especially colonized subjects were cast
in the role of the not-yet-progressed (see also chapters 5 and 7 in Part I).

Like Abt’s and other chapters in the Companion (for example, Preziosi’s discus-
sion of Soane in chapter 4), Rydell’s chapter is illuminating in showing not only the
generalities of the processes involved, but also some of the key individuals and the
way in which their decisions and actions helped shape events and practice. As he
shows, through the person of G. Brown Goode, there were thoroughgoing literal
links between the museum and the world fair, highlighting the traffic between them,
even while the former often sought to define itself as unlike its noisier and more
ephemeral counterpart. Rydell provides an individualized example not only of one
of the architects of world fairs and modern museology, but also of some of those
who were displayed at the fairs. While those displayed were clearly relatively pow-
erless, he shows some of the ways in which they could be said to retain agency, and
his approach of providing more detailed cases could itself be said to entail a degree
of return of agency to them.

Chapter 10 by Flora Kaplan and chapter 11 by Elizabeth Crooke both include dis-
cussion of the ways in which groups — some of which would previously have found
themselves the subject of museum display by others — have come to appropriate the
museum model in order to proclaim their own identities. Kaplan looks at national
identities, especially in postcolonial and post-socialist contexts, and indicates that the
national model still has considerable global purchase and that museums continue to
be a significant means of proclaiming national identities. The context in, and means
by, which they do so, however, has changed, as Kaplan’s discussion of contest and
the role of national, and especially international, museum organizations and museum
studies reveals. This is clear too in Crooke’s discussion of “community” — a term
that has been widely and often politically deployed in relation to national as well as
more localized identities. She looks especially at what might be called “bottom-up”
examples in which museums are deployed for community development, with case
studies of District Six Museum in South Africa (see also chapter 29), community
museum networks in Mexico, and community museums in Northern Ireland. These
show well how important museums can be in the affirmation of local identity and
pride; though, as she also notes, there can be dangers in the politicized use of “com-
munity,” and “social inclusion” can also entail its own “exclusions.”

Alternative museological approaches to the representation of identity and history
are also the subject of chapter 12 by Rosmarie Beier-de Haan. She looks, in partic-
ular; at attempts to move beyond conventional bounded models of identity and to
deal with cultural diversity. As she argues in relation to a judicious selection of recent
examples, this does not necessarily mean that national identity is no longer a focus:
rather, it may be performed in a range of ways, some of which are very different
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from earlier models, reflecting changing contexts and sensibilities, and also chang-
ing historiographies. The move from “grand histories” to social history in the 1970s
is evident in many museums. This is now giving way, she argues, to newer approaches
which reflect a fragmentation of identity and greater individualization. Novel forms
of exhibition do not seek to represent and address the individual “as a representa-
tive of a collective identity (for example, of gender or class)” but “re-stage” history
in ways which leave open alternative interpretations and create the possibility for
individualized perceptions.

Alongside these novel approaches, however, a discourse of “heritage” continues
to gain ground. This is a key concept in museum studies, and Steven Hoelscher
(chapter 13) analyzes its modes of operation, so illustrating how it works in relation
to other key concepts of display, place, time, politics, authenticity, popular appeal,
and development strategies. His timely examples, beginning with the looting of the
Baghdad Museum during the Iraq War, and including case studies of struggles over
the representation of the past in the US South and in Guatemala, show how cru-
cially important are the issues at stake. Heritage, as he states, “is not merely a way
of looking at the past, but a force of the present that affects the future.”
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CHAPTER

The Origins of the
Public Museum

Jeffrey Abt

The beginnings of the public museum are commonly traced to either the founding
of the Ashmolean Museum in 1683 or the opening of the Louvre Palace’s Grand
Gallery in 1793. The Ashmolean is singled out for being the earliest museum whose
creation stipulated accessibility for public viewing. The Louvre is noted because its
opening to public access, achieved during the French revolution, symbolized the
French people’s claims to political sovereignty and the national patrimony. It would
be a mistake, however, to assume that the modalities represented by “public” and
“museum” were new to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. To the contrary,
the Ashmolean and Louvre mark only a couple of points in nearly two millennia of
intersections among the uses of objects, the spaces of display, learning practices, and
communities. Before addressing these terms and the understandings they represent,
however, I want to consider their conflation in modern museology.

“Public museum” must be one of the most commonly used and least-questioned
expressions in contemporary museological discourse. The reduction of “public” to
an adjective modifying “museum” suggests that the meaning of “museum” precedes
the qualification of “public” as though, for example, the “public” museum came into
being with the Ashmolean. However, the nomenclature and meaning of “public” in
relation to the practitioners, places, and audiences of collecting and display has been,
like that of “museum,” in use and evolving over two thousand years. For this reason,
I explore the nascence of the public museum by investigating the individual trajec-
tories of “public” and “museum” as they began to intertwine during classical antiq-
uity and the Renaissance. I then return to the Enlightenment and the Ashmolean
and Louvre before briefly considering their successor institutions in nineteenth-
century Europe and America.

Classical Antiquity and Res Publica

Most accounts of museum history begin with either the etymological origins of
“museum” in the ancient Greek word for cult sites devoted to the muses (mouseion)
or the legendary Museum of Alexandria’s founding ¢.280 BCE. However, the associ-
ation of “museum” with the systematic collection and study of evidence began some-
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where in between — probably with Aristotle’s travels to the island of Lesbos in the
mid-340s BCE. It was there that Aristotle, in the company of his student Theophras-
tus, began collecting, studying, and classifying botanical specimens; and in so doing
formulated an empirical methodology requiring social and physical structures to
bring into contiguity learned inquiry and the evidence necessary to pursue it.

Aristotle’s methodology found expression in the formation of his Lyceum, a com-
munity of scholars and students organized to systematically study biology and
history, among other subjects. The Lyceum contained a mouseion, and it is probably
during this period that the term came to be associated with scholarly investigations.
According to some, when Ptolemy I Soter began building Alexandria in ¢.331 BCE,
he invited Theophrastus to join his court and advise the monarch on creating this
new capital of his empire. Theophrastus declined and Ptolemy Soter turned to
Demetrius Phalereus, a former governor of Athens who was familiar with
Theophrastus’s Lyceum. Demetrius Phalereus apparently inspired the monarch to
establish the Mouseion of Alexandria in ¢.280 BCE. It seems that, in creating Alexan-
dria, Ptolemy Soter was striving to become heir to the glory of Alexander the Great’s
rule, an effort that included establishing something akin to the Lyceum of Alexan-
der’s famous teacher, Aristotle (El-Abbadi 1990).

The Mouseion of Alexandria is one of the most renowned institutions of classi-
cal antiquity and the one whose accomplishments resonated most strongly with
scholars of subsequent eras. Yet cultural memory of the Mouseion tends to conflate
two distinct aspects: a community of resident scholars and the cult-center where
their activities were housed (the Mouseion); and a collection of texts, the acquisi-
tion, editing, cataloguing and — in some instances — translation into Greek of which
formed a share of the scholars’ work (the Library). While many details regarding the
Mouseion and Library remain in dispute to this day, there is a consensus about some
aspects of the Mouseion. Some of the ancient world’s greatest minds participated
in the work of the Mouseion, the text editing and cataloguing practices established
there transformed the nature of Western scholarship, and the Library’s collections
— reputed to have numbered more than half a million works at their greatest point
— formed the basis for much of the classical literature that survived the dissolution
of Hellenic civilization. Equally important, in establishing the Mouseion, Ptolemy
Soter, and his successors who continued to support it, redefined kingly patronage
(Fraser 1972). Because the monarch’s possessions, powers, and interests constituted
the state, Ptolemy Soter’s founding of the Mouseion of Alexandria linked the insti-
tution of learning and its materials to the purposes of the state in a manner that
enhanced the sovereign’s prestige and extended his reach to include the less tangi-
ble but no less significant realm of knowledge. There was “something imperialist in
the [Mouseion’s] treatment of the books themselves — organizing them, cataloguing
them, and editing them” (Erskine 1995: 45). The Mouseion’s establishment appeared
to have been, like Ptolemy Soter’s processions and similar symbolic acts, a means of
declaring his sovereignty over Ptolemaic Egypt, and ultimately over all of Hellenic
civilization.

Although some believe that objects other than texts, including botanical and zoo-
logical specimens, were eventually added to the Mouseion of Alexandria’s resources,
the evidence is scanty and unreliable. Things were different in Pergamon, however,
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a contemporary city with a library and scholarly community striving to rival Alexan-
dria’s. Pergamon and its institutions came to prominence under the leadership of
Attalus I Soter, the first king in the Attalid dynasty and an aggressive collector of
statuary and paintings from lands he controlled or conquered. Some of these works
were installed throughout the outdoor spaces of Pergamon during the Attalids’
ambitious building program, while others appear to have been reserved, perhaps
in gallery-like settings, for local artisans to imitate (Hansen 1971). Despite the
fragmentary evidence for these practices, they suggest an intriguing shift in the use
of such objects during the transition from Greek power and influence to that of
Rome — a shift from serving as objects of religious veneration to trophies of con-
quest and cultural veneration. With the advent of Roman expansionism between 211
and the early 60s BCE, and the arrival of looted statuary and paintings from con-
quered lands coinciding with the inauguration of a massive building program, Greek
statuary was used to ornament the exteriors of new buildings and monuments
throughout ancient Rome. In the words of Jerome Pollitt (1978: 157): “Rome became
a museum of Greek art.”

While Pollitt’s use of “museum” may be overly broad by today’s standards, it calls
attention to the several ways by which Romans institutionalized the assimilation of
Greek statuary and other precious objects into the visual culture and daily life of
Rome. One was through stewardship, particularly the state’s administration of stat-
uary and other valued objects on or in state buildings, including temples and shrines.
Existing administrative offices were enlarged to set and enforce standards for the care
of public statuary, usually through the purviews of aediles, censors, and later cura-
tores (Strong 1994: 16ff). Another was through ownership, expressed in a contest of
attitudes about the use of Greek statuary in public (meaning outdoor) settings. It
was ultimately a debate over the use of Greek statues by strongmen displaying their
power and wealth to challenge that of the central authorities. Augustus resolved the
debate by “let[ting] it be known that Greek art should henceforth be considered
public property and that it should [only] be used in the service of the state” (Pollitt 1978:
165, emphasis in original). The symbolic potency of statuary in Rome’s visual culture
reveals a general sensitivity to the spaces as well as ownership rights of res publica.
“Public” in this context thus defined the spaces of the civitates (community of citi-
zens) bound together by Roman law — an arena delimited by an opposing “private,”
or settings where something could be seen by the many as opposed to settings where
visibility was confined to a relative few. Here a brief digression on the nature and
interpenetrations of “public” and “private” spaces in ancient Rome is necessary.

Vitruvius wrote his famous De architectura libri decem (Ten Books on Architec-
ture) in ¢.30-20 BCE, when Rome was in the youth of its ascendancy, to prescribe
architectural standards in anticipation of the city’s expansion. In laying out his
vision, Vitruvius distinguished between “Public Buildings” (in Book 5) and “Private
Buildings” (in Book 6). He prepared the way in Book 1, on city planning, by char-
acterizing public spaces as open areas to be allocated for siting temples, forums,
theaters, and other structures requiring considerations of physical accessibility and
convenience. As Vitrivius suggests in Book 5, “Public Buildings” also include basil-
icas, porticoes, baths, and ports. It is important to note, however, that “public” and
“private” could overlap, as in the case of libraries:
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Private libraries were normally available to [patricians’] clients and would probably have
been the primary means of access to books by those who were not wealthy until the
first “public” libraries opened in Rome about the time Vitruvius was writing . . . These
public libraries were essentially private libraries writ large and made only slightly more
available to the public than a “private” library would be . . . Their purpose was to serve
the personal political advertisement of the patrons in the environment of competitive
patronage of the 30s and 20s Bc. A “public” library in effect asserted the right . . . to
the clientage of the entire public. (Howe and Rowland 1999: 2 and n.10)

When, in Book 6, Vitruvius addresses “Private Buildings,” by which he means
everything from the various structures in villa compounds (including farming-
related buildings) to the somewhat more modest domus, he reveals the house was yet
another boundary area where “public” and “private” overlap. This was because many
Roman patricians conducted business in the domus, and thus Vitruvius had to dis-
tinguish between “Personal areas . .. those into which there is no possibility of
entrance except by invitation . ..[and] Public areas. .. those into which even
uninvited members of the public may also come by right” (Vitruvius 1999: 80). As
John Clarke (2003: 221) put it, “Ancient Romans never understood the home as a
private refuge . . . cut off from the invasions of commerce and the intrusions of
strangers . . . [T]he house was the primary place of business. Daily visits of the
paterfamilias’s clients required the house to be open to everyone.” The shading of
“public” space within the domus becomes particularly clear when discussing the
display of paintings.

During this period there was a proliferation of pinacothecae (picture galleries) in
Roman domiciles. Derived from the Greek word pinakes for (painted) tablets, the
pinacotheca was a room containing movable paintings and/or frescos depicting scenes
in panel-like frames or trompe ['oeil images of paintings hanging on or installed in
walls (van Buren 1938). Like Roman libraries, pinacothecae were socially ambiguous
spaces because, although situated inside houses, most social conventions dictated that
they ought to be accessible to the many:

For . . . those who should carry out their duties to the citizenry by holding honorific
titles and magistracies . . . there should be libraries, picture galleries, and basilicas, out-
fitted in a manner not dissimilar to the magnificence of public works, for in the homes
of these people, often enough, both public deliberations and private judgments and
arbitrations are carried out. (Vitruvius 1999: 81)

Yet the entire house was not readily accessible either. Rather, it functioned “as a place
where zones of increasing intimacy opened to the visitor, depending on the close-
ness of his relation with the familia.” This “gradient of intimacy,” ranging from
conventional clients, to special clients and peers, to close friends and relations, deter-
mined how far a visitor could penetrate into the variously arranged succession of
spaces in the Roman house (Clarke 2003: 222).

One last point about Rome’s function as a “museum”: as spoils of war and con-
quest, the Greek statuary displayed in Rome’s public arenas communicated the state’s
power and reach, not only to res publica, but to foreign emissaries and traders passing
through this center of imperial might. Yet the widespread veneration of Hellenic
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culture, which led the Romans to ornament their capital with Greek statuary in the
first place, would later be complicated by the advent of Christianity. When Con-
stantine and his successors sought to establish a “New Rome” in Byzantium by repli-
cating Rome’s architectural grandeur, the display of Greek pagan deity sculptures
in the public spaces of the Byzantine empire’s now Christian capital city seemingly
contradicted the anti-paganism of the state religion. However, the installation of the
TLausos Collection of several famous sculptures of Hellenistic antiquity, including
pagan deity figures, along a major thoroughfare in fifth-century Constantinople, indi-
cates that this kind of display was permitted. Surely Lausos, a high-ranking figure
in the court of Theodosios II, would not have been able to display the statues in such
a prominent location if their presentation did not accord with the monarch’s impe-
rial and Christian policies.

Sarah Bassett (2000) argues that the prominent display of these celebrated works
of Hellenic culture signified the Byzantines’ veneration of and triumph over their
powerful predecessors. Moreover, with regard to the sculptures’ pagan content,
Bassett cites an edict concerning public access to pagan images in a temple now under
Byzantine rule: “We decree that the temple . . . is for the common use of the people,
and in which images [there] . . . must be measured by the value of their art rather
than by their divinity . . . In order that this temple may be seen by the assemblages
of the city and by frequent crowds . .. you shall permit the temple to be open”
(quoted in Bassett 2000: 18—19). The display of the Lausos Collection in Constan-
tinople thus served as a “visual corollary” to the imperial policy of mediating
between a continuing admiration for its Greco-Roman past and Christianity’s anti-
pagan doctrine. “Emphasis on the aesthetic appeal of cult images neutralized their
sacred qualities and in so doing made them legitimate objects of profane aesthetic
contemplation of the Christian viewer,” thus allowing their display to convey both
Byzantium’s dominance, as well as Lausos’ personal prestige and loyalty to the
sovereign (Bassett 2000: 19). The public display of symbolic or precious objects,
whether for reasons of state policy or personal prestige, was acquiring a significant
rhetorical power in its own right.

Renaissance and the Reformation of Civil Space

The retrieval of classical learning that shaped so much of Renaissance culture rekin-
dled interest in Aristotle’s writings and methods. What began in the 1400s as a wide-
spread effort to translate Aristotelian texts directly from the Greek and disseminate
them through the new medium of printing, evolved by the 1500s into ambitious
enactments of his empirical methodology. Among these was the study and classifi-
cation of specimens from nature, often with reference to Aristotle’s writings in order
to verify or gloss his teachings. And what began as studies of materials from local
sources soon broadened as objects and specimens were brought to Europe by explor-
ers to the New World and traders returning from distant lands. By the late 1500s,
the assimilation of this evidence included its more or less systematic arrangement in
tidy cabinets, cases, drawers, and other specialized furnishings, often in specially des-
ignated rooms in the homes and workplaces of amateurs and scholars. It also found
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expression in an outpouring of books that catalogued, classified, and illustrated the
findings.

A variety of words was employed to characterize these collections, their settings,
the encyclopedic ambitions of their creators, and the kinds of objects collected: pan-
dechion, studiolo, gabinetto, or Wunderkammer, galleria, Kunstkammer, or Kunstschrank.
However “musacum” soon became the most widely accepted and broadly applied
term for characterizing the physical manifestations of this activity, whether spaces
filled with objects or books filled with descriptions. As Paula Findlen (1989: 59)
observed:

Mediating between private and public space, between the monastic notion of study as
a contemplative activity, the humanistic notion of collecting as a textual strategy and
the social demands of prestige and display fulfilled by a collection, musaeum was an
epistemological structure which encompassed a variety of ideas, images and institu-
tions that were central to late Renaissance culture.

Yet, the emergence of musaeum as the preferred nomenclature was no accident. The
recovery of classical learning included a fascination with Alexandria’s ancient insti-
tutions as well, albeit in sadness over what had been lost and a longing to recreate
them (Heller-Roazen 2002). For Renaissance scholars, then, “The trail of words
leading from the Greek ideal of the home of the muses and povoeiov, the famous
library of Alexandria, marked the transformation of the museum from a poetic con-
struct into a conceptual system through which collectors interpreted and explored
their world” (Findlen 1994: 49).

The joining of objects and inquiry in architectural and textual spaces would be
replicated with growing frequency and ever more encyclopedic breadth throughout
Europe over the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. However, the
acquisition of objects from explorers and traders was expensive and a number of
scholar/collectors drew on a widening interest in collections to seek the patronage
of royalty and church leaders. A noteworthy rhetorical strategy for pursuing patron-
age cited the precedent of Alexander’s sponsorship of Aristotle and the enduring
role of the latter’s work in preserving the memory of the former — coyly implying
that a Renaissance prince, aspiring to the eternal fame and prestige of Alexander,
had much to gain by sponsoring the Aristotle of his own time. The formation of this
patronage system not only enabled the creation and maintenance of collections, it
also brought them — and the scholar/collectors who created them — into the ambit
of European courtly society to inspire and entertain. According to travelers’ accounts
and collectors’ visitor books, a relatively large audience of clerics, scholars, and others
— some traveling long distances — began to see the collections as well (fig. 8.1). Nat-
uralist and professor at the University of Bologna, Ulisse Aldrovandi, recorded the
names and occupations of nearly 1,600 visitors between about 1566 and 1605, though
there were certainly many more because he listed only those whose nobility or rep-
utation warranted documentation (Findlen 1994: 352ff, 137ff).

While Renaissance collections tended to mingle specimens from nature (naturalia)
with human-made objects (artificialia), their varying emphases nonetheless indicated
differing purposes. Collections of naturalia were formed to support the investigative
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Figure 8.1 Frontispiece from Ferrante Imperato, Dell’historia naturale . .. (Naples:
C. Vitale, 1599). This woodcut shows visitors being shown through Imperato’s
museum by, in all likelihood, his son Francesco on the far left. Reproduced cour-
tesy of the Smithsonian Institution.

interests of scholars adumbrating what would be called “natural sciences” in later
centuries; collections of artificialia, especially ancient coins, medals, and fragments
of epigraphy facilitated antiquarian studies. Collections of painting and statuary,
however, constituted a distinctive sub-group that addressed a variety of other needs
depending on the nature of the works collected. These ranged from conveying the
wealth, refinement, and power of their owners, such as the Medicis’ holdings, to
serving particular intellectual interests such as Paolo Giovio’s portrait collection.
Although the settings of painting and statuary collections, especially those in Italy,
were frequently called galleria, here too “museum” was often the more general term
of choice for collections whose contents were delimited in terms of thematic or inves-
tigatory purpose. For example, Giovio’s collection, which facilitated his later books
of elegies, was installed in a specially constructed space he called a museo. Both the
museo and his Elogia were models for contemporary and later generations of collec-
tors and elegists (Klinger 1991).

Whereas statuary and painting were displayed in outdoor or readily accessible set-
tings during the Roman and Byzantine eras, during the Renaissance the presentation
of such works moved indoors or to less approachable locations. Accordingly, the
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potential for large sections of the populace to see collections was severely limited.
Nonetheless, as during classical antiquity, the spaces of public and private access
overlapped within the confines of palaces, church-related institutions, universities,
and the homes of scholars and merchants. When Aldrovandi’s collection of natu-
ralia became a widely known destination for visitors from Italy and across Europe,
it evolved from a private project into a semi-public gathering place for the learned,
curious, and famous of the day. The earliest documentation of Aldrovandi’s museum
situates it in a room adjacent to his studio or study. The Renaissance study, however,
was typically located in the innermost spaces of the home, often adjacent to the
owner’s bedroom. When, as often happened, the studio was transformed into a col-
lection space or an adjacent room was adapted for this purpose, the acceptance of
visitors into it — and the conversation it thus engendered — transformed the collec-
tion into a mouseton in the classical sense, a setting for learned discourse in the pres-
ence of its objects. Because this conversation was so important to the formation of
Renaissance civil society, collections were increasingly viewed as quasi-public forums.
The Senate of Bologna accordingly understood the communal value of, and accepted
“with great affection,” Aldrovandi’s 1603 donation of his collection for installation
in Bologna’s seat of government (Findlen 1994: 24).

The association of collections with affairs of state became manifest in new ways
during the Renaissance or perhaps in ways not apparent during classical antiquity.
Francesco I de’ Medici’s studiolo was situated in the Palazzo Vecchio, the seat of Flo-
rentine government and Medici domicile, adjacent to the sala grande where he
received state visitors. The studiolo contained both naturalia and artificialia installed
in an elaborate scheme of cabinets and iconographically related wall paintings and
ornamentation commissioned for the setting. Though it was created primarily for
private contemplation, it is conjectured to have been “an attempt to reappropriate
and reassemble all reality in miniature, to constitute a place from ... which the
prince could symbolically reclaim dominion over the entire natural and artificial
world” (Olmi 1985: 5). Perhaps the rewards of having the studiolo in this boundary
zone between private interests and public responsibilities led Francesco I to trans-
form the loggia above the Uffizi (then literally the administrative “offices” of the
Duchy of Tuscany) into a suite of galleries. There gleanings from the Medicis’
collections of painting, statuary, and related kinds of precious objects and scientific
instruments — including the studiolo — were gathered and displayed to Florence’s elite
and foreign dignitaries (Barocchi and Ragionieri 1983). According to Olmi, this vast
reorganization of the Medici collections may have been related to the dynamics of
Tuscan politics:

The need to legitimize the Grand Duke and his dynasty meant that the glorification of
the prince, the celebration of his deeds and the power of his family had constantly to
be exposed to the eyes of all and to be strongly impressed on the mind of every subject.

This transition from private to public . . . entailed a new arrangement of the col-
lections . . . [in which works] of art and antiquities gradually came to be seen as status
symbols and instruments of propaganda ... (Olmi 1985: 10; see also Findlen 1994:
113-14)
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Other collections of the era functioned in similar ways, especially with regard to
the projection of regal power. The diplomatic uses of Emperor Rudolf II’s collec-
tion toward the end of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries are particularly
well documented. The collection, which contained naturalia and artificialia, includ-
ing a number of paintings, statuary, and other works created by court artists and arti-
sans, was one of the largest and most celebrated of the era and occupied an entire
wing of the Habsburg monarch’s palace in Prague. Rudolf II used it as a setting for
private audiences with visiting monarchs, receiving foreign ambassadors, tours for
other dignitaries, and viewings for his own ambassadors before being dispatched to
foreign courts. And although the collection was not ordinarily accessible to the less
highly placed, several did see it.

In considering Rudolf II’s uses of the collection in conjunction with its place-
ment, organization, contents, and iconographic program, Kaufmann (1978) found
that the monarch’s collection “like much of the art and public ceremony of his reign,
was a form of representatio, of imperial self-representation.” Rudolf II not only spoke
in but “through” the collection as a medium of diplomacy; and one of its primary
messages was “Rudolf’s possession of the world in microcosm . . . an expression of
his symbolic mastery of the greater world” (Kaufmann 1978: 22, 27). Comparable
uses of collections are also found in early- to late-seventeenth-century Rome. As
Patricia Waddy notes, “Collections of paintings and sculptures were not only for the
private delectation of their owners; they were also part of their public reputations.”
Significantly, as in Rudolf II’s palace, a purpose-specific architecture of separate
“apartments” and galleries “so located within the palace that visitors could enter
them without passing through other rooms of the palace” began to arise, spaces that
would thus be “increasingly accessible to artists, travelers, and other interested
persons” (Waddy 1990: 58-9).

Enlightenment and Assertions of the Museum’s Public

Realization of the museum as a more wholly public institution, whether defined by
accessibility or ownership, was born of the “crisis of authority” and efflorescence of
social idealism that began in mid-seventeenth-century England (Cochrane et al.
1987: 1). The increasingly combustible swirl of grievances that sparked the English
revolution, and resonated in the American and French revolutions, are best under-
stood in the context of developing visions of the public good, economic opportu-
nity, and political sovereignty that juxtaposed unbearable actualities with nearly
utopian ideals. Throughout this sequence of revolutions, regressions, and eventual
successes, practical concerns and idealistic visions clashed and battled for supremacy.

Not surprisingly, these debates widened to include the ownership and uses of
cultural patrimony, notions which informed the divergent aims of individuals
throughout Furope and England concerned with the transmission of collections to
subsequent generations and the opportunities afforded by such acts. When Ulisse
Aldrovandi donated his collection to Bologna, it was not only to assure that it
remained “for the utility of every scholar in all of Christendom,” but to guarantee
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publication support for his remaining works (Findlen 1994: 24, 109). This transac-
tion modeled exchanges whereby the donation of collections to institutions was re-
ciprocated with certain benefits; here continuing access to the collection for future
generations of scholars and publications funding, secured by the presumed durabil-
ity and fiscal well-being of the Bolognese government. The uses and disposition of
John Tradescant’s collection reflects this model, albeit colored by the shifting polit-
ical and economic circumstances of England in the years following the English
revolution.

A British naturalist and gardener to Charles I, Tradescant (“the Younger”) inher-
ited his father’s position, interests, and collection of naturalia and artificialia. He
added to the collection, which was based primarily on materials acquired from
Algiers and Virginia, such that it came to be regarded as one of the best gatherings
of its size and quality in early modern England. Celebrated as the “ark of Lambeth,”
a reference to Noah’s Ark and its aggregation of diverse species, the collection was
located near London and attracted visitors from the continent as well as throughout
the British Isles. Tradescant, like Aldrovandi, led visitors through the collection
and apparently welcomed anyone wishing to see its contents, including children,
beginning as early as 1649 and continuing until his death in 1662. He charged an
admission fee of six pence, beginning about 1649, which coincides with Charles
I’s execution and, no doubt, Tradescant’s unemployment (MacGregor 1983: 22-3).
Among the visitors was Elias Ashmole, who befriended Tradescant and assisted him
in compiling a collection catalogue (Tradescant 1656). Tradescant bequeathed the
collection to Ashmole, a man of modest origins who rose to a high level of British
society, power, and wealth as a solicitor, treasury official, and adviser to the king. Also
an antiquarian, astrologer, and founding member of the Royal Society of London —
a group with shared interests in the natural sciences — Ashmole had formed his own
collection and published a number of books on history, alchemy, and related sub-
jects. In 1675 Ashmole expressed interest in donating his collection, including the
Tradescant holdings, to his Alma Mater, Oxford University. In 1677, the university
proposed erecting a building with a “laboratory” to house it; the cornerstone was
laid in 1679, and it opened in 1683 (Josten 1966: vol. 1: 205, 218). The Ashmolean
Museum, which contained ten rooms to house collections and three larger rooms
designated for “public” uses, was “designed for the study of natural philosophy, with
a laboratory superbly equipped for experimental research, with a magnificent lecture
hall, and with a museum of objects close at hand to aid and illuminate these studies”
(Ovenell 1986: 22ff). The original structure still stands in Oxford though the col-
lections were moved to newer quarters in 1845.

Ashmole’s 1682 memorandum of gift and his 1686 set of “Statutes, Orders and
Rules” specify the museum’s governance, operations, and income sources. Though
owned by Oxford University and supervised by a university board of visitors, the
Ashmolean was intended to be fully accessible to the public from the outset and its
operating funds, including a two-thirds salary for a keeper (who taught at Oxford for
his remaining income) and pay for two half-time assistants, were to be drawn entirely
from admission fees. The museum was to be open throughout the year except for
Sundays and holidays (“unless there be an especiall occasion”), from eight to eleven
in the morning and from two to five in the afternoon during the “Sommer halfe
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yeare,” and from two to four in the “Winter [half].” Visitors were to be shown
through the collections by the keeper or an assistant, one at a time (Ovenell 1986:
26ft, 50ff). The admission fees were variable, and between 1683 and 1697 most paid
one shilling, some as little as six pence, and “an outlandish Lord” and other nota-
bles as much as five or even ten shillings. A year-by-year accounting between 1683
and 1687 showed the annual income falling steadily so that the staff’s income must
also have been reduced (Josten 1966: vol. 1: 278). The extent of the museum’s public
access and popularity in 1710 was attested, if in a somewhat back-handed fashion,
by visiting German scholar Zacharias Conrad von Uffenbach. When he first entered
the museum the rooms containing the collections were so crowded with country folk
(“Manns- und Weibsleute vom Lande”) that he put off the visit. On his next visit he
observed: “it is surprising that things can be preserved even as well as they are, since
the people impetuously handle everything in the usual English fashion and . . . even
the women are allowed up here for sixpence; they run here and there, grabbing at
everything and taking no rebuff from the [attendant].” As Martin Welch (1983:
62-3) conjectured, perhaps the one-at-a-time visitor rule was ignored to increase the
income from admission fees.

Ashmole’s goal in donating his collection to Oxford University was to ensure its
continuation in perpetuity. In a 1674 letter regarding a medal he received from the
King of Denmark, Ashmole wrote “when I dye, [I shall] bequeath it to a publique
Musaeum; that Posterity may take notice . . .” Josten believes that because there was
no “publique” museum in England at the time — about a year before the donation —
Ashmole must already have been thinking about founding one to preserve his col-
lections for “posterity” (Josten 1966: vol. 4: 1395). The museum thus provided an
institutional form that enabled the donor to perpetuate his legacy and the university
to add a facility which, like the mouseion of antiquity, integrated inquiry and its
objects. Further, by structuring a method of self-financing based on admission fees,
Ashmole used his knowledge of finance to sustain this new institution without
imposing a burden on the university. One wonders, however, why Ashmole did not
donate his collection to the nation as would another similarly well-connected col-
lector, Hans Sloane, about sixty years later. After all, Ashmole was a former gov-
ernment official and one-time adviser to the king. Perhaps the difference is due to
the political environment of the time and Ashmole’s particular place in it. He allied
himself with the “royalists” during the English civil war and revolution in support
of Charles I and preservation of the institution of monarchy in opposition to the
“parliamentarians” who sought to permanently remove both. Even though Charles
I’s execution and the unrest that followed had passed, and the monarchy’s restora-
tion was underway in the 1670s, parliament retained its relative independence. Many
members who had opposed the royalists retained their seats and they certainly would
have fought expenditures for a museum housing a royalist’s collections. Parliament’s
treatment of Hans Sloane’s collections a generation later is instructive in this regard.

Sloane was a physician, naturalist, and collector who became a “fashionable”
doctor in London with a practice that served members of the royal family and the
aristocracy. Sloane’s collection began with naturalia which he personally gathered in
Jamaica which were then augmented with purchases, including entire collections
acquired from three other naturalists. By the end of his life, Sloane’s collection
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had grown to include thousands of coins, medals, antiquities from throughout the
Mediterranean and the Near East, old master drawings, and books and manuscripts
related to medicine and natural history. When Sloane decided to leave his collection
for posterity, he specified the creation of a board of trustees to oversee the process,
indicating his first choice was the nation of England, provided that the government
pay Sloane’s heirs £20,000 and assure the collection’s proper housing and
maintenance.

Despite Sloane’s popularity and the renown of his collection, when — after his
death in 1753 — the estate’s trustees approached the king and then parliament about
the bequest, they were gently but firmly rebuffed, all citing the government’s limited
finances. The plan only went through when Sloane’s offer was linked with remedy-
ing the poor conditions of the Cottonian Library, for which parliament had accepted
responsibility in the early 1700s, and the availability of the Harleian collection of
over 20,000 manuscripts. By act of parliament, the British Museum was established
in 1753 to function as a public repository of objects and texts that would be main-
tained in perpetuity by the English government and overseen by a government-
appointed board of trustees (Miller 1974: 28-63). It would continue to serve as both
England’s national museum and library until 1973 when the institution’s books and
manuscripts were put under the separate administration of the newly formed British
Library (and moved to another location in 1997-8). The natural history collections
were gleaned out and moved to a separate Natural History Museum in 1881. While
the British Museum’s collections grew to include works of art, particularly antiqui-
ties from around the world, such as the celebrated Elgin Marbles, its scope was
limited by the founding of the National Gallery in 1824, also by parliamentary pur-
chase of an individual’s collection, which concentrated the acquisition of paintings
and the graphic arts there.

Acquisition of Sloane’s collection, and a mansion large and safe enough to house
it along with the book and manuscript collections, was financed by lottery — one of
parliament’s more reliable if easily corruptible financing tools. The museum’s annual
operating funds were drawn from the interest yielded by the unused balance of
lottery income, a very modest sum that began to be supplemented by parliament in
1762. Although there was some debate among the trustees about how broadly to
interpret the “public” to be admitted, it was finally agreed that the museum: “tho’
chiefly designed for the use of learned and studious men, both natives and foreign-
ers, in their researches into the several parts of knowledge, yet being a national estab-
lishment . . . it may be judged reasonable, that the advantages accruing from it should
be rendered as general as possible” (from Statutes and Rules Relating to . . . British
Museum, 1759, quoted in Miller 1974: 61).

The museum was initially open every day except Saturdays and Sundays, Christ-
mas day, the week after Easter, Whitsunday, Good Friday, “and all days . . . specifi-
cally appointed for Thanksgivings or Feasts.” The hours were nine in the morning
to three in the afternoon, and during the summer the museum was open on some
days from four until eight. Despite the trustees’ best intentions, however, entry was
controlled by a ticket application process that could drag on for two or three days,
and they were capped at ten per each hour of admission. Groups wishing to visit
were limited to five per tour led by a staff member. Despite the restrictions, by 1762
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the museum was serving as many as 10,000 visitors a year with ticket-applicant
waiting lists lengthening to 300 per week. It seems the trustees’ hesitation over truly
throwing open the museum’s doors to the public found partial expression in the
staff’s admission procedures. Yet, it also appears that the museum supported the
research interests of a growing number of scholars — an audience whose needs sur-
faced repeatedly in the trustees’ appeals to parliament for additional support (Miller
1974: 62-3, 66—71). The discourse surrounding the founding and maintenance of
both the Ashmolean and the British Museum reflects subtle but important changes
in the institutionalization of collecting and display. While the “museum” remained
closely associated with scholarship, access to the learning it offered was slowly being
widened. Whether this access was for largely pecuniary reasons, as with the Ash-
molean, or out of a sense of governmental obligations to its citizens, as with the
British Museum, the museum in England was becoming a social as well as physical
space in order to accommodate larger numbers of visitors of varying backgrounds
and classes.

The period of these developments was marked by a gradual opening of royal col-
lections throughout Europe. Some, like that of Landgrave Frederick II, resembled
the British Museum in combining a heterogeneous array of natural history speci-
mens and statuary with a library. The Museum Fridericianum in Kassel, which
opened in 1779, was available to visitors four days a week, for an hour in mid-
morning and one in mid-afternoon (Sheehan 2000: 36-9). Far more common,
however, were the princely collections of painting and statuary being made available
such as the Medici’s in the Uffizi on a limited basis in 1743 and more widely in 1769.
This incremental widening of access, particularly to painting collections, took place
against a background of social and cultural changes across the face of Europe and
the British Isles. Chief among these were a growing interpenetration of court and
public, facilitated in part by a specializing architecture of palace galleries, prolifer-
ating spaces for musical and theatrical performances (Sheehan 2000: 14-26), the
demands of art academies seeking works to emulate, and a broadening of visual
culture venues and markets. In particular, painting competitions, such as the salons
in Paris beginning in 1737 and the Royal Academy exhibitions beginning in 1768,
were widely attended and reported — later with illustrations — in contemporary print
media (McClellan 2003: 4). As observed by Sheehan and McClellan, the constituents
of the “public” finding its way to monarchs’ galleries, museums, or to exhibitions,
remain unclear. In general, however, access to the most significant collections on the
continent remained at the discretion of the monarchs who possessed them. When
access was allowed, whether for art students, foreign dignitaries, and the elite, or a
larger segment of the populace, it was nearly always for a purpose that redounded
to the monarchy’s interests: demonstrating beneficence toward the kingdom’s sub-
jects, conveying moral authority by association with the works displayed, cultivating
the arts on the populace’s behalf. Although absolutism was beginning to wane by the
mid-eighteenth century, pressures for economic and political reform were building
throughout continental Europe.

The effort to create a national art museum for France originated with a display
of paintings selected from King Louis XV’s collections in a suite of rooms in the
Luxembourg Palace. Mounted partly to assist the training of French artists and
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partly to demonstrate the monarch’s benevolence and effective handling of the col-
lections, the Luxembourg Gallery was opened in 1750 for two days a week. When
the gallery was closed in 1779 to provide quarters for members of the royal family,
plans were already underway to establish a larger and more extensive display in the
Grand Gallery of the Louvre Palace. For two centuries the site most conspicuously
associated with the French monarchy, until Louis XTIV moved his court to Versailles,
the Louvre was also home to the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture. Though
the planning was supported by Louis X VI, it became mired in a number of disputes
concerning lighting and best use of the gallery, as well as the contents and organi-
zation of the display. The disputes, which in some respects mirrored the dithering
nature of the monarchy, continued until 1792, three years after the French revolu-
tion began, when the king’s palaces were overrun and he was taken prisoner. The
museum initiative then fell to appointees of the revolutionary National Assembly.
Parenthetically, in 1789 the revolutionaries appropriated church property and sub-
sequently that of the monarchy, émigrés, and the royal academies, including their
collections of painting and statuary. Together, these actions transferred sovereignty
from the monarchy to the people and, in the name of the people, created a national
patrimony out of the seized collections. The potential symbolism of these acts was
realized in August 1793 when a selection of the appropriated treasures was displayed
for all to see in the Grand Gallery of the Louvre Palace, newly renamed the Muséum
Frangais. The opening was timed to coincide with the Festival of National Unity, a
triumphal celebration of the first anniversary of the fall of the monarchy and the
successes of the revolutionaries.

The transformation of the formerly restricted Louvre into a truly public space,
one in which the treasures of the people’s adversaries were now rendered accessible,
reified the revolution’s accomplishments in a manner that few other acts could. In
the gallery, as Andrew McClellan put it, “Elegant men and women of the world
rubbed shoulders with artists and simple countryfolk, some proud to be there, others
hoping to learn, and some content to be seen” (1994: 12; see fig. 8.2). Yet the selec-
tion of works to be shown was not without controversy. One of the concerns, as with
the Lausos Collection nearly a thousand years earlier, was the religious content of
some of the works. In this instance, however, instead of enforcing the teachings of
Christianity, the new government sought to quash religious fervor in favor of the
“cult of reason.” And rather than relying on aesthetic qualities alone to override the
troubling content of religious works, the museum’s organizers hoped that a rigor-
ously chronological display subdivided by national school — the articulation of a
visual history of art — would do the job. Ideally, the “power of the museum to elide
original meanings and to substitute for them new aesthetic and art historical signif-
icances” would result in a fresh role for the paintings in France’s republican future
(McClellan 1994: 14, 108-14).

The disposition of art in the Louvre was further complicated by the influx of
works appropriated within France and later those confiscated by Napoleon as he
conquered land after land across the face of Europe. This growing bounty offered
the possibility of making the L.ouvre Europe’s artistic crown and added to its sym-
bolism that of France’s cultural and military supremacy. Yet it also rendered super-
fluous many lesser works for which there was no longer room in the museum. The
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Figure 8.2 Hubert Robert, La Grande Galerie [of the Louvre], oil on linen, ¢.1795.
Painted after the Louvre palace’s Grand Gallery was opened to the public in 1793,
this view shows a broad cross-section of visitors, including art students on the far
left and women with children admiring the bronze Mercury by Jean de Bologne in
the center-right foreground. Reproduced courtesy of the Réunion des Musées
Nationaux/Art Resource, New York.

government responded in 1801 by establishing fifteen other public museums among
its départements to receive the surplus art. The museums of Bordeaux and Marseille
(1804), Lyon (1806), and Rouen and Caen (1809) soon followed, most originally
housed in existing buildings which were later replaced with purpose-built museums
(Sherman 1989). The French authorities’ appetite for centralized administration,
along with the confiscation of church, royal, and noble property in conquered lands,
enabled the establishment of central museums modeled after the Louvre in regions
occupied by Napoleon: the Galleria dell’Accademia (1807), Venice; the Pinacoteca
di Brera (1809), Milan; the Rijksmuseum’s predecessor (1808), Amsterdam; and the
Museo del Prado (1809), Madrid. While the French were eventually forced to retreat,
they left behind a durable model for the public museum in Furope which, despite
the political vicissitudes of many countries, continue today as symbols of, and con-
tainers for, national patrimonies, such as the Rijksmuseum for The Netherlands and
the Prado for Spain.
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The Privatization of Public in Nineteenth-century
America

The history of museums took a decidedly different turn after “the curio cabinet [was]
transplanted to the New World” toward the end of the eighteenth century (Orosz
1990: 11ff). Over the course of the nineteenth century there were experiments with
museum-like proprietary enterprises designed to entertain and amuse, including
“dime museums” and P. T. Barnum’s American Museum (Dennett 1997), teaching
collections formed to support an indigenous object-based educational movement,
and institutions similar to European precedents like the Brooklyn Museum (New
York, 1823) and the Wadsworth Atheneum (Hartford, Connecticut, 1842). But the
nature of American democracy in general, and its legal and economic system in par-
ticular, turned upside down the relationship of collecting and the public sphere
established in Europe.

Collections were rarely of interest to federal, state, or municipal officials. An
exception which proves the rule on the federal level is the Smithsonian Institution
in Washington, DC. The United States of America only inadvertently accepted col-
lecting and display as a federal responsibility in the course of implementing the 1835
bequest of French-born Englishman and scientist, James Smithson “to found in
Washington, under the name of the Smithsonian Institution, an Establishment for
the increase and diffusion of knowledge” (Oehser 1983: 15). Formally authorized
twelve years later as primarily a research center, augmented — almost as an after-
thought — by a repository of natural history specimens gathering in various Wash-
ington offices, the Smithsonian gradually expanded its collecting and display
interests to include ethnology, archaeology, the history of science and technology, as
well as art.

Aside from isolated instances like the Smithsonian, however, the creation and gov-
ernance of museums in America were led by private citizens pursuing commonly
shared goals in concert. As Alexis de Tocqueville observed in Democracy in America
(1835-40), “Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions constantly form
associations.” Nowhere is this more evident than in the formation of museums.
During the late nineteenth century in particular, westward expansion, mineral
exploitation, and industrial growth seeded unparalleled opportunities for the accu-
mulation of wealth among a rising number of mercantilists, industrialists, and
financiers in the country’s urban centers. Many devoted fortunes to acquiring all
kinds of specimens and objects with a special appetite for works of art, other pre-
cious objects, and rare books and manuscripts. Those who possessed the wealth to
acquire great collections also possessed the civic influence and social connections
with other like-minded leaders to found cultural institutions modeled on those of
Europe.

A disproportionate emphasis on creating art museums as opposed to other types
has been attributed to the concerns of opinion leaders about the youth and
inferiority of American culture. Many institutions were thus created in a burst of
activity beginning in the 1870s: the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (1870)
and Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (1870, fig. 8.3), the predecessor to the
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Figure 8.3 “Art Gallery [in the Metropolitan Museum of Art]” from Harper’s New
Monthly Magazine, vol. 60, no. 360 (May 1880). The engraving shows the interior
of the first of the museum’s buildings to be erected at its permanent location shortly
after completion in 1880.

Philadelphia Museum of Art (1876), the Art Institute of Chicago (1879), and
the Detroit Institute of Arts (1885) (Burt 1977). Each was created as a non-
governmental, non-profit institution overseen by a self-perpetuating board of
trustees composed of business, civic, educational, and cultural leaders. Sometimes
individual states assisted these efforts by enacting statutes legalizing these voluntary
associations as “non-profit” corporations so they could pool resources to acquire
land, erect buildings, and establish endowments that could continue in perpetuity;
and, further, do so without being required to pay taxes like ordinary corporations of
individual investors. Sometimes museums received state, or more often, municipal
assistance in the form of land grants or annual funding. But such assistance rarely
amounted to more than a fraction of the institutions’ needs, and it was seldom
available for acquiring objects. Accordingly, the vast majority of American museums
are privately governed and funded. The American museum’s attention to local
constituencies derives from the legal stipulations accompanying its formulation as a
“public trust,” as well as the interests of its creators enshrined in founding articles
of incorporation.

Of nineteenth- and twentieth-century museums, Andrew McClellan has
observed: “the question of the public became not so much who was admitted, for in
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time virtually all were welcome, but how museums would be called upon to shape
the public in keeping with perceived political and social needs” (McClellan 2003: 7).
Without exception, American museums reflected this shift in founding documents
which identified them with civic virtues of public service, education, and social
stability. In particular, they focused on providing public instruction for a variety of
purposes, including the training of craftsmen to improve manufacturing design, the
orientation of recent immigrant populations to a unifying culture, and the elevation
of manners and morals. A dominant concern was the fortification of the spiritual life
of ordinary citizens, and museums were envisaged as potential surrogate religious
institutions, calculated to help preserve family and social values (Fox 1995). This
conviction held that social improvement could be obtained through exposure to the
past and eternal, especially religious, verities in museums where great works were
marshaled into visual narratives of the saga of human development.

Conclusion

The origins of the public museum derived from many sources over the course of
more than two millennia, its evolution as an institutional form resulting from chance
confluences of individuals’ interests and ever-widening social demands. The nature
of that development accelerated, however, with the professionalization of museum
work toward the end of the nineteenth century (Lewis 1989; Spiess et al. 1996; see
also chapter 25 of this volume). When the museum became the province of profes-
sional associations replete with the organizational accoutrements of journals, annual
conferences, and accreditation criteria, the “public museum” acquired a kind of
Platonic image — an idealized standard against which individual institutions would
be measured.

Soon a literature that probed and sought to close the gaps between ideals and
actualities flowered. The best of these studies constituted the beginning of an emerg-
ing new conception of the public museum in the twentieth century. It was one based
increasingly on “performance”-related measures, including virtually everything
from attendance (in comparison with local demographics; Rea 1932) to efficiency
(based on comparisons of museums according to various operational criteria;
Coleman 1939). To read these studies today is to appreciate the relentless dynamism
of social change and its effects on the collecting and display of objects and, further,
how the pace of change has been telegraphed by the professionalization of museum
work. Despite the great antiquity of its origins, the public museum remains a steadily
evolving institutional form, one that continues to be shaped by the demands of pre-
serving objects to address societal needs.
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CHAPTER

World Fairs and
Museums

Robert W. Rydell

Unless one is already knowledgeable about these subjects, any connection between
world fairs and museums may seem forced. World fairs, after all, seem like “totally
yesterday,” to borrow the recent insight of one of my first-year university students.
Most people have no idea that world fairs, sometimes called expositions or interna-
tional exhibitions, still exist (indeed, they are surprised to learn that a major world
fair occurred in Nagoya City, Japan in 2005 and that a universal-class exposition is
planned for Shanghai in 2010). Museums, on the other hand, while they may seem
dated, have the decided advantage of being immediately recognizable as cultural
institutions with histories deeply rooted in communities, regions, and nation-states.
World fairs seem like ephemeral theme parks from another time; museums seem like
pillars of both community and nation.

It would, in short, be unwise to presume a general understanding of the
hand-in-glove relationship that existed historically between world fairs and
museums. Hence, before tackling a review of the scholarly literature on international
exhibitions, this chapter begins with a brief overview of the fairs themselves and
then examines the career of G. Brown Goode, the Assistant Secretary of the
Smithsonian Institution and one of the key individuals who forged the chain that
linked world fairs and museums in the latter third of the nineteenth century.

World Fairs

World fairs originated with the 1851 London Great Exhibition of the Works of
Industry of all Nations, better known as the Crystal Palace Exhibition. Its success
launched a world fair movement that, by 1900, ringed much of the globe. Major
European metropoles, including Vienna, Paris; Amsterdam, and Brussels hosted
major fairs, as did cities on the periphery viewed by Europeans as hubs of their
empires. Colonial fairs mushroomed across southern Asia, Australia, and northern
Africa as exercises in European power and “uplift.” At the same time, world fairs
took hold in the United States, playing a crucial role in the cultural reconstruction
of the United States after the Civil War. The spectacles of “civilization” and
“progress” attracted tens of millions of people to their architectural, industrial,
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agricultural, and anthropological exhibits. One world fair alone, the 1900 Paris
Universal Exposition, saw more than 50 million people pass through its portals
during its six-month run. By World War I, few would have doubted the claim that
world fairs had shaped both the form and substance of the modern world.

After World War I, with the rise of electronically mediated forms of entertain-
ment, especially the movies, interest in world fairs temporarily waned. But to rebuild
public faith in their own legitimacy and in the legitimacy of their colonial enter-
prises, the French, British, and Belgian governments jump-started the exposition
medium. Then, in the late 1920s and early 1930s, when the bottom fell out of
capitalist economies globally, the United States government, with the support
of major corporations, reignited the American exposition tradition with a series of
spectacular Depression-era fairs that culminated in the 1939—40 New York World’s
Fair.

As many scholars have attested, these fairs were remarkably complex events that
served multiple functions as architectural laboratories, anthropological field research
stations, proto-theme parks, engines of consumerism, exercises in nationalism, and
sites for constructing seemingly utopian and imperial dream cities of tomorrow.
World fairs also drew upon and contributed to the development of museums.
London’s Victoria and Albert Museum as well as LLondon’s Science Museum, Paris’s
Musée National des Arts Africaines et Océaniens, and Chicago’s Museum of Science
and Industry owed their origins respectively to the 1851 Crystal Palace Exhibition,
the 1931 Paris Colonial Exposition, and the 1933—4 Chicago Century of Progress
Exposition. Countless other museums, including the Smithsonian Institution, aug-
mented their collections with exhibit materials first organized for world fairs and
later sent to museums to save shipping costs on returning objects to their home coun-
tries. It would be easy to naturalize the relationship between fairs and museums, but
the connections between these institutions were hammered out in the white heat
of nation-building by a handful of individuals who took to heart the importance of
building the cultural infrastructure of emerging nation-states during the Victorian
era. One of these individuals was G. Brown Goode.

Exhibitionary Complexes and G. Brown Goode

When he died in 1896 at the age of forty-five, tributes to G. Brown Goode poured
in from around the world. So profound was their sense of loss, that his friends and
colleagues organized a memorial meeting that resulted in a 515-page Festschrift.
There were multiple reasons why so many people mourned Goode’s death. He was
a superb naturalist who had studied under Louis Agassiz at Harvard. He had an
international reputation as an ichthyologist and a growing reputation as America’s
first historian of science. He had more than a passing knowledge of anthropology
and was active in a variety of professional societies in Washington, DC, including
the local chapter of the American Association of Architects (see Alexander 1983;
Kohlstedt 1991). But the passion of Goode’s life was his devotion to what cultural
sociologist Tony Bennett has aptly termed the “exhibitionary complex,” the emerg-
ing network of world fairs and museums that provided the cultural underpinnings
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for the development of the modern nation-state. As Bennett explains it, the essence
of the exhibitionary complex, was to persuade the public:

[t]o identify with power, to see it as, if not directly theirs, then indirectly so, a force
regulated and channeled by society’s ruling groups but for the good of all: this was the
rhetoric of power embodied in the exhibitionary complex — a power made manifest not
in its ability to inflict pain but by its ability to organize and co-ordinate an order of
things and to produce a place for the people in relation to that order. (Bennett 1995:
67)

In ways Foucault would later elaborate upon, Goode understood the relationship
between knowledge and power and the ability of cultural institutions to deploy
science in the service of reconstructing American political culture in the aftermath
of the Civil War. Born in the year of London’s fabled 1851 Crystal Palace Exhibi-
tion, Goode came of age with the modern exhibitionary movement and did more
than any other individual of his generation to hasten its development in the United
States.

For Goode, unlike some of his contemporaries who sought to sacralize high cul-
tural institutions, there was never any question about letting the masses into
museums and international exhibitions. The museum “is more closely in touch with
the masses than the University or the Learned Society, and quite as much so as the
Public Library,” he declared in his paper “Museums and Good Citizenship” (Goode
1894: 8). The issue was not whether to let the public in, but how to use exhibitionary
sites effectively to “minister to the mental and moral welfare” of the masses and to
turn them into good citizens of the newly rebuilt national state (Goode 1901c: 466).
Finding means to reach those ends became the driving ambition of Goode’s life and
propelled him to forge America’s first exhibitionary network with the Smithsonian
Institution as its hub.

From the vantage point of Smithsonian Institution officials, the Philadelphia
Centennial Exhibition could not have come at a more propitious time (fig. 9.1).
Rightly perceiving the fair as the cultural concomitant to the Republican Party’s
national reconstruction policy, Smithsonian officials seized the occasion of the
Centennial to transform the Smithsonian from a research-centered institute into a
national museum. To accomplish this end, the Smithsonian needed more objects for
display, new exhibition space, and a larger staff than the thirteen men who often lived
and worked in the Castle on the Mall. For them, the Centennial was a golden oppor-
tunity for institutional development and one not to be missed. Goode, working as an
assistant at the Smithsonian at the time, was entrusted with much of the planning
and installation of exhibits. This firmly established his reputation as America’s
leading exhibition specialist.

It also transformed the Smithsonian Institution into the US government’s exhi-
bitionary agency — a role it would continue to play until after World War I. Indeed,
it is no exaggeration to say that the Smithsonian Institution and world fairs, while
not exactly joined at birth, developed a symbiotic relationship over the years.
Between 1876 and World War I, the Smithsonian Institution participated in dozens
of national, industrial, and international exhibitions. In exchange for staff time and
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Figure 9.1 Interior, US Government Exhibit, Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition,
1876. This exhibit was organized by G. Brown Goode. Reproduced courtesy of the
Smithsonian Institution Archives.

exhibition material from the Smithsonian, world fair managers sent surplus displays
to the Smithsonian that helped Smithsonian officials make the argument to Congress
that more museum space had to be provided — and it was. As a result of its involve-
ment in international expositions, the Smithsonian built not one, but two new
museums (Arts and Industries in 1881, and the US Natural History Museum in
1911) — both modeled after US government buildings designed for world fairs — and
its staff expanded from thirteen to more than 200 and its collections increased from
200,000 objects to more than three million.

In the course of this work, Goode developed his own exhibitionary theory, rooted
in his passion for the classification and ordering of things. This led him to publish
Classification of the Collections to Illustrate the Animal Resources of the United States,
a taxonomy of exhibits devoted to demonstrating the utility of animal resources to
human progress. In the early 1880s, he assumed primary responsibility for con-
structing the classification for US government displays at the International Fisheries
Exhibition in Berlin. Then, because of his international reputation as a titan of tax-
onomy, the directors of the 1893 Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition invited him
to prepare a classification system for the millions of objects expected to be placed
on display at their fair.
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As significant as it was, Goode’s involvement with international exhibitions was
not only that of a master taxonomist. He also regarded world fairs as laboratories for
developing new techniques in installation and labeling. For instance, at the Centen-
nial, he pioneered the development of prefabricated exhibition cases and platforms
that could be assembled from crating materials. For that exhibition, as well, he exper-
imented with printed labeling techniques and color-coding labels — techniques that
utterly transformed museums around the country by the turn of the century and fol-
lowed directly from his central theoretical contribution to the emerging exhibitionary
complex, a contribution that took form in a theory of “visualization” (Langley 1901:
53—4; Corbey 1993).

Goode articulated the essence of his exhibitionary theory in “The Museums of
the Future,” a paper he delivered in 1889 at the Brooklyn Institute. “There is an
Oriental saying that the distance between ear and eye is small, but the difference
between hearing and seeing very great,” Goode began. “More terse and not less
forcible,” he continued, “is our own proverb, “To see is to know,” which expresses a
growing tendency in the human mind.” What evidence was there for this tendency?
Goode thought he had plenty:

In this busy, critical, and skeptical age each man is seeking to know all things, and life
is too short for many words. The eye is used more and more, the ear less and less, and
in the use of the eye, descriptive writing is set aside for pictures, and pictures in their
turn are replaced by actual objects. In the schoolroom the diagram, the blackboard, and
the object lesson, unknown thirty years ago, are universally employed. The public lec-
turer uses the stereopticon to reenforce his words, the editor illustrates his journals and
magazines with engravings a hundredfold more numerous and elaborate than his pre-
decessor thought needful, and the merchant and manufacturer recommend their wares
by means of vivid pictographs. The local fair of old has grown into the great exposi-
tion, often international and always under some governmental patronage, and thou-
sands of such have taken place within forty years, from Japan to Tasmania, and from
Norway to Brazil. (Goode 1901a: 243)

The implications for museums were clear. “The museum of the past must be set
aside, reconstructed, transformed from a cemetery of bric-a-brac into a nursery of
living thoughts” (1901a: 243). “The museums of the future in this democratic land,”
he added, “should be adapted to the needs of the mechanic, the factory operator, the
day laborer, the salesman, and the clerk, as much as those of the professional man
and the man of leisure” (1901a: 248). The museum, in other words, should appeal
to the same social classes as world fairs, but with this difference. Where fairs devoted
considerable energy to attracting people of all ages, museums, Goode believed,
should be vehicles for adult education, and, like libraries, become “passionless
reformers” dedicated to “the continuance of modern civilization” (Goode 1901b:
239). Because it was their duty to let the masses in and remind people of the value
of civilization, “[t]he people’s museum” — this was a phrase Goode borrowed from
Ruskin — “should be much more than a house full of specimens in glass cases. It
should be a house full of ideas, arranged with the strictest attention to system”

(Goode 1901a: 249).
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What exactly did Goode have in mind when he suggested that a museum for the
masses should be “a house full of ideas” systematically arranged? One has only to
look as far as his work at world fairs to discover an answer. As his conceptual models
and display installations for every fair beginning with the Centennial made clear,
Goode’s general outlook on the world rested on the assumption that a hierarchical
continuum existed between something called “savagery” and something else called
“civilization.” The distance between the two, he was convinced, could be measured
in terms of progress and classified by science. It followed from these convictions that
the museum’s highest duty was to arrange the lessons about civilization and progress
so that they could be learned by the masses, rendering them good citizens of the
modern nation-state. This, at least, was the upshot of his 1894 essay, “Museums and
Good Citizenship.” “It will be a happy day for our country,” he wrote, “when every
town and village has its public library and museum in a commodious little building
which shall contain also a reading room and assembly rooms and lecture halls for the
use of the local culture-clubs and societies. Could anything be more conducive to
good citizenship?” (1894: 8).

Achieving these goals, Goode argued, would not only require “intelligent, pro-
gressive, well-trained curators,” but a radical revisioning of exhibitionary tech-
niques. Most fundamentally, he insisted, “[t]he ideas which a museum is intended
to teach can only be conveyed by means of labels” (Goode 1894: 8; 1901b: 220). This
insight, in turn, led Goode to another epigrammatic assertion: “An efficient educa-
tional museum may be described as a collection of instructive labels, each illustrated
by a well-selected specimen.” As he explained his thinking: “labels describing the
specimens in a collection are intended to take the place of the curator of the collec-
tion when it is impossible for him personally to exhibit the objects and explain their
meaning” (Goode 1901b: 220, 230). Previously, in the era when cabinets of curiosi-
ties reigned, visitors had to rely on lecturers for information about displays. Not only
did the lecturer give visitors no chance to select what they would see, lecturers often
used unfamiliar words that were rarely remembered. The result, according to Goode,
was that “examining a collection was looked upon rather in the light of amusement
than study, and what might have been possible in the way of instruction was rarely
attempted.” Modern museums, with larger collections and larger audiences, de-
manded a new system — one that could instruct as well as control the behavior of the
multitudes. Labels, Goode argued, were the linchpins of this system because they
would be prepared by specialists and “could be read over and over again” and because
they would often “be copied into the visitor’s notebook” (Goode 1901b: 230).
Reading labels, copying, and remembering label descriptions, Goode believed, would
discipline museum-goers and, at the same time, give them a sense of being panop-
tic, leaving them with a feeling of omniscience.

In the struggle that characterized the political culture of late nineteenth-century
America, such a mindset would prove invaluable in the effort of the national gov-
ernment to craft model citizens, to win their consent to the existing political order,
and to the essential rightness of the government’s growing interest in overseas impe-
rialism (Hoffenberg 2001). To state that world fairs and museums were organized to
accomplish all of these goals is only to restate what scholars who have studied the
exhibitionary complex have been saying over the past two decades (Greenhalgh 1988;

140




World Fairs and Museums

Hinsley 1991; Coombes 1994). What makes the focus on Goode so important is that
an examination of his life-work makes it possible to show just how this exhibitionary
network came into being. It did not just happen; the exhibitionary network, which
Goode broadened to include zoos, aquariums, public monuments, botanical gardens,
and a range of other institutions, was the result of the labors of individuals, Goode
pre-eminent among them (Alexander 1983: 296). Examination of such individuals,
should help us in our efforts to understand the complex motivations that contributed
to “letting the masses in” through the portals of fairs and museums.

Complicating the Story of Exhibitionary Complexes

G. Brown Goode believed that cultural institutions like museums and fairs could
educate and mold the citizens of nation-states. But, in the course of taking in exhi-
bitions, was the public taken in? Over the past twenty-five years, with the redis-
covery of world fairs by historians and anthropologists, and the emergence of new
scholarly disciplines such as museum studies and cultural studies, Goode’s assump-
tions — and those of historians like me who have been inclined, within a Gramscian
framework, to argue that Goode and his allies succeeded in providing, with world
fairs, a cultural safety net that prevented the free-fall of capitalism (a process that
began in the United States in the 1870s and gained momentum through the 1930s)
— have found themselves challenged by analyses that insist on more complex ways of
understanding these cultural spectacles.

To be sure, not everyone has abandoned the Gramscian and Foucauldian para-
digms that have guided Tony Bennett’s work and my own. Anthropologist Raymond
Corbey, for instance, has zeroed in on the central axiom in G. Brown Goode’s exhi-
bitionary theory, “to see is to know,” and reminded us: “The eye is not innocent.
The motto succinctly expresses an underlying ideology that is at work in a range of
seemingly disparate practices in colonial times: photography, colonialist discourse,
missionary discourse, anthropometry, collecting and exhibiting, and so on.” What
people saw, in other words, was not “reality as it was,” but a highly mediated and
constructed version of reality intended to make exhibition-goers self-regulating and
to outfit them with “an encyclopedic urge” to possess the world through knowledge
of its component parts (Corbey 1993: 360-2). Paul Greenhalgh underscores this
argument in “Education, Entertainment and Politics: Lessons from the Great Inter-
national Exhibitions” and notes that exhibitions were anything but neutral, having
instead “a definite social intrusiveness” that “bristled with a sense of purpose, with
a knowledge as to why they had been created’ (Greenhalgh 1989: 94, 96).What
Mitchell adds to this analysis is an insistence that exhibitions were not merely “re-
presentations of the world, but the world itself being ordered up as an endless exhi-
bition.” Exhibitionary representations, in other words, are “part of a method of order
and truth essential to the peculiar nature of the modern world” that gives them
primary importance in defining modernity (Mitchell 1992: 290, 314).

In most respects, these arguments dovetail with my own assessment that exhibi-
tions were ideologically conceptualized and driven, especially with respect to tax-
onomies of racial and cultural progress put on display through ethnographical
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exhibits drawn from the colonies of the Western powers. It was hardly accidental,
for instance, that the Midway Plaisance at the 1893 fair was hinged to the White City,
the main exposition grounds, at precisely the point where exposition organizers
located Woman’s Building, thus representing middle-class women as the gatekeep-
ers and arbiters of “civilization.” No less important, I have argued that it is hardly
accidental that the Pledge of Allegiance to the American flag was introduced to a
mass audience on the occasion of the 1893 Dedication Day ceremonies for the
World’s Columbian Exposition. As its author, Francis J. Bellamy (cousin of Edward
Bellamy, author of Looking Backward) described how the salute should be performed:

At a signal from the Principal the pupils, in ordered ranks, hands to the side, face the
Flag. Another signal is given; every pupil gives the Flag the military salute — right hand
lifted, palm downward, to a line with the forehead and close to it. Standing thus, all
repeat together, slowly: “I pledge allegiance to my Flag and the Republic for which it
stands: one Nation, indivisible, with Liberty and Justice for all.” At the words, “to my
Flag,” the right hand is extended gracefully, palm upward, toward the Flag, and
remains in this gesture till the end of the affirmation, whereupon all hands immedi-
ately drop to the side. (National School Celebration 1892; Rydell 1993a)

Disciplining bodies and minds through ritualistic performances of nationalism was
clearly an aim and — as the recitation and performance of the pledge of allegiance in
American classrooms today attests — a long-term result of the exhibitionary com-
plexes that gave meaning to emerging nation-states in the Victorian era.

There can be little doubt, in short, that fairs sought to discipline bodies — and
body politics — in industrializing nation-states. The same line of reasoning can be
made about fairs in our own, postmodern era. In Hybrids of Modernity: Anthropol-
0gy, the Nation State and the Universal Exhibition (1996), Penelope Harvey examines
Seville’s 1992 fair and concludes that exhibitions in our own age offer an “infor-
matics of domination” that recapitulates the myth of “human liberation through
technology.” The same, of course, could be said of nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century exhibitions. But where nineteenth-century exhibitions were harnessed to a
variety of nation-building projects, she suggests that postmodern world fairs illus-
trate the “harnessing of national identities to corporate ends” (1996: 126, 103). The
cultural function of exhibitions, in other words, has evolved to reflect changes in the
post-Cold War political economy. Fairs continue to be disciplinary institutions, but
multinational corporations have displaced nation-states as their primary movers.
However plausible (though one should not be too hasty to proclaim the death of the
modern nation-state), this argument begs an important question. Have the discipli-
nary effects of exhibitionary complexes really been as complete as some scholars have
suggested? Like the entrances into Paris from the Peripherique, there are multiple
ports of entry into this maze.

One cohort of scholars calls into question the structural coherence of exhibitions
themselves. Meg Armstrong, for instance, in her “‘A Jumble of Foreignness’: The
Sublime Musayums of Nineteenth-century Fairs and Expositions” (1992-3), notes
the “cultural bricolage” and a degree of “hysteria” in representations of different
cultures. Far from the ordered hierarchies that I argued exist along midways (central
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avenues) and in colonial sections of fairs, Armstrong finds a chaotic, fluid mix that,
when contrasted with the ordered world of official exposition palaces, reinforced
dominant ideas about “civilization” and “savagery.” Furthermore, she raises the
issue of agency with respect to fair-goers and attributes to them the capacity to con-
stitute meaning for themselves from the fragments that they see around them
(1992-3: 209). Historian Keith Walden, drawing on Peter Stallybrass and Allon
White’s work on the importance of cultural transgression at Toronto’s industrial
fairs, stresses the importance of thinking of exhibitions as being in motion and filled
with enormous potential for the subversion of dominant beliefs and values. Fair-
goers, Walden writes, were:

lured by the erotic, exotic and absurd — by young women fluttering diaphanous petti-
coats over strawberry tights, by Native peoples in feathered head-dresses shouting war-
whoops, by men with blackened faces wearing animal hides and bones in their hair.
They were drawn by the barkers themselves: sunburned, sweating, hoarse yet eloquent,
inventive, spontaneous, audacious. These were all marginal people — wanderers and
mountebanks whose normal stock in trade was deformity, perversion, and sexual
titillation. (1997: 291)

As Walden points out, the cultural authorities who ran the fairs had to make con-
cessions to central areas in response to the restive voices and demands of the broader
popular culture that existed just off the exposition grounds. It would be fascinating
to determine the degree to which museums followed a similar course.

Showcases of Science and Technology

World fairs, of course, were showcases of scientific and technological innovation.
From air conditioning through escalators to x-rays, world fairs introduced mass
publics to the building blocks of modern civilization. But more than this, exposi-
tion authorities sought to use the power of display to convince the public of the nec-
essary connection between scientific and technological innovation and national
progress. Not surprisingly, given the transitory nature of expositions, not a few
builders of world fairs sought to sustain the educational — and ideological — value of
their work by housing world fair exhibits in museums. Goode’s work on the 1876
Centennial Exhibition, as we have seen, contributed materially to the creation of the
Smithsonian Institution’s Arts and Industries Building, a building dedicated to illus-
trating the twin cornerstones of “civilization.” But Goode was not alone. Indeed, he
drew inspiration from Henry Cole’s successful efforts to translate the success of the
Crystal Palace Exhibition into a permanent museum, the Victoria and Albert
Museum, which in turn helped inspire the creation of London’s Science Museum.
No less important was Chicago’s Museum of Science and Industry, the direct out-
growth of the 1933—4 Century of Progress Exposition.

There is surprisingly little scholarship on the connections between world fairs
and the creation of museums of science and industry. Eugene S. Ferguson’s older,
but insightful “Technical Museums and International Exhibitions” (1965) outlines
the relationships between these institutions with a view to criticizing the transfer of
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technological enthusiasm from fairs to museums. Likening them to “a technical
Coney Island,” Ferguson concludes that these museums’ “uncritical emphasis upon
the superficial and spectacular and their failure even to suggest the unsolved prob-
lems posed by the ‘progress’ to which the whole show is dedicated can only add
strength to the accelerating movement toward undiscriminating mechanization of
man’s environment” (Ferguson 1965: 30—46).

More recent scholarship has focused less on the mechanization of the environ-
ment than on the way in which museums, like the fairs that gave birth to them, have
served to perpetuate existing power relations and underscored the importance of
“[r]epresentation as central to the work of science.” The best example of scholarly
work in this vein is the product of the Whipple Museum’s project on “Innovation
in Britain and Germany, 1870—-1920: Science, Technology, Society.” In their several
volumes dedicated to examining the representational base of science in the world of
late nineteenth-century international exhibitions, Jim Bennett, Robert Brain, Simon
Schaffer, Heinze Otton Sibum, and Richard Staley make explicit the crossovers
between representations of science at world fairs and at science museums and
emphasize how “people in the nineteenth century, and historians following them,
could gain a long-range view of the interrelations between science, commerce and
culture in a changing world” (Staley 1994: 13).

No less valuable is Steven Conn’s (1998) examination of the Philadelphia Com-
mercial Museum (fig. 9.2), a museum generally leap-frogged in the scholarly record.
First proposed in the aftermath of the 1893 Chicago fair by University of Pennsyl-
vania botanist William P. Wilson to house artifacts from the World’s Columbian
Exposition, the Commercial Museum became a science-based clearinghouse of
information for American business and agricultural interests seeking information
about how best to penetrate foreign markets. The museum faded from glory with
the creation of the US Department of Commerce, but for twenty years it served as
a museum center for globalizing American commercial interests.

In retrospect, it is easy, almost too easy, to see the close connections between world
fairs and museums of science and industry. But, as Mari Williams (1993) points out
in “Science, Education and Museums in Britain, 1870-1914,” debates within the
British government over the exact content and function of the Science Museum were
protracted. This is not surprising for, as Sharon Macdonald reminds us, “[mJuseums
of science can be regarded as cultural technologies which define both certain kinds
of ‘knowledge’ (and certain knowledges as ‘Knowledge’ or ‘science’) and certain
kinds of publics” (Macdonald 1998: 5). Just as G. Brown Goode struggled with clas-
sifying and displaying knowledge about the known world at the 1893 fair, so museum
and state authorities sought to arrange knowledge systems that would build public
confidence in equating scientific knowledge and industrial growth with the meaning
of progress.

Visitors and Performers

What about fair-goers, the millions, indeed tens of millions of people who visited
world fairs? Not much has been written about this subject, but some day, an enter-
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Figure 9.2 Exterior, Philadelphia Commercial Museum. This museum was inspired
by the 1893 Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition. Reproduced courtesy of the
National Museum of American History, Larry Zim Collection.

prising scholar will have a field day with the marketing surveys of visitors to the 1939
New York World’s Fair which show the degree to which this fair was intended to
shore up support for the corporate-run American state among the middle classes
(Rydell 1993b: 155-6). For earlier fairs, we can learn a great deal from Manon
Niquette and William J. Buxton’s “‘Meet Me at the Fair’: Sociability and Reflexiv-
ity in Nineteenth-century World Expositions” (1997). On the basis of their analysis
of world fair cartoons that stereotyped different groups of people, they hypothesize
that, because middle-class visitors were constantly subject to the surveillance of the
crowds drawn from all social classes and ethnic groups, they found themselves “in a
situation of high vulnerability.” “Anxious about being associated with outcasts,” they
argue, “the white, middle-class visitors processed the information they received from
these exhibits so they could set themselves apart.” Racist, sexist, rural stereotypes
embedded in humor magazines produced for the fairs provided cultural armor for
the bourgeoisie. Niquette and Buxton’s arguments make clear that, for all of the
arguments that Goode and others made about letting the masses into exhibitionary
spaces, the effect of these spaces was to help visitors draw distinctions in their own
minds about who belonged in particular public spheres and who did not. Their
research, Niquette and Buxton conclude, “provides us with good clues about why
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the museum today is largely a middle-class institution” and “sheds light on the
present lack of interest by the popular classes in museum visits” (1997: 108). Theirs
is not the last word on the subject, but it is certainly one of the most original efforts
to come to terms with the complex issues surrounding audience responses to exhi-
bitionary spaces in the Victorian era.

In addition to trying to understand the response of exposition visitors who paid
to attend these spectacles, scholars have also examined another category of “visi-
tors,” the indigenous people from areas of the world who were put on display at the
fair as objects of ethnological curiosity and/or as performers. Exhibits of “exotic”
people, of course, had a long tradition in the popular culture that characterized pre-
industrial Europe. What gave them added importance in the early nineteenth
century, with the exhibition of Sarah Bartmann, the so-called “Hottentot Venus,”
was the way in which anthropologists used them to illustrate and popularize theo-
ries of racial hierarchy (Strother 1999). By the 1870s, such shows had become main-
stays at the Jardin des Plantes in Paris; by 1904 in St Louis, they constituted sites
for field trips for college students who received college credit for studying the people
put on exhibit in these “authentic” settings (Schneider 1982: 125-51; Rydell 1984:
166). But who were these objects of study, these subjects of empire-builders? Why
were they at the fairs? How did they respond when they were alternately gazed upon,
poked and prodded, and alternately ridiculed and sometimes envied for being unbur-
dened with the over-civilized refinements of modern life?

Some of the most fruitful answers to these questions have come from anthropol-
ogists and from scholars working in the area of performance studies and from per-
forming artists themselves. Anthropologists Kevin Smith and Michelle Smith, in a
recent exhibit organized at the Buffalo Museum of Science, explored the life and
career of John Tevi, an African who helped organize shows variously called the
Dahomey Village at the 1893 Chicago fair and Darkest Africa at the 1901 fair (Smith
and Smith 2001). As many authorities have noted, the Africans put on display at the
fair were exploited (it is unclear whether they actually received their minimal wages
or whether these were kept by the concessionaire), subjected to brutal racist stereo-
typing, and generally regarded as anthropological specimens, not as human beings
in their own right (Rydell 1984). But as the Smiths have made clear, the Africans
brought to the fair as specimens thought of themselves in other terms. Tevi and his
cohorts saw themselves as performers and artisans, interested in learning about the
West and in negotiating the complex shoals of colonialism. They hoped for respect
and sought to inform fair-goers about their cultures. More than this, they seized
the occasion of the fairs to resist the colonizing situation in which they were
placed.

Art historian Fatimah Tobing Rony explains how this process of resistance might
have worked. Imagine, she says, that “[y]ou are a Wolof woman from Senegal. You
have come to Paris in 1895 with your husband as a performer . . . because of the
promise of good pay. You have been positioned in front of the camera, and you are
thinking about how cold it is; you can’t believe that you have to live here in this
reconstruction of a West African village, crowded with these other West African
people, some of whom don’t even speak Wolof. Every day the white people come to
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stare at you as you do your pottery. You make fun of some of them out loud in Wolof,
which they don’t understand” (Rony 1992: 263).

Equally compelling is this incident recited by Gertrude Scott in her analysis of
villages at the 1893 fair. Every day, the villagers were organized into a grand parade
of “ethnological types” from around the world. The colors and sounds dazzled fair-
goers and the multiplicity of languages made the Midway seem like a veritable Babel.
But one man who claimed he understood West African languages had this to say
about the parade: “A good many people imagine, [ suppose [that the African women]
are sounding the praises of the Exposition or at least voicing their wonder at the
marvels they have seen since coming to this country. But the fact is that if the words
of their chants were translated into English they would read something like this: “We
have come from a far country to a land where all men are white. If you will come
to our country we will take pleasure in cutting your white throats’” (Scott 1990:
312-29).

An updated version of this theme comes from the contemporary film, The Couple
in a Cage, featuring performing artists Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gémez-Pefa, who
put themselves on exhibit in contemporary museums to demonstrate the legacy of
colonial exhibitions in museum spaces and to demonstrate how those put on display
can return the imperial gaze and turn audiences to their own purposes (Fusco 1993).
What their presentation so effectively demonstrates is that the intentions of expo-
sition organizers, however powerful, to represent the Third World as savage and
docile were imperfectly realized.

A postcolonialist argument along the same lines, advanced by Anne Maxwell, calls
attention to how some photographs of indigenous people at world fairs reveal a
“looking relation that disrupts the semiotics of the one-way imperial gaze.” The
motif of individuals looking back into the camera, she suggests, reveals “an opposi-
tional gaze that confronts and interrogates the viewer.” “The effect,” she writes, “is
to undo what the western gaze had achieved — the creation of a hegemonic power
relation” (Maxwell 1999: 197). Where Goode insisted that “to see is to know,”
Maxwell argues that the political optics of sight involve possibilities of returning the
gaze. Or, as Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett insists, it is important to understand
“when people are themselves the medium of ethnographic representation, when they
perform themselves — when they become living signs of themselves” (Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett 1998: 18). Essential to these arguments is the idea that exhibitions, far from
being “total institutions,” embodied what Saloni Mathur, in her examination of eth-
nological exhibitions at the 1886 L.ondon and Colonial Exhibition, terms “incom-
plete processes of representation” (Mathur 2001: 516). The bars in the iron cages
of race constructed for exhibiting so-called primitive people were never so closely
spaced as to wholly contain the performers who lived within them. The complex
story of Ota Benga, the African exhibited as part of the Department of Anthro-
pology’s exhibits at the 1904 St Louis fair, is a case in point.

There is no easy way to summarize Ota Benga’s complex life, but Philipps Verner
Bradford and Harvey Blume’s Ota Benga: The Pygmy in the Zoo is a suggestive start-
ing-point. Bradford’s grandfather, Samuel Phillips Verner, was a missionary/impe-
rialist who brought Ota, and a company of twenty pygmies, to the United States to
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be part of the landscape of living ethnological villages at the St Louis exposition.
After the fair concluded, Ota became a featured exhibit at the American Museum of
Natural History and the Bronx Zoo. In one dramatic moment, at a fund-raising
dinner at the American Museum, Ota had enough of being treated as an object of
curiosity and heaved a chair in the direction of socialite Florence Guggenheim, nar-
rowly missing her head. This was human agency with a vengeance, and would seem
to be one of the best illustrations of exactly what recent scholars have suggested
about the ability of people on exhibit at fairs and museums to maintain their self-
esteem and even resist the oppressive conditions in which they found themselves.
There is, however, a risk in pushing this line of argumentation too far, as the rest of
Ota Benga’s story suggests.

After the chair-throwing episode, Ota Benga was turned over to New York’s
Howard Colored Orphan Asylum. Because the asylum’s director deemed him to be
a bad influence on the other children, he sent him to a seminary in Lynchburg, Vir-
ginia. For the last six years of his life, he studied at the seminary and escaped, when
he could, into the forests of Virginia where he tried to reconnect to the way of life
he had left behind in Africa. One day, he carried a revolver with him, aimed it at his
heart, and pulled the trigger. Is this an example of the powers of human agency? Of
the ability of “performers” to script their own lines and final acts? Or does Ota
Benga’s tragic ending speak to the broader horrors of the representational condi-
tions that imposed limits on his existence?

Make no mistake about it. The representational space in which ethnological vil-
lagers could perform was pretty hideous. Outbreaks of disease were commonplace;
so much so, in fact, that exposition authorities in St Louis anticipated that, of the
1,200 Filipinos transported to that fair, at least forty would die. Thinking ahead,
exposition officials arranged for forty burial sites. And what happened to those “per-
formers” who died? In the case of two Filipinos, they received something less than
a standing ovation. Ales Hrdlicka, one of the world’s premier physical anthropolo-
gists, severed their heads, removed their brains, and sent them to the Smithsonian
Institution for preservation and study (Rydell 1984: 165).

I relate these incidents not to suggest that performers were incapable of inde-
pendent consciousness or of creating performative spaces for resistance. Indeed, it
appears quite likely that one of the unintended consequences of the imperial brokers
who organized African colonial villages at French fairs was to promote pan-African
consciousness among the people put on display! But, the journey from world fair
performance to pan-Africanism was hardly seamless; it could be interrupted at any
moment, leaving actors and artisans alike finding themselves being treated as
specimens.

Conclusion

The work of Michaela di L.eonardo can help us to understand the complexity of
Ota Benga’s story. Culture, she writes, “is never separate from, and cannot be under-
stood apart from, politics and economy” (di Leonardo 1998: 77). World fairs, espe-
cially their “human z00” components, need to be understood in exactly this light.
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International exhibitions mushroomed across the landscape of the industrializing
and modernizing world as agents of imperial state formations. That is precisely why
they were taken so seriously by African Americans, among others, who argued, some-
times bitterly, about how best to engage these spectacles of power and statecraft.
Anti-lynching crusader Ida Wells and former abolitionist Frederick Douglass under-
stood the World’s Columbian City for what it was: a “White City” in name and fact
that had to be contested precisely because of its power to determine American racial
politics and economic relations far into their future. It is precisely their struggle that
di Leonardo brings to the fore when she admonishes scholars: “Only forthrightly
investigating the hideous sea-crab of hegemony gives us the tools to prevent its
reproduction in a world without end” (di Leonardo 1998: 21).

That is why I began this chapter with my cultural biography of G. Brown Goode.
We need more studies of his contemporaries, especially of his British and French
counterparts, Henry Cole (one of the prime movers behind the Crystal Palace Exhi-
bition) and Frederic Le Play (one of the shapers of the French exhibition tradition).
We need to understand how these individuals collaborated with political and busi-
ness authorities to construct the exhibitionary complexes that spanned the globe after
1851. It is not enough to rest content with structural analyses of exhibitions and
museums or to think wishfully about how subaltern groups “made do” with the rep-
resentational space they struggled to obtain and control. We need to begin with the
recognition that exhibitions were embedded in particular national and globalizing
political economies. We know that exhibitionary spaces have always been sites of con-
testation — and not just between those with power and those without. Exhibition
authorities disagreed among themselves. For example, Goode’s extensive taxonomy
for the 1893 fair was reformulated by Chicago’s exposition bosses; and subaltern
groups who were displayed at or performed at fairs disagreed about how best to artic-
ulate responses to the “white cities” that enveloped them.

We can acknowledge these disagreements without losing sight of the broader
political function and legacy of the exhibitionary complex which was to weave and
extend a cultural safety net across the widening fault-lines of class and racial con-
flict that perpetually threatened the existence in chronological order, first, of the
emerging nation-state, and, second, of the emerging multinational hegemons that
are plundering the world’s human and natural resources in the present. In light of
recent perceived failures of so many postmodernist world fairs, I am often asked
about the future of world fairs and whether they have become cultural dinosaurs. I
do not have a crystal ball, but when I gaze into the Crystal Palace — and, just as
important, gaze through it into the broader political and economic conditions that
led particular individuals to build it — it is only the rash prophet who thinks world
fairs have lost their influence.

World fairs arose in response to the “crisis of confidence” that swept the Victo-
rian world and, because I doubt our post-9/11 world is any less anxious about the
future, I suspect that world fairs, like museums, will continue to serve as life-buoys
for postmodern forms of “civilization.” Whether these institutions can help us
envision a better future for humanity, one predicated on shared responsibility for the
planet and our fellow beings, remains — in a phrase G. Brown Goode might
appreciate — to be seen.

149




Robert W. Rydell

Bibliography

Alexander, E. P. (1983) George Brown Goode and the Smithsonian Museum: a national
museum of cultural history. In Museum Masters: Their Museums and their Influence, pp.
278-309. Nashville: American Association for State and Local History.

Ames, M. (1992) Cannibal Tours and Glass Boxes: The Anthropology of Museums. Vancouver:
University of British Columbia Press.

Armstrong, M. (1992-3) “A jumble of foreignness”: the sublime Musayums of nineteenth-
century fairs and expositions, Cultural Critique, 21-3: 199-254.

*Bennett, T. (1995) The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics. New York: Routledge.

*Conn, S. (1998) Museums and American Intellectual Life, 1876—1926. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Coombes, A. E. (1994) Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture and Popular Imagina-
tion. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Corbey, R. (1993) Ethnographic showcases, 1870-1930, Cultural Anthropology, 8 (3): 338—
69.

Davison, G. (1983) Exhibitions. Australian Cultural History, 2.

Ferguson, E. S. (1965) Technical museums and international exhibitions. Technology and
Culture, 6: 30—46.

Fusco, C. (1993) The Couple in a Cage: A Guatinaui Odyssey. New York: Authentic Docu-
mentary Productions.

Goode, G. B. (1894) Museums and good citizenship, Public Opinion, 17, no. 31.

— (1901a) The museums of the future. In A Memorial of George Brown Goode, Together with
a Selection of his Papers on Museums and on the History of Science in America. Washington,
DC: Government Printing Office.

— (1901b) The principles of museum administration. In A Memorial of George Brown Goode,
Together with a Selection of his Papers on Museums and on the History of Science in America.
Washington, DC: Government Printing Office.

— (1901¢) The beginnings of American science: the third century. In A Memorial of George
Brown Goode, Together with a Selection of his Papers on Museums and on the History of Science
in America. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office.

Greenhalgh, P. (1988) Ephemeral Vistas: The Expositions Universelles, Great Exhibitions and
World’s Fairs, 1851-1939. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

— (1989) Education, entertainment and politics: lessons from the great international exhibi-
tions. In P. Vergo (ed.), The New Museology, pp. 74-98. London: Reaktion Books.

*Harris, N. (1990) Cultural Exchanges: Marketing Appetites and Cultural Tastes in Modern
America. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Harvey, P. (1996) Hybrids of Modernity: Anthropology, the Nation State and the Universal Exhi-
bition. London: Routledge.

Hinsley, C. (1991) The world as marketplace: commodities of the exotic at the World’s
Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893. In I. Karp and S. Lavine (eds), Exhibiting Cultures:
The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, pp. 344-65. Washington, DC: Smithsonian
Institution Press.

Hoffenberg, P. (2001). An Empire on Display: English, Indian, and Australian Exhibitions from
the Crystal Palace to the Great War. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, B. (1998) Destination Culture: Tourism, Museums, and Heritage. Berke-
ley, CA: University of California Press.

*Kohlstedt, S. G. (1991) Science in America: The Essays of G. Brown Goode. Washington, DC:
Smithsonian Institution Press.

150




World Fairs and Museums

Langley, S. P. (1901) Memoir of George Brown Goode, 1851-1896. In A Memorial of George
Brown Goode, Together with a Selection of his Papers on Museums and on the History of Science
in America. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office.

di Leonardo, M. (1998) Exotics at Home. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Macdonald, S. (1998) Exhibitions of power and powers of exhibition: an introduction to the
politics of display. In S. Macdonald (ed.), The Politics of Display: Museums, Science, Culture,
pp. 1-24. London: Routledge.

Mathur, S. (2001) Living ethnological exhibits: the case of 1886. Cultural Anthropology, 15:
492-524.

Maxwell, A. (1999) Colonial Photography and Exhibitions: Representing “Native” People and
the Making of European Identities. 1.ondon: Leicester University Press.

Mitchell, T. (1992) Orientalism and the exhibitionary order. In N. B. Dirks (ed.), Colonial-
ism and Culture, 289-318. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

National School Celebration of Columbus Day (1892) The official program. The Youth’s
Companion 65, September 8.

Niquette, M. and Buxton, W. J. (1997) “Meet me at the fair”: sociability and reflexivity in
nineteenth-century world expositions. Canadian Journal of Communication, 22: §1-113.
Rony, F. (1992) Those who squat and those who sit: the iconography of race in the 1895 films

of Felix-Louis Regnault. Camera Obscura, 28 (January): 263-89.

*Rydell, R. (1984) All the World’s a Fair: Visions of Empire at America’s International Exposi-
tions, 1876—1916. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

— (1993a) A cultural Frankenstein? In N. Harris et al. (eds), Grand Illusions: Chicago’s
World’s Fair of 1893, pp. 143-70. Chicago: Chicago Historical Society.

— (1993b) World of Fairs: The Century of Progress Expositions. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

Schneider, W. (1982) An Empire for the Masses: The French Popular Image of Africa,
1870—-1900. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.

Scott, G. (1990) Village performance: villages of the Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition
of 1893. Unpublished PhD thesis, New York University.

Smith, K. and Smith, M. (2001) Through a clouded mirror: Africa at the Pan-American
Exposition, Buffalo 1901. Buffalo Museum of Science (www.sciencebuff.org/
africa_at_the_pan_am_introduction.php).

Staley, R. (ed.) (1994) The Physics of Empire. Cambridge: Whipple Museum of Science.

Strother, Z. S. (1999) Display of the body Hottentot. In B. Lindfors (ed.), Africans on Stage:
Studies in Ethnological Show Business, pp. 1-61. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.

Walden, K. (1997) Becoming Modern in Toronto: The Industrial Exhibition and the Shaping of
a Late Victorian Culture. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Williams, M. (1993) Science, education and museums in Britain, 1870-1914. In Brigitte
Schroeder-Gudehus (ed.), Industrial Society and its Museums, pp. 5-12. Paris: Harwood
Academic.

151




CHAPTER

Making and Remaking
National Identities

Flora Edouwaye S. Kaplan

If nations and museums were the florescence of the late nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, the twenty-first century promises to challenge the identities that came to
be assigned and defined by them as ideas and places, both imagined and experienced
physically. Nations and museums germinated in the early mix of medieval mercan-
tile capitalism and fifteenth-century European global expansion. National museums
in the West (as we now know them) are rooted in the humanism of the Italian Renais-
sance, and flourished in the light of eighteenth-century scientific experiment and
rationalism. Colonialism, which spread with nineteenth-century industrial capital-
ism to distant continents, generated new wealth and expressions of pride at home
that quickened world fairs and the growth of museums.

But colonial encounters were often violent, and generated sparks of resistance that
would later ignite movements for independence that were played out in the post-
World War II era in particular historical, global contexts (Kaplan 1994: 1-15). In
the waning years of the twentieth century, rising tides of ethnicity in nations old
and new, brought contention as well as appropriation and innovation to nations and
museums. Deliberate destruction of historic sites, theft of artifacts, specimens, and
museum collections that were formerly spoils of war and prerogatives of aggressors,
were now seen as unacceptable violations and loss of the world’s cultural heritage.
Together with issues of ownership and “voice,” they are among the wrenching issues
facing museums in the twenty-first century in the wake of erupting ethnic and reli-
gious conflicts and the break-up of former nations.

Nation, Nationalism, and National Identity

“Nation” is defined here as a state, a centralized authority, and political entity that
governs within a named physical space; it is glossed with a declared identity, and
attached to diverse groups living within the borders maintained and defended by the
state. The identity of a nation is closely bound up with an ideology and worldview,
purveyed and associated with the named space it occupies. It is assumed the diverse
groups residing within a nation’s borders identify with and owe allegiance to the gov-
erning center — be it in the form of a ruler, a spiritual leader, a chosen secular rep-
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resentative and/or a type of government. National identity is effectively imposed by
authority of the state; and it is accepted with a greater or lesser degree of enthusi-
asm by those groups and individuals who are the presumed recipients of benefits
and subject to the sanctions of the state.

National identity at times may be expressed as “patriotism,” a love of country;
and at times it may take the form of “nationalism” when expressed as domestic and
foreign, economic, social, and political policy. Where national identity and the enthu-
siasm associated with the state are high among individuals and diverse groups, patri-
otism and nationalism are likely to be supported and deeply felt. Where identity is
imposed (or withheld) and/or enthusiasm is low, patriotism and nationalism may
instead generate feelings of alienation and resistance. Propositions and definitions of
ideas as complex as those presented here are inevitably subject to the hazards of uni-
versal applications. But they are both necessary and useful to any discussion of issues
affecting museums, especially against the contemporary and changing backdrop of
nation, nationalism, and national identity. Individuals and groups who diverge from
a nation’s prevailing ideology and worldview may then seek other ideas on which to
base their identity, and utilize those available to them. Ethnicity is one of the ideas
most often used in this way.

Ethnicity as Identity

In the twenty-first century, ethnicity has come to occupy the widening space between
nations and the diverse groups they govern. This trend emerged in the twentieth
century with declarations of independence by many new nations. These nations were
themselves the products of earlier arbitrary boundaries established in previous
decades by foreign colonial administrations that aimed to divide and rule. Some new
nations were the products of competing foreign powers. These polities imposed by
force, by foreign colonial administrations, papered over the longstanding tensions,
conflicts, and enmity that existed among formerly independent and neighboring
ethnic groups.

Ethnicity as a concept is complex. It does not easily lend itself to a clear-cut, cross-
cultural definition. At times, it intersects with related ideas of class and interest
groups (Blu 1980: 218-19). The distinguishing feature of ethnicity, however, is the
accessibility and ready acceptance of the idea by diverse groups of self~definition
usually associated with cultural behaviors, for example, language, custom, belief,
history, dress, and material culture. This feature has had and continues to have impli-
cations for museums.

Cultural features associated with ethnicity and identity may be perceived or
retrieved as “traditional” and even ancient, but they are frequently recent as well,
wholly invented, and/or re-invented (Cohn 1980; Anderson 1983; Hobsbawm and
Ranger 1983). Foremost among the achievements of ethnic groups is the sense of
unity it creates in striving for political power and change. Material representations
of traditionality and age help to legitimate an ethnic group’s claims to a unique iden-
tity and political power and to their attempts to create a sense of unity among them-
selves. This is a major reason why the creation of a museum is often seen as vital to
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those groups seeking wider visibility in order to be granted greater political rights,
autonomy, or “national” status.

“Native Americans” in the United States of America and “First Peoples” in
Canada, for example, are regarded today as sovereign nations within larger nation-
states, based on treaties and legislation. The Iroquois nation is a confederacy of six
related tribal groups located in upper New York State and Canada. Their percep-
tion of themselves and their position as a nation was vested in part in a particular
group of objects, namely, eleven nineteenth-century Canadian Iroquois cut and
polished clamshell belts, called wampum. These wampum belts were seen by them
as markers of sovereignty: as documents that recorded earlier Iroquois alliances,
treaties, and historic events, and as mnemonic devices to be “read” on important
occasions by tribal elders. For decades, these wampum belts reposed in the collec-
tions of the Museum of the American Indian (MAI), a private institution in New
York City. Persistent efforts, beginning in 1977, by the Iroquois nation to retrieve
the belts, eventually resulted in their return from the MAI to the Six Nations Con-
federacy in Ontario, Canada, in 1988 (Abrams 1994).

In 1989, by agreement, the former MAI and its collections became the property
of the newly re-incorporated National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI)
and part of the United States Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC. Soon after,
in 1994, the NMAI George Gustav Heye Center for exhibitions was opened in the
Alexander Hamilton United States Customs House, at One Bowling Green, New
York City. A series of three thematic, inaugural exhibitions was launched, using the
Indian cultural metaphor of “the journey” (West 2004). Beginning in 1994, in
keeping with that metaphor, the three exhibitions made use of a wide range of ethnic
art and artifacts at the Heye Exhibition Center. This Path We Travel (August 1, 1994—
August 1, 1995) brought together the work of fifteen living Native American artists,
sculptors, musicians, dancers, and writers. Creation’s Journey, subtitled, Mastermorks
of Native American Identity and Belief (August 1, 1994—June 1, 1996), showed works
from “200 tribal groups” in the Americas, “dating from 3200 BC to the twentieth
century.” The third and longest running exhibition, A/l Roads Are Good (August 1,
1994-August 1, 2000), actively engaged twenty-three Native Americans to act as
curators and choose a total of three hundred objects “that would illustrate the diver-
sity and continuity of Native cultures.” The latter aimed to present the worldviews
of indigenous cultures now part of other nations in the Western hemisphere. Each
culture saw itself as a separate group and/or as a sovereign nation. In these exhibi-
tions, however, they were joined together in a pan-American Indian identity.

Public interpreters of the three NMAI inaugural exhibitions actively promoted
the idea of a new, over-arching Indian identity that encompassed Native Americans
in the Americas north, south, and in between (fig. 10.1). Historically, many of these
ethnic groups actually differed in economic and political organization, language,
custom, worldview, and religion. Some of them had been long-time enemies, others
friendly, and still others competitive and aggressive against their neighbors, raiding
and/or subjugating them from time to time over the centuries. The NMAI pan-
Indian approach to museum interpretation had its roots in the curatorial perception
of shared cultural qualities in being “Indian” and displaying “Indian-ness.” This
perception also had its roots in post-contact history: most Indians were initially dec-
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Figure 10.1 Native American education interpreter. The interpreter provides com-
mentary for visitors to the inaugural show, All Roads are Good. He answers ques-
tions, wearing items of dress that identify him as an indigenous person, and conveys
a view from “within.” The George Gustav Heye Exhibition Center, National Museum
of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution, New York. Photograph 1994 by
Flora Edouwaye S. Kaplan.

imated by disease in large numbers and exploited as labor by colonists and the church
fathers. Virtually all Indian groups experienced widespread displacement, deception,
and force deployed against them by European explorers, traders, and immigrants to
the Americas.

It is no small irony that the location of the NMAI George Gustav Heye Exhibi-
tion Center in lower Manhattan, at the foot of Broadway, is in a magnificent Beaux
Arts building that is a paean to nineteenth to early twentieth-century industrial capi-
talism (fig. 10.2). Broadway, formerly the British “King’s Highway,” was originally
an old Indian trade route before the seventeenth-century Dutch settlement of
Manhattan. The building designed by the architect Cass Gilbert, was graced, on
completion in 1907, with monumental figural sculptures of the four continents. From
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Figure 10.2 Entrance to the George Gustav Heye Exhibition Center, Bowling
Green, New York. This view shows two of the four monumental sculptures flank-
ing the present museum entrance. The Beaux Arts building was designed as the
United States Customs House by Cass Gilbert and completed in 1907. On the left
is a figural tableau, America, and to the right is Europe, created by the sculptor
Daniel Chester French (1907). An inaugural exhibition banner, emblazoned with the
face of an American Indian, announces the new museum and hangs prominently
above the main entrance. The US Alexander Hamilton Customs House, George
Gustav Heye Exhibition Center, National Museum of the American Indian, Smith-
sonian Institution. Photograph 1995 by Flora Edouwaye S. Kaplan.

left to right, the carved stone groups by Daniel Chester French represent Asia,
America, Europe, and Africa. They reflect then prevailing stereotypical views of the
Old and New Worlds.

Asia is impassive with eyes cast downward, her people bent in bondage, kneeling,
and giving obeisance (fig. 10.3); America is the most active of the four figures, and
appears ready to rise from her seat (fig. 10.4). She is shown as a classical female figure
with sheaves of corn, symbols of plenty, on her lap, and Labor at her side. A Native
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Figure 10.3 Asia, figural sculpture by Daniel Chester French (1907). This classic and
remote allegorical figure, eyes gazing downward, sits calmly amidst struggling and
worshipful figures and symbols of domination. The figure references the ancient
and despotic past of the continent (as then perceived). The US Alexander Hamilton
Customs House, George Gustav Heye Exhibition Center, National Museum of the
American Indian, Smithsonian Institution. Photograph 1994 by Flora Edouwaye
S. Kaplan.

American is just behind her and, like her, looks ahead into the future. Europe wears
a crown and sits unperturbed, clothed in robes of regal status quo, holding in her
hands symbols of office. Ancient history is by her side, along with symbols of power
past and present. Africa, barely robed, her eyes closed, still sleeps next to the Sphinx.

Religion as Identity

Religion may be defined as a belief system in one god or many, based on faith, and
about the way in which the world is ordered and functions. It has influenced and
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Figure 10.4 America, figural sculpture by Daniel Chester French (1907). One of four
continents created for the front of the US Alexander Hamilton Customs House,
Bowling Green, New York, America is the only central allegorical figure shown as
active, about to rise. She holds a symbol of plenty in her lap represented by sheaves
of corn, and the man at her side symbolizes labor. An American Indian looks into
the future from over her shoulder. The US Alexander Hamilton Customs House,
George Gustav Heye Exhibition Center, National Museum of the American Indian,
Smithsonian Institution. Photograph 1996 by Flora Edouwaye S. Kaplan.

guided human actions over millennia. Religion is both a cultural feature of ethnic-
ity, and a feature of identity apart from ethnicity. Like class, a hierarchical economic
system with distinguishing social features that it resembles, religion, at times, is
related to ethnicity, as well as class and/or interest groups. Ideologically based gov-
ernments were sometimes supportive of organized religion (fascist states); others
discouraged or marginalized its practice, as part of its own ideological explanation
(socialist/ communist states).

Religion re-emerged in the 1970s as a global focal point of identity and a rallying
cry for disaffected groups within nation-states across the Middle East, Africa,
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Europe, and the Americas. World religions in particular, such as Islam, Christianity,
Buddhism and others proselytizing in the twenty-first century, have entered the dia-
logue among nations. Where they have taken on roles of civil governance, some theo-
cratic states have re-appeared. Iran and Afghanistan are but two examples of several
that can be cited; and elsewhere religious groups currently vie for control in other
nations. In the 1970s the Shah of Iran was deposed and replaced by an Ayatollah
and rule by clerics who became the final arbiters of civil society, morality, and secular
behavior. Museums were affected as well: modern Western art was not shown for
more than two decades at the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art, following the
1979 Islamic revolution. The morality of modern Iranian artists was suspect and
their work was scrutinized for exhibition by a government agency. Latitude to show
and travel was feared as corrupting to the public and empowering for artists and
the art world (Fathi 2004). In the 1990s, the Taliban imposed an extreme version of
Islamic governance in Afghanistan. In both states, ethnicity and national identity
were either usurped or submerged by religion.

Nations whose dominant religion(s) actively proselytize, seeking converts in
various parts of the world, have at times opposed, undermined, abused, and some-
times coexisted with indigenous religions that formerly served independent and
culturally homogeneous, small-scale societies. Formerly independent, small-scale
societies are now considered ethnic groups, to be willingly and unwillingly subsumed
under the centralized political authority of heterogeneous nation-states. For
example, various indigenous peoples in Brazil, Mexico, and other parts of the Amer-
icas are cases in point. They are frequently found in contention with the central
governments of nation-states, reported by the world news media. In secular states,
citizenship confers national identity by known and established means on those who
are born or living within a nation’s borders and subject to its sanctions. In secular
states, religion is rarely a criterion for citizenship. In theocratic states, the rights and
conditions accorded to “others” may be quite different, and even absent.

The passion that religion inspires among “true believers” often conspires not only
to attack or reject “non-believers” and their belief systems, but to denigrate them
and even obliterate evidence of their cultural identity. The passion of believers is
inflamed by a sense of righteousness and fed by the praise heaped upon them by
those who are like-minded, of which many examples are found throughout human
history. Spanish Catholic religious zeal in the early sixteenth century led to the
burning of books and texts written by ancient Maya and Aztec priests in Mexico
and Central America. Recently, a religious and politically motivated act of willful
destruction of cultural heritage was met with dismay and a vocal outcry from world
organizations.

In March 2001, the Taliban demolished the monumental Buddhas, dating from
the fifth to the seventh century ADp, carved into the rock cliffs at Bamiyan in
Afghanistan. This irrevocable act by the ruling Islamist Afghan government was
widely condemned by international museums, organizations, committees, and gov-
ernments in the West and East. Offers were made beforehand to preserve or other-
wise remove to safety elsewhere the offending figural sculptures of the Bamiyan
Buddhas. All offers were rejected by the Taliban. It was noted that Islam actually
allowed less-destructive methods of disabling images: the faces of the statues could
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have been obliterated, or the Buddhas could have been decapitated instead (Flood
2002). The impulse to alter, deny, or destroy the “other,” however, not only takes
lives and wounds many more, it often seeks cultural annihilation as well. It is hardly
a new impulse historically. Apart from accidents, many heads, noses, and penises of
classical Greek and Roman statues of heroes and deities were lost in ancient con-
flicts. Later, fig leaves were sometimes added to cover the male sexual organs on clas-
sical pagan statues that offended Christian sensibilities in the Victorian era. All such
acts are condemned by the global museum community for attacking the integrity
of the object; and for impoverishing world knowledge, diversity, scholarship, and
culture history.

Ideology as Identity

At times, nationalist ideology and policies pose a threat within the nation and the
wider international arena. The fascists in Italy did just that; and so did those in
Germany who came to power in the 1930s proclaiming Aryan racial superiority, and
embarking on conquests to restore national pride, which eventually triggered World
War II. Following the end of that global conflict, nationalism, once again, this time
packaged as economic ideology, set in motion the game-set-match that was played
for many decades between the socialist/ communist governments of Eastern Europe,
China, and Russia, and the Western capitalist democracies. Cultural heritage pro-
vided a bridge to diplomacy in easing the threat-and-response between major players.
Communist China, after its 1949 takeover, signaled a new diplomacy with America
to its threatening neighbors, beginning with tours of lightning-speed games of
“ping-pong” in 1971. A quarter-century after World War II ended and the Cold War
began, President Richard Nixon’s visit famously “opened” American diplomatic
relations with China in 1972.

In 1974, China sent the first of many exhibitions of national treasures to solidify
its new diplomacy with America and to encourage positive public opinion during the
Cold War matches. The Chinese Exhibition: The Exhibition of Archaeological Finds of
the People’s Republic of China traveled to the East Coast in December 1974, to the
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC; then to middle America, at the Nelson
Gallery-Atkins Museum, Kansas City, Missouri; and ended its tour, in August 1975,
at the Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, on the West Coast of California (per-
sonal communication, Barry Till 2004). A rare archaeological find, which the press
called the “Jade Lady,” excited much admiration. Her mortuary suit from the second
century BC was made of more than two thousand pieces of jade. It was sewn with
gold thread by Western Han Dynasty master craftsmen for Princess Dou Wan. It
was widely published and illustrated, an indication of the “Jade Lady’s” success in
capturing the public’s imagination across America.

Russia, too, embarked on cultural exchange with Western democracies in 1974.
They sent a highly praised exhibition, Treasures from the Kremlin, to the Metropol-
itan Museum of Art in New York (1979); and then on to the Grand Palais in Paris
(1980). In his “Foreword” to the Kremlin’s catalogue, the Director of the Kremlin’s
State Museums in Moscow, Mikhail P. Tsukanov, took the opportunity to state:
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Figure 10.5 Memorial to the defenders of the city of Stalingrad (St Petersburg),
Russia. This monumental memorial was created to remember the heroic defense of
the city of Stalingrad by soldiers, workers, women, and children. Hundreds of thou-
sands died and suffered starvation during the siege resisting the invading German
army in World War II. The imagery of this memorial conveys the socialist ideology
of the nation and glorifies the bravery and endurance of ordinary Russian people.
Photograph 1993 by Flora Edouwaye S. Kaplan.

“After the great Socialist October Revolution of 1917 the Revolutionary Govern-
ment decreed that the historic and artistic treasures of the Kremlin were to be
nationalized and brought together in a single museum complex — the State Museums
of the Moscow Kremlin” (1979: 7). Tsukanov outlined the socialist government’s
continuing efforts to record, restore, and renovate historic and artistic monuments
(fig. 10. 5). The government’s official policy on heritage, he pointed out, was first set
by Lenin in 1918; it is codified today and part of the USSR constitution. In his text,
Tsukanov clearly stated the government’s desired goal, saying, “The extensive cul-
tural exchanges between our two nations doubtless serve the cause of universal peace
and understanding” (1979: 8). Under socialist rule, the czarist riches were realigned
as the people’s national treasures.

The director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Philippe de Montebello,
eschewed political comments in his “Foreword” to the same catalogue, Treasures from
the Kremlin (1979). He confined himself to simply stating that the Kremlin show
was the fourth in a continuing cultural exchange with Russia, begun in 1974. De
Montebello opted instead to expand on the quality, variety, and content of the art
treasures in the exhibition; and he extended acknowledgments and suitable thanks
to all those involved in bringing the show to fruition. During the Cold War and since,
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cultural exchange and museum exhibitions have been used to defuse tensions
between ideologically opposed nations.

The case of Romania, an Fast European state, was both like and unlike Russia
with regard to cultural heritage. Like virtually all socialist states of the Cold War
era, the ideology of identity was based on a theory of economic and emergent social
and political relations, commonly called socialist, communist, “Marxist” (or Maoist)
governments, and coupled in referrals as national-socialist states (Godelier 1977:
29-32, 169-82). Such states, imposed and/or established in the Cold War era,
espoused the ideology advanced by its principal founders and secular leaders: Marx
and Engels, Lenin and Stalin; and they were reinterpreted and expounded by other
counterparts, prominent among them Zhou Enlai and Mao Zedong in China, and
elsewhere.

Romania, like Russia at the end of World War II, set out to restore and protect
its damaged architectural cultural heritage. By the 1970s, however, postwar indus-
trialization and population growth in Romania created an urgent need for urban
housing and planning. Eventually, those needs collided with existing cultural her-
itage policy that called for protection of a rich inventory of churches and buildings,
from the tenth century to the present, in Romanian communities. In response to
those needs, the national-socialist government of Romania changed course in the
early 1980s, and adopted a new and radical policy toward architectural heritage,
designed to meet the urgent needs of a rapidly growing population, industrializa-
tion, and urbanization.

The aim of Romania’s socialist government’s new policy was consistent with its
ideology: to eliminate the differences found in rural and urban living standards. The
methods to be employed were to demolish single family and private houses in vil-
lages, towns, and urban areas. The goal was to resettle entire rural populations of
Romanians, as well as ethnic Hungarians, Germans, and Serbians in urban areas and
multiple dwelling housing. The city of Bucharest, for example, was slated to have
centuries of architecture deliberately destroyed — ranging in style and period from
Byzantine, classical Renaissance, and the Belle Epoque, to the international and local
ethnic styles. This policy was seen by Romanian historians, architects, and museum
professionals as “an attempt to homogenize the national cultural experience and to
eliminate the history of the country” (Giurescu 1989). Resettled families would
instead become state tenants in apartment buildings. That rural, “ethnic,” architec-
ture was deemed “backward” by the government, encouraged the planned “system-
atization” of living conditions.

These actions by Romania’s socialist government advanced an internal ideologi-
cal agenda. They also stirred restive groups within the country, including museum
professionals, architects, historians, and other academics in various fields. The large-
scale proposed destruction of architectural heritage (later carried out) generated con-
siderable opposition to the new heritage policy. Groups coalesced in order to have a
“voice” in decision-making, and to influence the outcome in relevant public arenas.
These groups found themselves visible and vocal nationally, but without internal
power to effect change in state policy.

Romania’s new policy on architectural heritage was met with intense external
protests. The Seventh ICOMOS General Assembly, on May 12-18, 1984, met in
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Rostock and Dresden in the German Democratic Republic (GDR). At the behest of
internal opponents of Romania’s new policy, who turned to this international com-
mittee for outside support, ICOMOS considered the housing plan. The GDR assem-
blage was the International Committee of the International Council of Museums
(ICOM) (the world organization of museums), and its focus was monuments and
sites (ICOMOS). This committee announced that they found the peacetime
“government-sanctioned assault on the architectural heritage of Romania and the
citizens of Romania” simply “not negotiable” (Giurescu 1989).

The Romanian government ideologically construed the planned destruction of
7,000-8,000 villages, and the “reconstruction” of another 5,000-6,000 as “improv-
ing” peasant life. Those opposed to the plan (rural farmers, artisans, shopkeepers,
architects, historians, art historians, and curators) saw the forced transformation of
people and place as a loss of cultural identity among all Romanians and the country’s
minority peasant communities. Museum professionals and academic scholars had
inventoried preservation plans under the old policy before the 1980s. When the new
policy was implemented, a comparable group of professionals compiled data on the
scope of architectural destruction that was visited on cities and villages in Romania.
Despite internal and external opposition, Romanian state policy prevailed. National-
socialist ideology replaced vigorous efforts to retain ethnic and national cultural iden-
tity in architecture. Giurescu, the distinguished Romanian historian and author of
The Razing of Romania’s Past: An International Preservation Report (1989), found it
necessary to flee the country with his family before publication. The policy remained
unchanged until Romania’s socialist government under President Nicolae Ceausescu
was overthrown in 1989.

The Museum and the Nation in the Twenty-first Century

Achieving a balance nowadays between national interests and preservation, and
between those in and those out of power, increasingly falls to international museum
organizations, professionals, and academics. These groups often cooperate in inter-
national arenas; and in recent and egregious cases, such as the destruction of the
Bamiyan Buddhas, and of Romania’s architectural heritage, they act together across
national boundaries. In some cases, international condemnation of a nation’s policy
or practice may cause serious problems for museum professionals and academic
scholars who are civil servants in government-sponsored systems. Romania is a case
in point: the career and safety of scholars and preservationists opposed to a new
domestic heritage policy were threatened. Russia, however, continued to support
preservation of cultural patrimony throughout the postwar period. Both nations
today are among 140 member countries belonging to the International Council of
Museums (ICOM), founded in 1946.

A major force and leading organization in the international museum world, [COM
is a non-governmental organization having formal relations with the United Nations
Economic, Social and Cultural Organization and enjoying consultative status. It is
dedicated to conserving, continuing, and communicating the value of the world’s
natural and cultural heritage. It sets standards for personal and professional
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exchange, ethical behavior, illicit traffic, and preservation (ICOM 1946-98; Museum
1980). It is concerned with the tangible remains of human and natural origins, and
intangibles as well: oral tradition, performance of all kinds, and living collections
that include persons and ephemera.

ICOM’s triennial conference in 2004, in Seoul, Korea, chose a theme central to
ethnic and national identity: “Museums and Intangible Heritage.” It brought much-
needed attention to traditions many consider to be endangered by globalization,
rapid change, and ease of manipulation in a digital era of worldwide media. Col-
lecting, preserving, exhibiting, and reproducing intangible heritage may be claimed
and disputed within and between nations — by competing ethnic groups. Privacy
issues, such as those of ownership, are difficult to monitor and maintain, and pose
special risks for national and private museums. Virtual museums, which are them-
selves intangible, without a space and place beyond websites, promise to raise other
issues (see chapter 18). ICOM is beginning to address all of these matters (for
example, ICOM 2002, 2003, 2004; Museum International 2002). Museums can,
however, look to the realm of legal precedent developed in intellectual property cases
that indeed span beyond national borders (see chapter 27).

ICOM works with national committees, such as the American Association of
Museums (AAM/ICOM), to try to attain “the highest standard of legal and ethical
collections stewardship practices” (AAM 1999: 2). Issues of the repatriation and
return of works bought, stolen, or acquired in time of conflict and conquest, foreign
or colonial rule, and in periods of intolerance and persecution, will continue in the
twenty-first century, with those, or their descendants, who were powerless to protect
or keep their property, trying to reclaim it. Cultural exchange, international exhibi-
tions, loans, and displays in museums have thrust many of these issues before the
public. So ownership of the Elgin Marbles, those iconic works removed from the
Parthenon in Athens and now in the British Museum, is a matter of continuing
dispute between Britain and Greece. Expatriate Benin chiefs living in London in the
1990s began to lobby for the return of cast bronze and brass statues, plaques, and
heads that were part of their cultural identity. These famed works were looted from
the Oba’s Palace in Benin City, Nigeria during the British military assault in 1897
that established colonial rule which lasted until 1960.

During the Nazi persecution of Jewish citizens in Germany and various parts of
Europe (1933-45), paintings and sculptures were seized from their owners under
various pretexts, threats, and outright thefts. Those survivors, or more often some
of their descendants, identified and attempted to reclaim missing works of art as they
began to appear, decades later, in museum catalogues and art exhibitions in the
United States and Furope. Several important court cases and rulings in the 1980s
involved exhibition loans, sales, and gifts to American museums. This led to key
reviews of complex issues that originated in Europe, but were being adjudicated in
the US. The Working Group of the AAM/ICOM Board and the AAM Board devel-
oped criteria and a website to disseminate information. In 1999, they published their
results for use by the nation’s museums: Guidelines Concerning the Unlawful Appro-
priation of Objects during the Nazi Era (see chapter 27).

Like the privately funded International Foundation for Art Recovery (IFAR),
which published its first Index of Stolen Objects (1978), the goals of AAM and

164




Making and Remaking National Identities

AAM/ICOM were to facilitate recovery of cultural property, interrupt illicit traffic,
and restore works otherwise removed from their places of origin and ownership.
Internet sites dedicated to these tasks continue to enhance recovery, providing imme-
diacy, images, information, and access worldwide. The Metropolitan Museum of Art
(MMA) set a high bar for art museums now maintaining websites by posting a sep-
arate list of “suspect” works belonging to the Nazi era. It is expected that other
museums will follow suit.

With Western art essentially international, especially modern art, many problems
of theft and repatriation have become multinational. The exceptions are propaganda
art employed in the service of the state. These works are often confined to storage
in basements as second- and third-rate art and are rarely exhibited in museums or
public places with the passing of former authoritarian regimes. I saw many busts and
sculptures of Stalin in museums’ dead storage in 1993 in Russia after glasnost.
Perhaps, when memories dim, the best of these works will have a place in history
museums; perhaps not. Outside, beneath a Kremlin wall, a neat row of stones marks
the graves of lesser Russian revolutionary leaders, barely noticed by visitors walking
along the path. They once were the faces of the nation. All are now strangely absent
from the national museums. Earlier despots, kings, clerics, and merchant princes
apparently chose better artists and sculptors to memorialize them. A nation’s iden-
tity now rests on more mundane civic images (photographs, stamps, signature build-
ings, and the ubiquitous national flag).

Museums and their Study

Museums are more than the sum of their parts. They played and continue to play
important roles in creating national identity (Kaplan 1981). Although museums arise
in particular historical contexts, everywhere they involve the selection and display of
made objects and those of the natural world (Kaplan 1994: 1-15). In the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, the formation of museums and nation-states multiplied
rapidly with the spread of industrial capitalism, the sciences, and the downward
spread of knowledge in more open, changing, and democratic societies. They are
now widely understood as secular sites of contestation and representation, and as
places where groups vied with each other to define and redefine “themselves” as
nations. Successful players on the international stage proudly displayed the spoils of
their colonial control of distant trade and markets; and their museums claimed pride
of place among other nations.

The critical study of museums as social institutions began to develop in the 1970s,
initially most strongly in Europe and later spreading to North America and other
parts of the globe. It was mostly Europeans working in museums, scholars and muse-
ologists, along with some in the United States of America and Canada, who first
directed attention to the critical study of museums as social institutions. It met with
success as a new field at the University of Leicester, which initially qualified appli-
cants to work in the United Kingdom’s museums, and awarded graduate degrees.
The latter eventually included a doctorate in museum studies, the highest academic
research degree.
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Anthropology, a discipline with a long association with museums, however, lagged
behind in the study of museums in the United States. A start was made in the mid-
1970s in the AAM, when the Council for Museum Anthropology (CMA) was started
by a group of anthropologists and archaeologists working in museums. They began
a dialogue together, and in the process pioneered what became “museum anthro-
pology.” They also published a journal. In 1990, the CMA voted to affiliate with the
American Anthropological Association (AAA). The AAA was rethinking museums
in response to growing public interest and the visibility museums offered, along with
job opportunities. Disciplines such as anthropology came to play an important role
(see chapter 5), with journals such as Museum Anthropology and the American Anthro-
pologist carrying reviews of museum exhibitions and related topics. Fields such as
the anthropology of museums (Jones 1993), museum anthropology, and museum
studies developed (Kaplan 1996), and provided critical analyses of political roles,
policies, and the politics of museums informed by theory; and addressed controver-
sial issues of representation, control, power, and gender.

In an invigorated search by scholars for museum theory, ideas borrowed from
French scholars of knowledge bestowed intellectual respectability and legitimated
the study of museums, especially in older disciplines (see Part I). By the end of the
twentieth century, issues of national identity and museums had come to occupy many
serious scholars across a wide spectrum of disciplines (anthropology, history,
sociology, political science, and philosophy). In academia, scholars found that curat-
ing and/or reviewing and writing about exhibitions and museums offered new
opportunities to engage with key questions of power and identity politics in con-
temporary society. The keen public interest in museums allowed many scholars to
have a “voice” and take an active role in issues of the day (for example, Kaplan 1981,
1995; Stocking 1985; Appadurai 1986; Clifford and Marcus 1986; Bennett 1988;
Pearce 1989; Vergo 1989; Williams 1990; Karp and Lavine 1991; Macdonald and
Fyfe 1996). Museums also garnered a bad press for their past sins of omission and
commission in the days of colonialism. But museums and the identities they created
were recognized in the literature, despite criticism, as important nexuses of politics
and culture in the study of contemporary society and its discontents.

Into the Future

After two decades of much “museum bashing” in print as colonialist, racist, malef-
icent, misogynist, and even irrelevant institutions, there is a new emphasis and search
to redefine the museum in the twenty-first century. Whereas interactive media and
virtual museums are seen by some as redemptive alternatives, others are not quite
ready to abandon museums as we know them (see Haas 1996). It cannot be claimed,
however, that social issues are new concerns of museums (Alexander 1983). John
Cotton Dana (founder of the Newark Museum and Library) is easily read as both a
pioneer and a “modern” in that regard. He was deeply interested in how museums
have an impact upon craft, industrialization, the working class, and the under-
represented. Stocking traces the ethnology (albeit) of “Man” at the Royal Anthro-
pological Institute (RAI), founded in 1871, as having its antecedents in the defense
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of “uncivilized tribes” forty years earlier, by the “Aborigines Protection Society”
(Stocking 1971: 1, 3). He reminds readers that some of the debates of the late nine-
teenth century are echoed in late twentieth-century criticism of natural history
museums that represent non-Western peoples in nature and natural habitats, and
Europeans, when shown, in built environments of home and castle.

Nonetheless, Native Americans themselves, on opening their new ethnic museum
(NMAI) on the Mall in Washington, DC, September 2004, declared their conscious
decision to incorporate what they see as their unique spiritual and physical connec-
tion with the natural landscape and environment from Alaska to the tip of South
America. They see themselves iz, not apart, from the natural world, and draw atten-
tion to this connection in the architecture, grounds, interior spaces, and exhibits of
the new NMAI (Maxwell 2004). “In Native culture, the animals, plants, and rocks are
people”; the forty granite boulders that greet visitors to the grounds are “called
‘Grandfather Rocks.”” They “show that all parts of the natural world are our rela-
tives” says Donna House (Navajo). Their respect for the land is demonstrated by cre-
ating “a stable ecosystem” as landscape for the museum, Donna House continues. It
is “in balance,” “attracting birds, insects, and animals that haven’t been here for a
long, long time” (Maxwell 2004: 19). Donna House was a member of the five-strong
NMAI design team; and is a botanist/ethno-botanist. Native Americans embrace and
identify themselves in the natural world. Their view is unlikely to be challenged.

Elsewhere there have been many instances of challenge (see chapters 29 and 30).
Some contemporary exhibitions have been scarred by controversy, as were the cura-
tors and scholars associated with them. Into the Heart of Darkness (Royal Ontario
Museum) was as much a victim of local activism and a political agenda as the failure
of its ironic commentary (see chapter 2). Likewise, the Enola Gay exhibition
(National Air and Space Museum, Smithsonian Institution) collided with World War
IT veterans over the curatorial voice that interpreted the use of the atomic bomb to
end World War IT (Macdonald 1998; see also chapters 7 and 30 of this volume). It
was as much a reflection of generational difference and revisionist history as it was
a casualty of “political correctness” and the “culture wars.”

In the twenty-first century, more, rather than less, controversy can be expected
in museums, with the fracturing of national identities and contention within nations.
Some factors in these conflicts are old: religious extremism, intolerance, fundamen-
talist ideologies, economic deprivation, and ethnic conflicts. Other factors are old in
new ways and degree: exponential population growth, environmental degradation,
increasingly mobile populations (legal and illegal, and asylum seekers), instant and
untrammeled worldwide communication, and a widening gulf in educational and
economic opportunity, especially for women after decades of progress in many
nations. And there is always the usual suspect, “globalization,” frequently blamed
for all of the above.

It is promising, therefore, that some museums in the developing world have pio-
neered exhibitions of public health issues, child care, and disease prevention, albeit
while other issues are avoided; for example, female circumcision, domestic abuse,
AIDS, women’s economic roles and importance, civic and voter education. However,
developed countries equally avoid many of the same issues, and museums that attend
to them do so sporadically, usually in specialized museums of science, medicine, war,
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women, work, film and television, and so on. Cultural differences and multiple iden-
tities further complicate the choice of subject matter, content, and interpretation in
museums, beyond the eternal question of “who is the audience?” Applied to the
global community and virtual museums, the answers may yet raise more questions,
and offer greater opportunity for appropriation and manipulation of objects and
images for betterment or worsening of human relations around the world.

Whatever the answers and the questions asked, it is clear that the storyline of
national identity is being rewritten. What is the future role of museums? Is it to be
purveyors of knowledge, unifiers of nations, of ideas and place, marketers of ideol-
ogy, myth, arts and science? Will museums continue to define national identity, or
will they represent a collectivity or a multiplicity of competing ethnic, religious,
and/or ideological groups in a physical space? Will there be other collectivities, cre-
ating shifting communities linked by inclination and common interests; and will they
appear in outer space across former boundaries spanned by the Internet, ground
lines, and wireless systems? Will national identity survive or only museums and iden-
tity, redefined? For now, identity, like the ideas of nation and museum, remains a
viable, if mutable concept, having heuristic value in social and political analysis in
complex societies. Identity (variously defined and hyphenated) serves, increasingly,
as a fulcrum for group relations in existing nation-states and the more so today across
national boundaries.
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CHAPTER

Museums and
Community

Elizabeth Crooke

“Community” and creating an “inclusive community” have become buzzwords in
the arts and museum sectors. The past five years have seen an immense increase in
the literature and debate that have attempted to address museums and their roles
and aspirations in relation to “community” and “communities.” In this literature,
the word “community” seems to have replaced “audience,” “public,” and “visitor”;
the new term seems to reflect the more comprehensive, welcoming, and relevant
service that museums are aspiring to create. The concern to make museums relevant
to the “community” has swiftly moved to combining museums with some of the key
social policy issues, such as tackling exclusion, building cohesive communities, and
contributing to community regeneration. Furthermore, away from museum debate
and government policy, rural and urban groups are coming together to explore their
history and heritage and forming their own exhibitions and collections. The rela-
tionship that is developing between the community and the museum, either by
museums attempting to engage better with their communities or by community
groups becoming more actively interested in heritage activity, encourages us to inves-
tigate the meaning and consequences of this relationship and what it may inform us
about the role of museums today.

Drawing on examples of community projects around the world, this chapter con-
siders the links that have been established between community groups and museum
practice, be it through activity within the established museum sector or examples of
separate community initiatives that have drawn on the techniques and methods of
museums. The first section looks at the links between community studies and
museum studies, considering key issues that are of relevance to both: the challenges
of representation; understanding people and how they interact; and the idea of social
responsibility. The second section asks what might be meant by the term “commu-
nity”: the difficulties inherent in defining the term; the many myths associated with
the concept; the potential negative associations with community; and, despite the
many challenges to the significance of the community in modern life, the continu-
ing relevance of the concept. The third and fourth sections draw on two key areas
where community and museum studies come together: the role of museums in the
representation of community identity and the role of museums in community devel-
opment. The consideration of how museums represent community identity looks at
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the way in which heritage symbolizes community and the role of museums in build-
ing communities. The evaluation of museums and community development provides
an understanding of the purpose of community in public policy and how the arts
and museum sectors are now playing an active role in achieving these aims. The final
section considers the consequences of community interaction for the way in which
museums are understood, and argues that the very idea of the museum is being chal-
lenged through community involvement.

The Links between Community Studies and
Museum Studies

Key areas of concern for museum studies and the museum sector — identity, repre-
sentation, people, and the social responsibility of museums — link directly to the
themes investigated within community studies. The literature on “community,”
which comes mostly from the areas of social and cultural anthropology, sociology,
cultural studies, development studies, and public policy, can, for the purposes of this
chapter, be broadly separated into two areas. First, is the area of community studies,
which considers mainly how understanding the dynamics of community will bring
a greater appreciation of the formation of identity, the creation of relationships, and
definitions of belonging. The themes that dominate such work include how “com-
munity” is symbolized, the role of imagination in expressing community, and the
frequently invented nature of communities. This area of community studies clearly
links to writings in museum studies that have explored the meaning of objects in
museums and the use of display as a means to express identity, represent culture,
and define nations (see especially chapter 10).

A second area of community studies, which is of relevance to this work, is the
use of community in public policy. This area focuses on how public policy has inte-
grated the notion of “community” as a tool of local and national government. Within
the local and national government museum services, the creation of community col-
lections, exhibitions, museums, outreach officers, and education officers can be asso-
ciated with this movement. In many of these cases it is important to create a public
museum service that is meaningful for a broader range of people. It is about moving
away from the grand narrative, traditionally told in the national museums, and giving
greater recognition to local and community histories.

However, the ease with which the word “community” has been slipped into
current policy and practice, in a whole range of sectors, has come under scrutiny.
Allan Cochrane, for instance, argues that the term “community” has often been used
as an aerosol can “to be sprayed on to any social programme, giving it more pro-
gressive and sympathetic cachet; thus we have community policing, community care,
community relations, community development, community architecture and the
community programme among others” (Cochrane 1986: 51). Although it is unlikely
to be true of every case, Cochrane’s concern is that the term is simply added on to
policy, rather than integrated into the complete approach. Rather than being used as
a label, Cochrane advocates that community becomes a means for political change
and the development of more democratic processes. This latter approach links to
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activity that is considered to belong to the “unofficial heritage sector.” This will
include the work of community groups which have used heritage and museum activ-
ity as a vehicle for protest and as integral to their social and political campaigns.
Involvement of community in this context is about the creation of new “circuits of
power” and sustainable community networks that promote access and inclusion and
are accountable to diverse communities. These are the same principles that under-
pin the debates in museum studies concerning social responsibility, equality, and
democracy.

The insights that the methods, concerns, and literature of community studies can
provide those working in the museum sector are invaluable. In the first place, we
need to investigate the meaning and consequence of this idea of community, which
is used with such frequency in the museum and heritage sectors. This will lead to a
better understanding of why group identities are formed and how they are con-
structed, symbolized, and ritualized. Secondly, consideration of the characteristics
and rise of community development policy will inform our interrogation of what
the arts, museums, and heritage can contribute to this area.

Understanding Community

The concept of community is prevalent in museum policy and planning. In this
context, the word “community” is used almost indiscriminately; there is rarely qual-
ification of what the term means and how community is identified. The range of
meanings associated with the word “community” is the first challenge for those
embarking on community studies. The American sociologist G. A. Hillery is often
quoted as having identified fifty-five definitions of community used in the sociolog-
ical literature of the 1950s. Rather than attempting to reduce this diversity to a single
definition, it is more useful to consider the multitude of characteristics associated
with community. Gerard Delanty opens his book Community by emphasizing the
range:

Communities have been based on ethnicity, religion, class or politics; they may be large
or small; “thin” or “thick” attachments may underlie them; they may be locally based
and globally organized; affirmative or subversive in their relation to the established
order; they may be traditional, modern and even postmodern; reactionary and pro-
gressive. (Delanty 2003: 2)

Delanty’s description of community is useful because it helps to dispel some of
the many myths associated with the term, namely, that community necessarily: has
long established roots; is based on traditional modes of behavior; that characteristics
are easily recognizable and that they are often associated with a fixed place. Instead,
Delanty emphasizes the range of experiences of community: that community is not
only about the past or nurturing communal living, which some consider as having
been lost and in need of rebuilding. Community is not necessarily tied to a single
place; it is not always about association with a certain village or landscape; it can be
geographically spread but linked by an agreed interest. The idea of community can
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be nurtured between people by a whole range of characteristics; hence the notion of
a “thick” basis to that community. Alternatively, community may be recognized on
the basis of only a few shared characteristics; in other words, a “thin” community.
Furthermore, community is not principally about premodern, village, or rural-based
societies; instead, for many today community is about developing new power rela-
tionships and sustainability. This range suggests that community is a word that alters
in different contexts in an almost chameleon-like fashion. For some, this point would
be grounds to dismiss the idea of community as outdated, vague, and of little use.
However, no matter how forcefully an argument of redundancy may be presented,
one cannot dismiss the frequency of the use of the word and therefore its
importance.

Rather than attempting to define the word, understanding how the term “com-
munity” is used is likely to prove more productive. The essays in the edited collec-
tion Realizing Community (Amit 2002) provide examples of how groups across the
United Kingdom, Norway, Canada, and Central Europe have used and drawn on the
concept of community. What is common to many of these examples is the impor-
tance of developing a sense of place, building social networks, and both recognizing
and acknowledging shared characteristics, such as a common history, religion, sport,
or employment. The discussions consider the role of sentiment, emotion, and nos-
talgia in the formation of group identities. Shared features become cherished marks
of community identity and a conscious decision is made to use these experiences to
create unity. Frequently, any variation in experience is ironed out in order to develop
a sense of sameness. In examples of community where a sense of place is central,
the disruption of place becomes a key threat and people will then pull together to
construct a narrative of belonging to counteract this. The examples brought together
in Realizing Community demonstrate the importance of the intangible character of
community construction. Although we may think we recognize community by tan-
gible attributes, such as location or shared characteristics, the creation of commu-
nity is bound up in the meanings associated with these symbolic markers. It is not
enough to have the characteristics of community; rather, it is essential to have the
motivation to bring these into a self-forming unit.

The interrogation of the idea of community also raises warnings. Many express
the idea of community action and forging new relationships with communities in
positive language. Others, however, are more wary of the seemingly nostalgic, over-
simplified, and exclusionary nature of community. Hand in hand with growing
recognition of the cultural symbolism of community is an increasing awareness of
the need to establish a sense of similarity within the group at the expense of any dif-
ferences. As communities are established, so too is the recognition of boundaries and
an awareness of belonging. Emerging apparently effortlessly from shared character-
istics, community is, in fact, constructed in a deliberate fashion, bringing security to
its makers and uncertainty to those who feel they do not belong. Critical to the
success of cultural codes, rituals, and symbols of belonging is their selectivity and
ability to be recognized by those who are not part of that community. This is impor-
tant for the survival of community: it needs to be easily identified by both its
members and its non-members. If community is about coming together and unity,
it is equally about division and exclusion. Worldwide, there are many examples of
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the use of the preservation of community identity, heritage, and culture to justify
racism and genocide, perhaps the most tragic being the consequence of the use of
“community” as justification for fascism in Nazi Germany.

Museums and the Construction of Community Identity

Community can be constructed at local, national, and global levels. The formation
of nation-states, for instance, is based on the idea that humanity is naturally divided
into national communities, each of which has its own character. The characteriza-
tion of the nation as an “imagined community” (Anderson 1991) has been invoked
to express the idea that, although all of the members of the nation will not meet,
they are aware of each other’s existence and that they all belong to a common entity.
The national community is naturalized through a shared history represented in the
grand narrative of the nation, and in turn depicted in museums, history books, and
by other forms of cultural symbolism, such as memorials. The history of European
museum development in the nineteenth century links directly to the rise of the
nations and the need for those places to claim and present a national past.

The national case shows that “community” depends on the development of an
awareness of common characteristics, which can draw from a whole range of possi-
bilities. Although community may be politically manipulated, for example for nation-
alist ends, community should not be thought of as purely instrumental but
acknowledged as part of the inevitable human processes of creating collective iden-
tities and generating senses of belonging. What this means in relation to the use of
the concept by museums is that we should not be uncritical, but that we should be
prepared to explore how museums and heritage have been used to express commu-
nity and to look at the role of objects in symbolizing community and expressing
senses of belonging. It also reminds us of the social and political values placed on
museum collections and of the potential of museums to engage in community con-
struction and consolidation. All of these points are evident in the three examples
that follow.

The District Six Museum, Cape Town

The development of the District Six Museum in Cape Town, South Africa is an
example of community capacity building in a place torn apart by the separatist pol-
itics of apartheid (see also chapter 29). District Six is an area of Cape Town that was
defined as white only under the Group Areas Act of 1966. As a result of this Act,
60,000 people were forcibly removed from the area and their homes were demol-
ished. With this move, people were distanced from their friends, family, jobs, schools,
and churches, and the community they had developed was broken. For many, this
was deeply traumatic. In the 1980s a campaign, “Hands-off District Six,” which
aimed to protect the land from unsympathetic redevelopment, raised the idea of the
creation of a museum as part of this process and in 1994 the District Six Museum
emerged.
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The museum was, and is, very much considered as an engagement with contem-
porary issues; it is a mode of expression and has an active part in the re-use of Dis-
trict Six. The development of a museum was an opportunity to recapture the
community spirit of the area and generate support for the campaign to return the
families who had been removed. Since its opening, former residents of District Six
have seen the museum as: “a place to memorialise the history of the struggle” against
apartheid, “a living museum,” and a space “where stories can be told, where the
layers of memories can be uncovered in an ensemble of hope” (Abrahams 2001: 4).
The museum was to “engineer a collective spirit and a camaraderie” (Le Grange
2001: 7), and it was to be “a community museum, an open museum, the people’s
museum” (Fredericks 2001: 14).

It is not simply the fact that a museum of District Six opened that is relevant;
what is far more interesting is why a museum should have emerged. The museum
has become a space where people who formerly lived in District Six can come
together and share past experiences. The museum provides an opportunity for people
to “recall community.” This community capacity building is based upon shared
history and a clear sense of place. The museum exhibition draws on nostalgia for
past lives and harnesses this sentiment as a vehicle for political change. In this
example, the community has used the museum idea, but revisited it and presented
it anew. In the Cape Town museum landscape, which traditionally reflects the Euro-
pean approach to museum building and display, the District Six Museum stands out
as being very different. In the District Six Museum, the building and space is
modest; there are no glass cases; the curator has not taken authority; and the exhi-
bition text is not fixed: former residents may add to the panels while they visit the
exhibition. The example of the District Six Museum conveys very well the values
associated with museums and, in turn, their power. The public and shared recollec-
tion of events in a museum space empowers and changes how that past is under-
stood. What caused people to feel shame now evokes pride; closed memories have
now become open and shared; and a fragile people are becoming a stronger com-
munity. The District Six Museum is also an example of a community taking control
of the presentation of its own history and this brings with it numerous consequences.
Those involved have recognized the sense of pride associated with displaying one’s
own story in a public space, the value of nourishing group identities and establish-
ing group bonds. The museum, and the activities it encourages, provides opportu-
nities for community empowerment.

Community museum networks, Mexico

In the State of Oaxaca, south-east Mexico, a community-based cooperative has
developed a network of local museums as part of a range of projects with the aim of
contributing to the social and economic improvement of the area. Inspired by the
importance of the cultural heritage of the region, and encouraged by the interest of
anthropologists working in the area, as well as the financial support of development
agencies, the idea of the museo comunitario network was born. Described as “a bottom
up community museum networking process,” the opening of the first museum in the
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mid-1980s has lead to the creation of ninety-four community museums in seventeen
Mexican states. The network is seen as an example of how development can have a
positive impact on the mobilization of social capital, empowerment of the rural poor,
enhancement of local government, the creation of durable partnerships between the
state and civil society, and the creation of local defenses against the homogenizing
forces of cultural globalization (Healy 2003).

The so-called “bottom-up” approach to this museum network is regarded as
having been essential to its success; this project is seen as a positive alternative to
other “misdirected” community museum programs in which “a top-down leader-
ship and management style have left community members on the outside looking in
rather than vice versa” (Healy 2003: 17). Community members describe museo comu-
nitario as a means of developing a greater sense of collective ownership and raising
self-esteem. One member stated how, before his involvement with museo comunitario,
he had a “vague notion” of his cultural roots and “felt ashamed,” but “now my
knowledge and pride in my cultural origins have given me an empowering sense of
cultural identity” (Healy 2003: 20).

Community exhibitions in Northern Ireland

In Northern Ireland, the development of the idea of group heritage is a means to
create community identity through interpretations of history, memory, and place. An
addition to the exhibition landscape in the region has been the development of often
short-lived local history exhibitions curated by community organizations (figs
11.1-11.3). These exhibitions are only ever open to the public for a few weeks, are
often quite amateur, are hosted in local community venues, and are usually under-
pinned by a particular developmental or cultural agenda.

Examples of such exhibitions include that supported by the Ulster People’s
College in Belfast through their People’s History Initiative. This initiative has been
running since 2001 and has resulted in approximately fifteen groups developing exhi-
bitions based on the history of their community (Crooke 2005). In each of the cases,
the exhibitions were an exercise in community autobiography: the community
selected its own stories, chose the objects and images to place on display, and pro-
vided its own interpretation of past events and experiences. For the groups, success
has been based on the contribution of the collective exercise to community identity
formation, cohesion, and empowerment. Fach stage is of value and part of a process
and the group gains from researching potential themes, collecting stories and display
material, and finally mounting the exhibition and sharing it with others. The fact
that the exhibitions lack permanence, and the use of established experts, does not
detract from their impact. Instead, the exhibition is valued as part of a process; it is
not an end in itself, but a means to an end, the development of shared community
identity.

The examples of the District Six Museum in Cape Town, the museo comunitario
network in Mexico, and the initiatives in Northern Ireland demonstrate the value of
these new forms of museum and museum practice within their various communi-
ties. All have been described as empowering institutions that have provided the
people of the area with a renewed and positive sense of identity and improved self-
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Figure 11.1 Community exhibition, Newry, Northern Ireland, July 2003. This exhi-
bition was developed by the heritage committee of a community development
organization. Photograph by E. M. Crooke.

esteem. The success of the projects has often been based on their bottom-up
approach, on the fact that the projects began with a community which then decided
to embrace the museum process. Central to this shift into the museum is the com-
munity need or desire that drives the process.

The strengths of these projects lie in the fact that they are genuinely community
based; however, as established in the previous section, the idea of “community”
needs to be approached with some caution. While “community” may be constructed
in a multitude of ways and take a variety of forms, it can set up mythological ideals
that are hard to realize or, by making community appear static, make change harder
to achieve. By grounding a community in a particular history or experience, those
who do not share that history are at risk of being excluded, past lives may be ideal-
ized, and events misrepresented. When any group begins to publicly construct and
broadcast its history, it is essential to investigate the motivating factors and impact
of the messages conveyed. In Cape Town, the District Six Museum is intertwined
with the land use campaign, which aims to bring the families forced from their homes
back to the area. The approach to telling history and representing it in a museum
reflects that agenda. The examples from Mexico and Northern Ireland both use the
empowering capacity of exhibitions as identity projects: the Oaxaca project aims to
forge community by improving the economic potential of the area and the People’s
History Initiative uses education to achieve a similar goal. In both cases, these
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Figure 11.2 Community exhibition, Lisburn, Northern Ireland, July 2003. This exhi-
bition was developed to mark “Orange Culture Week.” Photograph by E. M.
Crooke.

agendas will shape how the project emerges and the impact it will have on the com-
munity it claims to represent. Although the strength of all the projects lies in the
fact that they are led by community members, only external assessment will reveal
whether or not the presentations are risking nostalgia, becoming over-simplified, or
potentially exclusionary.

Museums and Community Development

It is through this potential contribution of museum and heritage activity to the real-
ization of community empowerment that the cultural sectors have been brought into
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Figure 11.3 Community exhibition, Lisburn, Northern Ireland, July 2003. Photo-
graph by E. M. Crooke.

the community development field. Gathering pace over the past decade, museums
have now become a means to reach some of the goals of community development,
such as encouraging participation of the marginalized and excluded, promotion of
opportunities for self-help, and a means to bring about changes that can lead to
greater social equality. The reasons why such connections should have arisen are
complex and draw on a number of areas, such as how community development is
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understood; the changing implementation of community development ideals since
the popularization of the idea in the mid-twentieth century; and the more recent
approaches to community development. Consideration of this history is a means to
explaining the many connections made between museum projects and community
issues, which have become such a key area of concern for museums in the past
decades. Engagement with this history also emphasizes the importance of continual
critique of the community development process and the involvement of the museum
and heritage sector within it.

Community has been a central theme in public policy since the promotion of com-
munity development ideas in the 1950s and 1960s. At this time, focusing on com-
munity development was seen as an opportunity for the state to involve itself with
civil society. This approach went on to have an impact on policy development locally,
nationally, and internationally. Looking first at global movements, government and
non-governmental agencies, both national and international, continue to engage in
modernization movements in regions of the world considered less developed and in
need of international aid. Since the 1950s, the focus has moved from charity linked
to modernization, such as the provision of financial aid, and toward development
and reform; for example, supporting the creation of education and health facilities.
In comparison, community development taking place within the US, Canada, and
many Furopean countries had different priorities, but within these places commu-
nity development initiatives followed similar trends. Often having its roots in coop-
erative movements of the early twentieth century, community development in the
Western world, by way of societal guidance and social reform, became an essential
tool of the welfare state as it emerged in the mid-twentieth century.

In the 1980s, one of the aims of the politics of the “new right,” evident in both
the US and the UK, was to reduce the role of the state in the marketplace and
increase the primacy of the individual through a shift from “state care” to “com-
munity care,” and to move from a tax system concerned with welfare to one that
favored the business sector. The shift to state care involved the dismantling and pri-
vatization of the welfare state with greater emphasis on self-help, the voluntary
sector, and the community. Increasing community self-help and voluntarism was seen
as a means to introduce cost savings to the public sector and to provide community
development projects with greater relevancy and sustainability (Campfens 1997). In
the 1990s, and more recently, community development has been regarded as a means
to address the problems associated with economic and social exclusion. Central to
this approach is belief in the role of participation; it is argued that greater involve-
ment of the marginalized and excluded in solving community problems will bring
about more effective solutions.

This approach is found expressed in many government policy documents that
relate to community development. Policy guidance in both the UK and the US asks
museums to foster “social capital.” The American Association of Museums (AAM)
appealed for museums to “explore an expanded civic role for museums in building
social capital and contributing to community life” through community dialogue. In
the UK| culture has been referred to as a means to “build social capital.” The idea
of social capital has come from economic, political, and social science, and its value
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is based on the perceived advantage of networks and association within a commu-
nity and between the community and local and national government. The approach
taken by Robert Putnam in Bowling Alone (2000), his vastly popular study of the loss
of community in America, has been summarized as:

The social or community cohesion resulting from the existence of local horizontal com-
munity networks in the voluntary, state and personal spheres, and the density of net-
working between these spheres; high levels of civic engagement/ participation in these
local networks; a positive local identity and a sense of solidarity and equality with other
community members; and norms of trust and reciprocal help, support and co-

operation. (Campbell 2000: 183)

The museum and heritage sectors have been directly linked in this movement as
ameans to address the problems linked with social exclusion and other forms of com-
munity breakdown. In 2002, the UK Ministerial Report Building Cohesive Commu-
nities established the UK government’s commitment to civil renewal as a response
to “deep fracturing of communities on racial, generational and religious lines.” To
reverse this trend, it advocated “uniting people around a common sense of belong-
ing.” In this report, the UK government proposed a multi-layered approach that
would involve the improvement of housing, the development of employment oppor-
tunities, the enhancement of the role of education, the strengthening of community
leadership, a better response to the needs of young people, and a harnessing of the
potential of sport and culture as a means of “re-engaging disaffected sections of the
community, building shared social capital and grass roots leadership.” The report
specifically referred to the learning potential of museums as places where cross-
cultural themes can be explored.

Such governmental embracing of arts, culture, and heritage as a means of tack-
ling community breakdown has led to direct recognition by museum policy-makers
of the sector’s potential contribution to community development. The UK Council
for Museums, Archives and Libraries (MLLA, formerly Resource), for instance,
regards museums as a means to enhance community participation. The 2001 strate-
gic plan Using Museums, Archives and Libraries to Develop a Learning Community pre-
sents museums as places to inspire creativity, stimulate learning, and encourage active
participation. Central to this approach is the promotion of learning, rather than edu-
cation, arguing that the former embraces the broader and more informal approach
appropriate to museums. The Council proposes to provide museums with the
support that will enable them to develop links with communities in order to empower
users, celebrate and reflect diversity, forge new partnerships, and maximize the learn-
ing potential of their collections (Resource 2001).

Examples of museums working directly with communities provide evidence of
the positive impacts that can be generated by the association. In Scotland, the Methil
Heritage Centre was established with the main aim of contributing to the regener-
ation of the area chiefly through the involvement of the local community in plan-
ning and decision-making, in partnerships for creative projects, and by placing
exhibitions in community centers (Samuel and Brown 2001). In 1997, Plymouth City
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Museum in the south-west of England established links with community groups in
order to improve the accountability and accessibility of their work and make a pos-
itive contribution to local regeneration initiatives. The creation of a community
history group, and the participation of local people as “community curators,” has
raised participants’ awareness of their own skills and potential. The benefits to the
museum include a better appreciation of the diversity of the museum audience,
greater trust amongst those previously skeptical of the value of museums, and recog-
nition by city managers that museums have a role within the community (LLoosemore
and Moyle 2001). The examples of the potential relationship between museums and
community from the UK discussed here have taken a very deliberate community
development approach. Steered by a clear social-policy agenda, generated from
central government, the museum sector is falling into line with a movement that is
not just having an impact on the arts. Issues of social inclusion, marginalization, and
neighborhood renewal are also causing new approaches to be taken in the health,
education, and planning sectors.

The AAM has also fostered links between museums and communities according
to a similar social agenda. This is demonstrated by the goals of the “Museums in
the Life of a City” initiative, which involved museums and community groups in
Philadelphia working together so that the museum sector would get a better aware-
ness of its social and educational potential. The goals of this scheme were to improve
communications between the museums and the different communities in Philadel-
phia; to demonstrate that museums can serve diverse and culturally under-
represented citizens; to forge new partnerships between museums and communities;
and to empower communities and museums to deal with contemporary problems
through cooperative strategies (AAM 1995). The Philadelphia scheme was followed
in 1998 by the “Museums and Community Initiative,” which was regarded as a way
of strengthening the relationship between museums and their communities across
the US. The initiative was based on the development of community dialogues, which
provided an opportunity to re-evaluate the role of museums, establish a means to
foster greater community awareness, embracing new values that are more relevant,
and forming sustainable collaborative relationships between museums and their com-
munities (AAM 2002).

The examples of how museums have been linked with community in both the
UK and American museum sectors contain two strands: one which is asking
museums to recognize the diversity of the communities that they must serve, and
the second which is attempting to establish museums as social agents that can
contribute to the alleviation of social problems. The first strand is concerned with
building bridges to new audiences by having more representative collections,
practices, and histories within the museum. The second strand is related to a
movement that is outside the museum, one that is linked to the priorities of social
and public life. Both strands are concerned with the survival of the museum,
with a re-evaluation of the purpose of museums and with establishing their
relevance.
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Conclusion: Revisiting the Museum Idea
through Community

Addressing community issues has had an important and valuable impact on the work
of museums and on museum studies. Community collaboration has been a means to
reach new audiences, build trust, and re-establish the role of museums in contem-
porary society. The idea of community and community engagement is drawn into
the museum sector both through projects that assert local identities and others that
foster a social and developmental role. Community involvement with museum ser-
vices has been promoted as a means to reverse the “once grand and imposing struc-
ture” that is the traditional museum. Furthermore, the interest that community
groups have shown in developing their own independent museums and exhibitions
is an illustration of the importance of self-representation of one’s own history as a
form of group capacity building and empowerment. Community history, exhibitions,
and museums are advocated as a means to move away from the grand narratives of
the history of the nation and the state and an opportunity to give voice and author-
ity to those who were formerly excluded.

Engagement with the concept of “community” is prompting the museum sector
to revisit the museum space and question its identity, role, and social worth. Encour-
aging community participation in museum activity is often linked to the idea of
democratizing history and the museum space. It is linked with bringing in new voices,
new histories, and new people — an approach that is challenging the established
authority of the curatorial and research expertise of museum staff. The success of
community projects reported in the literature of museum studies is very convincing
on the benefits of new participatory relationships. The community participant is
bringing new, and often welcome, challenges to the museum sector: through their
engagement, museum services have reported becoming more welcome, valued, and
relevant.

The value of a thorough investigation of the idea of community is that the process
demonstrates that the notion cannot be accepted uncritically. For some, community
has not been a positive experience and the emphasis on cherishing, fostering, or
recalling it is misplaced. We must investigate the choices that are being made as com-
munity is being recalled. As the idea of community development through museums
is nurtured, and the links to fostering “social capital” are explored, it is important
not to forge a community that bonds itself tightly against those who are perceived
as non-members. The complexity of past experiences must be acknowledged, as must
the diversity that exists amongst people and within places. If heritage and museums
are legitimized as a means to identify and build community, it is essential to ask what
sort of community is being forged. Perhaps the history being presented is intimi-
dating to people who think they are part of the community that the initiative claims
to represent: they may feel excluded by this new representation or non-members
may feel a greater isolation.

A tension exists in the relationship between the museum sector and the level and
nature of community involvement. The representation of community histories, just
like the creation of any history, must be measured, as new voices will often be just
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as partial as the old. Therefore, despite the fact that one of the goals of community
involvement is to reverse the hierarchy built into the interpretation and representa-
tion of history and identity, it would seem that some form of external intervention
or review might still be valid. In addition, as museum professionals begin to engage
in forms of community development activity, they have to ask themselves whether
the community they are engaging with is representative, whether the community
leaders are accepted by the members, and how the balance of authority between the
community and museum expert is best struck. Rather than cause us to shy away, the
challenges set by such tensions should draw us further into the museum and com-
munity debate.
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CHAPTER

Re-staging Histories
and Identities

Rosmarie Beier-de Haan

In recent decades there has been an international boom in new museums and memo-
rials, many of which are concerned with history and the past, and many of which
have been initiated by national or regional governments. There has also been growth
in the number of people visiting historical museums and places of remembrance.
This turn to the past, or emergence of an “historical culture,” is itself related to
social change in general and to changing museological paradigms. Museums and
history, and especially history museums and historical culture, are intimately
intertwined.

In this chapter, I offer a structural explanation for the creation of new history
museums and exhibitions, the expansion of visitor interest in the presentation of
history, and associated changes in exhibitionary design. Internationally, we can see
changes in the ways in which history is staged, and in how societies (nations or
smaller collectivities) remember the past. As history always represents both past and
present, such changes must be understood as being about the present, and as embed-
ded in continuing cultural practice, as much as about the past (cf. Beier 2000).

Changing Histories, Changing Exhibitions

A history museum today is totally different from a history museum of the nineteenth
century or even of the 1950s and 1960s, even though an institution may have retained
the same name throughout the period. The changes that history museums have faced,
and are still facing, can be best described by looking at changes in the discipline of
history itself since the two are mutually dependent. Historiographic developments
are reflected in history museums — at least, in the innovative ones.

From the late nineteenth century until the 1970s, international history writing
was pervaded by a central conflict. On the one side stood the (conservative) assump-
tion that history is “past politics” — that is, that it deals with kings, ministers, battles,
and treaties, with nation-states and their mutual relations. On the other side was a
more modern, broader, understanding of history which gave priority to social struc-
ture and change, and dealt with social class and stratification. The focus was eco-
nomic and social history. Over the past thirty years or so, there has been a new shift
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toward cultural and micro-history, in which the emphasis is less on facts and more
on the description of contexts and emotions, and in which the scientific analysis of
sources is accompanied by inspiration, empathy, and understanding. The history
workshop movement of the 1970s is one manifestation of this development, as is oral
history, which emerged at the same time.

All of these changes are part of a wider crumbling of clear-cut givens. Even the
main interpretative categories of the 1970s and 1980s, such as “class,” “gender,” and
“social history,” have gradually faded away. In their stead is a patchwork of inter-
pretations, points of view, and diversely attributed meanings. This has also led to
those who work for and with museums giving more critical consideration to their
own constructions of history than they have ever done before. Their questions are:
Who owns the past? What gives me authority to speak for others? Who do I include
and who do I exclude? Whose memories are privileged, whose fall by the wayside?
How can I generalize without ignoring? And how can I mediate between individual
memory and the general interpretation of histories?

A set of new critical approaches has emerged in which memory has taken on new
significance and there is increased attention to the individual. While these began with
the oral history tradition in the 1970s, the individual today is less likely to be taken
as a representative of a collective identity (for example, of gender or class). Instead,
as sociological theories of individualization suggest (for example, Beck et al. 1994;
Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002), individuals are understood as having their own
distinctive and self-styled perceptions of history. Freed from given definitions and
interpretational frameworks, individual subjects seek to assert their right to see things
and history in their own way.

In history museums, these changes are reflected in a shift from displaying grand
histories of nation-states to focusing on everyday themes, experiences, and memo-
ries. Topics covered have ranged from working-class life to women’s recollections of
war, flight, or expulsion, to the history of the human body, health and hygiene, and
death. Forty years ago, none of these would have been seen as properly part of
“history.” The same is the case for the focus on individual life experiences and per-
sonal memories. Autobiographical documents and personal testimonies (for example,
on video) have become a staple of modern exhibitions, and are also an important part
of allowing for multiple interpretations rather than a single authoritative account of
the past. Accompanying these changes in forms of display has also been a move
toward using visitor questionnaires and surveys to harness individual opinions and
to evaluate exhibitions from the perspective of their audiences (see chapter 22).

Beyond National Histories

While, in the early modern period, history was typically understood as universal,
from the late eighteenth century, alongside the formation of the nation-state, this
conception came to be increasingly replaced by an understanding of history as
national history. Thus a secular Heilsgeschichie, or salvation history, replaced a uni-
versal story of apocalypse and non-secular expectations of salvation. While this
national-secular salvation history also contained a future-oriented vision, this was
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not universally shared but was tied to the nation-state, the experiential venue (the
nation-state), and the expectational space (progress) being conceptualized as
identical.

Over the past thirty years or so, however, this acceptance of the nation-state as a
key locus of experience and expectation has been dissolving. Globalization has ren-
dered national futures uncertain, so weakening the connection between national pasts
and the future. It can neither be assumed that past and present will merely be repro-
duced in the future, nor that the nation-state will continue to provide the framework
for social relations. If the future will be structured less and less according to the
present model of the past, then the seamlessness of past and future will be lost. If
the boundaries of the nation-state can no longer be asserted as a firmly established
unit of meaning for a territory, a people, or economic and political action, then spatial
continuity will disappear with respect to both populace and the formation of
identity.

According to German sociologist Ulrich Beck (1997), what we see emerging is a
“world society,” characterized by everything that distinguishes people — religious,
cultural, and political differences — being present in a single location, a single city,
and, increasingly, even within a single family or life story. The “ubiquity of world
differences and world problems,” according to Beck, is the exact opposite of the
“convergence myth,” according to which all cultures are becoming more and more
the same. “World society” is shorthand for a multiple-world society — a multiplicity
without unity. According to such a view, globalization causes not the leveling out of
differences but an accumulation of diverse perspectives. The local persists in
a complex interaction with the global (as also theorized in Robertson’s notion of
“glocalization” [1992]).

If it is true that nation-states lose significance in a globalized world, then this
should be reflected in how history museums view themselves, and should be espe-
cially evident in newly established museums. What is shown by the following exam-
ples of state-of-the-art museum projects in New Zealand, Germany, and South
Africa is a tendency to present polyvalent or non-national identities (though not ones
entirely free of cultural origins). What is also shown is that all three share the goal
of intensifying acceptance of the diversity of cultures and identities, and of rein-
forcing weaker identities.

Te Papa, New Zealand

The Te Papa Tongarewa National Museum of New Zealand, which evolved out of
a nineteenth-century colonial museum, reopened in 1998 in Wellington, the capital
of New Zealand. The spectacular new exhibition building demonstrates not just the
totally redesigned museum, but also a change in how it sees its role and place in
present-day New Zealand society. With its state-of-the-art technology and didactics
(Time Warp Blastback and Future Rush), the museum aims to make it possible to expe-
rience the heritage of New Zealand’s cultures as the diversified cultural past and
present of the country. There are long-term exhibitions devoted to indigenous
culture, such as Made in New Zealand: Art and Identity and Mana Whenua, which
is “an exploration and celebration of Maori as the rengata whenua [people of the
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land] of Aoteaora New Zealand.” The Passports exhibition is about “journeys and
arrivals”: “A thousand years of people leaving home to come here. Now, concen-
trating on the nineteenth century and onwards, you can meet the immigrants.
Who were they? What did they bring? What did they leave behind? How would you
fare?”

Te Papa does not view itself as an institution standing above history, the present,
and the people, according to one of its founders, Ken Gorbey (2001). The museum
does not want to prescribe a standpoint; instead, it aims to bring out the hetero-
geneity of perspectives; it seeks not to judge and direct, but to identify and allow
“bipolarity.” This is based on a view of cultures that sees them as influencing and
enriching one another without judging and offsetting each other. It dismantles the
ethnographic view of what is considered foreign and underscores the absorption of
the achievements of indigenous cultures in the present.

Glocalization is taken as given in the conception of Te Papa’s exhibitions as
reflecting the fact that New Zealand is based on the many different immigrant and
indigenous cultures. The histories of immigrants and indigenes are mixed together;
and “national consciousness” is understood as the accumulation of these.
The museum thus “becomes a model for experiencing life outside its walls”
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1991: 410) — a world whose identity is no longer based on
an exclusive nationalism, but is characterized by the fundamental idea of unity
through multiplicity.

Te Papa and other museums established in similar contexts (the National Museum
of Australia in Canberra, for example) are instances of a type of museum that has
rejected colonial nationalism. They replace the idea of the nation-state with an
emphasis on the formation of a national consciousness, and can be seen as exem-
plars of national glocalization rather than as general manifestations of globalization.
They bring together different ethnicities and cultural traditions, and demand cul-
tural polyvalence and transculturalism. Nationalisms are, therefore, still given sig-
nificance as forces of integration and reconciliation.

The German Historical Museum

The German Historical Museum in Berlin was founded in West Germany in 1987
with the goal of presenting German history within European and international con-
texts (cf. Stolzl 1988). It was to be neither a “holy place” nor an “identification
factory,” aiming instead to foster education and understanding in the treatment of
shared history. Not only do transnational references allow different perspectives to
exist, they virtually require them in order to achieve proper understanding. The
exhibitions thus aim to promote understanding of disparate positions of conscious-
ness and cultural limits. To this end, the museum’s numerous special exhibitions
since German reunification in 1990 have attempted to highlight both global con-
nections and differences. For example, Myths of the Nations (1998) explored the fact
that, since the fall of the Iron Curtain and the collapse of the postwar order, people
have increasingly questioned what their own country actually represents within the
European context. The question of the constituent elements of the nation touches
not only on politics and economy, but also, and above all, on history.
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The German Historical Museum is the museum of a country that can look back
on an extremely varied national history at the center of European cultural tradition
and the development of fundamental science, technology, and economy. The decades
in which there were two Germanys caused a profound break in this nation’s national,
political,; and cultural history. The way in which this is treated in the new German
Historical Museum supports the notion of the dwindling significance of the nation-
state. It sees the disintegration of the nation-state not as having taken place only in
recent decades, but presents the boundaries as disintegrating over a far longer period
of time. It also aims to show that the process of European unification has already
been underway for a long time in cultural as well as legal and economic areas. By
highlighting the mobility of people in Europe, which developed centuries ago, as well
as common traditions, the museum also serves an identity-forming function.

The German Historical Museum seeks to assist people in their search for an his-
torically informed identity by providing objects, interpretations, and orientation.
While interpretations of (national) identity are understood as diverse, this diversity
is not understood so much as global as transnational or European. To that extent, it
can be said that the German Historical Museum attempts to view the nation-state
as a system that has always been watered-down by transnational references and influ-
ences. References to other (European) countries are interrelated and structured var-
iously, depending on the subject area, be it art, the economy, law, philosophy, or the
history of migration. This is not about the idea of a “melting pot” and the integra-
tion of many different ethnic groups, as at Te Papa, but is about a search for the
roots of relationships. The presentation of the historical evolution of transnational
relations is intended to support an understanding of community above and beyond
persisting national borders.

Robben Island Museum, South Africa

My third example is from South Africa, a country that is in the process of consti-
tuting itself as a nation based on equality (see chapter 29). Since the end of apartheid,
South Africa’s political focus has been on the formation of a strong national iden-
tity and the creation of a consciousness of being a united nation that has freed itself
from repression, oppression, and inequality. According to Metz (1996: 131), institu-
tional changes have been imperative in order to build a foundation for democracy
and achieve lasting peace and social and economic stability. This also applies to
museums: “museums are there for the people, and their principal mission is to aid
in the protection and sustainable utilisation of our country’s natural and cultural
heritage” (Kiisel et al. 1994: 1).

In particular, the new Robben Island Museum, the “hell-hole” (Diamini 1984) of
oppression during the apartheid regime, has taken on an important role in acting as
“alandmark . . . in our ever unfolding history” (Metz 1996: 135). The Robben Island
Museum received its millionth visitor in 2001, the same year that it inaugurated a
new museum building, the Nelson Mandela Gateway, in the port of Capetown. The
visitor center is housed in the former x-ray room at the small harbor, where metal
detectors scanned newcomers for weapons and explosive materials. A number of dif-
ferent tours are offered on the island, including the “Mandela Footsteps Tour,”
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“Living Legacy Experience,” “Cell Stories Exhibition,” and “Smuggled Cameras
Exhibitions.” These are supplemented by reports by former inmates. By taking such
a tour, visitors may directly experience Robben Island’s narrative of “the triumph of
the human spirit over enormous hardship and adversity” and its symbolic message
that in “a world still troubled by division, social injustice and intolerance, [there is]
hope for the future” (Robben Island Museum 2000: 5).

The conceptions of South African museums are different from Te Papa’s procla-
mation of the importance of the interaction and equal rights of the many cultures
in the country. Even more so than in New Zealand, equal status in South Africa is
not yet a fact but the ultimate goal. The end of apartheid is still too recent for indi-
viduals to embark on a search for identity on their own. While the new museums of
the Pacific can be relatively relaxed regarding the constitution of national unity, and
can just present a desire for further communication, South Africa favors the pro-
motion of a strong, uniform national consciousness. This is constituted through the
story of liberation, the creation of a national constitution, and remembrance of the
resistance. It is also performed with urgency as part of South Africa’s search for an
identity.

At the same time, however, the new museums in South Africa have a clear goal of
reaching out internationally, not just to celebrate South Africa as a new nation, but
to highlight its exemplary path from apartheid to democracy. South African
museums, such as the Robben Island Museum, display attempts to gain liberation
from political repression and oppression. By telling their own story, these museums
aspire to become an international model.

These three examples show differences as well as common ground. There are clear
differences in their level of focus. The Te Papa museum is focused on the national
level while redefining the notion of nation. The German Historical Museum is
attempting to shift the national idea into a transnational context, but without placing
it in a global context. Museums in South Africa are seeking a context for their influ-
ence on both national and global levels. All three share a framework of national
change and search for new transpersonal identities above and beyond those of eth-
nicity. Despite their different focuses, and the different paths that they have taken,
they share a common desire to promote unity.

History and the Staging of History

Whereas the study of history is dominated by written materials, that is, by textual-
ity, museums are shaped by a fundamentally different presentational mode. Daniel
J. Sherman (1995) has shown that the “founding fiction” of the institution of
museums is based on an “archeological epistemology.” An extant artifact is both an
original and a fragment, and the combination of fragments in an exhibition or a room
in a museum is based on the premise that these fragments or remnants do not stand
only for themselves, but are historically significant in the sense that they can create
a coherent representational universe. The museum requires the artifacts it displays
at once to be original and collectively to explain the meaning of a larger history. In
traditional exhibitions, it is the texts that then create connections between the rudi-
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mentary objects. They create the contexts, allowing something to appear as a whole
even if only fragmented objects from the past are known. Such a procedure can be
successful only if the objects are showcased, as it were, along the linear patterns of
a text, appearing one after another like an illustrated commentary on the text.

The practice of displaying objects in showcases along with written information
ceased to be the almost ubiquitous means of presentation about thirty years ago. This
is connected with the fact that scholars no longer have a monopoly on determining
how something is to be interpreted, and with increased acceptance of experience-
based interpretations and the idea that views of reality are individual and context-
dependent. In any case, historical presentations everywhere run into difficulties if
they assume that they are merely presenting facts and doing nothing more than
simply displaying objects. In the days when objects were deemed to speak for
themselves, it might have sufficed to place them in a showcase or hang them on the
wall to be seen by the viewers. If ways of understanding the world are subjective
and means of processing experience are varied, however, then this approach is
inadequate.

To make an exhibition attractive to museum-goers, it is as insufficient to just open
up objects to different perceptions and try to evoke different ways of looking at them
as it is to contextualize them exclusively through comments made by historians.
Sherman (1995) interprets the interrelations of objects and sustaining fictions as pos-
sibilities for a different, more interrogative, approach, thereby suggesting that the
dialogics and interrelations are not given but in flux. Even so, this still does not suf-
ficiently explain the meaning of the new forms of staged presentation of objects of
the past two decades or so.

The significance of such new, and often elaborate, forms of presentation only
becomes fully evident when one views not the individual exhibition objects but the
ensemble of exhibited objects as a whole. Even traditional museums attempted to
convey meanings through their spatial organization and arrangements of objects:

many nineteenth-century museums . . . had central atria, surrounded by viewing gal-
leries, and the galleries themselves tended to be designed so as to provide a long, clear,
well-ordered vista. Such a “world as exhibition” gaze, as exhibitions exemplified and
offered up . .. was crucial to modern Western notions of objectivity and reality —
notions which meant being able to think of properly informed looking as a “separation
from an external object-world ... mediated by a non-material plan or structure”
([Mitchell,] 1988, p. 21) . .. Particularly important among the “ways of seeing” sug-
gested by the museum is what Timothy Mitchell (borrowing from Heidegger) calls the
“world as picture” or “world as exhibition.” This “way of seeing” crystallised in the
nineteenth century (Mitchell, 1988, pp. 18-23). It entailed a detachment of the viewer
— thinking of themselves as outside or above that which was represented. This was
coupled with the idea that there was an “‘imaginary structure’ that exists before and
apart from something called ‘external reality’” (Mitchell, 1988, p. 21) and that it was
possible to find external viewing positions from which the world would appear as
ordered and complete. (Macdonald 2003: 3—4)

It is precisely this positioning of the viewer as a detached observer that has been
abandoned in the new ways of staging exhibitions. Viewers are now drawn into the
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ensemble of exhibited objects, no longer able to assume the position of detached
museum-goers hovering above or outside the exhibition. The viewers and their
potential perceptions are now taken into account; they become part of the ensemble
and are challenged to express their own perceptions, judgments, and emotions.

This can be best illustrated by exhibitions that seek merely to stage a theme —
without authentic objects and without extensive written panels. This can be exem-
plified by the exhibition Prometheus: Humans — Images — Visions (1988-9).

The Prometheus exhibition was European in scope but had even further
ramifications. In 1998 it was shown in Saarland (Germany), the tri-country corner
of Germany, France, and L.uxembourg, where almost 200,000 viewers attended over
the course of only a few months. A year later it traveled to Tel Aviv. The exhibition
title was to be understood programmatically. Prometheus, according to mythology,
bestowed the gift of fire upon humans, and taught them art and science. Humanity
itself has since become Prometheus, according to the exhibition. Humanity creates
itself in its own image. Of and by themselves, people keep creating new ideas of
beauty and grace, of what comprises a good person, of heroes and bravery, of com-
munity and equality. The Prometheus exhibition focused on the changes — as well as
the constancy — in humanity’s major self-images and ideals. It dealt with a broad
spectrum of subjects, starting with questions about the nature of beauty, how one
becomes a good Christian, what a hero is, and ideal images of love and happiness,
and also considering attempts to outwit death and create an “artificial person”
(cf. Beier 1998; Schaal 1999).

The exhibition was held at the Volklingen steelworks near Saarbriicken
(UNESCO World Cultural Heritage Site) in the nineteenth-century blast furnace
building which covers almost 65,000 sq. ft. The building, with its enormous dimen-
sions and huge flywheels, was an ideal venue for the Prometheus exhibition, since it
was itself a Promethean site in that traces of the domination of nature, converting
natural resources into iron and steel, could still be felt. Large reproductions and mul-
timedia installations were displayed, offering an appropriate and vivid visualization
of the exhibition subject. By going beyond traditional, art history scales, people’s
visions of themselves were afforded more space and given form through blow-ups,
photographs, computer-generated images, slides, films, and reproductions.

The exhibition was intended to offer an open vision of the many Promethean
images and opinions that people need, desire, or confront. Its focus was on the
human body as the site at which such visions and ideals often consolidate. Some-
times the body was considered literally, sometimes more metaphorically. Prometheus
was thus not a socio-historical exhibition that compared images and reality; instead,
it was an attempt to gain anthropological insight into social and iconographic
processes that the human body has been through over the past five hundred years.
The exhibition’s complex cosmos of pictures informed visitors of the historicity of
human self-images as well as how they could be changed and formed. Gender was
presented as a concept and the body as culturally constructed. These ideas of con-
struction and change were also supported by the mix of media and lack of originals.

The Prometheus exhibition sought to involve visitors by prompting them to ask
themselves about their own perspectives. For example, in a section on “heroes”
(called the “Hero Construction Site” and replete with scaffolding and other build-
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Fig. 12.1 The Hercules Farnese in the “Hero Construction Site” section of the exhi-
bition Prometheus: Humans — Images - Visions, held at the Vélklingen steelworks
near Saarbricken, 1988-9. Photograph by Reinhard Gérner, Berlin.

ing materials representing human “construction”), the Hercules Farnese filled the
center of the room (fig. 12.1). This 3-m high copy of the colossal Roman statue was
one of the few borrowed objects in the exhibition. Hercules, a demi-god symboliz-
ing power and strength, stood, surrounded by scaffolding and partly concealed by a
plastic drop cloth. This was an image saying that heroes today are not what they once
were. But who is a hero? What is a hero? Do we even need heroes? These and other
questions were written on white sitting-stones arranged around the Hercules figure.
If an exhibition is “a suggested way of seeing the world” (Macdonald 1996: 14),
the Prometheus exhibition made its suggestions through large-scale materials,
objects, and examples of how the human body has been variously understood over
several centuries. Viewers were offered pictures and scenes that they could add to
their own pictures and memories. Moreover, the exhibition acted as a theater in
which the visitors were invited to participate in the performance. They wandered
over bridges between the objects, they immersed themselves in media of the present
or recent past, and, in effect, they “staged” themselves. This had the effect of
prompting the visitors to locate themselves and their identities in relation to that dis-
played, and to see themselves as part of the performance, without denying their
subjectivity.

As all of these examples illustrate, since the 1980s there have been changes in
exhibition culture such that exhibitions can no longer be understood merely as the
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rational scientific presentation of a single worldview. The new forms of display are
more open and ambiguous. Abandoning the monopoly of a structure based on a tra-
ditional scholarly discourse, exhibitions such as these allow new possibilities through
the way in which they are staged. Objects and documents are arranged and mounted
in such a way that multiple references between the displayed objects —and thus many
histories — become possible. The forms of presentation — and the strong emphasis
on presentation itself — add metaphorical layers of meaning. Pictures and other
media are not to be understood as ornamental accessories but as prompts to try out
unexpected new ways of seeing and to imagine a topic without necessitating a dis-
cursive account.

Conclusions

My opening thesis assumed a contradiction between accelerated social change and
growing insecurity regarding the future in a globalized world, on the one hand, and
a growing interest in history museums and historical exhibitions, on the other. What
conclusions can now be drawn?

The idea mentioned at the outset, that the significance of nation-states dimin-
ishes with globalization and that this has repercussions on the national character of
museums, can be confirmed only to a limited degree, as illustrated by the cases dis-
cussed here and numerous other prominent history museums (cf. Beier 2005), as well
as examples elsewhere in this volume. Of course, not all commentators agree that
the nation-state is dwindling in significance. While the view that the nation-state is
disappearing is very popular and even promoted by some Furopean museums, it is
not often so by museums in newer nation-states (see chapter 10). The presentation
of recent history is not so much characterized by “glocalization” as by the much
more prevalent notion that mixing histories is an appropriate presentation principle.
Moreover, with respect to the (self-)placement of individuals within their history,
there is no uniform picture. While some museums tend to support a postmodern
formation of identity, in which a national ethos is no longer propagated, others are
inspired by the idea of creating a uniform ethos.

It nevertheless appears to be the case that innovative museums today are think-
ing about nations in a new way — no longer as a category of national law and an inter-
play of self-sufficient nation-states, but as spheres of communication, of coexistence,
of multivalence. It would, therefore, be inappropriate to claim that museums have
left the notion of the nation behind. Multiple connections and overlappings of
nation, identity, and museum continue to exist.

Historical museums and modern historical exhibitions hardly view their subjects
and themselves within the scope of a globalized world. They tend instead to give
meaning within “glocal” contexts, without being nationalist. The task of historical
museums and exhibitions to “make meaningful” — Sinnstifien — has taken on added
significance in a world of accelerated change and uncertainty about the future, as
philosopher Hermann Liibbe (1992) recognized some time ago. He argued that accel-
erated social change means that individuals experience the present as of a shorter
duration, and that this is necessarily connected with a growing interest in the past.
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Knowing (one’s own) history — confirming one’s own “roots” — helps absorb uncer-
tainty, and it makes the negative sides of individualization (that is, a lack of ties, loss
of home and shared experience, and so on) more tolerable. While new, innovative
exhibitions can be said to confront individualization, they do not eschew a common
memory culture. On the contrary, exhibitions act as events that create common
ground in an individualized world. This takes Hermann Liibbe’s ideas a step further.
Historical exhibitions are not only compelling because they compensate for uncer-
tainty, they serve at the same time to restore shared memory. At least, they may do
so if; as is presently the case, they take potential visitors and their possible views of
the subject matter and of history into account when preparing and implementing
themes and when presenting exhibition objects. In this way, exhibitions create
common ground in a world filled with insecurity, uncertainty, and “patchwork”
identities (cf. Keupp et al. 1999).

This creation of commonality is not, however, achieved normatively. This is not
possible in modern exhibitions because they deploy the subjective — the emotions
and wonder of the visitor. They do so, however, without necessarily eschewing the
idea of knowledge altogether. At the same time, they cease to be aimed exclusively
at educating the audience. Part of the leisure industry, their aim is to provide an
“experience” as much as an opportunity to learn.

To be sure, exhibitions today do not abandon all sense of ordering, or all order-
ing narratives, even if they allow for diverse forms of narratives. It is precisely the
presentation of some kind of ordering, which requires contemplation, that accounts
for the power and compelling nature of modern exhibitions. It follows that they do
not just offer up a range of entirely re-combinable elements of identity, even if they
demand that the individual finally takes on much of the work of sorting through
them and making sense. Strongly staged exhibitions, such as those discussed here,
involve intensive work to stabilize or modify identities, and to even create them anew
— but they do not destroy identities or do away with them altogether.

Translated by Allison Brown
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