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  ABSTRACT 

Recent literature addressing the museum indicated that the institution was in 

crisis despite growth in visitors and investment in new buildings. It was suggested 

that the museum had to change, expand its mission and public programs and 

foster inclusive practices and perspectives to become a socially relevant 

institution. The museum was recognized to be a permanently evolving and 

diverse institution with scores of different themes, objects and narratives being 

presented for public viewing. The aim of this thesis is to identify the factors 

influencing recent museum development and to investigate why the debate of the 

last thirty years served to revolutionise some institutions and transform others into 

novel and complex cultural projects.  

 

The thesis draws on a literature review, case studies and perspectival knowledge 

to investigate the research question: Are new museums post-museums? An 

investigation of the literature dealing with the institution’s expanding mission was 

undertaken to identify the issues and factors influencing institutional development. 

A key focus of the study was testing Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s classification 

scheme that categorises the museum as modern, modernist or post-museum 

depending on the institution’s relationship with its visitor. This relationship is 

complex and depends to a large extent on the way objects and collections are 

used and the way information is structured and mediated by exhibition practice.  

 

This study develops Hooper-Greenhill’s classification scheme by proposing a new 

category. It finds that four types of culturally and politically valid museums exist 

today. The first type is modern museums that maintain the traditions of display, 

investigative research and public instruction through accepted collection 

acquisition and exhibition practices. The second type is modernist museums that 

have repositioned themselves in the public’s mind by employing architecture as 

an attention seeking strategy but essentially not changing their development-by-

accumulation collection model. The third type is post-museums that have taken 

on board postmodern criticism and become more pluralistic and complex in their 

construction of history. Use and repatriation rather than acquisition is this 

institution’s collection model. The forth type is new museums, not classified as 

such because of construction dates, but because they are commemorative and 

non-inclusive. The new museum is created for and maintained by a small elite, 

essentially to reposition its own history as central. This museum no longer stands 



 

       

at the end point of development-by-accumulation but at the beginning of a 

paradigm shift. The energy for its progress now comes from the selective retelling 

of events rather than the selective acquisition of objects.  

 

The theoretical and substantive significance of this study is that it differentiates 

between the purpose and function of the modern, modernist, post and the new 

museum and it aligns each museum with different curatorial practices and 

agendas. This reflects a reorientation of the role of the museum in the early 

twenty first century from classifier to advocate, a common principle of 

contemporary museums being intervention. This shift is the outcome of a struggle 

between competing forces: collection, administrative, political, professional and 

audience. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In 1999 Elaine Gurian questioned the relationship between museums and 

collections claiming that collections and objects were not essential for an 

institution to be considered a museum. Other factors, such as ‘the physicality of a 

place and the memories and stories told therein’ (Gurian 1999: 270) were more 

important. Her dismissal of objects was influenced by the work of an earlier 

American museum director, John Dana. Dana believed that museums needed to 

be responsive to the community and that objects ‘did not form a museum merely a 

collection’ (Dana 1917: 24). In 1909 when Dana established the Newark Museum 

in New Jersey he rejected the concept of the museum as a storehouse for 

collections. He wanted his museum to be centrally located, to be in harmony with 

its surroundings and to be accessible to the community (Dana 1917: 25). His 

objective was to make the city of Newark known to ‘itself and especially to its 

young people by encouraging the free exercise of both intellect and sensibility via 

an active and influential institution’ (Dana 1917: 25). Dana applied a humanistic 

approach to museums. A good museum, he said:  

 
 Attracts, entertains, arouses curiosity, leads to questioning and thus promotes 
 learning. It is an educational institution that is set up and kept in motion – that it 
 may help the members of the community to become happier, wiser, and more 
 effective human beings (Dana quoted in Alexander 1979: 13).  
 

He tied the value of the museum to its purpose: ‘learn what the community needs 

and fit the museum to those needs’ (Dana 1917: 24). Dana emphasised practical 

benefits such as education through an institutional alliance with ‘universities, 

colleges, public schools and art institutions of all kinds’ (Dana 1917: 25). He 

designed exhibitions relevant to the local community. Dana’s approach influenced 

the development of the neighbourhood and community museum within the United 

States which, in turn, provided a forum for a diverse range of cultural activities 

that were not reliant on collections but on people.  

 

The National Museum of Australia is a recent example of a museum giving 

intellectual priority to Dana’s views. The museum operates as a forum - a place 

for confrontation, experimentation and debate - within the pluralistic imperative of 

a national museum. The museum no longer just passively or actively collects, 

conserves and exhibits scientific and cultural material. It is, as maintained by 
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advocates of the new museology, an active shaper and creator of social capital; it 

educates visitors through experiential public programming aimed at stimulating 

and encouraging inquiry. The National Museum of Australia is expected to play a 

crucial role in enhancing community relations by contributing to new perspectives 

on Indigenous cultures. It has defined its mission, strategies, roles, policies and 

programs to replace previous ethnocentric, racist and paternalistic museum 

representations with more inclusive representations of Australian society and 

culture. It aims to be accessible, to be inclusive, to empower, to promote well 

being and create opportunities for connection by focusing on the needs of an 

ageing and culturally, linguistically and economically diverse population.  

 

If there were a starting point for this study it would be Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s 

Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge (1992). In the eight years between this 

publication and the publication of Museums and the Interpretation of Visual 

Culture (2000) Hooper-Greenhill was able to identify the major differences 

between the institutions she classified as modern, modernist and post. The 

modern museum was ‘transformed from a localised and limited site to a 

programme at once disciplinary and fully extended, both spatially and socially’ 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 168). The characteristics of the modernist museum 

included the building itself and more importantly the way it depicted ‘reality in an 

apparently neutral way’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 17). Hooper-Greenhill identified 

the post-museum as an institution that emerged this century and whose precursor 

was the modernist museum. She suggested that the post-museum shifted 

perception of the museum from order and control to interpretation and flexibility. 

This thesis aims to test this classification scheme by addressing the question: Are 

new museums post-museums? It will examine the new museum not just in terms 

of institutional development but more fundamentally as a specifically modern 

apparatus of representation used by governments to embody and reinforce a new 

configuration of power, knowledge and subjectivity.  

 

Effective history and typology are the methodological hinges that hold this thesis 

together because one recognizes that ‘the traditional devices for constructing a 

comprehensive view of history and retracing the past as a patient and continuous 

development must be systematically dismantled’ (Foucault 1971: 87) and the 

other provides a basic method for dealing with or classifying similar material. 



 

   3   

Michel Foucault’s principal contention was that traditional history sought to 

impose upon the past an order and coherence it did not have.  

 
 Effective history, however, deals with events in terms of their most unique 
 characteristics; their most acute manifestations… effective history studies what is 
 closest. The final trait of effective history is its affirmation of a perspectival 
 knowledge (Foucault 1971: 79-81).  
 

This study is more than a history of museum development though. It combines 

Foucault’s effective history model (the study of what is closest) with Hooper-

Greenhill’s classification scheme to produce a different understanding of museum 

development. The form, function and content of each museum are a product of 

culture as well as individual and group action, innovation and opportunism; there 

is a dimension of political power involved in their creation. This study offers a 

critique of the present situation based on perspectival knowledge or the 

perspectives of our times via an investigation of the circumstances governing 

recent museum creation. This analysis suggests that museums have responded 

differently to administrative, political, professional, collection and audience needs 

and this influences how we classify and understand the differences and 

similarities between institutions. I suggest that a common principle of 

contemporary museums is intervention and this reflects a reorientation of the role 

of the museum in the early twenty first century from classifier to advocate. This 

shift is the outcome of a struggle between competing forces: collection, 

administrative, political, professional and audience.  

 

In the absence of primary qualitative and quantitative research this thesis relies 

on an extensive secondary literature review to support a critique of recent 

museum development, curatorial practice and a different approach to museum 

classification. In relation to methodology this thesis primarily uses archaeological 

typology or the classification of things according to their characteristics. Typology 

offers an efficient means of assessing the characteristics of similar institutions and 

recognizing the factors that distinguish dissimilar institutions. Although museums 

are as diverse as the intellects that conceived them museum typology has been 

fairly consistent as it has attempted to classify and analyse what has developed 

into a plethora of museum types. At its most basic level the typology divides the 

museum community according to the institution’s collection base (scientific, 

natural history, archaeology, social history, national history, art, decorative arts, 

textile, technology etc). Art museums are defined as the archetypal museum type 
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followed by science and history museums. These institutions can be 

encyclopaedic or flagship institutions depending on their world standing and 

alibility to represent their particular field in depth. General museums have 

substantial collections and outstanding specialised departments. Donor 

memorials consist chiefly of individual or family collections. University collections 

are primarily established as a teaching adjunct. Specialised galleries are 

institutions specialising in contemporary, regional, folk or ethnographic collections, 

having no permanent collections but rather act as showcases for temporary 

exhibitions. The American Association of Museums divides the museums in the 

United States into distinctive types: art museums, children’s museums, history 

museums, multidisciplinary museums, science museums, technology museums 

and miscellaneous museums. The overlap between these museums is 

considerable and the distinctions appear to be arbitrary and historical. For 

example miscellaneous museums include institutions as diverse as balloon 

museums, art and history, art and science, natural history and culture, fine arts 

and culture, mariners museum, city museums, regional museums and 

departmental museums. Science museums include astronomy, palaeontology, 

earth sciences, dinosaur, science and energy, planetaria, medical and maritime 

museums. Technology museums include model house museums and museums 

dedicated to hops, bicycles, railroads, antique aircraft, steam locomotives, 

transportation, aviation, rural telephones, printing technology, radio and television, 

old calculators, toasters, electrotherapy, quilts and textiles, knives and wood 

working tools. Miscellaneous museums includes special interest collections such 

as peace, public health, agriculture, sport, native Americans, antique dolls and 

toys, surf, fifers and drummers, embroidery, food, advertising, medical devices, 

sentimental art, cowboys, kites and cathedrals (American Association of 

Museums www.aam-us.org).  

 

Stephen Weil (1994) claimed that this functional emphasis underplayed the 

museum’s ‘publicly beneficial purpose’ and further suggested that the profession 

was more comfortable with functionality because it seemed ideologically neutral. 

Collecting, conserving and displaying suggested value-free activities whereas a 

focus on social purpose invited discussion on potentially conflicting political, moral 

and social issues. Weil’s interest was to differentiate between the museum’s 

function and purpose: he considered collecting, conserving, studying, interpreting 

and exhibiting to be functional activities but he believed the museum’s real 

http://www.aam-us.org�
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purpose was to recognize that concepts, ideas and relationships were equally 

central to museum work. Kenneth Hudson’s 1987 museum classification scheme 

was based on the concept of influence: ‘museums which have broken new ground 

in such an original or striking way that other museums have felt disposed or 

compelled to follow their example’ (Hudson 1987: vii). His thirty-seven influential 

museums met a real social and educational need (Hudson 1987: 182). Every 

institution had ‘exercised a powerful influence because the time was ripe for that 

influence’ (Hudson 1987: 173). Hudson’s interest was to identify institutional 

pioneers, those museums challenging traditional assumptions and influencing 

museum planning. Hooper-Greenhill’s 2000 museum classification scheme was 

based on the institution’s relationship with the museum visitor and the way it 

communicated information to the visitor via the use of objects and collections 

(Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 150). Her interest was to differentiate between museums 

that treated the audience as a unified group and those that recognised individual 

and group difference. Modern and modernist museums were formal and didactic 

and based on disciplinary knowledge whereas post-museums approached 

education and learning in a multifaceted, fragmented and multivocal manner 

because the post-museum offered life long learning opportunities (Hooper-

Greenhill 2000: 2, 152). What these different approaches reveal is that the basis 

of museum classification is not fixed. Each proposed scheme has contributed to 

our understanding of the museum because each has yielded different and 

interesting results.  

 

Like Hudson I visited and appraised most of the museums cited as case studies in 

this research prior to its commencement and this work is based partly on what I 

have seen and experienced. During these visits I analysed my own reactions and 

responses to the buildings and use of objects, text and multimedia in exhibitions 

and I observed the reactions of other visitors. Although this visitor investigation 

was not a formal study it did provide evidence of what could interest, move and 

bore the public. I was subsequently able to place myself in the role of the visitor 

when reading research findings to assess whether the visitor experience was 

similar to my own. For my research purposes museums that were most like each 

other in their missions and use of objects and buildings as framing devices were 

grouped together and those unlike were grouped accordingly. Minor variations 

between the types are present and are recognized and dealt by me through 

inspection and intuition. The museum types formed by these actions produce the 
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basis of my classification scheme and possibly controversy because I attribute the 

variation between them to political forces. 

 

I suggest that four types of culturally and politically valid museum types exist: 

modern, modernist, post and new. Modern museums have remained relatively 

unchanged; they are institutions that maintain the principles of acquisition, 

display, investigative research and public instruction. Modernist museums have 

repositioned themselves in the public’s eye by employing architecture but 

essentially not fundamentally changing their development-by-accumulation 

collection model. The basic assumptions of this museum continue to assert 

themselves, even though in altered form. Post-museums have taken on board 

postmodern criticism of objectivity, meaning, interpretation and text and become 

more pluralistic and complex in their construction of history. These museums are 

in transition positioned on one side of the gulf that separates them from the third 

type of museum namely, the new museum. This institution is a separate and non-

inclusive institution, a museum created for and maintained by an elite essentially 

to reposition its own history and interests at the centre of public debate. This new 

museum no longer stands at the end point of development-by-accumulation but at 

the beginning of a paradigm shift. The energy for its progress comes from 

repositioning and displacing previously accepted histories. It is a museum that 

returns to the insularity and potential dangers of romanticism as it relegates 

objects to supporting visual evidence and gives primacy to human emotion. These 

competing, coexistent museums each have their own characteristics, although 

each type corresponds to different concepts or ideas about the purpose and use 

of objects and collections. These museum types are coexistent rather than 

sequential and understanding the relationships between them may provide a 

source of illumination.  

 

The thesis is structured by an analysis of the relationship between curation and 

the modern, modernist, post and new museum. Curation has changed in 

response to the new relationships forged between these museums and the 

communities they represent and the challenges they face as they adjust to 

changing social, political and cultural expectations. Museums are confronted by 

issues such as the achievement of economic sustainability, the maintenance of 

social relevance, the achievement of quality in public programming and the 

development of creative, effective and efficient leadership and management 
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structures. Above all commercial considerations seem to be moving ever to the 

forefront as museums have to decide how to balance their social, aesthetic, 

scientific and cultural missions with increasing commercial pressures. I draw from 

my own observations, experiences and knowledge of curatorial practice and 

policy directions to explore issues such as the changing role of objects in 

contemporary exhibition practice, the connection between narration and memory 

and the link between political necessity and representation in contemporary 

exhibition practice. Throughout this study my own view is that contemporary 

curators have become political strategists using the resources available to them to 

support their primary interest - exhibition making - rather than caring for the 

collection. This has become today’s professional and personal desired goal.  

 

Museums traditionally performed a conservation role (repositories of knowledge 

and conservators of culture and traditions) and a communications role (the 

interpretation of collections through the medium of research and exhibition). 

Increasingly they are being directed to undertake an active social role (building 

communities through active involvement, knowledge generation and social 

critique). Society is comfortable with the museum because its mission is 

understood to be honest, truthful and conceived from the inside. The public have 

faith in its acquisition, conservation and exhibition methods and the universal 

scientific and education values it stands for. Yet within the temporary galleries and 

permanent exhibitions the old and the new ways of displaying objects and reading 

and writing interpretive texts are in conflict. Narration is increasingly replacing the 

object as the curator’s chief research medium largely because it can address 

issues of representation, inclusion and plurality. It can constitute not the actual but 

the representation of the actual event or material content of a story. The narrative 

voice can link the curator to the visitor, it can order and arrange events, 

experiences and stories and incorporate both showing (mimesis) and telling 

(diegesis) to communicate (Bennett 1995; Lewi 1999: 174). Exhibitions organised 

as narratives can relegate the object’s significance to that of corroborative 

evidence.  

 

This thesis is organised into six chapters. Chapter One, A Crisis of Purpose, is a 

literature review. The literature primarily focuses on the changing nature of the 

relationship between museum function and purpose. Some authors have used 

their understanding of function and purpose to fuel the divide between internal 
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and external museum missions. One of the major themes addressed by the 

literature is the shifting historical understanding of the museum from a collections 

based organisation (acquisition, research, exhibition, storage and disposal) to a 

relationship based organisation based on visitor and audience needs. This 

chapter investigates the claim that the museum has a social responsibility and 

unless it embraces more representative and inclusive practices and plays a 

greater role in communicating its message to the public, it risks becoming 

irrelevant. The literature review reveals that indecision and uncertainty about 

function and purpose has contributed to the different developmental outcomes. 

Last century museums were criticised for their inability to solve display chaos: the 

solution was eventually found in formal exhibition structure and labelling. Today 

museums are criticised for their inability to resolve the intellectual chaos that 

manifests itself in exhibition content and museum development: the solution may 

be found in labelling of a different sort and one requiring curatorial and 

institutional self-reflection. 

 

In Chapter Two, The Modern Museum, the characteristics and powers the 

institution possesses are identified. The modern museum is culturally and 

historically situated, anchoring its power and influence in the nineteenth century 

belief in religion, reason and progress. The chapter deals with three socio-

historical determinants that supported the formation of the modern museum: in 

relation to acquisition and display and the political appropriation of culture by the 

State it was the creation of the Musee Francais; in relation to investigative 

research it was the development of the Three Age classification system, 

Darwinian evolutionism and typological sequencing; in relation to public 

instruction it was the deliberate support of the museum by government for 

educational purposes. Public education refashioned a progressive cultural 

institution into a visual pedagogic tool by separating the collection into public 

instructional and private research purposes. The chapter generates an account of 

the modern museum that socially situates it within Michel Foucault’s (1970) 

modern episteme in which man played an organising role in the construction of 

knowledge because man became an object of science and within Thomas Kuhn’s 

(1970) scientific paradigm. Both Foucault and Kuhn understood science and the 

production of knowledge to be a process of social construction. This chapter lays 

the foundations for understanding the role the modern museum played in this 

social construction.  
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A complex picture emerges in Chapter Three, The Modernist Museum, due in 

large measure to the political and socio-economic changes that transformed the 

world during the 1960s and 1970s. The chapter reflects on policy and directional 

shifts that occurred internationally from the mid 1970s, when modern museums 

were pressured into developing an interest in audience, public service and 

themes, ideas and relationships. Material culture museums including national and 

natural history museums became the object of social and cultural investigation 

because of widespread discontent with their seeming inability to include more 

nuanced and complex readings of history into their exhibition programs. The 

change that started to occur in museums as a result of this scrutiny was a move 

away from methodology and assigning meaning to objects to a self-reflective 

perspective on museum purpose and curation. The new museology generally 

criticised modern museums that maintained a disciplinary and authoritarian 

model. The practices of anthropology departments and art museums with their 

emphasis on curatorial scholarship and connoisseurship were challenged. Art 

museums in the main withdrew into a more specialised and tradition bound 

institution as a result of the debate and scientific institutions by and large rejected 

confrontational issues arising from the critiques because they considered them to 

be irrelevant to their mission. Chapter Three examines why the modern museum 

was reconceived as Hooper-Greenhill’s modernist museum and it outlines the 

issues that pressured it to fundamentally change its traditional emphasis and 

understanding of function and purpose.  

 

Hooper-Greenhill suggested that the modernist museum had the potential to 

develop into a post-museum as a result of public pressures concerning the 

purpose of the museum in contemporary society. In Chapter Four, The Post-

museum, some of the philosophical and methodological problems involved in 

embracing representation, cultural difference and pluralism within the museum 

are outlined and events and factors contributing to the emergence of the post-

museum are identified. Distinguishing features of the post-museum include: a 

diminished curatorial voice, an orientation to the new museology – tending to 

focus on public service and visitor needs, an emphasis on access – servicing 

disadvantaged and traditionally under-represented sectors of the community, a 

focus on engagement – particularly with regards to features such as a mission to 

serve defined communities, a focus on learning, teaching and research activity 
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with a public good, a relatively high proportion of multidisciplinary programs and a 

low proportion of applied research. Post-museums maintain close links with their 

constituent communities, both partnering with their communities to meet local 

needs and connecting their communities to the global knowledge society. Post-

museums aim to change societal attitudes to issues such as multiculturalism and 

social justice by employing challenging interpretive texts within exhibition practice 

to promote debate, raise questions of historical accuracy and relevance. The 

chapter deals with the process of museum structural transformation as it explores 

aspects of museum management, the practice of repatriating and exhibiting 

objects and issues of public service. It investigates why museums that prioritise 

secular humanism as opposed to data collection and that present truth as 

provisional, are often subject to criticism.  

 

Post-museum curation is no longer focused on object description and analysis but 

on synthesising political complexities using objects to support and maintain a 

particular understanding and construction of history. Steven Dubin (1999) 

acknowledged the crucial political role curators perform within the museum 

because of the interplay between curatorial and political intention in exhibition 

practice. Chapter Five, Exhibition Making, discusses the institutional context for 

the exhibition Poignant Regalia - Aboriginal Breastplates and Photographs from 

the Nineteenth Century (1993). The case study investigates how curatorial 

research can assign and determine cultural and historic significance and influence 

exhibition value. Visitors assume that exhibition practice is neutral and objective 

directly unfolding from objects and research but this is rarely the case (McDonald 

1998). The aim of the chapter is to examine curation as a framing vehicle for 

traditional research communication and to examine the role of the curator in 

producing an authoritative cultural voice. The case study considers the social, 

cultural and political consequences of curation and highlights why the relationship 

between objects and meaning, representation and exhibition practice challenges 

traditional curatorial practice.  

The final chapter of the study, The New Museum, investigates the function, form 

and politics of the new museum. It identifies the museum of the twenty-first 

century as a conservative social space that addresses contemporary culture’s 

need to commemorate and memorialise. It differentiates between the socially 

inclusive institution that strives to be all things to all people and the new separate 
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and non-inclusive institution that is driven by ideas of moral authority. Chapter Six 

investigates how the new museum provides a context for curation as a vehicle for 

repositioning events in history. In the past decade three Holocaust memorial 

museums, located in Jerusalem, Berlin and Washington D.C. have presented a 

revised Judeocentric story to the public by repositioning the Holocaust as the 

central twentieth century moral and political issue. This investigation discloses 

how these museums use coercive architecture to shock and disorientate the 

visitor, how the object of the museum is to tell a story by keeping memory alive 

and how geopolitical interests manipulate the narrative they construct. The 

chapter also focuses on the way political repositioning has shifted peripheral 

stories into foreground stories and how one marginalised group – Native 

American Indians – have propelled a feud with American society for recognition 

into a museum that challenges contemporary understanding of the institution. 

The thesis acknowledges that all museums have benefited from the ongoing 

debate that politicized issues such as representation and inclusion of culturally 

diverse populations and narratives within their exhibition spaces. In emphasizing 

the construction of history, as opposed to data collection and analysis, 

contemporary curatorial practice has become more empathetic, less rigid but 

more political in the way it constructs meaning from objects. The emergence of 

the post and the new museum has enabled some forms of curation to re-embrace 

passion and romanticism as historical events are opened up for different 

examinations fuelled by the revolution that is in process. The thesis concludes by 

articulating the symbolic and political power of the new museum, an institution 

that is unlike the post-museum because of its hybrid educational/religious nature 

and its encapsulation of a permanent exhibition narrative with its commemorative 

space. This museum should challenge the way we think about the process of 

power and the ideological structures that sustain curation today. 
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CHAPTER ONE: A CRISIS OF PURPOSE 
 
In 1942, Theodore Low, a museum educator at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

New York, discussed the American museum in the first half of the twentieth 

century in terms of function (acquisition, conservation, research) and purpose 

(education) as a way of understanding the role or place of the museum in 

American society (Low 1942: 35). Low suggested in “What is a Museum?” how 

‘conservative’ curators, directors and trustees and ‘progressive’ educators 

understood purpose differently. The museum, since Low, has become the object 

of considerable interdisciplinary discussion. In 1971 Duncan Cameron suggested 

that museums were caught in an identity crisis when he wrote ‘our museums and 

art galleries seem not to know who or what they are’ (Cameron 1971: 11). In 1999 

Steven Dubin claimed that ‘museums have become contested sites and places 

where conflicts over some of the most vital issues regarding national character 

and group identity – the struggle between universalism and particularism – 

regularly break out’ (Dubin 1999: 245). This chapter reviews the literature that has 

influenced museological theory and practice and institutional development. 

 

This literature review is multidisciplinary drawing from museum studies, cultural 

studies and architecture because as Sharon McDonald claims ‘museums express 

culturally defined notions about time, about knowledge, and about the nature and 

value of “things” (McDonald 1990: 225). According to McDonald the function, 

values and purpose of the museum have been revealed as museum research has 

focused less on issues internal to museums and more on the way it foregrounds 

‘social, philosophical and political questions previously not tackled’ (McDonald 

1990: 225). The literature attests to the importance of the debate regarding the 

primary purpose of the museum; is it collections acquisition, research, 

conservation and development or is it audience advocacy and development? The 

scale of opposition to the traditional function of the museum, as a collector, 

conservator and researcher of collections, has been significant enough to 

effectively reshape and transform the modern museum into the modernist 

museum and more recently the post-museum because the purpose of the 

museum is increasingly defined by its relationship with its audience.  

 

The review is organised around three themes: museum definitions, museum 

issues and museum histories. The first theme addresses the shifting nature of 
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museum definitions as institutions attempt to balance collection needs against the 

framework of what many consider to be the primary purpose of the museum 

today, visitor or audience needs. The second theme identifies how the literature 

both reflects museological concerns and in turn causes reflection and change. 

The third theme addresses museum histories and whether museums are 

principally reducible to collections or more suitably framed as social, communal 

and political concerns. The literature suggests that it is the relationship between 

these themes that provides the framework for institutional development – the 

focus of the present study. 

 

Museum Definitions 
It is clear that contributors to the literature addressing museums use the word 

museum as if we all share a common understanding of its meaning. But Low 

recognized that the word had ‘little if any meaning’ (Low 1942: 31) and that to 

understand its meaning one had to examine the nature of the institutions 

themselves. Low explored what could be done to make the word mean something 

and he concluded that museums needed a common goal that would direct all 

museum activities (Low 1942: 35-36). But museums have been created in 

changing cultural and political environments and for different purposes. 

Furthermore the role and purpose of those that survive have continuously altered 

and it is apparent that the literature does not offer a complete definition of what a 

museum is, what it does and what its main purpose is. How the museum is 

defined is critical because it serves to structure the way governments and key 

stakeholders consider and value the institution and it provides a method for 

assessing whether the museum fulfills its mission. The shifting focus from function 

to purpose, from what it does to why it does it, opens the possibility that virtually 

every cultural institution can be considered a museum even though it may not 

focus on the conservation and display of objects.  

 

Reviewing the literature addressing institutional and public conceptions of the 

museum was a complex task. The word has become deeply rooted in our 

language, but without any definite conception of its meaning or the scope of its 

application today. Museum architecture is increasingly reflecting this uncertainty.  

Frank Gehry suggested that architectural responses to museum projects were 

diverse because ‘there is no consensus on what a museum is and what the needs 

of a museum are’ (Gehry quoted in Mack 1999: 23). Renzo Piano took 
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conservation as his starting point ‘a museum is a Florentine palazzo for 

preserving art. And secondly it’s a place for looking at art … that is ultimately what 

a museum is about’ (Piano quoted in Mack 1999: 88). Authors who have 

contributed to our differentiated understanding of the museum include Georges 

Bataille (1930), Germain Bazin (1967), Duncan Cameron (1971), Carol Duncan 

and Alan Wallach (1980), Paula Findlen (1989), Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (1992, 

2000), Susan Pearce (1992,1994) and Kenneth Hudson (1998). These authors 

discuss and defend the etymology and genealogy of the traditional museum; its 

derivation from the Greek mouseion, signifying a place or sanctuary of the nine 

mythical female Muses, as well as its association with the philosophical schools or 

colleges and halls set apart for the study of music. The Hellenic idea of a museum 

as a haven for all the arts persists even though there is not much more than an 

etymological link between the classical mouseion and the modern museum, which 

began to take shape during the Renaissance.  

 

The Oxford English Dictionary records the first modern usage of the term 

museum, referring to the institution dedicated to the advancement of learning, in 

1683 when Elias Ashmole’s collection was referred to in the Philosophical 

Transactions of the Royal Society as a musaeum  (Hooper-Greenhill 1992). By 

the eighteenth century function became a conceptual starting point for a new 

definition with the term generally describing a collection and also the place where 

it was kept. Today the term is used in two very different ways. It describes a place 

of high culture, an authoritative institution that represents the values and interests 

of the dominant elite, a building that houses a collection and an educational 

institution. It is symbolic of power, authority and legitimacy. Yet it is also used as a 

reproach, as a derogatory term referring to something that is somnolent, tomb 

like, static, moribund and of little value.  

 

Daniel Sherman (1994) identified French architect, Quatremere de Quincy, as one 

of the intellectual founders of the contemporary museum critique. Designer of the 

Pantheon and arbiter of patriotic taste De Quincy witnessed the arrival of the 

French army’s war plunder in Paris and he commented that objects only had 

meaning when they remained in situ surrounded by the entirety of context 

(Sherman 1994: 126). Until De Quincy the term museum never articulated the 

idea that it was a mausoleum in its effect on the meaning of objects. 

Interpretations of the museum as a mausoleum somewhat undervalue the role 
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and significance of the institution although its advocates found supporters in the 

nineteenth century philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. In “On the Genealogy of 

Morals” (1887) he claimed that Germany’s obsession with history was unhealthy 

because it fuelled man’s appetite for historical memory and legacy, forces that 

represented a powerful threat to the country’s social cohesion because they drew 

attention away from the present.  

 

Nietzsche’s metaphor of sickness was developed by Filippo Marinetti, one of the 

founders of Italian Futurism and a believer in technology, modernization and 

progress. He provided a critique of historical interest and advocated the 

destruction all museums and libraries. Marinetti was a member of the historical 

avant-garde. He was interested in cultural transformations that challenged 

traditional European bourgeoisie high culture’s insistence ‘on absolute autonomy 

of art and on traditional realism which remained locked into the dogma of mimetic 

representation and referentiality’ (Huyssen 1986: 173), Marinetti’s Manifesto 

(1909) discredited museums and libraries because he considered they hindered 

rather than advanced Italian culture. He urged artists to ‘flood the museums’ and 

‘set fire to the library shelves’ and to ignore tradition. He linked museums to 

cemeteries, public dormitories and abattoirs. In the Manifesto Marinetti railed 

against the ‘eternal and futile worship of the past …we want no part of it, the past, 

we the young and strong Futurists’ (Marinetti 1909: 188-189). Other early 

twentieth-century avant-garde movements (Expressionism, Dada, Surrealism, 

Russian Constructivism) built on Futurism’s pessimistic image and rejected the 

museum’s preoccupation with collections, curation and conservation.  

 

The critiques of Georges Bataille, Theodor Adorno, and Jean-François Lyotard, 

were attempts to steer the institution in a new direction. They proposed and 

developed the idea that museums were repositories of past traditions, cemeteries 

of culture because they took something that was a part of the living cultural 

heritage and condemned it to an institution that had as its end point conservation, 

maintenance and up-keep. Bataille (1930) suggested that museums needed 

visitors and crowds because they were able to inject life giving oxygen into the 

moribund process of encapsulation, a process that had the potential to turn 

everything into a catalogued, analysed and conserved object. Adorno (1981) 

identified museums with mausoleums when he likened museums to ‘the family 

sepulchres of works of art. They testify to the neutralisation of culture’ (Adorno 
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1981: 175). He claimed, ‘The German word ‘museal’ has unpleasant overtones. It 

describes objects to which the observer no longer has a vital relationship and 

which are in the process of dying’ (Adorno 1981: 175). Lyotard (1991) similarly 

considered that the works displayed in art museums were bloodless and signs of 

a ‘lost life’, their only redeeming feature being testimony to the curator’s power to 

conserve (Lyotard 1991: 66).  

 

Yet museums fulfil broader cultural, educational, social and political needs and to 

counter these negative associations the International Council of Museums (ICOM) 

and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 

(UNESCO) attempted to make museums an integral part of contemporary culture 

by advocating audience participation. By promoting a living image via a living 

institution they expected that the museum’s adverse image would translate into 

something positive and beneficial. However one principal characteristic has 

generally defined the public image of a museum: the collection. In the early 1970s 

the American Association of Museums (AAM) discussed whether groups of living 

things could be called collections and whether zoos, aquaria and herbaria should 

be classified as museums (Gurian 1999: 272). The AAM decided that institutions 

caring for living collections would be classified as museums and the living things 

they cared for would be regarded as collections (Gurian 1999: 272). The AAM and 

ICOM’s increasing emphasis on the public service role of museums influenced the 

operational practices of the entire museum community to greater or lesser 

degrees although Duncan Cameron (1971) suggested that organisational 

attempts to define a museum did not have universal acceptance largely because 

of the issue of collections and research. In 1974 the ICOM statutes were 

amended to redefine eligible museums as those that served the community, 

society and its development, as opposed to those institutions that maintained the 

traditional concept of possession of objects. In the same year the ICOM definition 

of a museum was reconsidered in light of the institution’s fundamental relationship 

to society. The new museum definition gave structural prominence to this 

relationship and it attempted to shift attention away from collections to define a 

museum as a social institution: 

 
 in the service of society and of its development, and open to the public, which 
 acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits, for purposes of 
 study, education and enjoyment, material evidence of man and his environment 
 (International Council of Museums 1974).  
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The definition came largely as a result of increased recognition that museums 

were an integral part of society and that they existed to serve the public. By 1996 

this socially orientated definition had replaced the word ‘man’ with ‘people’ 

reflecting, as Timothy Ambrose and Crispin Paine (1994) suggested, the fluid 

politics of the museum’s situation. Although Hilda Hein (2000) claimed that the 

ICOM definition was altogether misplaced because the words ‘matter’, ‘evidence’, 

‘man’ and ‘environment’ did not denote stable ideas (Hein 2000: 8).  

 

In 2002 the Museums Association, the professional body of those working in 

United Kingdom museums, proposed a revised definition and one that it 

considered had general appeal as well as being professionally useful. The 

Museums Association definition was a response to the changing role of museums 

and their evolving relationship with society. It was more inclusive of the public 

because the Association understood the strength of the relationship between 

museums and public funding. The new definition reflected a more inclusive and 

participatory concept of a museum by including terms that described how the 

public could actively participate in and learn through them. The previous 

definition, ‘a museum is an institution that collects, documents, preserves, exhibits 

and interprets material evidence and associated information for the public benefit’, 

was felt to be outdated because its focus was on process whereas the revised 

definition stated the purpose of the institution as well as the activities it undertook. 

The revised definition shifted focus from function to purpose stating the benefits 

society derived from museums, placing people before collections and establishing 

that collections were not an end in themselves:  

 
 Museums enable people to explore collections for inspiration, learning and 
 enjoyment. They are institutions that collect, safeguard and make accessible 
 artefacts and specimens, which they hold in trust for society (Museums Association 
 2002: 7).  
 

The revised definition described the activities that were unique to museums and 

the positive benefits, understanding and inspiration that derived from them. The 

Museums Association claimed the philosophy underlying the change reflected the 

concerns of the social and political agenda that museums had to adhere to if they 

were to remain sustainable (Besterman 1998: 37).  

 

The issue of purpose and public service prompted Museums Australia to adopt a 

new definition in 2002 that reflected the local context. Museums Australia 
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considered the ICOM definition to be ‘dreary, outdated and limited’ in that it 

required specialised understanding of phrases such as 'non-profit making' and ‘in 

the service of society and of its development.’ It also suggested the definition 

carried ambiguities and implied that museums were reactive rather than pro-

active institutions (Birtley 2002: 6). The Museums Australia Constitution (2002) 

defined a museum as an institution that helped: 

 people understand the world by using objects and ideas to interpret the past and 
 present and explore the future. A museum preserves and researches collections, 
 and makes objects and information accessible in actual and virtual environments. 
 Museums are established in the public interest as permanent, not-for-profit 
 organisations that contribute long-term value to communities (Museums Australia 
 2002) 
 
 
The definition acknowledged the role of conservation and collection research in 

making objects and information accessible in actual and virtual environments. 

Museums Australia also recognized that despite variations in nomenclature the 

definition was broad enough to embrace science centres, art galleries, keeping 

places, natural, archaeological and ethnographic monuments and sites, gardens, 

herbaria, aquaria, vivaria and cultural centres because these institutions provided 

public benefit and assistance.  

 

When Gurian challenged the definition of a museum to include those institutions 

that preserved collective memory she argued that places and story telling rather 

than objects provided the foundations for a new definition of a museum (Gurian 

1999: 282). The central aim of her paper “What is the Object of this Exercise? A 

Meandering Exploration of the Many Meanings of Objects in Museums” was to 

explore the definition of museums as institutions that focused on the conservation 

and display of objects. She drew attention to the shifting role of objects and 

differences in museum experiences depending on the type of museum being 

visited (Gurian 1999: 270). The role of the object has always been a central 

museum definitional issue and one that has impacted on curatorial practice and 

museum development. 

 
Museum Issues 
The International Council of Museums (ICOM) defined museology in 1972 as 

museum science: ‘It has to do with the study of the history and background of 

museums, their role in society, specific systems for research, conservation, 
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education and organization, relationship with physical environment, and the 

classification of different kinds of museums.’ ICOM defined museography as ‘the 

body of techniques related to museology. It covers methods and practices in the 

operations of museums, in all their various aspects.’ (International Council of 

Museums quoted in Carbonell 2004: 4). The reconsideration of museology as 

both a critique of institutionality and an exploration of the history of individual 

institutions ushered in a period of conceptual change, institutional reform and 

professional insecurity. The function and purpose of the museum and its 

continuing use of an authoritarian voice was challenged by criticism addressing 

the museum’s failure to acknowledge structural and social changes and to make a 

difference in society. Duncan Cameron (1971), Kenneth Hudson (1987), Peter 

Vergo (1989), Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (1992), Susan Pearce (1990, 1992, 1994), 

Tony Bennett (1995) and Hilda Hein (2000) can plausibly lay claim to having 

shaped the museum’s moral terrain and contemporary international image. The 

paradigm shift in thinking they fostered recognized that the museum was no 

longer to be understood as politically unaligned or value neutral, because even 

when they advocated a non-political position they were being political.  

 

The literature supports the view that objects give form to curatorial practice and 

that the object’s interpretive role continually shifts. Objects require interpretation 

to voice their social, cultural, political and economic role in society and Pearce 

(1992) articulated the power of the object and its central place in museum 

discourse. Pearce claimed that collections were the ‘heart and soul of museum 

enterprise’ and that a museum’s primary purpose was ‘to hold and interpret 

human and natural heritage for future generations’ (Pearce 1994: 62).  

 
Objects and Exhibitions  
Many aspects of museum practice have been discussed in the literature, 

particularly objects and collections and the way they traditionally frame the 

question of purpose and function. Exhibition methodology, together with the 

selection, presentation and handling of objects, their role in exhibition practice and 

the conscious and unconscious meaning assigned to them became increasingly 

discussed in the literature (Cameron 1971; Vergo 1989; Karp and Lavine 1991; 

Sherman and Rogoff 1994; Boylan 1992; Kavanagh 1991). The literature 

identified exhibition interpretation as a problem because exhibitions are cultural 

constructions mediated by the museum environment, curatorial selection and 
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interpretive tools and texts. Similarly memory, authenticity, contextualisation, 

changing social values and shifts in popular culture were identified as key 

curatorial issues and concerns. Peter Vergo (1989) considered the resolution of 

these issues to be significant because of their international relevance and their 

impact on museum structure. Irit Rogoff (1994) perceived the museum ‘as a site 

of the production of knowledge and cultural sensibilities (Rogoff 1994: 232-233) 

and by paying attention to how the museum framed knowledge he emphasised 

the problems of museal authority and who controlled it. The principle of museal 

authority being significant because it is a term that often provides a blanket of 

cover for what is essentially unchallenged curatorial authority.  

 

The literature that treated museums as part of a larger communications discipline 

prompted the institution to question how information was structured and 

presented within its spaces. Exhibitions, according to Hooper-Greenhill have 

always been a real and forcible tool for pedagogy and propaganda within the 

museum because it is one of the major visual means that museums use to 

‘produce and communicate knowledge’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 4). Hooper-

Greenhill understood pedagogic style to include the way objects were used or 

placed, the way text was written and how multi-sensory effects such as light, 

colour and space were used. Ludmilla Jordanova (1989) suggested that objects 

were used by museums to represent facts in order to demonstrate how they 

‘conjure up much more than a world of objective knowledge’ (Jordanova 1989: 

38). She highlighted the two way process of ‘gaining knowledge from museums a 

process in which visitors whether they were conscious of it or not both reified the 

objects they examined treating them as decontextualised commodities and 

identified with them allowing them to generate memories, associations, fantasies’ 

(Jordanova 1989: 25). While Cameron (1971) and Pearce (1992, 1994) 

maintained that collections were the heart of any museum, that objects were 

central to museum discourse and curators constructed knowledge on an 

incremental basis, Gurian claimed that the essence of a museum was not to be 

found in its objects (Gurian 1999: 270). She believed that visitors controlled 

meaning independently of curatorial intentions and that objects were ‘not the heart 

of the museum (Gurian 1999: 270). Objects for Gurian were ‘elusive’ because 

their meaning altered depending on their context (Gurian 1999: 270). Vergo 

(1989) suggested that creating and consuming exhibitions were ‘curiously 

unreflective activities’ (Vergo 1989: 43) challenging curators to be clear about 
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their aims and objectives and their moral, intellectual and political purpose in 

making exhibitions. He maintained that the education-entertainment mix remained 

problematic and unresolved and he prompted the profession to further consider 

the purpose of an exhibition.  

 

Museum exhibition practice developed as museums developed an awareness of 

visitor expectations and a need to meet them. Steven Lavine (1991), Spencer 

Crew and James Sims (1991), Patrick Houlihan (1991) and James Clifford (1991) 

identified ‘voice’ as a crucial curatorial issue in exhibition design because of the 

symbolic repositioning of issues previously ignored or marginalised. They 

suggested that the historical distinction between the museum as a temple and the 

museum as a forum (Cameron 1971) had led to the museum becoming contested 

terrain. Fiona Cameron (2003) developed this idea by arguing that understanding 

the nature of contentious topics within the museum was a way of ‘improving the 

capacity of museums to anticipate and deal with controversial issues and debates’ 

(Cameron 2003: 6). She suggested that by recasting itself as forum for 

confrontation, experimentation and debate the museum rejected the traditional 

‘museum as temple’ model, thus shifting attention away from collection research 

and exhibition production as the most important function of the museum to the 

learning and social outcomes of audiences. In “Rethinking the Museum: An 

Emerging New Paradigm” Weil (1990) identified how the ‘values, attitudes and 

assumptions of curators’ shaped exhibitions. Steven Dubin (1999) and Timothy 

Luke (2002) claimed that curatorial intentions, voice and bias contributed to 

exhibition creation, content and context. Luke stated that the normative effects 

and ethical and political agendas of museum exhibitions provided ‘rich 

opportunities for engaging in sustained political criticism’ because of the mixture 

of hidden curatorial voice and institutional authority (Luke 2002: 3). He continued, 

‘while their public pose most frequently is one of cool detached objectivity, 

museums are unavoidably enterprises organised around engaged partisan 

principles’ (Luke 2002: 228). He cited The Last Act Enola Gay exhibition at the 

Smithsonian's Air and Space Museum, The West as America at the Smithsonian's 

National Museum of American Art and permanent exhibitions within Holocaust 

museums and the National Museum of the American Indian as attracting attention 

because of content, historical interpretation and mission (Luke 2002). Luke 

claimed that these museums had become significant sites of ‘ideological 



 

   22   

controversy and political conflict’ (Luke 2002: x) because of their exhibition 

programs and controversial content. 

  

Research into the social and political roles of the museum reinforced the purpose 

of the museum as a place of learning and enjoyment. According to Pierre 

Bourdieu and Alain Darbel (1969) museums were founded because the 

‘sanctification of art’ fulfilled ‘a vital function by contributing to the consecration of 

the social order’ (Bourdieu and Darbel 1969: 433). Carol Duncan and Alan 

Wallach (1995) identified how museums created a context for collections and 

programs. They claimed that the museum was not a neutral context but a ritual 

structure that actively programmed visitors to respond in particular ways thus 

acting as an agent in shaping the histories it represented. They proposed the idea 

of the museum as a place of secular ritual, shaping what visitors saw and on what 

terms and by whose authority. They linked this idea to the larger question of what 

constituted community and who defined its identity. Sherman and Rogoff also 

supported the view that museum visits satisfied a ‘ritualistic role’ (1994: xvi) 

because they of the way they offered prescribed visitor routes through the 

exhibitions. 

 

Representation and Identity 
Weil (1977) described the politics of representation as ‘the social circumstances in 

which exhibitions are organised, presented and understood’ (Weil 1990: 77). 

Representation and identity have received increasing attention in the museum 

literature because of their political dimensions and because museums play an 

important role in shaping individual and national identities through their 

collections, research, exhibitions and public programs (Gurian 1999). They are 

places where histories or narratives can be constructed. Gaynor Kavanagh (1996) 

described how curatorial intention and issues surrounding the creation of histories 

in museums were complex, layered and dynamic. Dubin (1999) recognized that 

museum histories were contested due to the implications of curatorial practice in 

the larger issue of social transformation. Karen Till (2005) drew attention to the 

political and intertextual nature of representation and the relationship to ‘already 

existing narratives’ (Till 2005: 132). She found that particular representational 

strategies were required to narrate difficult national pasts especially pasts 

contributing to and supporting colonisation, racism, anti-Semitism, slavery and 

other injustices.  
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Curatorial insensitivity and museum disregard for cultural protocol has been 

discussed in the literature as a way of situating it within the broader issues of 

community engagement and involvement (Karp and Lavine 1991; Ames 1992; 

Porter 1994, 1996; Dubin 1999; Hooper-Greenhill 2000a). In Preserving 

Indigenous Cultures A New Role for Museums (1980) Robert Edwards and James 

Stewart established that the most dynamic force in the preservation of indigenous 

culture was the influence of knowledgeable custodians who held the respect of 

their communities. They claimed that museums were able to preserve culture by 

reinforcing the role of custodians and by giving priority to those customs that 

enabled custodians to practice their culture without restriction or interference. In 

“Museums in the Age of Deconstruction” Michael Ames (1992) explained why 

indigenous groups contested the authority of ‘cultural experts and cultural 

institutions. He found that the politics of museums and museum displays, 

especially issues of narrative, voice and self-representation had a significant 

impact on public museums and art galleries because they challenged the 

curatorial and scholarly right to ‘claim free access to the world of knowledge’ 

(Ames 1992: 84). He coined the term ‘cultural trespassing’ meaning the ‘theft of 

cultural or ethnic copyright’ (Ames 1992: 85) to convey how indigenous people 

viewed museum oppression.  

 

Gerald Conaty (1989) and Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (2000a) claimed the effect of 

museums re-memorialising and re-writing the past was largely to accommodate 

indigenous needs for identity and control. Karp and Lavine, editors of the 1991 

anthology, The Poetics and Politics of Representation, and contributing authors 

including James Clifford, Carol Duncan, Michael Baxandall and Stephen 

Greenblatt found that the aesthetic or contextualised display of ethnographic 

artefacts in art, science and history museums revealed political bias based on the 

implicit assumptions about the cultures involved. These authors, in addressing the 

question of how to represent those who were not often included in galleries and 

museums and how to accommodate alternative points of view, claimed that the 

museum had to address its own political position because this was reflected 

within the exhibition narrative.  

 

A major influence on the way museums considered and managed exhibitions was 

an acceptance of Indigenous peoples right and need to manage and control 
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cultural presentation and interpretation within the museum. The literature paid 

attention to institutional attempts to involve indigenous groups in exhibition 

planning and construction. Conaty (1989) described the Saskatchewan 

experience and the redevelopment of the Native Peoples Gallery at the 

Saskatchewan Museum of Natural History. The museum laid the groundwork and 

provided a model for other museums wishing to extract objects from natural 

history and ethnographic collections and recontextualise them as living collections 

curated and interpreted by elders, specialists, historians and anthropologists. He 

identified the ethical reasons (their culture), pragmatic reasons (avoidance of 

unnecessary confrontation and authentic interpretation) and beneficial outcomes 

(the six Saskatchewan nations involved in the gallery redevelopment gained a 

greater appreciation for anthropological and archaeological methods, theories and 

concerns and the museum gained a greater appreciation of Indigenous 

viewpoints) underlying the gallery’s redevelopment. Contributors to the 2001 

volume edited by Darryl McIntyre and Kirsten Wehner, National Museums 

Negotiating Histories, identified Indigenous involvement as a key reason for 

change within museum practice in response to challenges to publicly 

acknowledge that Indigenous people are the rightful custodians of their own 

culture. Steve Hemming (2002) offered insightful criticism of institutional non-

adherence to this strategic policy direction when he discussed the situation in the 

South Australian Museum.  

 

The issue of cultural representation is closely linked to national identity. The 

literature identified problems arising from national museums ignoring or 

overlooking issues concerning cultural representation. The historical role of the 

national museum has been to champion national causes: wars, battles, 

acquisitions, conquests and collections traditionally reflect these concerns. The 

collections are generally displayed to present these national causes in their best 

light. History making is unavoidably contested and a recent emphasis in the 

literature has been to challenge the curatorial voice as it attempts to assign 

meaning and context to a range of historical texts and objects. Gaby Porter (1996) 

explored different aspects of representation paying attention to sexual difference, 

identity and cultural diversity. She found that museums tended to organize their 

exhibitions in ways that supported different views of women and men: women 

were represented as passive and men as the active agents in the narrative. 

Zahava Doering (2002) found that visitors perceived national museums as places 
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of celebration and validation that extended but did not challenge existing beliefs. 

Ashton and Hamilton (2003) found that the museum was considered to be a 

trustworthy institution and the presentation of objects within was considered to be 

a ‘trustworthy means of relating to the past’ (Ashton et al 2003: 14-17). Cameron 

(2003) concluded that the majority of visitors to the National Museum of Australia 

were looking for challenging experiences and interpretive programs that made 

visitors think about historical issues. David Dean and Peter Rider (2005), Dawn 

Casey (2001a, 2001b, 2003), Graeme Davison (2001, 2002, 2005) and Fiona 

McLean (2005) identified issues surrounding the construction and framing of 

histories in national museums. By drawing attention to the political nature of 

curatorial practice they highlighted the social and political purpose and role of the 

national museum.  

 

Museum Education 

In 1990 MacDonald suggested the museum profession needed to understand 

what was meant by education in museums (MacDonald 1990: 227) if the debate 

about function and purpose were to be advanced. The literature addressing 

education or learning in museums is considerable and it demonstrates that it is a 

complex and multifaceted phenomenon influenced by a range of factors such as 

age, gender, cultural background and socioeconomic status. Motivation, choice, 

individual response and enjoyment are also implicated in museum learning 

experiences. Thomas Greenwood considered a museum to be ‘primarily, not a 

place at all of entertainment, but a place of education’ (Greenwood 1888: 5). 

Dana (1917) and Low (1942) believed in the power of the museum to educate and 

to act as an instrument of social change rather than a citadel of scholarship or 

entertainment for the privileged few. Museums ‘have the power to make people 

see the truth, the power to make people recognize the importance of the 

individual as a member of society, and, of equal importance in combating 

subversive in roads’ (Low 1942: 30). For Dana the museum was a vehicle for 

community pride and improvement and his views strongly influenced museum 

practice in America during the first decades of the twentieth century. Educational 

philosophy for Low was a conflict between ‘scholarship and popular education’ 

purpose and function (Low 1942: 35). Low claimed that ‘education’ was adopted 

by museums ‘merely as a means to increase attendance’ (Low 1942: 32) and that 

education had fought a ‘battle’ to gain entry into the museum (Low 1942: 33). He 

characterized museum educators as a group that had ‘the public at heart’ and 
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were ‘willing to accept new ideas and to fight to make the museum a more 

valuable institution’ (Low 1942: 35). He positioned museum educators at the 

forefront of modernity, their progressive ideas were needed to steer the museum 

‘on a rightful course’ and ‘reorient the ideas and attitudes of curators, directors 

and trustees’ (Low 1942: 34). A growing number of museum educators 

championed the public service orientation and concern with audience at the same 

time that American educational theory shifted from a didactic system of pedagogy 

to a new model where teachers exposed individual students to ideas rather than 

on fixed subject matter. Hein (2000) claimed that the teacher’s role in this new 

climate was to create situations where learning could take place. This led to the 

school system turning to museums to assist in designing alternative procedures 

that would enrich formal teaching curricula (Hein 2000: 115).  

 

Constructing a model of museum education was a primary focus in the literature 

during the 1970s when arguments were produced to reposition the educational 

goals and ideas of Dana and Low at the forefront of museum activity. Dana’s 

humanist museum philosophy stressed that a museum should serve as a 

community centre; it should be an institution that originated from the local 

community; its collection should serve community needs and be a natural product 

of the community; it should illustrate the community's history, natural history, arts 

and crafts and industrial products. Dana’s most fundamental belief was that 

museums should collaborate with schools and libraries to strengthen its 

educational focus (Dana 1917). Dana’s museum philosophy continues to be a 

forceful and influential idea in museum literature because it addresses problems 

regarding the function and role of the museum and it acts as a base for 

contemporary discussion.  

 

The idea of what museum education meant underwent a shift in response to the 

debate regarding the museum’s role in public life. The educational mission of the 

museum, as it was initially defined, continues to have relevance today because 

museum educators remain united in opposition to the claim that collections are 

the centre of museum activity. Their attempts to reposition the communication 

relationship between the museum and its public at the centre of museum activity 

is a concern to those who question whether the educational role of the museum is 

fundamental to the whole institution or limited to one function of it. Museum 

educators use exhibition evaluation as a tool for communications improvement 
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even though it is recognized that evaluation is not value free, it always proceeds 

from assumptions and expectations (Thomas 1995: 28). Thomas concluded that 

exhibition evaluation established the visitor’s response to design and presentation 

elements and whether the exhibition message was successfully transmitted. It 

also provided a process to evaluate new exhibition proposals because it 

established ‘objective’ criteria for management when it made decisions regarding 

competition for finite resources. 

 

Hooper-Greenhill (1995, 1999) drew attention to the complexities associated with 

broader concerns such as purpose, interpretation, understanding and construction 

of knowledge and the meaning of museums. She claimed that education and 

learning were primary functions of a museum and the reason for its existence. 

She described why a theory of knowledge (epistemology) was needed for 

museum content and a theory of learning (psychology) was needed for the 

presentation of knowledge. She described an organising scheme for museum 

education by outlining the educational intentions necessary for programs to be 

successful: establishing goals, knowing the audience and understanding the 

difference between teaching and learning methods. Her view of knowledge 

transmission within the museum acknowledged that visitors were free agents who 

controlled their inclination to learn by making sense of the information the 

museum made accessible. Hooper-Greenhill identified the importance of interest 

and choice as key motivators in learning. In Museums and the Interpretation of 

Visual Culture (2000) Hooper-Greenhill compared the ineffectual communication 

‘transmission’ approach to education in museums i.e. the poor retention level 

achieved by simply walking through museums, with a developing ‘interactive’ 

approach. She located pedagogy as transmission within the modernist museum 

and pedagogy as culture within the post-museum because communication was 

considered to be an ‘integral part of culture as a whole’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 

125). 

 

Visitor Participation 
Closely related to the issue of the museum’s public dimension is the investigative 

one relating to visitor needs and the value of informal and self-directed learning 

through museums. Some of the most influential qualitative and quantitative visitor 

studies investigating visitor experiences include those by Nick Merriman (1989), 

Sandra Bicknell and Graham Farmelo (1993), Zahava Doering and Andrew 
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Pekarik (1996, 1999), Volker Kirchberg (1996) and Hugo Verdaasdonk et al 

(1996). Museum draw extensively on the findings of these and similar studies 

because they turn to social background variables as a central basis for explaining 

museum participation patterns. Many of these qualitative and quantitative studies 

draw the same conclusions as they underscore that museum relationships are 

more than chance meetings and the interests, habits and values of different age 

groups vary. The literature reinforces the view that the visitor profile seldom 

changes because structural and cultural deterrents such as lack of interest, high 

admission and transport costs, cultural differences, poor educational experiences, 

literacy difficulties, peer pressure and low self image remain barriers to museum 

participation. Social and cultural deterrents such as these serve to exclude the 

less well educated from museums.  

 

Research by Nick Merriman (1989), Pierre Bourdieu et al (1969), Paul DiMaggio 

(1996), Zahava Doering (1999, 2002) and David Anderson (2005) found that the 

museum was largely responsible for perpetuating cultural, social and political 

divisions. Merriman argued, following Bourdieu, that museums were socially 

divisive, affirming ‘distinction’ between social groups because of its image and 

high culture associations (Merriman 1989: 170). DiMaggio, following Bourdieu, 

defined cultural capital as knowledge and familiarity with styles and genres that 

were socially valued and that conferred prestige upon those who had mastered 

them (DiMaggio 1982). Accordingly museum visitation was primarily a social and 

leisure activity and a strong relationship existed between a visitor’s educational 

level and cultural socialisation and this affected museum participation or 

attendance. Consistent with the literature (Merriman 1989; Rojek 1995; Lynch 

2000) choice, increased leisure time, disposable income and a desire to possess 

cultural capital and social mobility influenced museum visitation.  

 

Pekarik, Doering and Karns (1999) proposed a multi pronged model of visitor 

experience based on interviews and surveys conducted at nine Smithsonian 

museums. They concluded that museums were able to provide satisfying and 

successful visitor experiences by incorporating social, cognitive, object-based, 

gender and age variables within their structures. They identified that a strong 

relationship existed between educational level and museum attendance. They 

identified four types of visitor experience that broadly reflected curatorial and 

exhibition intentions: object, cognitive, introspective and social. Object experience 
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was linked to seeing and possessing the real, rare, uncommon or valuable thing 

or being moved by aesthetic qualities. Cognitive experience involved gaining 

information or knowledge, or enriching understanding. Introspective experience 

entailed imagining other times or places, reflecting on the meaning of the object, 

recalling experiences and memories, feeling a spiritual connection or a sense of 

belonging or connectedness. Social experience combined spending time with 

friends or family and participating in learning new things. They proposed that new 

visitors were more likely to choose object experiences and less likely to choose 

social experiences over those more familiar with museums. Males were more 

likely to choose cognitive and less likely to choose social experiences than 

females. Visitors between the ages of 25 and 44 were more likely to choose more 

satisfying social experiences over object experiences and visitors under the age 

of 25 were more likely to choose introspective over cognitive experiences 

compared to those over 25. The present emphasis within museums treats the 

learning process as one that includes rational thought as well as personal 

experiences and emotions. 

 

Ashton and Hamilton (2003) demonstrated what Australian visitors thought about, 

and how they evaluated and used the past to confirm their sense of national 

identity. The study found that objects were the main ‘anchoring force’ in museum 

narratives conveying a sense of trustworthiness (Ashton et al 2003: 38). However, 

photographs and other forms of cultural entertainment (historical movies and 

television documentaries) ranked higher in the historical activities interviewees 

participated in (Ashton et al 2003: 11).  

 

The Role of the Museum 
In 1971 Cameron wrote that ‘museum reforms’ were ‘part of social responsibility 

in cultural programming. They are necessary to the democratization of culture, or 

… to the creation of an equality of cultural opportunity’ (Cameron 1971: 67). He 

linked reform to institutional survival. ‘In my view, it is clear that there is a real and 

urgent need for the reestablishment of the forum as an institution in society’ 

(Cameron 1971: 68). Although he foresaw the difficulties of museums attempting 

to integrate the ‘forum inside the temple’ because it would rob the forum of its 

vitality and autonomy and it would devalue the essence of the museum that is its 

collection (Cameron 1971: 70). Cameron developed the notion that the temple 

and the forum should be recognized as distinct from one another, that each 
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should make its own function and role clear in the minds of the visitor. He argued 

the distinction must also be equally clear in the ‘minds of the curators, the 

directors, the trustees and the funding agencies’ (Cameron 1971: 71).  

 

During the 1980s the literature reflected directional, managerial and funding 

uncertainties. Research focus shifted to collection and organisational needs as 

museums became reorganized internationally as businesses and as an industry. 

Museums began to project a contemporary international image giving cultural 

expression simultaneously to globalism (through architecture) and multiculturalism 

(through exhibitions). Some sectors within the museum profession considered 

structural change to represent unprecedented opportunity, for others change was 

not automatically considered to be beneficial in the context of increasingly harsh 

economic realities. Directors who sought to highlight and demonstrate their 

institution’s relevance to society were the primary authors for literature on this 

subject. Victor Middleton (1998) reported on how museums in the United Kingdom 

restructured their organisational, managerial and funding structures as a result of 

changing societal and structural trends. David Wilson (1989) found that the British 

Museum’s poor resource and performance health was the result of long-term 

governmental neglect and under funding. He identified the structural problems 

museums faced if funding was inadequate and if ‘outsiders’ controlled museum 

management positions. Wilson challenged the museum profession to take 

stronger control of the museum and its activities because he firmly believed that 

‘collections’ were the core of any museum’s function.  

 

Desmond Griffin (1991) analysed the mission, philosophy and strategic direction 

of the Australian Museum underscoring the supportive role government, trustees 

and museum management had to adopt especially if they were to increase human 

and financial resources and promote the institution’s prestige and wealth. His 

claim that management driven change and inter and intra organisational conflict 

resulted from generalised ‘managerialism’ based on management practice rather 

than experience in and knowledge of the museum considerably influenced the 

museum sphere in Australia (Griffin 1991: 297). Four themes emerged in Weil’s 

writing (1994, 1995, 1996, 2002): collections, professionalism, purpose and 

performance. In examining the function and purpose of the museum he 

questioned the assertion that the care of collections was its core function. Weil 

focused on the museum’s purpose and role in society and concluded that ideas 
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were equally as important as collections and that ideas related to purpose while 

collections related to function. Museums that perceived their role to be that of 

presenting ideas to the public owe much to Weil’s fundamental contribution to this 

area. Performance, he suggested, required measurable outcomes and more 

importantly museums needed to initiate ways to measure success. They also 

needed to force the museum profession to take notice of successful museums. 

He identified purpose and capability as the twin pillars that support a museum 

whereas efficiency and effectiveness required a more business like approach to 

institutional governance. When the overall performance of philanthropic, 

benevolent and charitable institutions changed to outcomes that interested 

funding agencies, the organisation’s financial position, its impacts and results 

helped to promote both efficiency and effectiveness. Goodwill, the accumulation 

of resources, good process, acclaimed programs, that is, the museum’s external 

impact on its visitors or community became secondary to a rigorous bottom-line 

analysis. Leadership that developed solid managerial techniques and strategies to 

ensure it accomplished its purposes in a demonstrable and consistent way 

ensured that the museum was neither survival-driven nor process driven but 

purpose-driven (Weil 2000).  

 

Closely tied to the broader issue of museum management was the more focused 

one of collections management. Widespread collection deaccessioning prompted 

a discussion in the literature between advocates who claimed that reducing a 

collection’s size through the deaccessioning of duplicate or non essential objects 

(those that did not conform to acquisition policies, were badly deteriorated or 

lacked documentation) would lead to better long term collection care and those 

who supported the view that collections should not become the plaything of 

fashionable management practices. In 1991 the quarterly journal Museum 

Management and Curatorship dedicated a volume to international, legal, practical 

and administrative issues arising from deaccessioning largely in response to the 

expulsion from the Museums Association (UK) of the Derbyshire County Council. 

The expulsion was the first in the institution’s one hundred year history and was 

made in response to the Council’s decision to assign proceeds of the sale of part 

of its collections to itself rather than specifically to the museums in its care. 

Steven Miller (1991), Adrian Babbidge (1991), David Fleming (1991), Marie 

Malaro (1991) and Tania Konecny (1991) discussed the potential conflict the 

museum caused when it sold for profit objects held in trust. They identified issues 
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such as how to manage the process so that donors were placated, how to 

quarantine the proceeds of sale for collection purposes (acquisition/conservation) 

and how to minimise perceived collusion between the museum and the auction 

house. 

 

As the demand by Indigenous groups for the repatriation of museum objects and 

collections increased so did the volume of literature addressing diplomatic and 

legal concerns and other issues that impacted on the museum’s function and 

purpose. Norman Palmer (1989), Douglas Johnston (1989) and Mark O’Neill 

(2004) addressed the issue of cultural property; both its acquisition and legal 

return to other countries as a way of illustrating the complex legal, moral and 

ethical issues involved in restitution and repatriation issues. Australian institutions 

such as the Queensland Museum, Australian Museum, National Museum of 

Australia and South Australian Museum (Pickering 2005, Morton 2005) accepted 

repatriation as a means of achieving reconciliation, inclusion and cooperation 

between themselves and Indigenous communities. John Morton claimed that 

repatriation in Australia was ‘part of the much larger question of the relationship 

between the state (or Australians at large) and its Indigenous peoples - a question 

which also encompasses matters to do with land rights, heritage protection, 

national identity and public Aboriginality’. He continued, ‘it is important to 

understand that repatriation has a much wider frame of reference than the return 

of human remains and sacred objects, although the prominence given to these 

particular items is significant and emblematic, framing a link between Aboriginal 

ancestry and Aboriginal religiosity that sacralises the very idea of Australia’ 

(Morton 2005).  

 

Social Relevance 
There is a considerable body of literature addressing the social relevance of 

museums. Greenwood (1888) considered the impact of the growth and 

development of public and private museums in the United Kingdom and Europe in 

the nineteenth century. He argued that it was the right of every town in Britain to 

have a museum and library because they were ‘necessary for the mental and 

moral health of citizens, they gave widespread pleasure and they provided 

educational opportunities for all’ (Greenwood 1888: 398-390). This view, that the 

moral redemption of the individual, community and society could occur through 

the union of education and culture, was generally accepted and explains the 
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conceptual underpinnings of widespread museum development in the nineteenth 

century. Dana (1917) linked the museum to service, it should ‘serve its people’ 

and Low (1942) identified the museum as a ‘force for good’ (Low 1942: 35).  

 

Studies into the museum’s social roles responsibilities and the risks it takes if it 

does not play a major part in challenging and changing society include those of 

Edmund Gaither (1992) and Richard Sandell (2002, 2003). Gaither linked 

museums to the social health of the American nation when he suggested they had 

the ability to restore ‘wholeness in the communities of our country’ (Gaither 1992: 

111-112). Sandell (2002) found that museums could become more socially 

engaged institutions, focused on informal and life long learning processes and 

benefits, if they were more responsive to community needs and if they explored 

issues of inequality and social prejudice including race, gender and disability 

(Sandell 2002: 3). He suggested a framework for museums that would impact 

positively on individuals, communities and societies and would not be confined to 

‘outreach or education work’ but would involve personal interaction, 

communication and exhibition, partnership and community development (Sandell 

2002: 4). Lois Silverman (2002) advanced the idea of the therapeutic value of 

museums based on the results of the “Museums as Therapeutic Agents” 

collaborative project she designed and directed. Silverman argued that mental 

health workers, therapists and social workers could design museum visits with 

specific cognitive outcomes for the elderly and individuals with chronic mental 

illness, life-threatening illness and behavioural health issues. The goal of such 

museum visits would be to promote a sense of self worth and community 

integration and confidence. Repeated museum visits represented opportunities for 

self-reflection, historical comparison, cognitive stimulation and social interaction 

(Silverman 2002). Weil (1994, 1995, 1996, 2002) offered a different view of the 

role and function of the museum when he challenged the extent to which 

museums had the capacity to remedy society’s ills. He was uncertain about their 

political role although he claimed that museums had the power to change what 

people thought and felt and they were able to influence people’s attitudes and 

values. Both Sandell and Weil identified the museum’s capacity to become a 

social incubator. Andrea Witcomb (2003) highlighted the transformative roles 

museums could play in contemporary society by demonstrating how they had a 

history of straddling high and low cultures and facilitating government’s desire to 

play a key role in public education.   
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Kenneth Hudson (1987) claimed that museums were ‘important social and 

educational instruments’ (Hudson 1987: 1). In Museums of Influence (1987) he 

reviewed the development of the world's museums and identified thirty-seven 

institutions in ten countries that influenced museum thinking and practice because 

they broke ‘new ground in such an original or striking way that other museums 

have felt disposed or compelled to follow their example’ (Hudson 1987: vii). His 

discussion of influential museum practice and his predictions significantly 

impacted on institutional development as museum professionals tried to make 

their institutions more democratic by making them socially relevant. His 

assessment of ‘the most important new ideas in the museum field’ (Hudson 1987: 

1) led him to predict the demise of the ethnographic museum, the rise of the site 

museum, the complete re-orientation of the archaeological museum and the 

reorganisation of the art gallery although he contended that large institutions were 

too big to participate in change because they were ‘powerhouses of omniscience 

and academic attitudes’ and this tended to ‘inhibit original thinking’ (Hudson 1987: 

174). While he pondered two phenomena: the speed and spread of museums 

throughout the world from 1945 onwards and how each country had absorbed 

and shaped the museum for their own cultural and political purposes, his dislike of 

cultural elitism and his support for pluralism and flexibility of imagination, helped 

shape his notion of future museums of influence. These museums invited the 

public to participate in their activities and they empowered visitors. Weil (2000) 

developed Hudson’s ideas when he discussed the changes that needed to be 

implemented if museums were to ‘matter’ and evolve from a collections-based 

institution into a more socially focused one. Weil suggested that good museums 

required a clear sense of purpose and they had to command the means to 

accomplish their goals; they had to be effective (measurable outcomes) and 

efficient (measurable costs) (Weil 2000: 7). Museums that did not matter, 

according to Weil, focused on their collections in preference to the educational 

needs of the public, lacked purpose, were ambiguous or had a tendency towards 

self-interest.  

 

Museum Histories 
The history of the museum as a cultural institution has provided a framework for 

considerable research. Within the literature several research approaches are 

evident: those focusing on single individuals as collectors (Edwards 1870; Murray 
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1904; Alexander 1983), those focusing on single genre institutions (Caygill and 

Date 1999; MacGregor 1983; Linenthal 1995; Strahan 1978; Mather 1986; Robin 

2003) and those focusing on museums as institutions emblematic of modernity 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1992; Bennett 1995; Dubin 1999; Luke 2002).  

 

The origin of the museum has been widely discussed and researched (Acland 

and Ruskin 1893; Murray 1904; Alexander 1979; Hudson 1987; Wilson 1989; 

Cameron 1971; Hooper-Greenhill 1992; Bennett 1995). Oliver Imprey and Arthur 

MacGregor’s (1987) research demonstrated that private British and European 

collections built on the earlier cabinets of curiosity were the historical starting point 

for museum development. Their investigation concentrated on the historical 

nature and intellectual milieu supporting the earliest private and later public 

European collections. These collections originally contained evidence of God’s 

creation but were later considered evidence of the past: disassociated objects 

randomly mixed and linked by human endeavour. The earliest private collections 

also supported entrepreneurial and commercial activities, especially those of the 

apothecary, the cave excavator, the antiquarian dealer, the artist and the cheat. 

Commerce always lingered in a subtext between the private collector and the 

marketplace and David Murray (1904) was one of the first to identify it. Krzysztof 

Pomian (1990) analysed individual and state supported collecting patterns in 

Paris and Venice from 1500 to 1800 to demonstrate not only the structural 

connection between European collections but to demonstrate how they were a 

reflection of French and Venetian culture at the time. Her description of the social 

and psychological motives of collectors revealed cultural biases that have 

influenced contemporary curatorial exhibition strategies and our understanding of 

the past because they persist. Susan Pearce (1992) identified the transformation 

objects underwent when they passed from private to institutional ownership and in 

doing so she concluded that the act of selection influenced collecting and assisted 

in turning objects into museum pieces. 

 

Current understanding of the museum as an institution exercising legitimate 

power and formal authority because of its position within society is based on 

various views of the museum: the museum as an establishment, the museum as 

treasure house, the museum as temple, the museum as philanthropy, the 

museum as process and the museum as presenter. Weil (1990), Bennett (1995), 

Dubin (1999) and Luke (2002) consider the museum to be an authority, an arbiter, 
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an emblem, an historical event, an image and an institution that illuminates the 

ideological workings of society. The literature also identifies the museum as a 

social, communal and political institution that frames knowledge as suggested by 

Michel Foucault’s notion of the episteme. The Foucauldian approach, which views 

museums as recorders and shapers of knowledge, now constitutes the most 

influential theoretical approach although Bernice Murphy (2004) argued against 

transposing a French tradition of social theory that essentially derived from  

 
 Revolutionary socialism and its interventionist attitudes to moulding a citizenry on 
 the laissez-faire character of English liberal humanist thought which accorded a 
 great deal of unfettered autonomy to the individual and considered the state as 
 having a minimal intervention in people’s private lives (Murphy 2004: 33). 
 

Andrea Witcomb (2003) similarly identified the limits of museum histories that 

aligned themselves with Foucault’s epistemes criticising the positioning of the 

museum as a state controlled agency without examining its links to popular 

culture.  

 

In The Order of Things: an Archaeology of the Human Sciences (1970) Foucault 

provided a history of the human sciences conceived in its relationship with the 

history of knowledge. Foucault argued that the nature of knowledge was 

dependent upon an epoch’s conception of language because language 

determined what could pass for knowledge. Initially words were things, then signs 

of things, then separated from things. In The Archaeology of History (1972) 

Foucault defined ‘a method of historical analysis freed from the anthropological 

theme’ (Foucault 1972: 16) in order to analyse the relationship between ruptures 

or breaks within science and knowledge. He examined the transformations in 

historical discourse and compared the traditional history organised by the 

‘document, memory and monument’ with the history of his time which organised 

the document by ‘dividing it, distributing it, ordering it and arranging it’, history as 

a passive chronicler compared to history as active shaper.  

 

According to Foucault four episteme can be discerned in Western history since 

the Middle Ages. In the mid fifteenth century princes, merchants and scholars 

established collections in order to demonstrate their knowledge of the classical 

past, their wealth and their privileged position. By acquiring and accumulating 

objects and assembling them in private displays cases and influential men gained 

another dimension of power through knowledge of God’s world and work. 
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Foucault defined the Renaissance episteme as resemblance and similitude, with 

things being read for their hidden relationships to each other. These hidden 

relationships could be reworked, which made this form of knowing ‘a thing of 

sand’ (Foucault 1970: 30). Foucault maintained that until the sixteenth century 

knowledge was interpretation and men of undoubted abilities surrendered their 

own powers of observation and reasoning to beliefs in theology, spells and 

charms. Relations of resemblance and similitude made it possible to know things 

that were both visible and invisible and that enabled interpretation of texts and 

symbols. Discovering hidden connections of meaning and significance became a 

driving force for expanding the boundaries of collections.  

 

Foucault’s historical inquiry revealed two great ‘discontinuities in the episteme of 

Western culture’ (Foucault 1970: xxii): the first inaugurated the classical era 

(1660-1800) and the second marked the beginning of the modern era (1800-

1950). The major aim of the classical era was discovering a universal method of 

analysis through tables of relationships. Comparison was increasingly used to 

discover identity and difference through measurement against a common unit, or 

by position in an order (Foucault 1970: 57). The founding structure of Foucault’s 

classical episteme was order through measurement and the drawing-up of 

hierarchies via a classificatory table (Foucault 1970: 131). Scientific taxonomy 

based on observable differences and similarities rather than hidden meanings 

governed the classical episteme. The display and classification of objects was 

based on morphological features and the acceptance of genus, family and 

species. To know was to discriminate and as a consequence of this science and 

history separated: history was to consist of the examination of written works and 

opinions while science was to replace individual judgment with measurement and 

experiment. Institutional collections in seventeenth century England occupied an 

intermediate position between private cabinets with restricted access and public 

museums with limited access. They stood at a transitional point in the evolution of 

the modern museum. The East India Company, the London College of Physicians 

and the Royal Society, founded with the specific purpose of furthering scientific 

research by collaborative endeavour, created natural history collections as tools 

to aid in the systematic reform of knowledge. Uniform taxonomy and systematic 

classification of everything were early aims of the Society as it endeavoured to 

present a complete inventory of nature to the world (Hooper-Greenhill 1992). 
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According to Foucault somewhere near the end of the eighteenth century a 

dramatic shift in thinking occurred and representation itself was questioned and a 

new regime of power, disciplinary power, was established. The modern episteme 

coincided with the arrival of the modern human sciences: biology, geology, 

archaeology, anthropology, history and art history in which man played the 

organising role restructuring society’s understanding of its own history. Man 

became both the object and subject of science. Understanding the relationships 

between man, nature and the earth underscored the modern episteme. ‘Wherever 

there is an analysis within the dimension proper to the unconscious – of norms, 

rules, and signifying totalities which unveil to consciousness the conditions of its 

forms and contents a human science exists’ (Foucault 1970: 364). The modern 

episteme was based on knowledge of ‘organic structures, that is, of the internal 

relations between elements whose totality forms a function’ (Foucault 1970: 218). 

The themes of origins and progress run through these sciences: the search for 

the origins of man, the quest to advance, to be productive, to conquer the globe, 

to discover and to control nature. Within nineteenth century museums objects 

were arranged as part of an evolutionary sequence inserted into a chronological 

display that differentiated origins from previous taxonomic tables. Tony Bennett 

(1995) tied this arrangement to the birth of the modern museum and the 

emergence of an institution based on a position of power and knowledge because 

all things led to the privileging of man at the apex of development. In the post 

1950 era a new episteme was suggested based on formulations and 

interpretations. Interpretation was a technique of power in that it selected what 

was to be suppressed and allowed only specifically qualified individuals to do the 

interpreting. In this new episteme man was no longer envisioned at the centre of 

knowledge or power.  

 

Although Foucault did not write about the museum as part of a system of power 

he did offer insights into its investigation through his analysis of clinical and 

criminal institutions. Foucault argued that modern disciplinary power arose in the 

eighteenth century as a means of efficient and effective control of people. He 

suggested that disciplinary power was a process of inculcation that was at once 

imposed on us and with which we cooperate. He identified governmental power 

and regulation of society as spreading beyond the formal operation of state-

sponsored institutions to incorporate other agencies in daily life, which 

governments sought to influence and bring within the domain of an ordered 
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society (Foucault 1977). Foucault analyzed Jeremy Bentham's late eighteenth 

century panopticon (a prison design that allowed a warden to observe prisoners 

so that each individual prisoner could not see or speak to the warden) as an 

example of architecture that served disciplinary technology.  Disciplinary 

technology constructed both prisons and other modern institutions: schools, 

factories, barracks and hospitals. Modernity made everyone similar to the prisoner 

in the panopticon: ‘He is the object of information, never the subject in 

communication’ (Foucault 1977: 200) 

Foucault’s episteme laid the groundwork for contemporary understanding of 

museums as disciplinary enforcers and as shapers of knowledge. Foucauldian 

historians (Hooper-Greenhill 1992; Bennett 1995; Luke 2002; Hill 2005) associate 

museums with other nineteenth century instruments of social surveillance and 

concrete manifestations of the new disciplinary regime: the asylum, school, 

military barrack, prison and the hospital because they are specialised closed 

spaces where people, under surveillance, are rendered docile (Hooper-Greenhill 

1992:168). The primary tools and strategies involved in the application of 

disciplinary power are obedience, attention to detail, supervision and inspection 

(Foucault 1977: 138). These authors employ the structures of Foucault’s four 

discontinuous epistemes and his approach to history and historical change to 

explain how the arrangement of objects and collections demonstrate the relativity 

of knowledge because they are the material evidence of the shape of human 

thinking. Although they propose slightly different genealogies they identify 

museums as agents of civic education and reform playing a cultural role in the 

development of an educated and governed public.  

 

Bennett (1995) developed Foucault’s primary concern with the relationship 

between knowledge and power, to identify popular culture as a governmental 

disciplinary and regulatory resource used in the building of citizenship. He 

identified how museums became institutions for civic reform through the use of 

culture. Museums, Bennett claimed, were part of a ‘response to the problem of 

order’ but they sought to change it to a question about culture ‘a winning of hearts 

and minds as well as the disciplining and training of bodies’ (Bennett 1995: 62). 

Bennett claimed that the museum developed into an institution for civic reform 

through the use of culture alongside ‘a range of collateral institutions’ including the 

international exhibition, the department store and the fair (Bennett 1995: 6). 
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Bennett’s focus was external, examining the development of the public museum 

as part of the development of other ‘showing and telling’ cultural institutions. He 

traced the conditions that enabled the nineteenth century public museum, the fair 

and the international exhibition to emerge and the influence they exerted on the 

behaviour of the general public. His object was to provide ‘an account of the 

museum’s formation’ to illuminate the ‘co-ordinates within which questions of 

museum policies and politics have been, and continue to be, posed’ (Bennett 

1995: 5). According to Bennett the museum communicated its cultural message 

by refashioning the way objects were presented to the public and it regulated 

public behaviour by structuring spaces within the museum to make them conform 

to a pattern of disciplined behaviour. Bennett suggested that with the 

development of displays came the idea of linear chronologies that ordered the 

objects into grand narratives. Luke (2002) attributed changes in visitor behaviour 

and consciousness to the way history museums advanced governmental agendas 

via ‘disciplinary discourses, the order of things’ (Luke 2002:39). Kate Hill (2005) 

differentiated between the municipal museum and the national museum arguing 

that the origins and practices of the municipal museum did not fit the national 

museum blueprint, as suggested by Bennett, of improving public behaviour or of 

educating and civilising the public. Municipal museums, Hill claimed, did not 

function in a unified and coherent way instead they depended on local agendas 

and local actions for their support (Hill 2005: 145).  

 

Hooper-Greenhill claimed that during the modern age museums shaped ‘both 

knowledge and bodies’ (Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 189) because they organised 

collections and what the public could view, comprehend and understand and they 

kept citizens under surveillance through internal security measures. Hooper-

Greenhill’s genealogy had an internal institutional dimension focusing on the 

changing practices of classification and display: how objects were acquired, 

analysed and displayed and how museums constructed meaning. Hooper-

Greenhill claimed that the meanings museums construct are not fixed because 

meaning is taken from the relation between the visitor and the museum object. 

Modern museums were disciplinary agencies playing a cultural role in the 

classification of artefacts, culture and knowledge. In Museums and the Shaping of 

Knowledge (1992) Hooper-Greenhill argued that the collection based museum 

histories reflected a dependence on absolutes and a belief in the transcendental 
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creative subject. Hooper-Greenhill turned toward Foucault for her views that the 

basis of:  

 
 effective history is an opposition to the pursuit of the founding origin of things, and 
 a rejection of the approach that seeks to impose a chronology, an ordering 
 structure, and a developmental flow from the past to the present (Hooper-Greenhill 
 1992: 10).  
 

A museum history written from the standpoint of effective history should reveal 

new relationships and new articulations. Hooper-Greenhill’s effective history used 

Foucault's epistemes rather than the equally compelling Kuhnian paradigms 

(accepted models and patterns) as defined by astronomers in antiquity, students 

of motion in the Middle Ages, physical optics in the late seventeenth century and 

historical geology in the early nineteenth century to trace the history of collecting 

in Europe and to illustrate how we understand that knowledge systems are 

cultural constructs and change and develop with time. Foucault suggested that 

objects lost their meaning without the viewer's active knowledge and acceptance 

of underlying aesthetic or cultural values. Hooper-Greenhill linked the relationship 

between truth and knowledge to ‘power practices’ (Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 193) 

as a result of her investigation of the philosophical beliefs that underscored 

collections assembled during the Renaissance, Classical and Modern eras.  

 

To demonstrate that knowledge continually altered she discussed how the 

meaning of the same object shifted depending on the epistemological framework, 

the display technologies and the relationship between the viewer and the owner 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 194). The Renaissance era reflected the cosmology of 

the time and the private cabinet displayed the magical and hidden relationships of 

objects in the world. The classical era understood the world through arrangement 

and clarification via classification and measurement of objects. The modern era 

depicted reality ‘in an apparently neutral way’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 17). 

Hooper-Greenhill claimed that the modern museum adopted an authoritarian and 

one way mode of knowledge transmission and that this linear mode of 

communication transmission from authoritarian source to ‘uninformed receiver’ 

was based on a particular view of knowledge as ‘factual, objective, singular and 

value free’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 133).  

 

Hooper-Greenhill made a distinction between the modern museum established in 

the nineteenth century and its late twentieth development – the modernist 
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museum (Hooper-Greenhill 1992). While it still used the exhibition format as a 

major form of communication the gap between the private space of the curator 

and the public space of the visitor was considerably reduced (Hooper-Greenhill 

1992: 200) because exhibitions involved joint effort between curator and the 

community. The knowledge balance within the modernist museum shifted to 

acknowledge that the object and the audience were equally important (Hooper-

Greenhill 1992: 210).  

 

One area to emerge from the literature that warranted further investigation was 

Hooper-Greenhill’s concept of the post-museum (2000). The term describes the 

new generation of museums to emerge with a clear focus on people, relationships 

and communication rather than collections. According to Hooper-Greenhill:  

 
 Where the modernist museum was [and is] imagined as a building, the museum of 
 the future maybe imagined as a process or an experience. The post-museum will 
 take, and is already beginning to take, many architectural forms. It is, however, not 
 limited to its own walls, but moves as a set of processes into the spaces, the 
 concerns, and the ambitions of communities (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 152-153). 
 

The concerns and issues that influenced post-museum development began to 

take shape in the 1970s when the meaning and purpose of the museum was 

questioned and the relationship between the museum and its audience was 

clarified:  
 one of the characteristics of the post-modern period is that cultural organisations 
 have become much closer to their audiences and have become more conscious of 
 those to whom they are speaking. The politics of address and the concept of voice 
 have become significant’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 142).  
 

The post-museum’s ideological definers included a critique and rejection of 

metanarratives and representation, a questioning of power and sympathizing with 

the other. ‘Rather than upholding the values of objectivity, rationality, order and 

distance, the post-museum will negotiate responsiveness, encourage mutually 

nurturing partnerships, and celebrate diversity’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 153). The 

post-museum explores open, ambiguous texts to promote debate, raise questions 

and reposition the visitor in the centre of the power/knowledge matrix; it questions 

national pride and it reinforces the idea of history as complex, plural and 

unfinished. Hooper-Greenhill suggested that:  

 
 in the post museum, multiple subjectivities and identities can exist as part of a 
 cultural practice that provides the potential to expand the politics of democratic 
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 community and solidarity. By being able to listen critically, museum workers can 
 become border-crossers by making different narratives available, by bridging 
 between disciplines; by working in the liminal spaces that modernist museum 
 practices have produced  (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 140).  
 

Hooper-Greenhill claimed that the post-museum was a ‘form of cultural politics’ 

and that ‘visual culture within the museum is a technology of power’ (Hooper-

Greenhill 2000: 162) because the museum uses collections and objects in a more 

overt way: objects are incorporated into larger socio political and socio economic 

discourses. Although Marstine was sceptical of the post-museum concept 

because of the emphasis Hooper-Greenhill placed on relationships, 

representation, social inclusion and power sharing (Marstine 2005: 27-28) the 

post museum understands interpretation to be a technique of power in that 

curators select what will be exhibited and they undertake interpretation. In this 

new museum environment the object is no longer envisioned at the centre of 

knowledge or power.  

 
Conclusion 
This literature review addressed three major themes in museum research: 

museum definitions, museum practice issues and museum histories in an effort to 

understand how these themes contributed to the transformation of the modern 

museum. The review identified function and purpose as prime drivers of museum 

development because they are central to definitions and practice issues. Similarly 

collections and education, curatorial voice, representation and the role and use of 

objects in exhibition construction surface as some of the most influential issues in 

museum research. Much of the research has emerged from museum studies, 

cultural studies and art criticism because the museum is considered to be a 

cultural institution with standing in contemporary society largely because of its 

association with authority, power and trust.  

 

The first theme the review considered was museum definitions. This revealed how 

organisational efforts were made to change negative associations concerning the 

museum and continual references to death, decay and encapsulation into 

something more positive by emphasizing the educational and social benefits of 

museums. The internationally accepted ICOM definition of a museum provided 

the framework for understanding the differences between function and purpose 

and the role of the object in museum practice. The analysis then turned to 
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museum issues that have been at the forefront of discussion since the 1970s: 

objects, curation and exhibition practice, defining museum education, 

understanding visitor experience, addressing representation and constructing 

national identity. These issues rose in prominence due to increasing government 

emphasis on social inclusion and relevance. The final part of the review examined 

different approaches to museum histories and their impact on contemporary 

understanding of how and why the museum developed. While some accounts 

emphasize how objects were acquired, conserved, researched and displayed by 

placing an emphasis on collectors, others examine how the museum functions 

within the modern era as an agent of the State. 

 

The literature review found that a neglected area of museum research was 

curatorial self-reflection. Contributors to the new museology called for it (Pearce 

1994; Kavanagh 1994; Dubin 1999; Hooper-Greenhill 2000; Luke 2002; Cameron 

2004; Crane 2004; Davison 2004) but few have publicly embraced the challenges 

it poses. The focus on curatorial practice and self-reflection within this study partly 

addresses this neglected area. Luke’s view was that curators acted as ‘normative 

agents directing people what to see, think and value’ (Luke 2002: 3). His 

curatorial interviews revealed a world of intrigue, disrespect, political manoeuvring 

and disharmony, all part and parcel of constructing and producing exhibitions. In 

the following chapters I want to suggest that negotiation and compromise, 

personal motivation, professional impulse and political purpose equally contribute 

to the making or breaking of institutional reputations.  
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CHAPTER TWO: THE MODERN MUSEUM  
 

The new museology argues against reducing the history of museums to a single 

source but instead focuses on an understanding of the broader social and political 

roles of the museum and its collection. The beginnings of the modern museum 

parallel the beginnings of the modern era. The modern era represented a 

profound alteration in understanding from the classical episteme that set itself the 

goal of discovering a universal method of analysis (Foucault 1973: xxii). In the 

classical episteme human beings could do no more than discover a pre-existing 

order - a true order - God’s order. In the modern episteme order was understood 

to be a historical construct and society’s arrangement of knowledge was 

reconfigured and rearranged. The museum emerged as a modern institution of 

representation that embodied and reproduced a new configuration of power, 

knowledge and subjectivity. The aim of this chapter is to examine those new 

power and knowledge configurations in order to understand when society began 

to treat objects as one element of a narrative rather than as signs that mirrored a 

preordained world system. In what follows I use the term modern museum to 

mean those cultural and scientific institutions that celebrate an ideal of Western 

civilisation based upon belief in an objective, measurable external world and a 

tradition of Enlightenment values.  

 

The modern museum appears at a particular time in Western culture’s history. It 

has a contemporary reality it also has a historic reality. It is a product of a class 

and an era, it followed the lead of individuals and it was controlling, masculine and 

materialistic. It recreated an ideal of Enlightenment society within the museum in 

order to endorse its existence and the authority and value of scientific and 

technical progress. According to Oren Stier ‘the nineteenth century museums 

project was to replace the heterogeneity of its artefacts with a coherent 

homogeneity, which we might call “tradition” (Stier 2003: 116). Scientific and 

technical progress ushered in the decline of religious and superstitious beliefs as 

a way of enhancing man’s power. The modern museum to a large extent still 

embodies these founding values because it is as much a part of society as it is a 

representation of it. The modern museum is an exhibition space, an educative 

space and a source of cultural entertainment. It renders the historical past 

accessible and comprehensible because it is nourished by a society that 

participates in the construction of a master narrative that fuses archaeology with 
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history, biblical studies with geology to locate human beings at the apex of the 

natural world, Western culture at the centre of knowledge, to position the nation at 

the centre of political life and to place art at the summit of all cultural activity. 

Within it culture is universalised; the Western chronological narrative is the default 

story that every museum adopts. It is a grand narrative starting in Egypt and 

ending in Europe, it is triumphalist and therefore somewhat suspect today 

because it is not sympathetic with other cultures and other possibilities. It 

advances slowly; it is fragmentary and as incomplete as science is. The modern 

museum has never finished developing. The ascendency and consolidation of the 

modern museum has had the effect of producing a skewed consideration of 

Western culture’s history. A walk through its exhibition spaces is more often than 

not an historical tour that connects cultures with historical events. Objects fit into a 

chronological sequence that privileges cultural imperialism to the exclusion of 

women and other cultures and communities. Modern museums successfully 

demonstrate the relationship between power and conquest, money and influence, 

position and privilege.  

 

What kind of institution is the modern museum? To address such a question 

entails an assessment of its form, function and purpose because in combination 

they fostered its acquisition and educative mission, its ideological and political 

dimension and its acceptance that nature and culture can be controlled and 

improved upon by applied knowledge. The museum’s humanistic optimism and 

belief in historical progress inspired respect and awe. The Louvre and the British 

Museum were created to contain the legacies of national conquest but each 

embodies a different political purpose. Three factors in particular were critical to 

their establishment and development: the strategic use of culture for political 

purposes, the acceptance of the Three Age classification system, Darwinian 

evolutionism and typological sequencing and the deliberate refashioning of a 

progressive cultural institution into a visual pedagogic tool for the visiting public. 

These factors fostered a range of attitudes towards the acquisition, use and 

display of collections. Modern museums offer authoritative viewpoints on the 

history and evolution of artistic, cultural, technological and scientific endeavours; 

they preserve our understanding of traditional history rather than subject it to 

revision. They fit within a larger cultural framework by conserving not only the 

objects but also the historical accounts of past activities. The Enlightenment 

ideals (objectivity, reason, rationality, knowledge and education) that filled these 
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institutions with professional enthusiasm have not yet been wholeheartedly 

replaced with scepticism of authority and distrust and suspicion of truth and 

meaning.  

 
A Powerful Cultural Enforcer  
The modern museum, universal in its nature and historically the earliest to 

emerge, was born from the energy of the French Revolution. Hooper-Greenhill 

refers to it as a ‘disciplinary museum’ because it was ‘created as one of the 

instruments that exposed both the decadence and tyranny of the old forms of 

control with the ancien regime and the democracy and public utility of the new, the 

Republic’ (Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 168). Professional discipline and creative 

thinking injected by the urgency and opportunity of revolutionary and colonial 

conquest and cultural acquisition energized its development. The opening of the 

Musee Francais was an essential factor in the emergence of the modern museum 

because it provided an acquisition and exhibition model that served as a guide for 

future museum development. Instituted by decree on 27 July 1792 and 

inaugurated in Paris on 10 August 1793 specifically to commemorate the 

anniversary of the fall of the Bourbon Monarchy and the execution of King Louis 

XVI the nucleus of the museum’s collection comprised confiscated royal and 

ecclesiastical collections. Initially only paintings, objets d’art and busts relating to 

national heroes were exhibited in the Grande Galerie, while the Salon was 

reserved for the works of contemporary artists (Bautier 1995: 14). In 1792 Minister 

of the Interior, Jean-Marie Roland, articulated the political, cultural and national 

purpose of the museum and its collection as he conceived it. First and foremost 

the Musee Francais was to ‘attract and impress foreigners’. Secondly it was to 

‘nourish a taste for the fine arts, please art lovers and serve as a school to artists’ 

and most importantly the museum was to be a national monument open to 

everyone: 

  
 There will not be a single individual who does not have the right to enjoy it. It will  
 have such an influence on the mind, it will so elevate the soul, it will so excite the 
 heart that it will be one of the most powerful ways of proclaiming then 
 illustriousness of the French Republic (Roland quoted in Duncan and Wallach 
 1980: 56).  
  

It was the museum’s unquestionable ability to symbolise the destruction of the 

feudal structure - aristocratic, clerical and guild and to provide a training facility for 

artists and copyists that helped construct meaning for the new Republic.  Two 
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influential figures in the program of republican instruction, Henri Gregoire, ex 

constitutional Bishop of Blois, and artist Jacques-Louis David, recognised libraries 

and museums to be ‘workshops of the human mind’ (Schama 1989: 702) central 

in the revolutionary transformation from subject to citizen. The museum impacted 

on the nation’s population, its territory and its wealth. The Musee Francais was 

part of the French educational system, a public institution not a private collection. 

The museum was open to its citizens on three days of the ten-day period 

(decade) adopted by the National Convention on 20 September 1792, the day of 

its opening, in place of the Gregorian seven-day week. The Republic, which was 

formally declared on the twenty-first, was a new beginning of historical time with 

all State documents bearing the date ‘Year One of French Liberty’ (Schama 1989: 

541). The museum acted as the central museum in a countrywide network of 

museums that served to transform the feudal peasant into an educated citizen. 

Seized artistic and scientific collections were brought into France during the 

1790s when Antwerp, Brussels, Belgium, Italy and Egypt were overrun to 

accelerate the development of ‘reason and human happiness amongst the 

population’ (Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 174). Napoleon’s foreign conquests heralded 

a new era of national glory for France. Confiscation became systematic and 

routine as artworks were used to symbolise and promote the French nation:  

 
 For a revolutionary France, attacked by Europe and turned conqueror under the 
 menace of invasion, the capture of works of art was the prerogative of the victor, a 
 noble means of seeking indemnity for losses sustained in men and arms (Germain 
 Bazin, former chief curator of the Louvre, quoted in Meyer 1979: 21).  
 

In 1796 the name of the museum was changed to the Musee Central des Arts 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 172) reflecting the central place of art in society. In 1800 

Napoleon I appointed Baron Dominique Vivant-Denon, former head the Institute 

of Egypt, as director. In 1802 the Treaty of Amiens provided a brief opportunity for 

foreigners (including the President of the Royal Academy, Benjamin West, artist J. 

M. W. Turner and architect Sir Robert Smirke) to view the collection that was 

believed to ‘enlarge human knowledge and contribute to the perfection of 

civilization’ (Minister of Justice to Napoleon quoted in Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 

174). Paintings were hung chronologically and in national schools, similar to the 

historical art classification scheme devised by Chretien de Mechel for the Royal 

Viennese collection. In 1776 the Hapsburg collection was rehoused in the 

Belvedere Palace. The paintings were restored to their original sizes and 

reframed in new uniform frames and for the first time labelled, an initiative to 
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assist public viewing. From 1781, the public was admitted three days per week 

(Alexander 1979: 22). The collection guide, written by de Mechel, described the 

new museum as ‘a repository where the history of art is made visible’ (Chretien 

quoted in Pearce 1996: xviii). From the outset de Mechel’s classification scheme 

proved engrossing and it influenced the display of art collections throughout 

continental Europe, Britain and later the United States because it offered visitors a 

visual chronology rather than adhering to the design principles of symmetry and 

colour that had promoted similarity and harmony. 

 

In 1803 the museum was renamed the Musee Napoleon (Alexander 1983: 90, 

Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 172) commemorating Napoleon’s pivotal position in 

French society. Napoleon and Denon devised a comprehensive regional museum 

model for France and her conquered satellites. Artworks were decentralised and 

relocated in provincial cities thereby imposing culture on the military map as 

museums were created in Milan, Brussels, Brera, Mainz and Geneva (Alexander 

1979: 26). The museum was used by the Republic to carry forward the 

revolutionary ideals of liberty and equality. Although 2065 paintings and 130 

sculptures were dispersed in 1815 by the restitution imposed by the allied 

coalition after Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo these museums still continued to 

function. The disciplined French museum overseen by Denon gave rise to an 

internal and external structure that remains in place today: directors to oversee 

development and management, curators to document, identify, classify, research 

and prepare exhibitions and catalogues, guards and attendants to supervise 

security and assist visitors, conservators to coordinate cleaning, conservation and 

registration. The museum collection expanded again under the Restoration 

notably through the development of its Greek, Roman, Oriental and Egyptian 

departments and the incorporation of the Musee des Monuments Francais in 

1816 (Alexander 1979: 83). The Revolution created the Musee des Monuments 

Francais in 1795 in the Convent of the Petits Augustins as a monument dedicated 

to architectural fragments and sculptural elements confiscated from churches and 

palaces.  

 

The conversion from palace to museum satisfied multiple purposes. The 1848 

Revolution proclaimed that the Louvre was accessible, it was designated the 

people’s palace and a ‘mecca of intelligence’ where citizens were inculcated with 

revolutionary values; a people’s museum with free access the individual’s right 
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(Bautier 1995: 17). In appropriating private, clerical and royal collections the 

museum became both a political and educational institution. It displayed objects 

previously associated with clerical and royal power, personal wealth or religious 

celebration as evidence of a new social relationship. These objects did not remain 

a neutral or passive instrument of policy they underwent a shift in didactic 

meaning as they came to represent symbols of a new world order. One intention 

was to symbolise cultural equality with access to what was previously exclusive to 

the aristocracy and clergy now universal to every citizen.  

 

The final transformation of the museum occurred in 1852 when it became the 

Musee du Louvre acknowledging the power of cultural imperialism to reflect 

national glory. Napoleon III united the Louvre and the Tuileries palaces after the 

expenditure of more than £1,000,000 (Alexander 1979: 90). Inspirational times 

helped shape the museum buildings and the museum’s values. Wings and 

courtyards were built and enclosed within a circle of tall pavilions named after the 

leading servants of the Republic: Denon, Richelieu, Colbert, Turgot, Sully and 

Mollien. The whole complex radiated around a central quadrangle – the Cour 

Napoleon (Bautier 1995: 18). The Louvre housed six separate museums: Musee 

Ethnographique, Musee de la Marine, Musee Savageot, Musee des Tableaux des 

Ecoles Italiennes et Flamandes and Musee American. Within these museums 

cultural objects and art works were displayed and elevated to a position of 

superiority over every other object of human fabrication. The Louvre’s 

magnificence came to define the public nature of the modern museum, it glorified 

art production, it reshaped the art experience to reflect national success and it 

epitomised the promotion of public culture, manners and national power through 

the application of public resources. The museum was ideologically and politically 

driven communicating its values and messages of power and authority through its 

ownership and display of cultural objects and art works. The museum remained in 

place after the Tuileries palace was destroyed by a fire started by members of the 

Commune in May 1871 suggesting its central place in the nation building project 

underway (Bautier 1995: 20). Hooper-Greenhill claimed that the museum came to 

epitomise ‘two deeply contradictory functions: that of the elite temple of the arts, 

and that of a utilitarian instrument for democratic education’ (Hooper-Greenhill 

1992: 171). The museum became a role model for other museums during a time 

of considerable intellectual ferment, from the realm of academic, scientific and 

historical inquiry to the expansion of the periodical press, theatres and other forms 



 

   51   

of popular entertainment and the ideological battles over romanticism in literature 

and the arts. 

 

Unlike France, England made a clear distinction between the function and 

purpose of an art gallery and a museum although both institutions adhered to 

chronological narrative as a nation building exercise. The English usage did not 

permit a museum to contain paintings, drawings or sculpture, but in continental 

Europe, the attitude was different. The National Gallery in London was founded in 

1824 when the government purchased thirty-eight paintings for £57,000 from the 

collection of the late John Julius Angerstein, a Russian émigré banker. The 

National Gallery opened to the public in Angerstein’s Pall Mall town house. The 

Gallery’s founding trustees considered that one of their primary duties was to 

keep the masterpieces acquired by wealthy English families in England, 

especially those that had recently come from the ‘palaces of dispossessed French 

and Italian aristocrats’ (Potterton 1977: 9). The Gallery could not equal its 

European rivals in antiquity recognising that the dispersal of Charles Is collection 

was a ‘national calamity’ (Greenwood 1888: 244). However it was, according to 

one trustee, ‘a worthy monument of the civilisation and culture of modern 

England’ (Greenwood 1888: 244).  

 

In 1838 Queen Victoria opened William Wilkin’s National Gallery, with its long 

façade facing Trafalgar Square. In its early years the trustees favoured the 

acquisition of great masters and this program remained in place until the 1850s 

when museum taste in Britain and Europe changed in favour of a more historical 

approach to collecting. The Gallery started to assemble ‘a complete historical 

collection’ commencing from the time of Giotto (Potterton 1977: 10). The Gallery’s 

first Director, Sir Charles Eastlake, regularly travelled to Italy to acquire works by 

Piero della Francesca, Botticelli, Mantegna, Duccio, Crivelli and Uccello. These 

acquisitions also mirrored changing tastes that favoured gothic revival 

architecture and all it was associated with rather than classical. Prince Albert 

shared Eastlake’s taste and through his patronage he influenced the Gallery’s 

collection. In 1863 Queen Victoria presented a group of Netherlandish, German 

and Italian paintings, collected by the Prince, to the Gallery at his wish. The 

National Gallery was extended in 1861,1869, 1876,1885 and 1887 and by 1888 

internal order and chronological arrangement had been imposed on the collection. 

The paintings were rehung and arranged according to schools to provide an 
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overview of differences between art styles and art periods. During 1888 over one 

million people visited the National Gallery demonstrating, as Greenwood 

suggested, the ‘inherent love of Nature and Art within the British and foreign 

visitor’ (Greenwood 1888: 219). 

 

Influenced by the success of the Louvre, James Jarves, a celebrated American 

Francophile and art collector, urged the founding of museums in America 

modelled on the French institution. Jarves linked culture to economy when he 

suggested that the creation of museums would stimulate tourism and supportive 

cities would reap ‘a reward in reputation and money sufficient to convince the 

closest calculator of the dollar that no better investment could have been made’ 

(Meyer 1979: 22). As Jarves wrote about the moral and financial dimension of art 

the United States was being destroyed by Civil War, an event that would later 

provide opportunities to establish museums reflecting the robust nationalistic 

feeling of the times. Museums became a vehicle for transforming America into a 

cohesive new nation state. America used these new institutions to coalesce 

differences amongst its population and to fill a cultural and educational void. The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art was founded in 1870:  

 
 for the purpose of encouraging and developing the study of the fine arts, of the 
 application of art to manufactures and to practical life, of advancing the general 
 knowledge of kindred subjects, and to that end, of furnishing popular instruction 
 and recreation (Greenwood 1888: 312, Hoving 1975: 220).  
 

Under the original charter the museum building was financed and maintained by 

New York City and the museum’s trustees financed and maintained the contents. 

The Museum moved to its Central Park location in 1880 and the role of the 

museum, as expressed by Joseph Choate, was to:  

 
 gather together a more or less complete collection of objects illustrative of the 
 history of art in all its branches, from the earliest beginnings to the present time, 
 which should serve not only for the instruction and entertainment of the people, but 
 also show to the students and artisans of every branch of industry, in the high and 
 acknowledged standards of form and colour, what the past has accomplished for 
 them to imitate and excel (Choate quoted in Alexander 1979: 31).  
 

The modern American museum was created to ‘raise’ the level of public 

understanding, to ‘elevate’ the spirits of its visitors, and to refine and ‘uplift’ the 

common taste. The museum institution was celebratory. The art museum 

celebrated great masterpieces. In 1870, Charles Perkins, a trustee of the Museum 
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of Fine Arts in Boston claimed the humblest function of the works of art in its 

collection was ‘to give enjoyment to all classes; their highest, to elevate men by 

purifying the taste and acting upon the moral nature’ (Perkins quoted in Weil 

2000: 197).  Art had the power to displace time and space and remove people 

from their ordinary lives. It was also considered a means of fighting vice and crime 

by providing ‘attractive entertainments of an innocent and improving nature’ 

(Alexander 1979: 34). Alexander noted the charter or constitution of nearly every 

American art museum placed emphasis on its educational aims. The art classes 

that provided instruction for artists, craftsmen and industrial designers assisted 

the museum to articulate why it was relevant to the general public although the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art took a different course in the early 1900s when, 

under the influence of prominent trustees J.P. Morgan (trustee since 1888 and 

President from 1904) and Henry Frick, the institution rejected utilitarian and 

educational ideals in favour of aestheticism. The trustees deliberately began 

conferring uniqueness, status and greatness on the institution by acquiring 

masterpieces from all countries and all epochs. In 1967 Director of the 

Metropolitan, Thomas Hoving, remarked:  

 
 the reputation of the Metropolitan has always been based on its power to acquire 
 things without reserve … Any trustee should be able to write a check (sic) for at 
 least three million dollars and not even feel it (Hoving quoted in Meyer 1979: 195).  
 

Today the collections are encyclopaedic in scope, it is a place of social and 

intellectual privilege and as Thomas Hoving suggests ‘a crusading force for 

quality and excellence’ (Hoving quoted in Alexander 1979: 5). 

 

A Powerful Political Enforcer  
The British Museum founded in Montagu House, Bloomsbury, London, in 1753 

housed several national collections (Sir Hans Sloane, the Cottonian Library, the 

Harleian Manuscript Collection, the Hamilton Vases and the Towneley Marbles). It 

had from its beginnings one foot in the antiquarian camp and the other in the 

archaeological camp (Hudson 1987: 22). The distinguishing features of the British 

Museum were specialisation and classification and two Danish archaeologists, 

Christian Thomsen and Jens Worsaae, were largely responsible for this 

development. Thomsen was appointed first curator of the Danish National 

Museum in 1816. He held the post until his death in 1865. Worsaae later became 

his assistant. The Danish National Museum opened to the public in 1819 in the 
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Copenhagen University library and later moved to rooms in the Christiansborg 

royal palace. Thomsen translated Danish historian Vedel-Simonsen’s 1813 views 

of the three ages of man: stone, copper and iron into a tripartite classificatory 

system that represented chronological successive ages (Daniel 1978: 41). 

Thomsen and Worsaae applied the taxonomic methods of Linneas to objects. 

Linnean classification and arrangement was based on Class, Order, Species and 

Variety. The classificatory system popularly known, as the Three Age System, 

was first published in 1836. It subsequently influenced the arrangement of objects 

and cultures in every museum because it defined a universal evolutionary 

sequence for the first time and it provided a mechanism for the dissemination of 

information. Prior to the adoption of the Three Age System archaeological finds 

had been grouped together under the general title ‘artificial curiosities’ and this 

arrangement conveyed no real idea of the nature or context of the find. Thomsen 

was the first to identify and treat archaeological and ethnological objects as a 

separate and independent and he supplemented archaeological with ethnological 

material because he recognized the value of comparative research as an aid to 

understanding cultural difference. The tripartite system revolutionised natural 

history collections previously arranged according to substance or material. 

Worsaae argued that archaeology imposed order and method on antiquarian 

collections and helped define the purpose of national and foreign historical 

collections within the museum context:  

 
 A nation which respects itself and its independence cannot possibly rest satisfied 
 with the consideration of its present situation alone. It must of necessity direct its 
 attention to bygone times, with the view of enquiring to what original stock it 
 belongs, in what relations it stands to other nations, whether it has inhabited the 
 country from primeval times or immigrated thither at a later period, to what fate it 
 has been exposed; so as to ascertain by what means it has arrived at its present 
 character and condition (Worsaae quoted in Daniel 1978: 46).  
 

The Three Age System spread to Sweden, Germany and other European 

countries eager to awaken a deeper interest in their own history, language and 

nationality. Archaeological and ethnological collections were soon illustrating 

historical research and telling the story of countries and peoples from prehistoric 

times onwards.  

 

The Director of the British Museum of Natural History, Sir William Flower, 

identified the mid nineteenth century as a ‘transitional period of museum ideas’ 

with buildings dedicated to natural sciences being simultaneously constructed in 
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London, Paris, Vienna and Berlin (Flower 1898: 42). Investigative research and 

public instruction were the two principles of what he called the ‘New Museum 

Idea’ (Flower 1898: 41) and these principles directly influenced museum design 

through collection organisation into non-public reserve or research collections and 

public instructional or display collections. The Zoological Museum in the Jardin 

des Plantes and the British, Viennese and German Natural History Museums 

were similar in their purpose and showed a degree of compromise ‘or rather 

adaptation to new ideas of structures avowedly designed for old ones’ (Flower 

1898: 42) through their internal arrangement of public galleries, reserve 

collections and curatorial offices and laboratories. These museums rendered a 

division between what was natural and what was man made in response to the 

key Enlightenment concepts of nature and progress. In order to understand the 

nature of something one had to contemplate it objectively. Enlightenment 

philosophy treated cognition as distanced, impersonal and rational and reason 

and feeling, what is known and what is felt were at the core of the pursuit of 

knowledge.  

 

In 1851 the British Museum opened in Great Russell Street. In 1863 land was 

acquired in South Kensington to build a Museum of Natural History to alleviate 

overcrowding in the British Museum. This development was the result of 

successful lobbying by the Superintendent of the Natural History Departments, 

Professor Richard Owen to separate natural history specimens from the 

archaeological, art and historical or man-made collections. The ethnological 

collections (Mexican, Peruvian, Japanese, Chinese, Polynesian, African and 

Australian) were transferred to the Museum of Natural History and their position 

within it supported the inclusion of ethnology within natural history. At the time 

ethnology stood for the ‘study of people or races’ and as such it had a limited and 

definite meaning treating the ‘resemblances and modifications’ of different groups 

of humans in their relations to each other (Flower 1898: 250). By the mid 1860s 

the term anthropology with its wider scope had replaced ethnology. Anthropology 

gradually became recognized as designating ‘collectively the scattered fragments 

of various kinds of knowledge bearing upon the natural history of man’ (Flower 

1898: 250-252) and it was heavily reliant on zoology, comparative anatomy, 

physiology and geology for scientific assistance. Both physical (anatomical) and 

material culture (representing the customs, habits, traditions and language) 

collections were studied to investigate the origin and antiquity of man. 
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Owen's plan for the Museum of Natural History was based on his view that natural 

history specimens should be displayed according to taxonomic groups to enable 

the museum to fulfil its purpose to impart and diffuse knowledge to the public. He 

recognized the need for a research collection specifically for study and 

comparative purposes ‘so as to serve as an instrument in the progress of Science’ 

(Richard Owen, On the Scope and Appliances of a National Museum of Natural 

History, quoted in Edwards 1870: 317).  

 
 One of the most popular and instructive features in a public collection of natural 
 history would be an apartment devoted to the specimens selected to show type-
 characters of the principal groups of organised and crystallised forms. This would 
 constitute an epitome of natural history, and should convey to the eye, in the 
 easiest way, an elementary knowledge of the sciences (Owen quoted in Flower 
 1898: 375).  
 

Owen was criticised for persevering with a pre-Darwinian classification 

arrangement and his ideas formed the basis for the two storey building design 

submitted by Captain Francis Fowke. Owen developed a floor plan for the 

Museum of Natural History based on a grand central ‘Index Museum’ surrounded 

by galleries displaying related species together. This museum within a museum 

was to display typical specimens with prominent qualities. According to his 

successor, Flower, not a trace of his original ideas for the Index Museum and its 

internal arrangement remained in the finished design due to Owen’s inability to 

reorganise the anomalous and inconsistent divisions between the natural history 

departments (for example ‘the unfortunate separation of palaeontology from 

biology’) and his strong opposition to Charles Darwin’s doctrine of ‘natural 

selection’ (Flower 1898: 11, 373-376). Pre-Darwinian museum classification was 

linear, rooms and galleries were arranged according to whether animals were 

invertebrates or vertebrates while genetic affinities contributing to evolutionary 

branching were ignored. The evolutionary theories of Jean-Baptiste Lamarck and 

Herbert Spencer had taken evolution to be a continuous, goal-directed process 

determined by natural laws: greater specialisation created diversity. Man was 

thought to be present from the first creation of life by God. Darwin challenged that 

teleological kind of evolutionism by replacing it with natural selection, with no 

goals set by God or nature but determined by the environment. Darwin argued 

that nature made no jumps or sudden moves; it took place imperceptibly, so 

gradually that man could not perceive it. Darwin’s evolutionary theory proposed in 



 

   57   

On the Origin of the Species by Means of Natural Selection (1859) claimed that 

natural selection, resulting from competition between organisms for survival, had 

produced man and the higher plants and animals. Owen did not accepts Darwin’s 

evolutionary theory to account for change and development in the natural world 

even though it was the subject of considerable discussion because it drew 

together classification and chronological depth in natural history:  

 
 So being unable to accept the volitional hypothesis, or that of impulse from within, 
 or the selective force exerted by outward circumstances, I deem an innate 
 tendency to deviate from parental type, operating through periods of adequate 
 duration, to be the most probable nature, by way of operation, of the secondary 
 law, whereby species have been derived one from the other (Owen quoted in 
 Flower 1898: 373).  
 

When the Museum of Natural History opened in 1881 it maintained its original 

departments of Zoology (the study of the animal kingdom), Geology (the study of 

fossils), Mineralogy  (the study of inorganic substances) and Botany (the study of 

the vegetable kingdom). These departments issued manuals to assist people 

interested in collecting specimens and material for the natural history collection; 

shipmasters and naval officers were turned into museum agents and foreign 

ambassadors provided political support for private collecting activities. Jesuit, 

Roman Catholic, Evangelical, Dutch, Moravian and other missionaries increased 

the museum’s ethnological and anthropological collections. The Museum of 

Natural History grew in stature with British political, cultural and intellectual 

imperialism, housing as Black remarks ‘the spoils of colonisation’ (Black 2000: 

11).  

 

Flower became Director of the Museum of Natural History in 1884 and shifted the 

institution from its pre-Darwinian position. Flower transformed the museum into an 

influential museum (Hudson 1987: 73) when he combined his personal and 

professional interests in comparative anatomy and anthropology to underscore 

understanding of natural laws and the theory of evolution. Under his directorship 

the museum simultaneously presented a comprehensive, philosophic and 

connected view of natural history. Flower advanced a comparative and 

evolutionary system of classification. He introduced information labels, 

illustrations, dioramas and environmental tableaux to inform the public how 

evolutionary theory worked. The contextualised diorama influenced museum 

display practices worldwide. The Swede, Artur Hazelius, presented ethnographic 
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material in diorama form at the Swedish National Folk Museum (the Nordiska 

Museet) and by 1891 he had created an outdoor museum comprising buildings 

and ethnographic material from various parts of Scandinavia. Hazelius placed 

objects in their functional context and against an entire cultural background. The 

75 acre site included buildings from different places and periods collected as a 

response to the perceived threats of the Industrial Revolution.  

 

The first person to establish a private museum dedicated to the general public 

was Lieutenant General Pitt Rivers at his 25,000 acre estate, Cranborne Chase, 

which he inherited with his title in 1880. Antiquarian, ethnologist and 

archaeologist, Pitt Rivers began collecting in 1852 the year following the Great 

Exhibition. The Great Exhibition showcased Britain’s industrial productions and 

manufacturing capabilities. In 1851 more than six million people visited over a 120 

day period. The Great Exhibition inspired a series of international fairs that fuelled 

museum expansion and transformed high culture by making the display of 

industrial and technological material desirable. The Great Exhibition influenced 

the nation’s understanding of material progress that was now understood to be 

sequential, cumulative and end-driven. Expressed as a global hierarchy it placed 

urbanised, Western civilization above tribalism, nomadism and agricultural 

pastoralism. This led to the development of theories to elucidate the course and 

nature of man’s material progress, the pinnacle of which was displayed within the 

Crystal Palace. This Victorian acceptance of progressivism created a belief that 

the cultures of all living people could be compared if they were considered as 

unilinear developments at different stages of progress ranging from simple to 

complex. The result of which was the commencement of institutional racism 

through exhibition practices that depicted Indigenous cultures as living examples 

of civilisation’s distant past.  

 

Pitt Rivers added ‘inducements’ or a range of activities that would appeal to the 

museum visitor: a bicycle or cart ride through scenic countryside, an attractive 

pleasure ground, a good band, firework displays, singers and entertainers, a golf 

links, exotic animals and reasonably priced refreshments (Hudson 1987: 34). 

During the 1888 summer season 12,611 visitors viewed his collection of 

agricultural implements, peasant costumes, carvings and utensils, medieval 

pottery, antiquities and archaeological models of excavations. The museum was 

open daily with free admission specifically for the purposes of providing visitors 
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with the ‘knowledge and facts of evolution’ (Thompson 1977: 79-80). Pitt Rivers 

assembled his collection ‘not for the purposes of surprising anyone, either by the 

beauty or the value of the objects exhibited, but solely with a view to instruction’ 

(Pearce 1996: xx). He attributed many purposes to ethnographic and prehistoric 

collections including their ability to: 

 
 demonstrate either actually or hypothetically, the development and continuity of the 
 material arts from the simple to the more complete forms…To explain the 
 Conservatism of savage and barbarous Races…to show the Variations by means of 
 which progress has been affected…To exhibit Survivals, or the vestiges of ancient 
 forms, which have been retained through Natural Selection in the more advanced 
 stages of the arts, and Reversions to ancient types. To illustrate the arts of 
 Prehistoric times…to assist the question of Monogenesis or Polygenesis of certain 
 arts… and finally, To aid in the solution of the problem whether Man has arisen from 
 a condition resembling the brutes, or fallen from a high state of perfection (Pitt Rivers 
 quoted in Murray 1904: 243-244).  
 

Pitt Rivers arranged his collection not as tableaux’s but as typological series 

showing a system, the gradual improvement and development of the form, which 

he believed could be extended to all branches of material culture. His research 

interest was in documenting the continuity in development of various objects by 

gradual modification. He divided his artefacts into classes, sub-classes, varieties 

and sub-varieties and he assumed that they evolved in an evolutionary manner 

with change happening gradually. He arranged his collection according to form or 

typology to demonstrate the evolution of material culture. Objects were grouped in 

sequences enabling complexities and differences in external form to be related to 

a common ancestor. Pitt Rivers believed that if sequences were followed 

backwards they would ultimately converge, the forms becoming simpler until the 

first human artefacts were revealed. Pitt Rivers developed a typological sequence 

to ‘reveal the course of the evolution of human material culture as a whole’ 

(Thompson 1977: 32). His collection was arranged according to a classification 

system based on sequential type illustrating: 

 
 the successive ideas by which the minds of men in a primitive condition of culture 
 have progressed in the development of their arts from the simple to the complex, 
 and from the homogeneous to the heterogeneous (Pitt Rivers quoted in Thompson 
 1977: 38).  
 

He was the first to coin the term typology or sequence of type. ‘Typology forms a 

tree of progress and distinguishes the leading shoots from the inner branches’ 

(Thompson 1977: 41). His theory of material culture development took hold and 

still survives in museum exhibition design. Curators who acquire objects to fill in a 
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gap in a collection are continuing the serial collecting tradition started by Pitt 

Rivers an arrangement that he believed was of great sociological value 

(Thompson 1977: 39).  

 

A Powerful Educational Enforcer 
The modern museum literally and figuratively embraced public instruction. At the 

time of its foundation in 1753 the British Museum was open to all citizens but 

admission was restricted to a highly selective and unrepresentative public; the 

difficult admission ticketing system and the arrangement of the rooms in Montagu 

House guaranteed limited visitor numbers (Hudson 1987: 23). The beginning of 

external political pressure for improving public access to museums commenced in 

the early 1800s when English trade exhibitions were organised to demonstrate 

how art and science could improve industrial production. In 1835, the English 

Parliament appointed a Select Committee on Arts and Manufactures ‘to enquire 

into the best means of extending a knowledge of the principles of Design, among 

the People (especially the manufacturing Population) of the Country’ (Hudson 

1987: 48). The Committee recommended that public museums and galleries be 

made more accessible and that physical and intellectual access would improve 

artistic and design production and thereby improve the competitiveness of British 

manufacturing. Urbanisation was an important consequence of industrialisation 

and the greatest population movement to the urban centres took place in England 

during the 1840s. Local government became responsible for providing all 

amenities necessary for managing urban life, including sanitation, water, 

museums and libraries. In 1845 the Free Public Libraries and Museums Act (8 

Victoria, chapter 43) was passed enabling town councils of boroughs with a 

population of more than 10,000 persons to levy a small rate for the establishment 

of art and science museums (Murray 1904: 391). The Free Public Libraries and 

Museums Act allowed philosophical societies to transfer their historic collections 

to existing public museums. The legislation also enabled local councils to support 

rate and municipal museums through increased financial support. In combination 

these developments created a building boom in public museums in Britain.  

 

In 1857 the South Kensington Museum of Science and Art opened in Cromwell 

Road. This museum satisfied public and official desire to convert the temporary 

Great Exhibition of British mass culture: sculpture, architectural casts, animal 

products, models, patented inventions, educational aids, construction and building 
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materials into something more permanent. From its inception the South 

Kensington Museum of Science and Art was different: state funding was 

strategically linked to a definite instructional function or educational purpose and 

the museum exhibited an industrial collection within the gallery setting as an 

educational tool for the public essentially to make industrial design good business. 

It epitomized the relationship between applied arts and sciences or industry and 

commerce in Britain at the time. Through the museum the British Parliament 

exercised influence and promoted a national agenda by linking artistic and 

scientific education to the protection of British industries. Science and art schools 

were established within the museum to educate the artists, designers and 

craftsmen in design, manufacturing production and technique. The collection 

remained visible to enable the public to benefit from the intellectual wealth of all 

industrial nations, including France (and its high quality ironwork), India (and its 

superior textiles), Persia (and its specialist enamel ware) and Japan and China 

(and their porcelains and silks). The idea of the museum as a popular educational 

institution enabling class and social barriers to be broken was particularly 

significant in light of the need to unite all classes in the name of the nation and 

national culture. The museum was aware of the necessity of being seen to 

perform a vital and visible public function to justify its maintenance. 

 

When the Education Act was passed in England in 1870 it created a second 

building boom as museums were treated as adjuncts to elementary and advanced 

schools, free to all classes of citizen. The Bethnal Green Museum opened as a 

branch of the South Kensington Museum of Science and Art in 1872 and, on 

average, attracted over 450,000 visitors per year. The East End of London, home 

of the museum, was far from aristocratic in its surroundings, building or 

collections. The siting of the museum was a deliberate attempt to assuage the 

community that had endured much personal hardship through lack of opportunity. 

Bethnal Green had been the source of the 1848 cholera outbreak and the source 

of later civil riots. The museum competed with the local public houses by offering 

extended opening hours and instructional displays on weaving and furniture 

making, the nature and sources of food, the body and how it functioned, water 

and disease, criminal life and animal products intentionally designed to instruct 

visitors in diet, hygiene, criminal behaviour and trade skills as an aid in the task of 

‘improving the masses’ (Black 2000: 34). However Greenwood thought that the 

term museum was interpreted very widely when ‘specimens of prison skilly’ were 
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on display alongside butchered animal products (Greenwood 1888: 264). In 

combination with the People’s Palace, where for a small subscription members 

could have free access to the gymnasium, swimming baths, billiard rooms, 

concerts, exhibitions and cricket, football, sketching, dramatic, amateur boxing, 

rambling, literary, shorthand and art clubs, the Bethnal Green Museum lifted the 

East Enders ‘out of their present misery’ and removed them from the ‘mass of 

ugliness and moral and mental unwholesomeness’ they had to constantly live with 

(Greenwood 1888: 267).  

 

In 1885 the Free Public Libraries and Museums Act was updated because the 

government recognized that private enterprise alone was unable to provide ‘for 

public welfare necessary for the purposes of education’ (Murray 1904: 391, 417). 

By 1887 the provisions of the Act had increased the number of museums in 

England to 240. The rate supported museums established during Queen 

Victoria’s Jubilee year were created in response to civic pride and to provide 

continuity to the private collections that often formed their core. The buildings 

were impressive in their scale and grandeur as Grecian, Neo Gothic and Neo 

classical facades were employed to convey the sense of antiquity and purpose 

required by the collections. The buildings were simultaneously monuments to 

architectural history and statements about permanence and venerability, 

nationalism and municipal self-importance. Collectively they fuelled a culture that 

infused the age and many of its artistic, scientific and literary projects.  

 

The establishment of these museums provided an impetus for creating 

professional organisations to aid the introduction of new research and display 

techniques, curatorial approaches and collection methods. In 1889 fifteen curators 

and administrators attended the first United Kingdom Museums Association 

meeting in York. The Association debated practice issues, in addition to, the value 

of loan collections, registration, cataloguing and labelling methods and the 

educational purpose of museums. It became an internationally recognized 

organization through its publications Proceedings and Museums Journal (Lewis 

1989). Stimulated by the British experience seventy-one delegates from the 

leading North American museums met in New York in 1906 and formed the 

American Association of Museums (AAM).  Both organisations spoke for their 

respective museum professions, they individually published directories, 

magazines and newsletters, ran regional conferences and annual meetings and 
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provided codes of professional behaviour and accreditation programs for 

museums wishing to meet new international standards.  

 

The development of journals and professional associations played a compelling 

part in formulating the mind-set of museum professionals. Concerns included 

local and national issues stemming from the educational role of the museum, the 

development of a museum network, the effect of World War I on museum 

development, the closure of museums due to war time restrictions, the return of 

objects taken from German museums, the relationship between the museums and 

the education sector, the relationship between provincial museums and larger 

institutions, staffing and salaries, training in museum technique, museums and tax 

obligations, provision of member services and links with dominion, colonial and 

international museums (Lewis 1989). When the British Empire Exhibition took 

place at Wembley in 1924 the annual Museum Association’s conference held at 

that time mirrored the theme of greater cooperation between museums in Britain, 

Canada, South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, India and other ‘dominion 

countries’. A grant from the Carnegie Corporation of New York funded a general 

survey of museums in all dominions and colonies that resulted in a directory and 

reports addressing institutional issues (Lewis 1989: 32). In 1928 the Miers’ Report 

was published. This report made a number of recommendations for museums in 

the United Kingdom including: restricting the scope of collection growth and 

overlap by agreeing that local museums should collect local history, regional 

museums regional history all the way up the chain to national museums collecting 

material of national significance. The report also recommended that new types of 

museums should be created: agricultural, industrial, hygiene, commercial, naval, 

open-air and folk; museums should be created in every town; museum staff 

should be supported through better salaries, a program of cooperation should be 

established between national and provincial institutions and role of the Museums 

Association should be strengthened (Lewis 1989: 44-46). By 1930 small museum 

development grants had been established and a mentoring system implemented 

whereby larger national institutions acted as advisors to smaller ones. In 1933 the 

reports and directories of museums and art galleries conducted under the 

Carnegie grant was completed. One outcome of the survey was the provision of 

US$263,000 for museum development in various parts of the British Empire, of 

which Australia and New Zealand benefited directly from funds from Carnegie in 

New York (Lewis 1989: 53). The International Museums Office founded under the 
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League of Nations in 1927 became the International Council of Museums (ICOM) 

in 1946. Established as a UNESCO affiliated non-governmental organisation 

headquartered in Paris ICOM began as a representative organisation through the 

establishment of national committees in seventy-six countries created to address 

issues relating to the post war reconstruction of the international community 

(UNESCO 1994: 30).  

 

By mid century a state of equilibrium had been achieved where museums were 

dependent on government funding programs and governments on museum 

practices to enhance nationalistic and patriotic agendas. The museum symbolised 

and maintained the legitimacy of stable, timeless representations of the world and 

Western civilization’s place in it. The optimistic course laid down in the nineteenth 

century concerning the function, purpose and cultural, educational and political 

role of the museum was maintained. The overlapping or sharing of ideas about 

the function and purpose of the museum influenced expansion and the 

perpetuation of professional conditions sustained the equilibrium that had been 

established. The challenge to the modern museum’s authority only commenced 

when the international community began to respond to the issues that swept the 

world when centralised governments fell, empire’s collapsed, wars broke out and 

students, women and other disenfranchised groups took to the streets. 

 

Conclusion 
I conclude this chapter by reiterating my argument. I began by locating the 

emergence of the modern museum in Foucault’s modern episteme, an era that 

treated man as an object of science. Modern museums demonstrated that the 

new human sciences, relying as they did on ‘order, identity, difference and 

measurement’ (Foucault 1970: 52) were their foundation. Collection order and 

understanding influenced museum displays and this influenced an authoritarian 

knowledge transmission system which Hooper-Greenhill claimed ‘constituted 

museum pedagogy’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 129). This form of knowledge 

transmission endures within the modern museum because it favours vision and it 

is through this sense that visitors see objects. The chapter identified the modern 

museum as a powerful cultural, political and educational enforcer thus 

contributing to our understanding of the institution’s function and purpose. 

Collection acquisition and display, investigative research and public instruction 

became the underlying principles of the modern museum. The modern museum 
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remains committed to the description, cataloguing and classification methods, and 

exhibition labelling and management structures that imposed order on collection 

chaos. The museum’s emergence can be linked to contemporary developments in 

areas of European and British cultural life. These have included the areas of 

national purpose (political conquest, cultural imperialism), science (improvements 

in cataloguing, knowledge of evolution and archaeological method) and society 

(the rise of the bourgeoisie and their demand for knowledge, attempts by 

governments to educate the general population in order to improve social 

conditions). The chapter reflected on the legacy of the modern museum because 

it continues to function as one of the most dominant modes of visual and historical 

representation within Western society. The modern museum was harnessed not 

only to conservation but also to education and a variety of other uses and 

discourses. The chapter concludes by positioning the museum within our own 

minds as an institution in need of reappraisal. In the next chapter I focus on 

social, cultural and political demands in greater detail to demonstrate that the 

modern museum now suffers from considerably more pressure because of its 

mission to define itself as a socially responsive and inclusive institution. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE MODERNIST MUSEUM  
 
In 1971 Duncan Cameron wrote that museum reforms were ‘part of social 

responsibility in cultural programming. They are necessary to the democratisation 

of culture, or … to the creation of an equality of cultural opportunity (Cameron 

1971: 67). He linked reform to institutional survival although he foresaw the 

difficulties of museums attempting to integrate ‘the forum inside the temple’ 

because it simultaneously denied the forum of its ‘vitality and autonomy’ and 

devalued the ‘essence of the museum, that is, its collection’ (Cameron 1971: 70). 

In this chapter the multiplicity of factors that disturbed the modern museum’s 

equilibrium and forced it into period of reappraisal are considered. Consequently 

this is an analysis of the impact of postmodern pressures on the modern museum. 

Change emerges as the dominant theme as competing external and internal 

agendas, audience advocacy, public criticism and resource deficiencies 

pressured the modern museum to change quickly, something it could not easily 

achieve in light of its traditional mission (to preserve the past for the future), its 

management structure, governance and financial framework. To a certain extent 

the change that did take place was uneven, slow and haphazard as it redirected 

energies from the study and care of collections to aid in its transformation into an 

entrepreneurial establishment providing educational services to the public. A 

greater emphasis on social inclusion meant that museum missions had to 

broaden to include a new vocabulary: partnership, bargaining, mutual self-

interest, value adding, community and commitment. Accumulating evidence 

suggests that the consequences of sustained pressure to transform enabled the 

modern museum to develop into Hooper-Greenhill’s modernist museum. 

  

Andreas Huyssen (1986) suggested that there was a ‘search for traditions in the 

1970s because of uncertainty relating to ‘the fundamental orientation of Western 

societies toward further growth and toward unlimited progress’ (Huyssen 1986: 

171). He saw a problem with the direction of postmodernism because it relegated 

‘history to the dustbin of an obsolete episteme, arguing gleefully that history does 

not exist except as text, i.e., as historiography’ (Huyssen 1986: 172). The 

concerns and issues that influenced and shaped American, European and 

Australian society from the late 1960s resulted in a re-foundation of the modern 

museum. It represented an epoch when new attitudes or ways of relating to 

contemporary reality were transformed; when countercultural, single interest and 
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local political movements developed, when knowledge over things, power over 

others and institutional ethics emerged; when communities became more agitated 

by political activity and when culturally diverse communities demanded a political 

voice in the public presentation of historical events. Groups such as the Black 

Emergency Cultural Coalition lobbied to get African-American artists shown in 

museums and placed in curatorial positions (Dubin 1999: 53). According to 

Huyssen the ‘postmodernism of the 1960s was characterised by a temporal 

imagination which displayed a powerful sense of the future and of new frontiers, 

of rupture and discontinuity, of crisis and generational conflict’ (Huyssen 1986: 

191). The decade witnessed the social rebellion of economically, politically and 

socially disempowered and disenfranchised groups against colonial aggressors 

and the loss of public confidence in religious and spiritual authority. Voice and 

representation surfaced as central concerns as disadvantaged groups argued that 

the modern museum was neither empowered nor qualified to speak on their 

behalf. Underlying this criticism was bitterness towards the longevity and cultural 

domination of the museum. Critical of existing approaches to writing and 

presenting their history marginalised groups were determined to assign a portion 

of space within the modern museum to the telling of their own historical narratives 

and their argument for inclusion was vigorous and powerful. In 1971, June 

Jordan, an African-American poet, shocked the audience attending the American 

Association of Museums seminar in Brooklyn, New York, when she linked 

museums to conflict driven by identity politics:  

 
 Take me into the museum and show me myself, show me my people, show me 
 soul America, if you cannot show me myself, if you cannot teach my people what 
 they need to know – and they need to know the truth, and they need to know that 
 nothing is more important than human life – if you cannot show and teach these 
 things, then why shouldn’t I attack the temples of America and blow them up? The 
 people who hold the power, and the people who count the pennies, and the people 
 who hold the keys better start thinking it all over again (Jordan quoted in Alexander 
 1979: 6).  
 

Jordan challenged every museum to refine and enhance its ability to address the 

complexity of North America’s cultural and national heritage. According to Peter 

Novick (1999) the background against which identity politics developed was ‘a 

diffuse disillusionment with an idealized image of America in the years that 

spanned John F. Kennedy’s assassination and Watergate and included the 

Vietnam War and the collapse of the Civil Rights movement’ (Novick 1999: 188). 

Many marginalised groups within the United States started to create their own 
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museums as sites of cultural and political production and as centres involved in 

community development, political action and protest. Independent neighbourhood 

museums were created as cultural centres for Puerto Rican, Italian, Chinese, 

Native Americans, Jewish, Mexican Americans and African Americans concerned 

with maintaining and asserting their cultural identity. Nevertheless some of these 

community museums attracted opposition form their own constituents when 

questionable Western cultural values were imposed on the group. John 

Hendricks, of the Guerilla Art Action Group said, ‘Community museums have 

always existed in the black community, on street corners, in backyards, on 

stoops. It’s just that it is a living museum’ (Hendricks quoted in Alexander 1979: 

227). Activist groups began to make demands on museums from closing their 

doors to support the end of the Vietnam war, to redirecting a percentage of their 

operational funds to support the decentralization of their facilities and services for 

the benefit of oppressed minorities (Alexander 1979: 228).  

 

Organisational and political support was necessary to promote change within the 

museum and exhibitions became the major means of achieving this. Museums 

acknowledged and responded to cultural difference by addressing multicultural 

and political concerns in an effort to attract more public funds and new audiences. 

Harlem on my Mind: The Culture Capital of Black America 1900-1968 opened in 

1969 at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Drug Scene opened in 1971 at the 

Museum of the City of New York and Eye Opener followed at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art (Alexander 1979: 222-223, Dubin 1999: 104). These exhibitions 

had political agendas and although they stimulated attendance records and 

helped redefine visitor expectations of the host museum because the exhibition 

programming was contemporary, they were criticised in the media and by the 

African-American community and general public (Dubin 1999: 37). In 1969 

prominent art critics Hilton Kramer and John Canaday condemned the exhibition 

Harlem on my Mind and dismissed the Metropolitan’s attempt to become a 

‘museum of social documentation’ through the exhibition process because it did 

not fit the art museum’s traditional role (Dubin 1999: 45-46). The African-

American community voiced criticism over lack of inclusion in the exhibition 

process (African-American artist Reginald Gammon complained ‘they always pick 

somebody else to do your life’ (Dubin 1999: 38), they criticised the exhibition 

content and text because it presented the views of outsiders (for example, the 

black and white photographs of Roy DeCarava) and the content implied that there 
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was homogeneity within the African-American community. On another level the 

exhibitions were criticised because they did not adequately represent the complex 

racial relationship that had historically existed in Harlem between African-

Americans and Jews, Irish and Puerto Ricans (Dubin 1999: 29-32). Novick drew 

attention to ‘black anti-Semitism’ in New York at the time and how it ‘prepared the 

ground for making the Holocaust emblematic of an eternal Jewish condition’ 

(Novick 1999: 172). Exhibition curator Allon Schoener later said he thought 

Harlem on My Mind was ‘revolutionary’ but he ‘bumbled it’ because with hindsight 

‘it’s hard to imagine that one could have been so naïve about some of the things 

that happened’ (Schoener quoted in Dubin 1999: 53). Museums, their exhibitions 

and catalogues remained symbols of white not black cultural expression 

regardless of the claim of Director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Thomas 

Hoving, that he wanted the museum to be ‘with it’ and ‘to do something 

constructive for the city’ (Hoving quoted in Dubin 1999:25, 104). Hoving was 

unable to change the perception of the museum as anything but an enduring, 

white dominated, cultural institution although by 1974, Kramer claimed: 

 
 Almost unnoticed, and certainly without any single power contriving its fate, the 
 museum has more and more become one of the crucial battlegrounds upon which 
 the problems of democratic culture are being decided (Kramer quoted in Meyer 
 1979: 13).  
 

In 1974 the first ecomuseum opened in Le Creusot, France. The museum 

reflected the concerns of the community of Le Creusot-Montceau-les-Mines for 

the preservation and enhancement of its cultural identity. The ecomuseum aimed 

to provide a mirror to the population. This self-reflective approach departed from 

the traditional image of the museum and was labelled ‘antimuseum’ because it 

was fragmented, multidisciplinary and versatile. Curator, F. Hubert, defined the 

ideal ecomuseum as a composite, including:  

 
 A historical museum, a geographical museum, a field laboratory or workshop, 
 branch offices or affiliations in the community, tours and suggested itineraries. The 
 project as a whole would be managed by three committees (users, managers, an 
 scientists) designed to ensure “mutual learning” and the participation of all; the 
 ultimate goal would be the development of the community (Hubert quoted in Poulet 
 1994: 66).  
 

Ecomuseums represented a unique early model for the partnership between a 

regional community and its museum at a time when museum-community 

engagement was re-emerging as a major agenda for public organisations.  
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The most fundamental challenge to the modern museum’s intellectual framework 

can perhaps be attributed to the influence of French philosophers Michel 

Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jean-Francois Lyotard and Gilles Deleuze. They 

questioned the attempt by human beings to be objective about themselves. Their 

structural and cultural investigations into the nineteenth century human sciences 

of anthropology, linguistics, philosophy and religion suggested that rational inquiry 

was illusory, truth was open ended, meaning was not clear and unequivocal and 

that scientific knowledge conflicted and competed with narrative knowledge. They 

claimed that Western civilisation, based on imperialism and racism, was 

illegitimate and that modern institutions and traditional structures were 

oppressive. They denied the possibility of returning to, recapturing or even 

representing the origin, source or any deeper reality behind phenomena and cast 

doubt or even denied its existence. Historians, they argued, constructed history 

and that construction involved a selection, juxtaposition and narrative moulding. 

Their critiques were political and they served to undermine academic authority, 

state power and masculine power. As their ideas about scientific inquiry 

developed they gained wider acceptance through their connection with literary 

criticism and architectural criticism. Ihab Hassan (1975) connected literary, 

philosophical and social trends under the term postmodernism. Charles Jencks 

(1984) and Robert Venturi (1966) applied the term to architecture and Daniel Bell 

(1976) identified postmodernism as a cultural tradition. According to Huyssen 

postmodernism ‘harbored the promise of a “post-whites,” “post-male,” “post-

humanist,” “post-puritan” world’ (Huyssen 1986: 194). Later the term came into 

general use as a label for the end of everything the twentieth century stood for 

(Urmson and Ree 1995: 256).  

 

Marshall McLuhan and Harley focused on how technology, the media, 

photography and film influenced the way American museums communicated with 

their audiences. McLuhan and Parker claimed that modern museums had 

adopted a sequential, linear, logical and pictorial storyline exhibition that 

presented ideas as isolated, detached units (Alexander 1979: 186). Following 

McLuhan and Parker mass communication research argued for the rejection of 

the linear communications model in favour of a model where messages were 

formulated, exchanged and interpreted in a continuous process. Museums 

focused on objects and paid little attention to the audience who rarely saw the 
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object on display because they were text (label) oriented. McLuhan and Parker 

recommended bombarding the viewer’s senses, sight, hearing, touch, smell and 

taste and combining objects with multimedia to enliven the museum and 

encourage audience participation and involvement with the exhibition (Alexander 

1979: 187).  

 
 All media work us over completely. They are so persuasive in their personal, 
 political, economic, aesthetic, psychological, moral, ethical and social 
 consequences that they leave no part of us untouched, unaffected, unaltered 
 (McLuhan 1967: 26).  
 

The museum began to take notice of media that facilitated the redefinition of 

boundaries between high and low culture and the differences between those 

cultures. It was the inclusion of multimedia technologies, live performance with 

images, lighting, sound and special effects that contributed to negative museum 

exhibition reviews because they implied a lack of authenticity (Dubin 1999: 25). In 

1969 when the American Museum of Natural History produced Can Man Survive? 

it combined an introductory film shown in an air conditioned space with dim 

illumination, narrow passages and slightly tilted floors, kept the visitor slightly off 

balance and provided a sense of physical unrest, to unconsciously arouse a 

sense of concern for what was on view. The long term impact of exhibitions 

employing multimedia techniques such as these and others that involved the 

reproduction of realistically painted casts of spectacular natural events (lava 

flowing from volcanoes, rumblings that simulated earthquakes) can still be 

detected in museum display today where the object is more often than not 

secondary to the theatrics of the exhibition theme. The introduction of these 

stimulating communication techniques altered the way objects were regarded 

within the museum; their importance could equally derive from their significance 

as well as their materiality.  

 

Postmodernism in the 1970s ushered in a period when ‘the earlier optimism about 

technology, media and popular culture had given way to more sober, critical 

assessments’ according to Huyssen (Huyssen 1986: 196). One of the 

characteristics of postmodernism during this period was the ‘relationship between 

progress and distinction of cultural forms between tradition and modernity’ 

(Huyssen 1986: 200). Exhibitions had to meet new standards: authenticity as 

supplied by curatorial research; attractiveness as provided by the designer and 

effectiveness of communication as provided by the museum educator. Hilda Hein 
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claimed that during this period ‘reader response theory’ advanced the concept 

that the:  

 
 Actively receptive voice of the reader joins with that of the author in constituting 
 textual meaning. Expressed in the language of things, the theory affirms that object 
 is to interpreter as text is to reader. As texts without readers are empty, so museum 
 objects are bare receptacles without the agency of museum visitors (Hein 2000: 
 63). 
 

Exhibitions embraced the concept of the active audience and the importance of 

social context in the reception of the message. Polysemia - the plurality of 

meanings - started to shape the way exhibitions were structured and the way a 

range of meanings were incorporated within the exhibition to appeal to different 

audience segments (Hooper-Greenhill 1995: 9). Exhibitions began to be 

structured around choice to allow visitors with different political views and social 

perceptions to accept the governing theme as appropriate and to find it sufficiently 

non confrontational to enjoy it (Hooper-Greenhill 1995: 8).  

 

The mass communications revolution contributed to the transformation of an 

institution primarily focused on the growth, study and care of collections into an 

entrepreneurial institution providing primarily educational services to the public. At 

this time the concept of education within the museum was largely replaced by the 

term interpretation, that is, teaching through the use of original objects, because 

education connoted an authoritarian type of learning that was at the centre of 

social revolt. ‘Interpretation’, according the Alexander, relied heavily on ‘sensory 

perception - sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch and kinetic muscle sense - to 

enable the museum goer emotionally to experience objects’ (Alexander 1979: 12). 

Hooper-Greenhill claimed the source and development of learning with objects 

and specimens could be attributed to the early Middle Ages when Thomas 

Aquinas suggested: 

 
 human cognition is stronger in regard to the sensibilia and that it is natural for man 
 to reach the intelligibilia through the sensibilia because all our knowledge has its 
 beginnings in senses (Aquinas quoted in Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 671).  
 

The process of understanding objects through the use of the senses enabled data 

or information about the object to be collected by the visitor. Interpretation was 

informal, voluntary and contained a large measure of recreation (Alexander 1979: 

195). Interpretation could take place as an orientation activity, through self-guided 
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or personally conducted tours, through exhibitions, lectures, forums and seminars, 

through publications, film and television, publicity and merchandising and other 

public programs. Museums embraced the concept and began to transform into 

institutions in which self-initiated learning could take place and venues where no 

student would fail. Institutional dependence on government support required it to 

keep attuned to how it was perceived by visitors and the tax paying public. In 

1968 museum accreditation determined whether United States government 

support was provided and it is still used as a self-regulatory instrument to enable 

data to be gathered relating to administration, curatorship, exhibitions and 

interpretive programs (Alexander 1979: 238). For the purposes of accreditation a 

museum in this period was defined as ‘an organised and permanent non-profit 

institution, essentially educational or aesthetic in purpose, with professional staff, 

which owns and utilises tangible objects, cares for them and exhibits them to the 

public on some regular schedule’ (Alexander 1979: 238). 

 

The Art Museum 
The literature indicates that the art museum became more insulated from the 

public during this period because its mission did not waiver from maintaining the 

institution as the premier tool of the cultural elite (Alexander 1979; Hudson 1987; 

Hooper-Greenhill 1992). Its actions served a different political agenda namely one 

of keeping visitors without cultural capital out rather than inviting or welcoming 

them in. The art museum, building on its foundation of royal patronage and 

aristocratic connoisseurship, was referred to as the secular church of the age 

continuing the cultivation of aesthetic pleasure. In 1955 Andre Malraux, France’s 

Minister of Culture, remarked that America’s cathedrals were its art museums 

(Malraux quoted in Meyer 1979: 128). This developed Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe’s 1768 earlier response to his visit to the Dresden Gallery. He noted that 

the splendour and richness of the building ‘resembled the sensation with which 

one attends a church’ but was here ‘set up only for the sacred purpose of art’ 

(Goethe quoted in Pearce 1996: xxii). The art museum developed into a symbolic, 

political and heraldic emblem of national pride but it also served other purposes. 

In 1975 Imelda Marcos created a museum of modern art in a matter of weeks to 

celebrate the meeting in Manilla of the International Monetary Fund. The 

Metropolitan Museum of Manilla specialised in American and European art that 

was assembled primarily to impress the conference’s influential financial 

participants. In 1977 the Shah of Iran funded the US$7million Museum of 
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Cotemporary Art in Teheran as an instrument of political propaganda, designed to 

bolster the façade of modernity he constructed for Western eyes, shortly before 

his regime’s downfall (Duncan 1991: 89). The museum was filled with mostly post 

World War II American art and staffed by American or American trained museum 

staff. Similarly in 2004 Istanbul Modern opened to demonstrate Turkey’s ability to 

straddle Eastern and Western cultural traditions and bolster its membership of the 

European Union.  

 

Between 1950 and 1978 the United States constructed the equivalent of 13.6 

Louvres (Meyer 1979: 13). Philippe De Montebello, Director of the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, said the goal of the art museum was ‘to aid the viewer to place 

the work of art in its broadest context at the same time he is looking at it from a 

purely aesthetic point of view’ (De Montebello quoted in Meyer 1979: 109). Views 

like this supported Alexander’s claim that radical extremist’s demands made 

conservative art museum directors apprehensive about changing their museums 

into cultural centres or engaging in outreach programs. Consequently non-

European art was redirected to museums of natural history and expansionary 

cultural programs including the development of art schools and theatres within the 

art museum environment were cut back and devolved to universities. Art museum 

directors insisted that their institution’s primary duty was to preserve its collection 

for future generations by returning to first principles of collecting and exhibiting. 

The rise of the American avant-garde and the return to formalism especially in art 

practice and criticism led to a renewal of interest in museum methods, collections, 

scholarship and connoisseurship.  

 

The political role of the art museum surfaced. It became a valuable tool for 

international communication and a useful assistant to help smooth politically 

turbulent waters. Détente shows, where art and culture were offered as part of the 

international negotiation circuit, became a practice at summit meetings when the 

major axis powers were involved in intercontinental discussions concerning the 

end of the Cold War (Luke 2002: xxiv). International exhibitions were as much 

political as aesthetic events; their focus on artefacts served to turn culture into a 

market commodity, augmenting the value of originals, boosting their monetary 

worth and investment value. Such exhibitions were intended for diplomatic effect, 

were good for public relations and generated benefit for their multinational 

sponsors. Luke claimed that ‘cultural promotion was an integral part of the Cold 
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War fought in the music, publishing, film, writing and dance worlds from the mid 

1940s to the early 1990s’ (Luke 2002: xxiv). In 1962 President Kennedy and Vice 

President Johnson were photographed in front of the Mona Lisa when it debuted 

in the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. not only in an effort to align the 

United States with a powerful and influential European state abut also to align 

themselves with a popular cultural icon. According to Andreas Huyssen ‘high 

culture’ began to take on functions of political representation during the Kennedy 

years (Huyssen 1986: 168).  

 

Archaeological finds from the People’s Republic of China and Russian gold from 

the Hermitage toured America during the Nixon era. In 1976 the Treasures of 

Tutankhamun began a three year tour at the National Gallery of Art, Washington 

D.C. The US$2,600,000 cash guarantee to the Egyptian government and an 

additional anonymous gift of US$1,000,000 helped the government reconstruct 

the dilapidated National Museum in Cairo. When Treasures of Tutankhamun 

opened millions of visitors formed queues around the National Gallery of Art 

ushering out the days of solitary visits and ushering in the days of phenomenal 

crowds. Diplomatic manoeuvring continues today with European nations keen to 

project new international images to the United States. Dubin cites the German 

government’s financial backing and organisation of the travelling exhibition 

Against Hitler: German Resistance to National Socialism 1933-1945 in 1994 at 

the Library of Congress in Washington D.C. (Dubin 1999: 143) and the Russian 

Embassy’s involvement in the Corcoran Gallery of Art’s exhibition of Romanov 

family jewels in 1997 as recent examples of cultural matters having increasingly 

important political implications (Dubin 1999: 1). The exhibition Against Hitler was 

timed to correspond with the opening of the Holocaust Memorial Museum in 

Washington D.C. and to demonstrate to the United States the German nation’s 

remorse about the Holocaust.  

 

Acquisition and collection development intensified as increasing attention was 

paid to the consequences of collecting. Some museums began to take risks in 

order to acquire works. Internal pressure was exerted on institutions to improve 

storage and conservation facilities but congested storage facilities assisted 

deaccessioning programs. The collection became something that could be 

liquidated in times of economic uncertainty. Between 1971 and 1973 the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art disposed of approximately US$4,500,000 worth of art 
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(Meyer 1979: 208). This was not an exceptional case. According Hoving the 

Metropolitan had been ‘weeding out and disposing of numbers of works that once 

seemed essential to our collections but now are either redundant, superfluous, or 

not of the requisite quality’ since the 1880s (Hoving 1975: 10). The process of 

deaccessioning was now undertaken on a huge scale and brought the auction 

house and museum closer and under greater scruiny. 

 

The introduction of American Association of Museums (AAM) accreditation 

programs, designed initially to improve institutional collection care and facility 

maintenance, broadened in scope to include the programmatic use of the 

collections. Reform was on the agenda and in 1974 the AAM Code of Ethics was 

rewritten in response to external political demands and to an internal situation 

generated by curators and trustees who possessed private collections and the 

prudent disposal or deaccessioning of museum collections. In essence curatorial 

collecting was considered unethical if it was in the same field as the curatorial 

department. Disclosure was expected and dealing and profit making were 

prohibited. Trustees were urged to consider their personal position with regards to 

their individual or corporate collecting activities because no individual was to use 

his or her position in a museum for personal gain or benefit at the expense of the 

museum, its mission, its reputation or the society it served (American Association 

of Museums 1991). Throughout the literature the ethical, moral and legal 

ramifications of personal and institutional acquisition and disposal were debated. 

Museum standards and collection management systems placed emphasis on the 

collection record – documentation and authenticity – as a prelude to acquisition 

and interpretation and collection management became a whole of object 

approach, not merely cataloguing and registering objects but increasingly 

involving conservation and provenance. Provenance emerged as the tool to 

explore the whole history of the object including its political, cultural, social and 

economic history, it’s relationship to people, places and collections and it’s 

owners and maker’s background. Provenance made it difficult for art museums to 

disregard art historical analysis or to insist that aesthetic quality alone serve as 

the criterion for the selection of works of art. But when art works were displayed in 

an historical context they became social documents and part of the narrative 

process that many art museums felt uncomfortable with.  
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Addressing Criticism and Reform 
ICOM reported that the ‘new museology’ appeared in specialised circles in France 

during the 1980s and represented ‘a movement of criticism and reform’ aimed at 

incorporating new developments in the social and human sciences; revitalizing 

display techniques and communication and ultimately altering the traditional 

relationship between the institution and the public (Poulet 1994: 67). The new 

museology was defined as being ‘primarily concerned with community 

development, reflecting the driving forces in social progress and associating them 

in its plans for the future’ (Mayrand 1985: 201). The new museology ushered in a 

period that was concerned with revitalizing the museum as a necessary and 

useful social service. The old museology focused on museum methods rather 

than on the purposes of museums (Vergo 1989: 3). The new museology 

espoused the idea of the active museum – a museum concerned with involving 

people in the processes of both representation and interpretation, it focused on 

the nature and purpose of collecting and the role of material culture in modern 

society. Curation became politically charged and the institution itself became 

identified as a cultural artefact, historically contextualized, a product of time, 

circumstance and taste. Where the previous educational role of the museum had 

been to preserve a culture and transmit knowledge of it from past to future, 

museums became agents of social change rather than conservation. Formal 

programs of academic training emerged to assist those who aspired to a career in 

museums and outreach programs were developed to reach wider and more 

diverse audiences. Museums addressed a renewed emphasis on the public 

service role by marketing themselves as centres devoted to a broad range of 

cultural activities rather than just concentrating on research and collections. 

Temporary exhibition programs were initiated and accompanied by lectures, film, 

and other outreach programs to make museums more visible and to overcome 

the marginal financial situation that existed within many organisations. Marketing 

focused on services and visitor needs and it encouraged the sector to become 

more welcoming, inviting and relevant to diverse social groups. ICOM urged 

museums worldwide to undertake complete reassessments of their audience 

needs so that they could establish their preeminent educational and cultural roles 

‘in the service of mankind’ (Weil 2000: 35). Weil called this the ‘social–enterprise 

model’ because it emphasised the museums ‘outward focus’ and its ‘alignment 

with the non-profit sector in contrast to an inward focus on the development, care, 

management, research and display of its collection’ (Weil 2000: 35). In 1977, at 
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the twelfth General Assembly of ICOM in Leningrad and Moscow, an International 

Museums Day was declared on 18 May to raise public awareness of the role 

museums played in society and of the importance of preserving cultural heritage. 

At the time of the conference it was acknowledged that the USSR contained some 

14,000 unofficial museums concerned with preserving cultural identity in the face 

of the State’s intent to eradicate difference (Walsh 1992: 162). It is interesting to 

speculate on how deep the human need to record and hold its culture is.  

 

The explosion of significant bicentennial celebrations in France (1972), the United 

States (1976) and Australia (1978) contributed to the pace of museum expansion 

with each nation’s celebrations focusing community attention directly on the 

sequence of historical events that led to its growth and development.  

Museum expansion resulted in physical extensions of significant proportions 

against an economic background of sharply escalating inflation. Building 

extensions resulted in a greater need for security personnel to control and monitor 

the internal spaces. The extensions increased operational and maintenance costs 

and required more professional staff to monitor the collections and address public 

programming initiatives. Increased budget deficits and declining public and 

government support resulted in near bankruptcy for some institutions the 

consequences of which fostered the introduction of admission charges and the 

disposal of assets in order to repay debt or fund operations.  

 

In 1986 ICOM adopted a code of professional ethics that put society at the centre 

of museum responsibilities. Museums were defined by ICOM as institutions that 

were nonprofit making, permanent and ‘in the service of society and its 

development’ (International Council of Museums 1986). Museums, the AAM 

stated, could:  

 
 no longer confine themselves simply to preservation, scholarship, and exhibitions 
 independent of the social context in which they exist. They must recognize that … 
 the public dimension of museums leads them to perform the public service of 
 education (Hein 2000: 116).  
 

The museum’s ability to act as an agent of social change moved to centre stage, 

raising fundamental questions about the museum’s social purpose and 

responsibility. What went on inside the museum became of interest to 

governments as a consequence of education being identified as a core 

institutional activity. Museums shifted their functional priorities to become more 
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democratic institutions by providing opportunities for visitors to explore, engage, 

study, observe, critically think and contemplate. Scholarship underscored the type 

of social, object, cognitive or introspective experience the visitor would 

experience. Indigenous communities, disenfranchised cultural and community 

groups and ‘others’ moved to occupy space in the museum establishment in order 

to secure their collective histories (Black 2000: 17).  

 

Art museums in particular were required to contribute to the creation of a more 

socially inclusive society by becoming fundamentally inclusive rather than 

exclusive institutions:  

 
 [To] control a museum means precisely to control the representation of a 
 community and its highest values and truths. It is also the power to define the 
 relative standing of individuals within that community. Those who are best prepared 
 to perform its ritual – those who are most able to respond to its various cues – are 
 also those whose identities (social, sexual, racial etc.) the museum ritual most fully 
 confirms…What we see and do not see in art museums – and on what terms and 
 by whose authority we do or do not see – is closely linked to larger questions about 
 who constitutes the community and who defines its identity (Duncan 1995: 6).  
 

Most institutions experienced difficulties with changing into inclusive institutions 

when historically they had been exclusive (Young 2002; Fleming 2002) because 

curatorial practice had been built on the pursuit of academic excellence. 

Encouraging social change ranked lowest in a 1974 survey of American museum 

directors and no organisation considered that securing social change was part of 

its mission even though a transformative process was needed if it was to be more 

inclusive and responsive (Alexander 1979: 222). The interests of corporate and 

individual donors, funding bodies, trustees, academics, artists, critics, volunteers 

and politicians all represented the energy at the core of the art museum 

enterprise. Aesthetic, educational and political views clashed as visitors and 

management supported or opposed traditional institutional conventions. Hudson 

in his role as Director of the European Museum Forum was dismayed by the art 

museum’s continual adherence to the ‘temple of art’ elitism (Hudson 1987). He 

labelled the institution the ‘backward child’ of the museum family because it 

‘consciously or unconsciously contrived to make the visitor feel very small, 

ignorant and inferior’ (Hudson 1987: 175).  

 

Art museums has been created to transform people into better citizens by infusing 

them with a sense of cultural identity and shared patrimony but by the 1970s only 
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those educated to take pleasure in the works on view were able to enjoy access 

to them. Visitors felt unwelcome when the institution’s attitude to its collection 

gentrified and its attitude to its visitors changed. Art museums attracted 

considerable criticism because they maintained an aesthetic rather than an 

educational emphasis (Hudson 1987; Weil 2000). Although they were pressured 

to address the criticism and change their focus from connoisseurship to audience 

needs their energies were redirected towards public programming rather than 

collection growth. The steep rise in the cost of art works during the 1980s and 

1990s reduced most institution’s ability to acquire works. Ethical codes and the 

worldwide spread of export controls meant that the illicit trade in plundered goods 

was restricted. The 1984 AAM Code of Ethics placed restrictions on the disposal 

of collections through sale, trade or research and stipulated that sale proceeds 

were to be used for acquisition and direct care of the collection (American 

Association of Museums 1994: 9). These restrictions proved most divisive and 

resulted in the 1991 Code of Ethics being largely rewritten to accommodate 

diversity in opinion in the museum field. The revised 1994 Code of Ethics 

established the framework for museum governance, the ownership, use and care 

of collections, the creation and evaluation of public programs and promulgation. 

The AAM lent its authority to self-regulation by encouraging museums to develop 

their own code of ethics and to establish procedures for addressing alleged 

violations of the code (American Association of Museums 1994: 15). By the late 

1990s the AAM accreditation program had shifted its focus to include an 

assessment of how the institution was effectively involving its audiences in 

developing public programs and exhibitions, whether it knew and identified 

audience characteristics and whether it effectively evaluated its programs and 

exhibitions in terms of their audience impact (Weil 2000: 33).  

 

Significant bequests were on the decrease perhaps because patrons did not like 

or trust the new directions art museums were taking and public philanthropy 

dropped in America between 1989 and 1991 by 19 per cent (American 

Association of Museums 1996: 34). Reduced financial support was linked to the 

economic recession and as a consequence museums were fundamentally 

reorganized as business enterprises. They emerged as an industry largely in 

response to government initiatives and economic reforms that sought economies 

in public spending. Prior to this financial contraction museums of all types had 

been created at rapid speed to capitalize on the new leisure market that was 
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characterized by participation, exploration and activity based informal learning. 

Museums were expected to become increasingly self-sufficient members of the 

cultural marketplace part of an industry selling cultural product. Diverse funding 

bases were explored, external sponsorship sought and admission charges were 

introduced by some of the larger public institutions. Attendance figures dropped at 

the Victoria and Albert Museum, British Museum of Natural History, National 

History Museum. Similar dramatic falls were repeated at other institutions. The 

introduction of admission charges was considered by many to be a form of 

disenfranchisement, excluding families and students proven by the increased 

attendance figures at free entry museums.  

 

Listening and Responding 
The redistribution of collections, especially the repatriation of human and sacred 

cultural remains became a prominent ethical discussion issue as Indigenous 

communities demanded a right to be consulted on how their cultural heritage was 

exhibited, managed and curated in museums. Museums were accused of 

perpetrating a form of cultural imperialism toward Indigenous people even though 

the institution believed it could serve both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

purposes (Ames 1988, 1996; Harrison 1988). Museums entered into a period of 

dialogue with Indigenous communities as they expressed a strong desire and a 

fundamental right to maintain their cultural practices as living cultural practices. 

Indigenous people fought hard to reduce the association of their cultures with the 

historical past and they claimed that, by situating their cultural material in the past 

the museum contained them as dead cultures. The museum was rejected as it 

continued to represent cultures within an evolutionary paradigm and interpret 

them within an anthropological one. In 1970 UNESCO adopted the Convention on 

the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of 

Ownership of Cultural Property [1990]. At the international level, this became the 

main policy dealing with the repatriation of Indigenous cultural property. In 1978 

the UNESCO regional seminar, Preserving Indigenous Cultures: a New Role for 

Museums, was the first opportunity for museum professionals and Indigenous 

people in Australia to sit down together in a more equitable way to discuss access 

and equity issues. This seminar forged a relationship between Australian 

museums and Indigenous people that remain in place today and it helped to 

counter concerns that Indigenous culture was being used for entertainment 

purposes. Indigenous communities led by First Nations, Maori and Aboriginal 
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representatives argued that their cultures were alive and the proper place for their 

material culture was not in a museum but in a keeping place, cultural centre, 

interpretation centre, ceremonial house, community museum, meeting house or 

spirit house. Alternative places that would be part of a larger complex that 

addressed the community’s educational, spiritual, social and cultural needs. For 

Indigenous people the containment of their cultural objects within the museum 

represented attitudes about the past and loss.  

 

In 1986, the Commonwealth of Australia introduced the Protection of Movable 

Cultural Heritage Act 1986 which partially fulfilled its obligations under the 

UNESCO Convention. Under this Act movable cultural property was defined in 

terms of its importance to the nation rather than its importance to Indigenous 

communities. In 1993 Australian museums adopted a national policy, Previous 

Possessions New Obligations: Policies for Museums in Australia and Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander People. This policy provided a framework for museums 

to engage and develop partnerships with Indigenous people and to assist in 

practice issues although the policy subordinated full ownership, control and 

management by Indigenous communities of their cultural property depending on 

the material’s scientific value. A major development of the Previous Possessions 

New Obligations policy was that museums were identified as ‘custodians’ rather 

than ‘owners’ and that decisions regarding the future of human remains were the 

responsibility of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community. A decade 

after the launch of Previous Possessions New Obligations Museums Australia 

redrafted the policy to ensure that it had ongoing relevance to contemporary 

museum practice. The revised version of the document, Continuous Cultures 

Ongoing Responsibilities, was adopted in 2003. 

 

When the AAM published its report, Museums for a New Century, A Report of the 

Commission on Museums for a New Century, it established public service 

education as the primary purpose of American museums (American Association 

of Museums 1994: 14) and commended the proliferation of cultural pluralism as 

the primary force of social change. The AAM stated that Americans had grown: 

 
 increasingly sensitive to the nation’s cultural pluralism, concerned about the global 
 environment, and vigilant regarding public institutions. Rapid technological change, 
 new public policies relating to nonprofit corporations, a troubled educational 
 system, shifting patterns of private and public wealth, and increased financial 
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 pressures all called for sharper delineations of museums’ ethical responsibilities 
 (American Association of Museums 1994: 13-14).  
 

The fundamental difference in understanding the purpose of the museum 

emerged more forcefully as the priorities of pluralism and education clashed with 

those of collections and object research, acquisition and education. In 1942 Low 

argued that educators rather than curators should be responsible for exhibition 

production because they were ‘closest to the public pulse’ (Low 1942: 38). 

Frustration between curators, educators and designers surfaced as scholarly 

research and popular spectacle rubbed against each other largely due to the 

practice of temporary exhibition production and the view that scholarship could be 

reduced to entertainment. Thus populism and spectacle and the tautology of 

success as measured by attendance. The museum profession was uneasy with 

itself because one group focused on public outcomes and the other on making the 

collection ‘work’ for the public. Carlos Picon, Curator of Greek and Roman Art, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, stated:  

 
 The curator’s art is to make the potential conversation between object a real one ... 
 to take great works of art that have been around for a long time and give them a 
 fresh life and to give us a sense of how they served the culture that produced them 
 – this takes more than money, science and carpentry… the main thing is curiosity, 
 if you don’t give life to curiosity you haven’t done your job (Picon quoted in Tomkins 
 1999: 104).  
 

Curatorial practice came under scrutiny as part of a larger investigation into the 

role of the object in exhibition construction. Objects remain a primary visual 

source of information about human behaviour and contemporary analysis 

suggests they have multiple lives. Thomas Schlereth defined nine paradigmatic 

approaches to reading objects: art history, symbolism, cultural history, 

environmentalism, functionalism, structuralism, behaviouralism, national character 

and social history (Schlereth quoted in Hein 2000: 186). Curators who applied 

these approaches, which represented parallel classification systems roughly 

equivalent in degree of abstraction, considered them to be the most appropriate 

manner of contextualising objects for exhibition purposes. The drive for pluralism, 

diversity and accessibility forced curation to make fundamental changes to the 

way it communicated exhibition content to the public. As public service became 

the irreversible principal concern, exhibition policies were introduced to address 

issues of social inclusion and representation. Museums started to develop 

exhibition programs that had the potential to change people’s beliefs, attitudes 
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and values although according to conflict resolution theorist, John Burton (1990), 

some deeply held values cannot be changed. Often more power to change 

attitudes is ascribed to museums than is actually the case but on most occasions 

exhibitions only build upon visitors’ previous understanding (Hooper-Greenhill 

2000:xi).  

 

Museums have always competed for the limited proportion of the population 

(approximately 30 to 40 per cent) that include museums and galleries as part of 

their cultural and leisure activities. Research conducted by Bourdieu, Darbel and 

Schnapper (1969), Merriman (1988) and Bennett (1991) demonstrated that 

museums contributed to a division in society between those who possessed 

‘cultural capital’ and visit museums and those who did not. Most of the literature 

devoted to the issue of visitor participation is informed by the work of Bourdieu, 

Darbel and Schnapper. Their underlying thesis was that cultural factors such as 

educational level and occupational status were potential barriers to experiencing 

aesthetic pleasure in museums and galleries. Low levels of socialisation both 

through family and education did not provide the cultural confidence and 

competence to enter such institutions. High visitation levels were determined 

through a different form of socialisation: 

 
 Children from cultivated families who accompany their parents on their visits to 
 museums or special exhibitions in some way borrow from them their disposition to 
 cultural practice (Bourdieu et al 1969: 432).  
 

Bourdieu’s claim that a ‘cultivated nature’ divided the population into those who 

possessed the culture or competence and those who did not remains in place and 

he linked this to the ‘true function’ of museums which was ‘to reinforce for some 

the feeling of belonging and for others the feeling of exclusion’ (Bourdieu et al 

1969: 434). Entry to museum and galleries was optional, reserved, Bouridieu 

stated, for those who were: 

 
 equipped with the ability to appropriate the works of art, have the privilege of 
 making use of this freedom, and who thence find themselves legitimated in their 
 privilege, that is, in their ownership of the means of appropriation of cultural goods 
 (Bourdieu et al 1969: 435).  
 

Museum architecture contributed to this feeling of inclusion or exclusion. Visitors 

to the Museum of Modern Art have equated their visit with fear, both literally and 

figuratively. Fear that they might fall off the narrow elevated walkway that 



 

   85   

connects the galleries and fear that they may appear to other visitors to be unsure 

of where to start and how to proceed though the museum.  

 

Hooper-Greenhill (1992, 2000) identified the characteristics of the transformed 

modern or modernist museum and they related to the design of the building, the 

role of the curator, the use of the collection and the transmission of knowledge. 

Hooper-Greenhill claimed that new entrance designs, rearticulated exhibition 

spaces, shops, restaurants and orientation areas, in addition to, the articulation of 

sponsorship and image did not fundamentally alter the function and purpose of 

the museum because the ‘process of museum-making and the museum audience 

relationship, remain the same’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 152). She also discussed 

how modernist museums use computer databases and other telecommunication 

devices to increase information transmission within and beyond the museum 

environment (Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 201-203). Hooper-Greenhill focused on the 

changing role of the curator and she identified the narrowing interface between 

curator and visitor and the inclusion of community views in exhibition construction 

even though the modernist museum treated the audience as a unified group 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 200). Hooper-Greenhill identified how ‘many’ frames of 

reference were used to contextualise objects rather than the single frame of 

reference previously supplied by the curator (Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 205). Within 

the modernist museum ideas themselves were more important than objects and 

knowledge transmission remained formal, didactic and based on disciplinary 

knowledge (Hooper-Greenhill 2000:150). The function of the modernist museum 

remained both educating and elevating. 

 

The message to emerge confirms that the transformed modern museum arrests 

public attention, startles and make visitors talk and wonder. Public identification of 

museums as must see places on the cultural map means that they are creating a 

dynamic balance between stability and mobility, permanence and change, identity 

and anonymity. The Guggenheim Museum has extended the tourist industry in 

Bilbao and President Francois Mitterrand’s ‘sparkling diamond’ has brought an 

estimated seven million visitors a year to Paris who now queue for hours to enter 

the Louvre to view its historic fabric and art works. The recently reopened US$850 

million reconstructed Museum of Modern Art in New York predicted annual 

visitors to exceed 1.8 million or 5000 visitors per day to view a collection spanning 

125 years of art history (www.moma.org.about).  Japanese architect, Yoshio 

http://www.moma.org.about�
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Taniguchi’s, dark glass and black Zimbabwean granite façade, enlarged sculpture 

garden, lobby and expanded exhibition spaces represents the outcome of a 

calculated balance between funds expended on the building and the projected 

income from admissions, merchandise and visitor facilities. It is conceivable that 

visits to these and similar museum are acting as a counterpoint to a general 

contemporary drift towards the ephemeral, shallow and transient leisure activities 

identified by Chris Rojek (1995). Rojek presented postmodern leisure as two 

contrasting forces: positive ordered leisure (museum visits) and negative 

fragmented or unruly leisure (antisocial activities). Contemporary leisure 

participation patterns and trends provide some support for the position developed 

by Rojek. The range of leisure activities has expanded with commercial 

multimedia entertainment. This increased choice suggests a more superficial 

involvement and a corresponding lowering of commitment to educational 

activities. Museums find it difficult to compete against these fragmented leisure 

activities that attract and dominate a younger age bracket as their content stands 

in opposition to the leisure trend hallmarks identified by Rob Lynch: ephemeral, 

constant change, superficial engagement and a lack of commitment (Lynch 2000: 

16). The quest to make museums relevant to younger visitors means that they are 

increasingly aligning themselves with the attributes of the ordered leisure 

experience, although they are differentiating themselves from other leisure 

activities by emphasising the ‘value added’ educational experience offered as a 

way of expanding their audience base. 

 

Conclusion 
This chapter commenced by outlining the impact of social, cultural and political 

pressures on the modern museum and identifying the post colonial, cold war 

concerns that influenced global society from the 1960s. Museums began 

responding to this changing policy environment by acknowledging and addressing 

the issues of representation and inclusion. Women and colonised populations 

rejected the way the museum defined their identities, they agitated for more 

control over established, traditional forms of representation. As a consequence of 

this the ethical and political considerations influencing representation raised 

concerns for the museum and constituent communities over possible distortion 

and the exercise of power, language and objects and the meaning they 

communicated to the visitor followed from this. The discussion then turned to how 

professional bodies had addressed the various criticisms and reform measures 
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implemented although noting the increasingly isolated position occupied by art 

museums.  

 

The chapter demonstrated that a multiplicity of factors: the shifting emphasis from 

collections to audience, the politicisation of its activities, funding deficits and the 

commencement of critical interest in the museum’s fundamental purpose in 

society, collectively contributed to a period of protracted institutional crisis after a 

relatively benign period of institutional and professional equilibrium. Some 

institutions were able to respond to new museological issues of inclusion and 

representation by adjusting their exhibition program and content, others resisted 

and continued to support traditional museological practices of research and 

scholarship by maintaining a focus on collections and conservation but none was 

sufficiently able to whole heartedly reposition itself to embrace both audience and 

collection. This process of coadaptation and coevolution has underpinned 

museum development and contributed substantially to the transformation of the 

modern museum into the modernist museum. This period of flux and change 

provided an opportunity for the emergence of a coexistent museum, one that was 

able to respond to the pressures of modern society because its agenda was more 

overtly political. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE POST-MUSEUM  
 

My interest in advancing understanding of the post-museum is to differentiate it 

from the new museum. Not only did Hooper-Greenhill introduce the idea of the 

post-museum into museum discourse, but she also used this and other concepts 

to argue that a leading role should be taken by museums in restructuring how 

information is communicated within. The age of the ‘passive visitor’ is ‘superseded 

by age of the active and discriminating ‘consumer’ or ‘client’… the client demands 

active rights and expects good service’ (Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 210-211). This 

chapter investigates how the post-museum organises the visitor experience and 

how it uses its collections to serve its expanded mission. Traditionally, objects 

were the means by which information was extracted and disseminated but, due to 

developments in science, the introduction of multimedia display technologies and 

the decline in the use of objects for research, particularly in the fields of geology, 

archaeology, anthropology and life sciences, the object no longer stands as the 

prime focus of museum activity. Objects now stand in a secondary position to 

themes, issues and people. Andrea Witcomb (2003) claimed that the breakdown 

of linear authoritative display designs in museums and the emergence of narrative 

structures parallelled the visitor’s acceptance of television serial culture. The post-

museum’s narrative approach to exhibition practice suggested to Witcomb that 

the ‘objective, authoritative voice of the museum’ had been replaced with 

‘reticence, uncertainty and nondirective content’ (Witcomb 2003: 7). A subtle shift 

has emerged in museum discourse whereby the focus on museal authority or 

curatorial voice has been redirected to a plurality of narrative voices. Dubin 

identified the post-museum exhibition as a ‘display of power’ although he 

acknowledged that this is what the museum had always done (Dubin 1999: 227). 

The difference for Dubin centered on who controlled the framing of that display 

and what their ideological position was. Dubin defended curatorial vision and 

voice and he questioned the notion of the community and its participation in 

exhibition development because of the issue of representation. He asked two 

probing questions: ‘Whose voice do you listen to? How can you be sure who they 

represent? (Dubin 1999: 238).  

 

Today museums position the visitor as both active and politicized (Hooper-

Greenhill 1992: 210-211, 2000: xi; Dubin 1999) in that authority is realigned from 

curator to visitor especially when exhibition text poses questions or offers 
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alternative readings. Visitors construct meaning in relation to their own viewpoint 

and the post-museum ‘must play the role of partner, colleague, learner and 

service provider in order to remain viable as an institution’ (Hooper-Greenhill 

2000: xi). According to Hooper-Greenhill this requires deep-seated professional 

change. A prime characteristic of the post-museum is its entanglement with a 

dominant ideology that presents knowledge to be a construction, yet this socially 

inclusive institution remains fixed in the public’s mind as a neutral, unbiased and 

trustworthy institution because it does not appear to direct opinion (Cameron 

2003: 34, Ashton et al 2003). Yet more than at any other time in its development 

the post-museum has become a dynamic politically driven project answering to 

politicians, governments, stakeholders and audiences. Hooper-Greenhill claimed 

that the post-museum was a site of ‘mutuality’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: xi) 

meaning that it no longer offered an authoritarian voice but a voice that 

acknowledged difference in perspective.  

 

Responding to ‘Difference’ or ‘Otherness’ 
The most accepted political manifestation of postmodernism is its attempt to make 

contemporary culture acknowledge, respect and respond to ‘difference’ or 

‘otherness’. Another manifestation is arguably acknowledging the conditions 

supporting cultural and racial injustice and addressing issues of cultural 

patrimony. These two factors are prime definers of the post-museum.  Exhibitions 

within the post-museum do not focus on the materiality of the objects themselves 

instead they use them as a means to explore ideas, themes and relationships. 

Post-museums produce a range of reactions because they are developing into 

social spaces where meanings can be constructed using fewer and fewer objects 

but with increasing emphasis on community voices. Exhibitions have always been 

the primary means of providing the visitor with educational outcomes or learning 

opportunities and within the post-museum multidisciplinary project teams 

comprising community members, curators, historians, conservators, designers 

and educators jointly make decisions in relation to what is viewed, how it should 

be viewed and how its meaning should be communicated. Mutual respect 

between staff with different skills and knowledge ensures a collaborative effort 

contributes to maximizing learning outcomes. Rather than one curatorial voice 

and instead of one point of view many voices are encouraged to speak to the 

visitor. 
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The Queensland Museum in Brisbane’s South Bank represents a modernist 

museum caught in post-museum transition. Its founders intended it to be a 

science museum not a broad based material culture or social history museum. 

Consequently the museum is typical of scientific institutions aiming to develop a 

social policy and advocacy role especially in relation to increased responsiveness 

to Indigenous concerns and the growing politicisation of those concerns. The 

museum defines itself as a museum of science, history and anthropology and its 

permanent and temporary exhibitions reflect these existing collection strengths. In 

December 2005 a new Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Cultures Centre, 

Dandiiri Maiwar opened. Dandiiri Maiwar is a dedicated exhibition, storytelling and 

information resource and meeting place for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people. Its focus is exclusively on the Indigenous peoples of Queensland in 

particular and the north in general. The museum supported Indigenous protocols 

by engaging Indigenous curators to determine how their cultures and traditions 

would be to be publicly portrayed. Dandiiri Maiwar established itself as a ‘living 

institution’ that views the lessons of previous museum practices as a positive way 

to chart new directions for the future. Its programs and services are designed to 

promote research, provide information and encourage discussion on Indigenous 

issues locally, nationally and internationally. In concert with the museum’s 

comprehensive repatriation program for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

collections it is the institution’s major contribution towards reconciliation and 

cultural bridge building. The creation of Dandiiri Maiwar provided an opportunity 

for the Indigenous community to use the authority of the museum institution and 

the cultural importance of the exhibition format to preserve, maintain and transmit 

culture. It presents Indigenous cultural traditions as the foundation on which 

Indigenous identity rests. 

 

Dandiiri Maiwar highlights the stories, histories and achievements of Indigenous 

people. There are two principal audiences for Dandiiri Maiwar: community 

members who know and visitors who come to learn. Visitors are invited to ‘share 

in, celebrate and engage with’ the culturally diverse experiences, perspectives, 

innovation and creativity (www.Qmuseum.qld.gov.au). The exhibition’s central 

premise is one of cultural diversity and complexity privileging Indigenous voices 

and oral histories over objects. The exhibition in its totality challenges an earlier 

anthropological belief in historical inevitability through the positioning of text that 

intentionally connects contemporary political events to historical episodes. The 
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permanent exhibition minimises displays of artefacts largely appropriated during 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in favour of text, multimedia, video and 

photography. There are three permanent components to Dandiiri Maiwar. They 

are the core permanent exhibition, the open access collection and the resource 

area. Dandiiri Maiwar’s layout offers directional choice rather than linear, 

chronological progression; the permanent exhibition’s political message does not 

depend on sequential passage. Artefacts are embedded in the narrative that 

constitutes the core exhibition’s six self-contained display circles. Each circle 

explores and presents a specific aspect of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

culture. Three circles are dedicated to the experiences and perspectives of 

contemporary Aboriginal culture: Living and Working the Land, Living Under the 

Act and Perspectives. Three circles are dedicated to the experiences and 

perspectives of the Torres Strait Islander culture: Ailan Kastom bilong Torres 

Strait, Bipo Taim and Torres Strait Islander Resilience. The path that connects the 

circles is non directive rather than didactic. Cultural contextualisation and 

aesthetic appreciation is present within the exhibition. The large colour 

photomontage panel, of past and contemporary elders in the field of arts, sport, 

politics, social justice, land rights and the law, that links the circles signal design 

currency and is an attempt to construct a rightful place for Indigenous people 

within Australian society although the audio visual documentation positioned 

throughout the exhibition fails to identify its Indigenous advocates in the same 

way. The Open Access Collection displays approximately 700 objects selected 

from the larger Queensland Museum Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

collection. The objects are displayed in a non-contextualised setting in secure 

open storage. This section compensates for the selectivity of the permanent 

exhibition with a surfeit of objects but minimal information. The Resource Area is 

a public inquiry area providing access to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

information, resources, and collections. The area is the public interface for the 

Aboriginal Studies and Torres Strait Islander Studies section of the Cultures and 

Histories Program.  

 
Dandiiri Maiwar is linked to two temporary exhibition spaces thematically 

connected by means of Indigenous subject matter. Burarra Gathering: Sharing 

Indigenous Knowledge located at the opposite end of the floor presents some of 

the traditional knowledge and technologies used by the Burarra people of the 

central north Arnhem Land region of Australia. The exhibition was a collaboration 
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between Questacon, The National Science and Technology Centre, Canberra; 

The Investigator, Science and Technology Centre, Adelaide and the Wurdeja, Ji-

malawa and Yilan Aboriginal Communities of central north Arnhem Land. There 

are five exhibits in Burarra Gathering: Seasonal Calendar, Fire, Fishtrap, 

Navigation and Tracking. Each of these has been designed to illustrate a context 

for local Burarra knowledge by replicating landscapes and environments. The 

exhibits embrace theatrical spectacle but not to the extent that it overwhelms the 

curatorial intention of imparting knowledge to demonstrate a detailed 

understanding of the natural world and how the Burarra people live in it. The ‘in 

context’ arrangement and video testimony are used to convey an intricate picture 

of the relationships that connect people, all living things, the weather systems and 

the land together.  

 

Linking Dandiiri Maiwar to Burarra Gathering: Sharing Indigenous Knowledge is a 

community curated temporary exhibition space designed to allow the community’s 

voice to be heard. It represents a change in curatorial focus and a change in 

exhibition type. The Birthing Circle, the inaugural temporary exhibition, opened in 

July 2005 as part of the National Aborigines' and Torres Strait Islanders Day 

Observance Committee (NAIDOC) week celebrations based on the national 

theme ‘Our Future Begins with Solidarity’. The aim of NAIDOC has been to 

change negative attitudes towards Indigenous people and to include not only the 

churches, but also Commonwealth and State Governments and other bodies in 

that effort. I was the exhibition curator and project manager on behalf of the 

Kombumerri Aboriginal Corporation for Culture, Beenleigh, Queensland, in 

partnership with the Queensland Museum and Arts Queensland. The Corporation 

funds Yugambeh oral history, language and educational programs for public, 

private and government organisations through a museum, language and heritage 

research centre. The aims of the centre are to serve as a mediator between the 

local Indigenous community and the general public and to promote cultural 

renewal and transmission of cultural knowledge. The Yugambeh language unites 

a community that extends from the Tweed River on the New South Wales and 

Queensland border to the Logan River in the north and from the east coast inland 

to Beaudesert. It is a group sustained by the bonds of blood and cultural tradition. 

A committee representing Yugambeh elders and myself developed the tone and 

content of the exhibition and we drew on the archival record, historical 

documents, photographs and oral tradition to reconstruct Yugambeh history rather 
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than drawing on objects to reconstruct Yugambeh culture. The exhibition was a 

part of a renewed articulation of Yugambeh cultural identity and authority. 

 

The Birthing Circle was an exhibition of ‘first voice’ representation; it was 

commemorative, collective, individual, private and public. It told the 

autobiographical story of women and men who were themselves the products of 

historical interconnections and who made personal choices in given 

circumstances at particular times. It was a cross-cultural exhibition that attempted 

to address issues of respect, understanding and exchange. The Birthing Circle 

added local meaning to Dandiiri Maiwar by connecting four generations of 

Yugambeh women’s birthing experiences to a contemporary mix of 

contextualisation and narration of art, culture, politics and history. The inward 

focus of The Birthing Circle complimented the external focus of Dandiiri Maiwar. 

The Birthing Circle narrated the destructive aspects of colonisation and sexual 

exploitation and its consequences: removal or marriage and feelings of guilt either 

way, loss of land, loss of status, loss of identity and loss of tradition, processes 

that destroyed or challenged the lives of many Aboriginal people. The Birthing 

Circle was not an objective history but a political genealogy of racial 

entanglements and relationships of a scale that was little understood or 

appreciated by the general public.  
 

The Aboriginal authors of the exhibition text wrote within a different framework 

and interpreted historical evidence differently. Ashton and Hamilton (2003) found 

that family assumes ‘a much greater importance as the main authority for 

validating the past for Aboriginal people and that eye witnesses are also 

‘considered trustworthy, reflecting the high status of testimony and the validation 

of ‘experience’ in contemporary culture’ (Ashton et al 2003: 17). It also reinforces 

the powerful oral tradition and centrality of storytelling to Aboriginal people as 

storytelling links the generations. Photographs and texts were used to reconstruct 

a personal and sensitive family history and to create public awareness of issues 

important to Yugambeh families. The Birthing Circle relied largely on oral 

testimony and cultural memory as it passed through family members to invite 

visitors to enter into the birthing experiences of Yugambeh women. Oren Stier 

suggested that memory especially in the postmodern era ‘thrives in gaps left by 

social and cultural fragmentation and diffusion (Stier 2003: 16). He asked under 

what conditions and circumstances and through what media it was constructed 
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and reconstructed, produced and reproduced (Stier 2003: 16) as a way of testing 

its veracity. Within the exhibition creation stories were paired with photographs 

and oral testimonies to challenge the visitor’s understanding of how Yugambeh 

people had been identified and treated by Europeans since their arrival in 

Brisbane in 1825. The exhibition was confronting because it exposed repressive 

government policies and contested celebratory colonial history. It conveyed a 

truth different to the one generally understood and accepted by the public. Visitors 

were able to piece together a fragmented family history narrated by members of 

the one family who subjected their personal history to public scrutiny in order to 

achieve a particular political outcome. The Birthing Circle was able to generate 

anxiety about its subject matter, implicate its audience and encourage feelings of 

embarrassment, sadness, inspiration and anger because it reflected on the 

political issues of forced removal, relocation, re-education and redefinition. The 

Birthing Circle succeeded in bringing Yugambeh concerns to the public by actively 

depicting the relationship between memory and historical analysis. Lois Silverman 

(1995, 1997) and Barbara Kirschenblatt-Gimlett (1999) identified the role 

intergenerational and collective memory such as this fulfil within the museum:  

 
 [Memory] links us to a past, a generational history and a wider, shared cultural 
 memory. The point at which one’s personal memories intersect with and are shared 
 with others – family, friends, grandparents, a community, a nation – is a critical 
 factor in the formation of both personal identity and a sense of cultural belonging. 
 On the one hand memory binds and connects us to a sense of place and historical 
 lineage. At the same time it threatens to disintegrate under the weight of time and 
 somehow ‘fail’ us (Burnett 1999: 45). 
 

Traditional birthing practices and cultural sensitivity around this issue greatly 

influenced the exhibition’s design that was based on two concentric circles 

enclosing a three-dimensional conceptual bower installation. The bower 

symbolically represented Yugambeh connection to the earliest births recorded on 

the Nerang River, southeast Queensland. Approaching The Birthing Circle visitors 

viewed the introductory panel, cultural acknowledgment statement, location map 

and introduction to Waid'hung or mother stories before they entered the 'circle' 

proper. The inner circle surrounding the installation contained four colour-coded 

panels that told the personal stories of Yugambeh women (mother, daughter, 

grand daughter, great grand daughter) ranging in time from the 1860s to 

the1950s. These stories were the most significant element of the exhibition 

because they drew attention to continuing oral history traditions amongst 
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Yugambeh women. Oral history and the making of memory is an ongoing 

collective, communal and cultural process that does not end.  

 

The exhibition’s outer ring contained the secondary stories that related to the 

personal stories. The secondary stories established the socio-political context of 

living under nineteenth and twentieth century State and Commonwealth controlled 

legislation in Queensland. Visitors could read about the history of removal and the 

politics of cultural identification, adaptation, crisis and conflict. The information 

was conveyed by interspersed quotations from oral testimonies and the archival 

record. The exhibition featured contemporary photographs of Yugambeh elders 

taken by Aboriginal photographer, Jo Anne Driessens, and archival images of 

family members sourced from the John Oxley Library, National Archives, National 

Library of Australia and Queensland Museum collections. The photographs 

reinforced family, linguistic and social connections and they were intentionally 

given the task of building relationships between the subject and visitor. The 

exhibition included a video of a community member singing a traditional birthing 

song; this vocal installation introduced a new voice to the presentation of key 

themes but also competed with the text and objects for visitor attention. The 

exhibition added a contemporary dimension by extending its reach to include 

information relating to birthing choices available to Indigenous women in 

Queensland at the time and the complex health, social and political issues 

surrounding removal from country to regional or city based hospitals and neo 

natal health care. Personal objects such as a baby’s hairbrush, bath and cradle, 

birth announcements, toddlers weight cards and photographs, served to highlight 

issues raised in the text. They were not displayed as museum objects full of 

implied meaning and historic, research or social significance but as ordinary 

objects with personal provenance and interpretive potential. The exhibition was 

not object rich because the objects originated from the community rather than 

from the Queensland Museum collection, consequently the owners of this 

personal and familial heritage provided the interpretation. Object labels were non-

intrusive elements, present but not overwhelmingly so in the individual display 

cases.   

 

Politically the exhibition satisfied Yugambeh and other Indigenous visitors 

because it reverberated with their past and present experiences. Not surprisingly 

the exhibition was considered to be an effective means of presenting politically 
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contentious issues and the feedback confirmed its timeliness. In the words of one 

of the exhibition committee members:  

 
 We are having some great feedback from visitors to the exhibition. An indigenous 
 health worker from Logan has expressed an opinion that it is exactly the same story 
 for all of Queensland. She is doing a presentation to health workers next week and 
 has asked permission to quote from the text. We are very pleased with the 
 idea [O’Connor 2005]. 
 

Raul Yzaguirre, keynote speaker at the 1996 AAM conference “Museums in the 

Social and Economic Life of a City” challenged the role of the curator when he 

claimed that museums and cultural institutions were ‘too important to be left to the 

curators’ (AAM 1996: 8). Yet Indigenous curators have assisted the Queensland 

Museum to move from a modernist to post-museum ‘co-operative’ museology 

based on relationships between curator and visitor. Curatorial input has helped to 

transform one aspect of the function of the museum into a community space 

where Indigenous identity and values are communicated to the visitor.  

 

Responding to the Repatriation and Restitution of Cultural Property 
Recent international developments attest that one of the roles of the post-

museum is acknowledging power imbalances between nation states and cultures. 

Repatriation and restitution have significantly impacted on cultural property issues 

in museums during the past twenty years. Restitution refers to the ‘return of an 

object from a museum collection to a party found to have a prior and continuing 

relationship with the object, which is seen to override the claims of the holding 

museum’. While repatriation refers to the ‘return of an object of cultural patrimony 

from a museum collection, to a party found to be the true owner or traditional 

guardian, or their heirs and descendants’. A third issue museums deal with is 

spoliation, which refers to the ‘plunder of assets or works of art, during the 

Holocaust and World War II,’ 

(http://www.museums.gov.uk/advice/restitution/intro,html). A continuing source of 

conflict between nation states and cultures has been the return of cultural 

property and measures to control individuals who remove, via a variety of means, 

the cultural property of other countries. Frequently the illegal export of cultural 

heritage from one country to another is not immediately recognized and when 

these countries demand the return of their property it has already passed through 

many hands. To control the illegal movement of cultural property countries rely on 

export and import restrictions and comprehensive international treaties. The 

http://www.museums.gov.uk/advice/restitution/intro,html�
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world’s most comprehensive multilateral treaty for the protection of cultural 

property is the UNESCO Convention on Cultural Property Implementation Act 

(Johnston 1989: 120). This Act attempts to achieve a legal balance between the 

patrimonial rights of countries to protect their cultural heritage and the rights of 

museums to retain objects they have acquired legally or illegally and have 

maintained for centuries.  

 

Ethnology established itself as a British Museum discipline in the 1830s. Thirty 

years later anthropology displaced it within the museum setting. By the 1880s the 

teaching of physical or anatomical anthropology was well established in Trinity 

College, Oxford and Cambridge with physical anthropology viewed as a branch of 

human anatomy. Anthropological measurement required both skeletal and live 

measurements to assess the influence of external factors (sex, age, race) in 

‘modifications of the human body’ (Flower 1898: 261). Measurement and 

comparison were the principle features of physical anthropology’s system of 

identification and measurement and comparison required subjects, alive and 

deceased. During the 1880s the native inhabitants of the British Isles, the North 

Western tribes of Canada, Northern India and the Andaman islands were 

amongst the earliest subjects of anthropological comparison. Similar 

investigations were undertaken with the Native American Indians and Australian 

Aborigines, in order to establish the primary nineteenth century racial groups: the 

Caucasian European, the Mongolian Asiatic and the Negroid African. The only 

‘stumbling block’ in the system according to Sir William Flower, Director of the 

British Museum of Natural History, was the Australian Aborigine, who although 

possessing Negroid complexion, features and skeletal characters did not possess 

its characteristic frizzy hair (Flower 1898: 281). By the late 1890s it was generally 

accepted amongst members of the international scientific community that 

Australian Aborigines were the descendants of Melanesians and southern Indians 

(Flower 1898: 281) with Tasmanian Aborigines retaining the purer Melanesian 

element although absolute proof of origin was ‘very difficult, if not impossible to 

obtain’ (Flower 1898: 282). Australian Aborigines were particularly interesting 

from a scientific view because the population was isolated and their culture, 

beliefs and languages were entirely their own.  

 

Serious, serial collecting of human remains became the rationale of natural 

history museums as they aimed to demonstrate material knowledge and 
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demonstrate cultural differences. In Britain and Europe this was particularly 

significant given the diversity of populations they ruled and governed. Physical 

characteristics were strongly associated with mental and moral characteristics, 

including those of temper and intellect. In Flower’s Presidential Address to the 

Section of Anthropology, British Association for the Advancement of Science in 

1894, he spoke of the disastrous results of failing to understand cultural 

differences:  

 
 it is absolutely necessary for the statesman who would govern successfully not to 
 look upon human nature in the abstract and endeavour to apply universal rules, but 
 to consider the special moral, intellectual, and social capabilities, wants, aspirations 
 of each particular race with which he has to deal. A form of government under 
 which one race would live happily and prosperously may to another be the cause of 
 unendurable misery. All these questions then should be carefully studied by those 
 who have any share in the government of people belonging to races alien to 
 themselves. A knowledge of their special characters … is a knowledge upon which 
 the happiness and prosperity or the reverse of millions of our fellow-creatures may 
 depend (Flower 1898: 256). 
 

Much nineteenth century museum collecting authorised colonial practices and 

was motivated by a desire to preserve evidence or mementos of the ‘dying race’ 

as much as to scientifically investigate it. 

 

Built up resentment, the result of centuries of cultural humiliation by Western 

powers, animated and fuelled much of the repatriation debate. Institutions seeking 

to encourage repatriation and promote matters of public interest faced internal 

conflict when repatriation became a political and policy rather than a moral issue. 

The museum profession supported the policy shift although a significant section of 

the scientific community maintained that it was in the public interest to retain such 

collections for scientific study. In 1986 Dr Betty Meehan completed the survey of 

Aboriginal artefacts held in twenty-four major institutions in Australia, the National 

Inventory of Aboriginal Artefacts. The survey was co-ordinated by the Australian 

Museum with financial assistance provided by the Council of Museum Directors, 

the Aboriginal Arts Board and the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, as a 

result of one of the resolutions arising from the first Coma (Conference of 

Museums Association) conference, held in Melbourne in 1979. The aim of the 

study was to make information relating to the quantity, type and origin of the 

artefacts housed in the major Australian museums and art galleries available to 

the Aboriginal community (Meehan 1986). One hundred thousand, three hundred 

and thirty five ethnographic artefacts were recorded from thirteen areas 
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corresponding the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies geographical areas 

and Tasmania and the Torres Strait. The survey did not include archaeological 

material and only included skeletal material if it had undergone cultural 

modification such as painting or incision. Repatriation of culturally sensitive 

material developed into a challenging issue because concerns about 

dispossession and disrespect exercised through colonial domination, scientific 

and political superiority and racial assimilation and annihilation were clearly 

related to it. Today the Australian Museum and other state and national museums 

are bound by the conventions contained in Continuous Cultures, Ongoing 

Responsibilities (Museums Australia 2005) that reflect a post-museum view about 

repatriation where scientific practice and ethical considerations shape institutional 

responsibility and self-regulation. Repatriation of human remains is now 

considered to be a justice rather than a scientific issue with custodianship by 

Indigenous communities taking precedent over traditional scientific research 

interests. 

 

In 1997 Maurice Davies, Deputy Director, Museums Association (UK), conducted 

a survey that indicated that 97.6 per cent of museum respondents said they 

believed that cultural material should be repatriated under certain specified 

circumstances. More precisely, in answer to the question, 'Do you think that 

museums should ever repatriate items?' 44.7 per cent answered: 'Yes, 

circumstances have changed and in many cases there are grounds for 

repatriation, even if the items may not be preserved in a museum,' while 49 per 

cent answered: 'Yes, but only in very special circumstances after other solutions 

have been sought and if the items will be preserved in a museum after 

repatriation' (http://www.museumsaustralia.org.au/hottopics.htm). Museums and 

governments could no longer resist the return of sensitive cultural property 

because there was internal and external political support for the repatriation 

campaign. Institutions that had previously justified keeping objects with significant 

cultural heritage value on the grounds that it was important for scientific and 

cultural research now accepted that that they no longer had sole rights to decide 

what should happen to the human remains and cultural material held by their 

institutions.  

 

In July 2000 the Prime Ministers of the United Kingdom and Australia made a joint 

declaration to increase efforts to repatriate human remains to Australian 
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Indigenous communities, where possible and appropriate. A Working Group on 

Human Remains was established in May 2001 as a result of discussions between 

the Tony Blair and John Howard. The Working Group’s Report was published in 

November 2003 and this was followed by the consultation ‘Care of Historic 

Human Remains’ in July 2004. The ‘Human Remains Report’ dealt with the legal 

status of human remains within publicly funded museum and gallery collections in 

England and Wales. The report was prepared by an independent advisory 

committee and did not necessarily reflect government policy. However, the 

Working Group’s terms of reference stated that the report would form the basis of 

a consultation document. The Working Group, chaired by Sir Neil Chambers, 

Director, the British Museum of Natural History, was empowered to investigate the 

legal status of human remains comprising skeletal, soft tissue (organs, skin, hair, 

nails), slide preparations of soft tissue and artefacts made from skeletal or soft 

tissues but not fossil or archaeological material within museum collections. It was 

also empowered to investigate the ability of those institutions to deaccession 

human remains and associated material because both the UK and Australian 

governments recognized ‘the special connection that indigenous people have with 

ancestral remains, particularly where there are living descendants’ (Human 

Remains Report, para 1).  

 

The Working Group commissioned a survey that revealed that 146 British 

institutions held approximately 61,000 human remains from Africa, Europe, Asia, 

Australia, the Americas, New Zealand and the Pacific. The material was collected 

with or without consent between 1500 and 1947 by archaeological excavation, by 

legal or illegal acquisition by scientists, travellers, explorers, colonial officials, 

traders or by institutional transfer. More than two thirds of the British institutions 

surveyed had some or all of their collection on display (Human Remains Report 

paras 34, 35, 40). In August 2001 British museums, including those at 

Manchester, Oxford, Belfast, Exeter, Peterborough, Glasgow, Leeds and 

Liverpool began to return, or establish protocols to return, human remains and 

cultural artefacts to Indigenous custodians as part of a British Government 

initiative on disputed collections. During the 1990s Bradford and Oxford 

Universities, Peterborough Museum and the Museums of Exeter returned 

Australian, Canadian and Maori human remains (Human Remains Report, para 

52) and in 1997 the Royal Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter returned Truganini's 

shell necklace and bracelet to the Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre, Hobart. Samples 
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of her hair and skin found in the collection of the Royal College of Surgeons of 

England in 2002 were also returned to Tasmania for burial. In 1999 Glasgow 

Museums returned a ghost-dance shirt to the Wounded Knee Survivors' 

Association in South Dakota, USA. At least 47 institutions including the 

Manchester Museum, the Pitt Rivers Museum, the Whitby Museum, the Royal 

College of Surgeons and the Horniman Museum, began the process of preparing 

to give back all or part of their collections. The biggest beneficiaries, the 

Australian Aborigines, the New Zealand Maori and the North American Indians felt 

vindicated because they had been campaigning for the return of their cultural 

material for decades.  

 
In 2004, Mark O’Neill, head of curatorial services, Glasgow Museums suggested 

that the British Museum, the Louvre, the Berlin State Museum, the Hermitage and 

the Metropolitan Museum of Art had defined themselves as universal ‘chiefly as a 

defense against repatriation claims’ (O’Neill 2004: 190) even though the British 

Museum’s legislative framework, the British Museum Act 1963, prevented return 

of material from its collection because it prohibited the disposal of objects except 

if they were duplicates or was in poor condition (Human Remains Report, para 

263). Only in October 2005 did national museums in the UK, including the British 

Museum and the Museum of Natural History, acquire powers to deaccession 

human remains, which were reasonably considered to be under 1000 years in 

age, from their collections when the government brought section 47 of the Human 

Tissue Act 2004 into force. This legislation enabled nine national museums and 

another 2000 throughout the country to respond to claims for the return of human 

remains by Indigenous communities. The UK government, the Welsh Assembly 

and the museum sector are currently publishing guidance on issues surrounding 

the holding and return of human remains held in museums. Culture Minister, 

David Lammy, said at the time: 

  
 This announcement is the right response to the claims of indigenous peoples, 
 particularly in Australia, for the return of ancestral remains.  It fulfils the terms of the 
 joint declaration made by Tony Blair and John Howard…. We have established a 
 fair and equitable framework for the holding of human remains in UK museums, 
 and for museums to consider claims for their repatriation. I hope that this will lead 
 to renewed and mutually beneficial relations between our major institutions and 
 claimant groups (United Kingdom Department for Culture, Media, 2005). 
 
  
Repatriation for many Indigenous peoples has developed into a complex issue 
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because it involves the use of cultural material in the continuance of ceremony 

and tradition. Acknowledging that objects and ancestral remains have an ongoing 

connection to the peoples and cultures from which they originated has redefined 

how cultural material is exhibited, stored, nurtured and understood in museums 

today. The Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa is perhaps the most 

widely published institutional example of how cultural protocols have influenced 

the ongoing management of and access to Maori cultural material. 

 

Responding to Collections 
Restitution of cultural material from nation states is considered to be a political, 

moral and ethical issue with custodianship being historically linked to the 

traditional conservation and preservation role of the museum. In 2005 the Italian 

government returned an Ethiopian sculpture seized by Mussolini’s army during 

Italy’s pre World War II conquest of Abyssinia. The seizure was meant to 

symbolise the restoration of Italy to the grandeur of the Roman Empire. In 

returning the sculpture the Italian representatives declared that they understood 

the experience of having one’s national treasures stolen by invaders and not 

returned (Hein 2000: 170). The shift of focus in collections development in the 

post-museum is largely a result of issues concerning cultural property issues, the 

prioritisation of limited museum resources and the general acceptance of views 

likes those of Gurian (1999) who claim that museums no longer needed objects 

because it is the physicality of a place and the stories told within that are 

important: 

 
 museum objects … like props in a brilliant play, are necessary but alone are not 
 sufficient … the larger issues revolve around the stories museums tell and the way 
 they tell them. When parsed carefully, the objects, in their tangibility, provide a 
 variety of stakeholders with an opportunity to debate the meaning and control of 
 their memories. It is the ownership of the story, rather than the object itself, that the 
 dispute has been all about (Gurian 1999: 271).  
 

Post-museum responses to collections have moved from being peripheral to 

highly influential and central to museum developments worldwide. Within the post-

museum acquisitions and collection development is politically driven. This shift in 

focus has altered the meaning of collections, their value and also the framework 

within which they are displayed and the principles governing their management. 

Objects and texts alike raise the question of the continuity between history and its 
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construction. The oscillation between object and narration as the dominant mode 

of exhibition presentation has influenced recent curatorial practice especially 

when it satisfies political ends and professional ambitions. The organising 

principles and tools of curation in the post-museum are the narrative, difference 

and identity and the individual’s connection to them. Post-museum curators 

manipulate materials to make relationships and associations between people, 

their history, stories and objects. To a certain degree romanticism has returned to 

curatorial practice and for rationalists this represents a return to disorder. 

Romanticism is largely discontented with the artificial world of learning because 

within it the universe is interpreted in terms of human instincts, personal emotions 

and desires. Curation is moving away from third person narratives in favour of 

subjective prose. It is constructing exhibitions using fragmented forms and 

discontinuous narratives. It is acknowledging diversity, complexity and 

contradictions by making them structural principles. It is forgoing closure as well 

as consensus. Post-museum curation situates text at the centre of intense 

contextualization, a single episode being examined from multiple perspectives. 

Hooper-Greenhill drew attention to this issue when she asked: 

 
 Is it the case that the more the museum contextualises artefacts, places them in 
 narrative displays, and demonstrates the links that these objects make with other 
 objects and with people, the more difficult it becomes even to perceive the 
 possibility of a personal interpretation? (Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 215).  
 

This led her to conclude that visitors in the post-museum paid attention to facts 

and concepts presented in exhibitions if they were relevant to and made 

connections with their personal experience (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: xi). For the 

curator the end product is the exhibition itself and this extends curation to 

embrace a new truth within the exhibition context. The post-museum is however a 

controversial experiment in plurality of experience; it is arresting public attention 

and it is making visitors talk and wonder because it is opening historical 

perspectives to various interpretations. Visitors are exposed to a diversity of views 

where like-minded people reinforce their own views and others complain. Dubin 

(1999) provided critiques of several American exhibitions ranging in time from the 

1960s to the 1990s. In every case he claimed politics played a role in general 

public acceptance of the curatorial voice. It follows that museums increasingly 

need to acknowledge whose interpretations visitors are viewing and considering 

in this transformed and mediated public space.  
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Hudson observed the development of two parallel and contradictory philosophies 

of history, one militaristic and chauvinistic, and the other conditioned by modern 

attitudes to society and to the place of individuals within it (Hudson 1987: 118). 

The National Museum of Australia highlights the difficulties faced by an institution 

when an essentially scientific collection (anatomical, anthropological, ethnological, 

botanical, zoological) is re-cast as a social history collection in an effort to reaffirm 

Australian values. National museums were a nineteenth century European 

response to the romanticism of the nation state; their purpose was to elevate the 

people, places and myths that made the state great. The making of the National 

Museum of Australia illustrates how dismal tales of land taken, exploited, 

exhausted and of traditional cultures displaced and dispossessed by a dominant 

culture are misplaced in nation building exercises driven by political needs. 

Nations are imaginary communities, held together by a common vision as to how 

society works. A crucial insight into national museums is that it is the romance of 

the nation that keeps such an institution going. It is the nation’s romance of itself, 

of its own existence. According to New Yorker staff writer, Adam Gopnik, (1997) 

mass society is moved not by a simple calculation of self-interest but by the power 

of large abstract and obviously manufactured mythologies, symbols and legends: 

by advertising. The idea of nation is an artificial and modern one. It is largely a 

product of eighteenth and nineteenth century thinking articulated through the 

promotion of the idea of continuity and tradition. An ordered coherent history that 

creates a solid foundation gives certainty in times of trouble and the public’s 

interest in highly chauvinistic heroic legends and myths often supplies the perfect 

foundation for developing nationalism and militarism. 

 

Weil argued that to ‘shape a mission around an existing collection, no matter how 

oddly formed or idiosyncratic that collection might initially be – might well be a 

formula for a dysfunctional museum’ (Weil 2000: 148). To a large extent the 

National Museum of Australia is dysfunctional. The seed from which it grew was 

the Australian Institute of Anatomy located in Canberra, Australian Capital 

Territory. Its collection was primarily a zoologic and ethnographic rather than a 

historic one. Sir Colin MacKenzie (1877-1938) was a Melbourne orthopaedic 

surgeon and a specimen collector interested in animal and human physiological 

and anatomical difference (Robin 2003: 253). His collecting interests 

distinguished between animals and humans but the foundation for both species 

was comparative medical research and anatomical reference. MacKenzie 
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donated his comparative anatomy collection to the Commonwealth of Australia in 

1923 because he was ‘convinced that its scientific value was of national 

importance’ (Robin 2003: 253). An Act of Parliament established the Australian 

Institute of Anatomy the following year. In 1928 Mackenzie funded a building to 

house his collection and the Australian Institute of Anatomy was completed in 

1931. It then became the responsibility of the Commonwealth Department of 

Health (Robin 2003: 261).  

 

Over the next forty years the Commonwealth collections developed into a 

disparate miscellany: ethnographic material acquired by Professor Radcliffe-

Brown and his Sydney University anthropology students as they undertook 

fieldwork in northern Australia and Melanesia and entomological and botanical 

collections belonging to the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) 

(Robin 2003). The Institute comprised two museums, one anatomical the other 

ethnographic. The significance of the Institute’s collection was initially taxonomic 

classification and later systematics or ‘the study of the diversity of, and 

relationships between organisms’ (Robin 2003: 268). The museum’s multicultural, 

social and political history collections were only added after the acceptance of the 

Piggot Report in 1975. Peter Piggott, Chair of the Committee of Inquiry on 

Museums and the National Collections, shaped the purpose of the future National 

Museum of Australia when he emphasised the relations between science and 

culture as the museum’s founding principle (Piggott 1975: Section 12.6: 70-71). 

The cultural and human dimensions of the Institute of Anatomy’s ethnographic 

collection and the emerging humanistic missions of the French and European eco 

and social history museums influenced Piggott and his committee’s views. The 

inquiry committee’s historian, Geoffrey Blainey, archaeologist, John Mulvaney, 

and scientists Douglas Waterhouse, Bill Boswell and Frank Talbot envisioned a 

national museum that would be a vibrant part of Australian life rather than a purely 

nation building producer and guardian. They recommended that: 

 
 the theme of the Museum be the history of man and nature in this continent, their 
 linked roles and their interactions. We suggest that to divorce man from nature in 
 the new museum would be to perpetuate a schism which the nineteenth century, in 
 the interests of science, did much to foster (Piggott 1975: Section 12.6: 70-71).  
 

But when the Commonwealth’s scientific collections did not transfer to the 

museum it undermined the institution’s founding principles based on discussion of 

Aboriginal history and the Australian environment. 
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In 1980 the National Museum of Australia Act was passed and its mission was to 

‘develop and maintain a national collection of historical material’ and its research 

focus was to be on ‘matters pertaining to Australian history’ (Robin 2003: 278). 

But the nature and scope of the collection, particularly the skeletal and 

ethnographic material, was problematic because it was assembled for taxonomic 

and comparative research rather than social historical purposes and it was 

therefore unable to convincingly celebrate: 

 
 Australian social history in a unique way by revealing the stories of ordinary and 
 extraordinary Australians, promoting the exploration of knowledge and ideas and 
 providing a dynamic forum for discussion and reflection (www.nma.gov.au).  
 

The National Museum’s mission was so overarching that it was probably always 

destined to attract criticism because bureaucracy rather than poetical insight 

governed its development. The museum’s exhibitions sought to bring to life the 

history of the modern nation but museums that perpetuate official history can no 

rarely rely on the stability or common interest or complicity of the public. They 

must be prepared for criticism especially in the case where collections comprise 

the material culture of living cultures expressed by living people (Hein 2000). Yet 

challenges to national histories according to Luke start to unravel ‘the few threads 

holding together the extremely multi-cultural, class-stratified state’ (Luke 2002: 

13). Cultures which were once the subject of scientific inquiry have been 

demanding a voice in their own representation and as museums endeavour to 

reach out to include Indigenous communities, they are finding that they only 

participate on their own terms. Hein claimed the taxonomic instability evident in 

public museums was:  

 
 undoubtedly traceable to a number of causes, but one factor must surely be the 
 newly validated judgment of those who were once present in museums only as the 
 silent ‘collected’… why should they choose to accept an invitation that enlists their 
 complicity with a system that heretofore denigrated their group memory and 
 experiential knowledge, in favour of a suspect analytic objectivity? (Hein 2000: 43).  
 

Hein maintained that the ‘collected,’ in whose place the museum has traditionally 

presented, faced the dilemma that by speaking they assumed responsibility for 

the objectified identity that they were alleged to represent, ‘and should they refuse 

to speak, they give tacit consent to the passivity of their represented condition and 

acquiesce to its enforced silence’ (Hein 2000: 43). Indigenous voices were heard 

http://www.nma.gov.au�
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in the museum’s Gallery of Aboriginal Australia where the connections between 

peoples and lands were explored from the viewpoint of self-directed journeys 

through land rights and present political struggles. This collective voice attracted 

media attention because the public was looking to the National Museum to 

narrate a time-honoured and accepted version of history rather than an 

Indigenous version that challenged it. Kylie Message and Chris Healy (2004) 

found that the National Museum was drawn into the culture wars because it 

addressed ‘culturally contentious topic’s through interdisciplinary exhibitionary 

strategies. Its exhibition framework effectively argued that rigour was too often 

equated with authority and that bias was part of the processes of debate, 

interpretation and civic participation’ (Message et al 2004). 

 
The search for Australian identity in museums commenced in the Bicentennial 

celebrations in 1978 and culminated in 2000 with the National Museum: 

 
 Challenging convention and encouraging debate about which we are as 
 Australians and what shapes our national culture and psyche … For every 
 Australian visitor, there is something to remember, share, enjoy or learn. For 
 overseas visitors, there is the chance to experience, through sight, sound and 
 touch, what Australia used to be, what it is now and what it could be, motivating 
 them to travel further in Australia, having had a taste of a living, dynamic and 
 futuristic museum (www.nma.gov.au).  
 

The National Museum was possibly meant to be a moment of transformation in 

ordinary people’s attitudes because it represented a political and financial 

investment in Australian culture but it became a target for criticism when 

transformation was understood to be an agent for ‘political re-education’ (Dubin 

1999: 218). The Ashton Raggatt McDougall design cost the nation over $155 

million dollars. The internal arrangement of permanent and temporary galleries 

and the Garden of Australian Dreams (designed by Room 4.1.3 Landscape 

Architecture and Design) supported architectural critic, John Macarthur’s 

comment that the plethora of references marking the exterior of the building had 

come to represent the museum’s approach to storytelling and ‘the associated 

development of the national character’ (Macarthur 2001:58). He suggested that 

the architecture and the garden offered a series of rhetorical figures that had 

become: 

 
 the basis for an allegory. The allegory of Australian history as tangled stories being 
 formed in the purposeful knot of citizenship requires an exegesis of the kind the 

http://www.nma.gov.au�
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 Museum’s guides and pamphlets will undoubtedly provide. The architectural 
 allegory has the same structure. It is an occasion for conversation, for storytelling. 
 (Macarthur 2001: 58). 
 
Public controversy over the form, content and style of the museum’s permanent 

and temporary exhibitions and the identification of the museum as Australia’s 

national museum was not confined within the discourse of intellectuals. People 

who otherwise might not worry about the content or purpose of the museum 

became interested when their expectations, based on their own experience, 

education and memory, were thwarted and they expressed those views publicly. 

Politicians, journalists and public commentators such as Miranda Devine (2001, 

2006), Gerard Henderson (2003), Ron Brunton (2003) and Keith Windshuttle 

(2001) developed an intense interest in how and what was exhibited in the 

museum because they considered that a visit to it produced a distorted, 

unbalanced and disturbing view of national history. Journalistic dismissal of the 

permanent exhibition because of political bias triggered a forceful reaction from 

the museum’s founding Director, Dawn Casey, who argued that the museum 

represented an opportunity for the nation to reflect on past activities and for the 

public to embrace their own part in the construction of that history. Public 

commentators did not accept the way that Australia’s history was reshaped and 

represented within the museum to conform to Casey’s view that the exhibitions 

should change visitor attitudes especially towards Indigenous people. The debate 

occurred at a critical juncture when the relative position of Indigenous people and 

their identity as a group were in transition. Barnett in particular objected to the 

museum’s ‘reworking of Australian history into political correctness’ (Barnett 

quoted in Windshuttle 2001: 12). Traditional history does not embrace diversity, 

complexity and contradictions nor does it make them structural principles. Critics 

considered that traditional history’s values had been debased by postmodernism’s 

depthlessness, weakening and reframing of traditional narrative: 

 
 By abandoning the traditional approach to history based on a narrative of major 
 events and their causes, in favour of equal time for every identifiable sexual and 
 ethnic group, history loses its explanatory power and degenerates into a tasteless 
 blancmange of worthy sentiment. There is no integrated story that links political, 
 legal, cultural, economic, military and technological events into an intelligible 
 framework (Windshuttle 2001: 17).  
 

Issues surfaced with regard to curatorial intentionality that were similar to those 

experienced by American museums: ‘One immediately sensed the counter-
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conventional intentions in its questioning of heritage – revisionist and affirmative, 

critical and commemorative, resistant and submissive – by the curatorial 

authorities and this sparked a stronger sense of indignation or denial over what 

many saw as the “radical” rewrite of the sacred scripts underpinning America and 

Americanism’ (Luke 2002: 15). Critical protests against postmodern values served 

to compromise the commentators’ position because it located their complaints 

within a politically conservative agenda where they were able to exercise authority 

as well as challenge it. They disparaged curators and historians who examined 

Australian history through the lens of gender, race, class or Foucault’s ‘effective 

history’ that ‘uproots its traditional foundations and relentlessly disrupts its 

pretended continuity’ (Foucault 1970: 79-81) as well as their academic 

allegiances:  

 
 In any case, the sour political and social attitudes predominating in the university 
 departments where museum staff get their qualification would make it difficult to 
 find curators capable of telling an honest but more celebratory national story of a 
 kind that the government would like (Brunton 2003: 23).  
 

Dubin (1999) suggested that the adversaries sparring over the context and 

content of the museum’s exhibitions were acting as participants in Foucault’s 

‘collusive struggles’ or ‘culture wars’ characterised by ‘perpetual spirals of power 

and pleasure’ with each well aware and acquainted with each others argument 

but persisting with what each considered was a just cause’ (Dubin 1999: 128). 

The Prime Minister, the Hon John Howard M. P., considered the balance sheet of 

Australian history to be positive. He argued that Australia should build upon its 

political and cultural inheritance from Britain, not try to exorcise it. He appropriated 

the working man’s sense of nationalism tied to Australia’s war experiences and 

values such as mateship and a fair go. He scorned the museum’s ‘black armband’ 

interpretation of history – that mournful, unhelpful and unduly negative account of 

Australian history – that he considered presented highly selective views of 

Australian history to the public and ultimately lead to historical distortion (Howard 

1996).  
 

Luke described how a ‘powerful curatorial vision’ when coupled with a well-

scripted exhibition could ‘act as a culture-writing force that rewrites lessons either 

for or against the incumbent ruling regime’ (Luke 2002: 15). In creating anxiety 

about Australian history the public debate that followed prompted change within 

the museum’s exhibition content so that it better reflected the stories that bound 
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and gave Australians their our cultural identity. In the face of criticism traditional 

chronological narrative rather than ‘effective history’ offered an understanding of 

historical sequence that was considered essential to a proper understanding of 

our past and contemporary reality. The exhibition content was reworked to include 

displays about Howard Florey, a pathologist who developed a way to mass-

produce penicillin, the CSIRO and myxomatosis and the wool, sporting and car 

industries. In the final analysis though chronological analysis is not the governing 

method employed by the museum and the message it sends is broad and 

obscure rather than streamlined and focused. As a result of a reassessment of 

the content the Prime Minister was able to declare in 2003 that the conservatives 

had won the culture war. In his closing address at the Liberal Party National 

Convention in Adelaide the Prime Minister said: 

 
 We no longer naval gaze about what an Australian is. We no longer are 
 mesmerized by the self appointed cultural dieticians who tell us that in some way 
 they know better what an Australian ought to be than all of us who know what an 
 Australian has always been and always will be…. We have ended that long 
 seemingly perpetual symposium on our self-identity that seemed to occupy the 10 
 years between the middle of the 1980s and the defeat of the Keating Government 
 in 1996 (Howard 2003) 
 

 

Clarifying the social purpose and primary function of the National Museum 

developed into an argument between those who proclaimed the museum’s public 

charter and those who proclaimed its collection and research charter; those who 

defended a pluralist, flexible approach to history and those who advocated a 

traditional, secure, unified narrative beginning with Captain Cook and extending 

through time to the 2000 Sydney Olympics. Those who believed the role of the 

museum was to carry forward develop and elaborate cultural forces and those 

who believed in the centrality of theoretical and scientific knowledge. However, 

under Casey’s initial direction the National Museum understood itself to be an 

ideological institution that questioned the projection of museal authority and 

certainty. It asked visitors to question if they could be represented by a singular or 

universally shared symbol of national cohesion and identity. Casey articulated the 

merits of critical thinking, inclusiveness, multiculturalism, narrative texts and 

interactive technology as cultural inducements and as a substitute for a cohesive 

national collection.  
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Tim Flannery, Director of the South Australian Museum, was vocal in his criticism 

of the National Museum. ‘It deeply concerns me that I'm seeing a very, very 

glossy front of house without a similar investment at the back … I suspect that if it 

comes at the cost of breaking that nexus between expertise, root research 

capacity and the exhibitions then in the long-term you're on a hiding to nothing’ 

(Flannery 2001). Flannery believed that museums existed to hold particular 

objects and specimens from the past for the future and that they could and should 

be studied in their own right. Flannery considered collection research to central to 

the museum and investigative scientific research and education were seen as the 

means of innovating and organising technological, cultural and societal change. 

He subscribed to the view that industrial societies were highly sensitive to the 

need for access to scientific knowledge (Flannery 1994) and his criticism was 

largely directed towards the downplaying of investigative research within the 

museum. Casey held a different view; she considered museums to be dynamic 

places where reflection, synthesis and creation could take place. Museums were 

agents for social and political change and institutions that fuelled controversy and 

debate. They were places that provided, analysed, criticised and interpreted 

information in order to ensure a vibrant and vigorous community. Museums, she 

stated: 

 
 can no longer be seen as storehouses for objects and as venues for passive 
 exhibitions. Increasingly both the museum sector and the public view the role of the 
 museum as a fulcrum for debate and interpretation of a whole range of social and 
 political issues in which objects become just one part of the story of a people, a 
 culture, an event or a symbol (Casey 2001: iv).  
 

If museums abandon the description and analysis of objects and instead use 

‘techniques of postmodern irony to turn their traditional collections against 

themselves’ (Windshuttle 2001) towards what historical destination are they 

moving to? Hooper-Greenhill claimed that in the modern museum ideas were 

more important than objects. ‘Now the idea is to tell a specific story, and objects 

are gathered as they relate to the story’. She claimed that the focus on ‘themes, 

ideas, and relationships’ could be identified as one of the guiding forces of the 

modern museum’ (Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 208). National identity ignited 

extensive controversy as supporters of the post-museum paradigm publicly 

argued with critics and politicians as to why their museum philosophy should 

provide the intellectual foundation for the exhibition content (Davison 2004: 54).  
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The National Museum of Australia’s mission echoes the mission of Dana almost a 

century earlier. His objective was to develop a museum that would attract, 

entertain, arouse curiosity, lead to questioning and promote learning. ‘It is an 

educational institution that is set up and kept in motion – that it may help the 

members of the community to become happier, wiser, and more effective human 

beings’ (Dana quoted in Alexander 1979: 13). People rather than collections were 

the key to his enterprise and his approach continues to influence the post-

museum as it develops into an institution that focuses on moral order through the 

idea of conscience. These museums have become spaces in which moral orders 

are routinely performed and in which the visitor is invited to regulate themselves 

and their thoughts in certain directions. Dana identified human relationships, as 

expressed through history, as the enduring link connecting museums to their 

visitors and a century later this connection remains unchallenged. Although 

Message and Healy (2004) suggested that these humanistic strategies had 

placed the National Museum in ‘a difficult and complex space, an in-between 

space’.  
 

 The NMA has positioned itself as a new institution in part through its engagement 
 with diverse fields; history and public policy, national identity and the media, 
 popular culture and the public sphere, tourism and academic debate. At the same 
 time it has refused to claim the traditional authority of (national) museums as being 
 able to represent, and speak authoritatively about, those things that properly 
 belong in its domain. In animating debate across such a range of political and 
 cultural fields, the Museum ran the risk of being unable to defend the ground from 
 which it chose to speak. And this is what happened when the NMA was also 
 compelled to engage with the culture wars (Message et al: 2004). 
 

Conclusion 
The rise of the post-museum, in both social and intellectual terms has been the 

result of a change in attitude to the interconnectedness between people, history, 

objects and collections. Post-museums are shifting their emphasis from the 

acquisition of objects and collections to people, their histories and their 

relationships with one another through the reconsideration of the use of objects 

and collections. This reflects a paradigm shift that is not always publicly or 

professionally acknowledged. Curators and other museum professionals have 

collectively struggled over the accepted definition and role of objects within their 

institutions. The post-museum curator has reassessed the role of the object in 

historical narration and imagination because, as Bennett identified, in a museum 

context, unmediated contact with an object is not possible (Bennett 1995: 146). 
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The object, for Bennett, became rhetorical as soon as it was placed in a museum. 

Post-museum curators assemble objects to support or challenge an intellectual 

position or argument; the curator undertakes object research and constructs an 

exhibition narrative around the findings. When they use objects to reveal 

continuities through association with eyewitness accounts and first person 

interpretation they generally provide the best means possible for the public to 

understand the ‘truth’. Ashton and Hamilton’s investigation into the ‘ways in which 

Australians think about, evaluate and use the past’ (Ashton et al 2003: 9) found 

that ‘the most important medium for historical narratives was the object. ‘Objects 

also often become a driving or anchoring force in narratives. Most people 

responded to the material physicality of objects and their tangibility as ‘evidence 

of the past’ (Ashton et al 2003: 13-14). This implies that the public does not favour 

multiple layers of interpretation; although as David Mellor argued perhaps the 

visitor is not quite aware of how omnipresent this can be in a museum (Mellor 

2001).  

 

This chapter provided evidence of the issues that have influenced the function 

and purpose of the post-museum and that served to distinguish its mission and 

curatorial practices from those of the modernist museum. Hooper-Greenhill 

defined the post-museum in terms of the relationship between the museum and 

the visitor – who is active and who determines meaning in the museum. The 

reconceptualisation of the museum along these lines has produced the 

opportunity for practitioners to think about cultural difference differently. The 

chapter began by defining the post-museum in order to differentiate it from the 

modernist museum. It examined two exhibitions mounted by the Queensland 

Museum: the permanent exhibition, Dandiiri Maiwar, and the community curated 

exhibition, The Birthing Circle, with specific regard to Indigenous curation and the 

use of first person narration within the exhibition text. Following this was a 

discussion of how museums responded to issues of representation and restitution 

of cultural property with particular emphasis on the return of ethnographic material 

and its impact on institutional and professional legislation. The discussion then 

moved to the shift in collection development in the post-museum with a particular 

emphasis on the National Museum of Australia and the paradox that museum 

created when it employed post-museum exhibition framing to encourage debate 

about the way national history was presented and understood within the museum. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: EXHIBITION MAKING  
 

Temporary exhibitions are increasingly considered to be a museum’s highest 

priority for they allow greater opportunity for curators to introduce new research 

topics to the public and they highlight the museum’s profile. In 1993 I curated the 

exhibition, Poignant Regalia Nineteenth Century Aboriginal Images and 

Breastplates for the Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales. This chapter 

analyses the process and context of its production it also investigates curatorial 

intention. It addresses Kavanagh (1994), Dean (1997), Hooper-Greenhill (2000), 

Cameron (2003), Crane (2004) and Davison’s (2004) advocacy of transparency in 

curatorial practice. 

 

Poignant Regalia was mounted in the Greenway Gallery, Hyde Park Barracks, 

Sydney, following public debate resulting from the 1991 report of the Royal 

Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, the 1992 Mabo High Court 

decision, Prime Minister Paul Keating’s Redfern speech and the passing of Native 

Title legislation in 1993. The national enquiry into the Aboriginal Deaths in 

Custody identified Aborigines as Australia’s most severely disadvantaged 

community. The Mabo case acknowledged for the first time that Aboriginal people 

were once the owners and possessors of Australia. The case drew into question 

the legitimacy of land appropriation. Prime Minister Keating’s Redfern speech 

informed listeners that the purpose of the International Year of the World’s 

Indigenous People was to ‘bring the dispossessed out of the shadows, to 

recognize that they are part of us’ (Keating 2000: 61). Reconciliation was 

employed as an instrument to foster widespread societal and institutional change 

and recognition of past injustices was greatly assisted by a new approach to 

historical analysis that identified the Aborigines as the invaded. Aboriginal history 

started to occupy the centre ground rather than being silenced and ignored.  

 

I was fortunate to link ten years of traditional museum collection research to the 

political and social aims of the International Year of the World’s Indigenous 

People and to gain the support and endorsement of the Board of Trustees and 

Director, Peter Watts. ‘No exhibition proposal in this Trust was ever agreed to, 

funded and supported with such speed and vigour’ (Watts 1993: 4). Timing was 

crucial to gaining managerial support and the International Year provided the 

political motive for institutional support. Watts acknowledged in the foreword to 
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the exhibition catalogue and in his opening night address that, ‘ a dramatic shift 

had taken place within our community in recent years. We now have a keen 

desire to know, to understand, to embrace and to make reparation’ (Watts 1993: 

4). Watts supported my curatorial independence; he accepted my conviction that 

the exhibition would be socially, culturally and politically significant to both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. It would be the first and largest 

survey of breastplates in Australia. In supporting the exhibition proposal he 

promoted his institution’s mission and a renewed agenda that shifted institutional 

focus away from the physical conservation of historic fabric to social 

documentary. 

 

The author of The Aboriginal Deaths in Custody Report, the Hon. J. H. Wootton 

AC, QC, opened the exhibition in recognition of its political and social significance. 

Wootton’s Report discussed inequality, racism, injustice and the prejudice and 

ignorance of non-Aboriginal Australians, themes the exhibition and its catalogue 

essays written by Ysola Best, Phil Gordon and Paul Behrendt, key Aboriginal 

museum professionals and academics explored. Yugambeh elder Ysola Best, a 

direct descendant of a breastplate recipient, Bilin Bilin, discussed the power and 

importance of survival for Aboriginal people (Best 1993). Phil Gordon, Aboriginal 

Liaison Officer, Australian Museum, discussed the ambiguous political role the 

breastplate historically represented for Aboriginal communities (Gordon 1993). 

Indigenous academic, Paul Behrendt, identified breastplates as ‘degrading 

symbols of colonialism’ used by ‘the colonisers’ to ‘expropriate the land from its 

indigenous owners’ (Behrendt 1993: 19). In combination their views reflected 

Aboriginal thinking at the time. They welcomed Poignant Regalia because it 

offered an opportunity for Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians to address 

the politics underlying the breastplate as the object became identified as both a 

symbol of oppression and survival.  

 

Within exhibitions curators can construct meaning using techniques of contrast, 

difference or opposition or assertions of sameness or similarity. The placement 

and use of objects helps determine the relationship between those objects and 

the visitor and that relationship can encourage feelings of empathy, acceptance, 

respect or horror. Hooper-Greenhill drew attention to how knowledge and 

meaning were constructed by curators when they selected and arranged objects 

(Hooper-Greenhill 2000:139). The Hyde Park Barracks’ particular historic setting 



 

   116   

(1817-1819) framed the context for the exhibition because it made a tangible link 

between Sydney’s fifth Governor, Lachlan Macquarie, (1810-1821) and the 

establishment of Sydney and the Colony of New South Wales. The first 

breastplates were manufactured and distributed to Aborigines in 1816. The 

recipients were distinguished by the nomenclature ‘chief’ and by a sprig of foliage 

engraved on each apex. The foliage was derivative of the regimental insignia 

depicted on eighteenth and early nineteenth century English military gorgets 

(Cleary 1993: 29). The exhibition design and the arrangement of the objects and 

text were both didactic and thematic. The installation used the gallery space, the 

tone of the presentation, the background palette and the visitor flow to create a 

mood to heighten visitor interest in the objects. Visitors could construct different 

narratives depending on how they read the various exhibition components.  

 

One hundred and eighty four brass breastplates sourced from public and private 

collections were mounted in a continuous row along the red painted walls located 

within the centre of the gallery space. Located above the breastplates were 

historical quotations that emphasised issues of colonisation and racism. The 

display was minimalist in concept. The breastplates were divided into six thematic 

grouping: chiefs, kings, queens, royalty, rewards and in recognition of service. 

Each breastplate was spot lighted and to a certain extent this and the severity of 

the exhibition design deliberately blurred the distinction between the breastplate 

as an art object and as a historical object. By emphasising the breastplate’s 

aesthetic qualities through a visual reading rather than it’s historic qualities 

through a textual reading I attempted to eschew prejudicial ethnographic and 

anthropological narratives. Changes within the breastplates decorative motifs 

(sprigs of foliage, emu and kangaroo motifs, radiating lines, illustrative scenes) 

and the font and tone of the inscription on the objects allowed the visitor to 

appreciate cultural change through time. Governor-General Thomas Brisbane 

(1821-1825), Macquarie’s successor, failed to retain control over the awarding of 

breastplates and this decision led to their debasement through widespread 

manufacture. From the 1830s onwards the breastplate became a ‘folk’ product, 

made from materials at hand and inscribed by workers at other trades who made 

the object for the immediate population as it was needed. Kangaroo and emu 

motifs appear and the terminology changes from Macquarie’s ‘chief’ to a fantasy 

world of kings, queens, princes and princesses. As breastplate distribution 

increased in popularity jewellers and engravers began producing them en masse 
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and by the 1880s they appeared as stock items in merchandising catalogues. 

Collectively the breastplates represented 114 years of cross-cultural relationships.  

Within the exhibition space enlarged photographs of breastplate recipients taken 

by nineteenth century photographers including Charles Kerry, John William Lindt, 

and Henry King created an Aboriginal presence and a sense of loss within the 

gallery. The suggested physical presence made an interesting counterpoint to the 

mute inscriptions on the breastplate and like the objects themselves the 

photographs brought the dual issues surrounding Aboriginal identity to the 

forefront of discussion. Recognition of the presence of their ancestors had both its 

positive and negative impact. Some Aboriginal visitors considered the 

photographs to be demeaning or stereotypical while others viewed them as heroic 

images of the past as they might prefer to remember themselves.  

 

The lack of interpretive media was a deliberate curatorial strategy because the 

breastplates became the starting point for the visitor experience rather than an 

introductory text. This strategy extended the visitor’s understanding and 

appreciation of the object because visitors had to get very close to the objects in 

order to read the inscription. This in itself was unusual as getting close to a 

museum object is an increasingly rare experience. The lack of labels, lengthy text 

panels, interactive audio-visual material or multi-media technology meant the only 

access to explanations of the breastplate was through the various catalogue 

essays, which were reproduced and made available throughout the gallery. The 

exhibition structured its meaning and communicated its message by thematically 

grouping the breastplates and using provocative quotations from a variety of 

primary sources to reinforce the intended political message of the thematic 

groupings. The choice of quotations reflected curatorial concern for accuracy, 

brevity and impact and they acted as the historical and theoretical coordinates 

through which visitors could better identify some of the exhibition’s overarching 

concepts. For example, Alexander Berry’s 1822 quote that introduced the ‘kings’ 

section not only provided the historical reference for the commencement of 

identifying kings within the Aboriginal population but also who took the liberty of 

the invention:  

 
 Governor Macquarie had adopted this system [breastplate distribution], and had 
 found it beneficial, but he was very tenacious of his prerogative, and would not 
 allow any person, save himself, to convert chiefs into Kings. Now, however, he had 
 been relieved by Sir Thomas Brisbane, and I assumed the liberty of making Kings 
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 direct, rather than solicit the Governor to provide the brass plate (Berry quoted in 
 Cleary 1993: 48).  
 

Alexander Berry was an important figure during that period in New South Wales. 

He was a Scottish medical practitioner who established a mercantile business 

with his brother-in-law, Edward Wollstonecraft, in Sydney in 1819. In 1822 Berry 

and Wollstonecraft applied for a grant of 10,000 acres on the Shoalhaven River 

that was approved in 1830. Between 1830 and 1840 he purchased an additional 

22,000 acres to cultivate maize, tobacco, wheat, barley and potatoes and raise 

pigs and cattle. Berry was appointed Member of the First Legislative Council in 

1824 and as an exclusionist he took opportunities as and when they presented 

themselves to actively intervene in situations to advance his livelihood.  

 

Poignant Regalia rejected chronological convention; it did not present a linear 

content where the exhibition form narrated an event. Instead it prompted a closer 

examination of what Australians thought they knew about colonial and post-

colonial society. The exhibition was intended to challenge understanding of 

cultural loss, cultural misunderstanding and cultural survival. Bilin-Bilin was 

Jackey-Jackey King of the Logan River. He was a Yugambeh man from southeast 

Queensland who had contact with timber cutters, missionaries, explorers, 

surveyors, settlers and pastoralists exploiting the rich resources of the Logan, 

Pimpama, Albert, Coomera and Nerang Rivers. He received his breastplate in 

1875, fifty years after the Moreton Bay Penal Settlement was established, thirty-

three years after Brisbane was proclaimed a free settlement and sixteen years 

after the colony of Queensland was proclaimed. Bilin-Bilin straddled two eras of 

Aboriginal history: the one before and the one after colonisation of Yugambeh 

land. He guided the surveyors, assisted the settlers, debated with the 

missionaries and protected his people through those turbulent times (Best 1993: 

13). He died at the Deebing Creek Mission, Ipswich, Queensland in 1901. A 

photograph, taken shortly before his death, shows him wearing his breastplate. 

He is seated amongst members of his extended family in front of a house 

constructed as part of the Presbyterian mission. Yugambeh elder, Ysola Best, 

asked in her catalogue essay, ‘Why does Bilin-Bilin still wear the brass plate?’ Her 

answer provided a personal and community connection to cultural survival: 

 
 the term ‘King’ is a foreign concept to Aboriginal Australia. However if one could go 
 back in time and interview those individuals to whom Bilin Bilin was well known, 
 would they not say he protected his country and his family? Did he not set in place 
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 strategies to ensure that the orphaned Logan River people would not become an 
 extinct race of people but would survive and continue to fight for their lands and 
 their rights? Will people call him a ‘king’ or could it be that he is a majestic eagle 
 whose spiritual presence continues to influence his descendents to care for and 
 protect their own country (Best 1993: 15). 
 

The exhibition was self-interpreting rather than prescriptive. It attempted to invite 

the viewer into an intellectual and imaginative exercise, to imagine the thoughts, 

feelings and the particular lives and circumstances of the breastplate recipients. 

The introductory text panel acknowledged the history of the breastplate while the 

curatorial voice asked, “What had each person done to warrant a breastplate?” 

and “How did their lives change as a result of receiving one?” Some Aboriginal 

reactions were found in the historical record: in 1835 the Reverend J. C. S. Handt 

of Wellington, New South Wales, recorded that three breastplate owners refused 

an invitation to sit with him at his fire because they were gentlemen. The import of 

their reply was that it was a gentleman’s privilege to give, not take, orders (Cleary 

1993: 11). While Aborigines were subject to British law they were also subject to 

tribal law. In 1840 when the Commandant at Brisbane presented a breastplate to 

Multuggerah or Moppy, King of the Upper Brisbane tribe, it was reported that:  

 
 the rest of the tribe could not, of course, read the inscription on the plate; but being 
 shrewd enough to discover that it had a meaning, they requested the supposed 
 Boraltchou [a runaway convict assimilated into the tribe] to explain to them what it 
 meant. And when told that it signified that Moppy was their master, and that they 
 were all his servants, they got into a prodigious taking at his supposed usurpation 
 of kingly authority over themselves, as free and independent natives of Australia, 
 and insisted that Moppy should carry back the plate to the Commandant, under 
 pain of death (Cleary 1993: 11).  
 

Historical understanding and imagination lay at the heart of the exhibition as facts 

about Australia’s past were presented through objects that collectively carried a 

powerful and persuasive message. The exhibition required visitors to reflect on 

their understanding of Australian national history and, to a lesser extent, 

deconstruct their understanding of national myths as they referred to particular 

incidents in Aboriginal history from 1816 to 1930. The exhibition and catalogue 

essays were designed to affect attitudinal change. The exhibition was able to 

modify or slightly change the visitor’s understanding, so that they left the 

exhibition with a different perspective and understanding. What was central to the 

exhibition was a curatorial conviction that an understanding of the long and 

persistent history of breastplate distribution (1816-1930) and the general 

recognition in Australia of what this episode signified was an element in the quest 
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for reconciliation between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians. It was 

towards such an understanding and recognition that the exhibition was aimed. A 

few examples will illustrate how these issues and the exhibition eventually took 

shape.  

 

A decade of archival research revealed the identity of 319 breastplate recipients 

and the circumstances surrounding their breastplate. Research uncovered 

information that was personal and private making me appreciate that in 

representing Aboriginal people’s real experiences, histories and identities the 

curator struggles with one of the major ethical choices relating to exhibition 

construction: in deciding which message to provide, what information should 

become public knowledge and what should remain private. How much information 

should be presented to the public through an exhibition and what is the 

justification for doing so? In exhibitions containing sensitive subject matter 

curators must judge and evaluate both the value and relationships of the evidence 

to hand and exercise a moral understanding of the issues including any potential 

impact on surviving relatives. Disseminating information relating to Aboriginal 

people has an implicit element of moral and ethical responsibility and raises 

normative questions about whether curatorial actions are right or wrong. 

Normative questions are value laden and curatorial decision-making increasingly 

requires making choices between values and these value judgements are 

subjective (Edson 1997: 19). A major ethical concern in presenting Poignant 

Regalia was the potential for the manipulation of public values and opinions 

through the recontextualising of the breastplates within the exhibition. As curator I 

was attempting to present two interpretations to the public: one involved 

interpreting the breastplates as museum objects and the other involved the 

construction of the historical events that surrounded their production. There were 

ethical differences between the two forms of interpretation and these were 

reflected in the exhibition and its catalogue.  

 

Whereas I could objectively analyse the physical form of the breastplate in terms 

of material, style, motif, inscription and shape to place the object within a historical 

continuum I felt for the situations and circumstances the breastplate recipients 

found themselves in. For example, I felt compassion for Coomee Nulunga, or 

Maria, a woman described as the last survivor of the Murramarang tribe from the 

south coast of New South Wales. Edmund Milne, District Superintendent of 
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Railways and amateur ethnographer, gave Coomee a breastplate in 1909 

because she was the last ‘full-blood’ and sole occupant of the Aboriginal camp on 

condition that she keep it with her always ‘til death’ (Cleary 1993: 113). Coomee’s 

photograph portrays an elderly woman, sitting on a wooden box outside a timber 

hut. Her demeanour is reticent her pose uncomplicated. Coomee’s hands are 

crossed and rest on her lap; she wears a long dark skirt, white blouse and 

headscarf. We do not know if she is wearing the breastplate underneath her 

blouse. Coomee looks out at the unidentified photographer with a certain 

melancholy in her expressive eyes. Her face appears to question the 

photographer and beyond him the visitor. Coomee was born about 1820. When 

Milne was a young boy attending school in Ulladulla he heard Coomee talking 

about her grandmother who remembered ‘the first time the white birds came by’ 

an allusion to the sailing ships of either Cook or Philip making their way north. 

When I was able to match the breastplate to the glass plate image I sensed a 

deep sadness in this elderly woman, she was alone and isolated and destined to 

live the final years of her life without support of family or community. Coomee was 

over 90 when she died in 1914. The Milton and Ulludulla Times published an 

obituary as a way of identifying the last sole survivor. The breastplate identifies 

Coomee as the last of the Murramarang and the three parallel gashes on either 

side of the inscription Milne claimed were similar to the initiation scars on her 

shoulders. As personal stories like Coomee’s surfaced I realised how curation 

would be able to contribute a new perspective on Aboriginal people’s cultural 

reality.  

 

Coomee’s breastplate was a private commission, initiated and carried out by 

Milne. His name and the year of the gift, 1909, are inscribed on the surface as a 

reminder of his private munificence. Milne commissioned this plate almost 100 

years after Governor Lachlan Macquarie instituted the feast at Parramatta in 

which he and succeeding governors publicly identified and rewarded friendly 

Aboriginal ‘chiefs’ for assisting white settlers with safe passage. In June 1816 

Macquarie proclaimed that Aborigines, whether singly or in a group, were 

prohibited from approaching within one mile of any town, village or farm occupied 

or owned by a British subject if they were carrying spears, clubs or waddies. If 

they did they could be fired on. If a group of more than six unarmed Aborigines 

ventured near a farm they could be fired on. Ceremonial assemblies even for 

religious purposes and whether on occupied or unoccupied land, were banned. 
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The proclamation gave landowners and their convict servants the right to treat 

both armed and unarmed Aborigines as enemies and to fire at them virtually at 

will. Aboriginal men, women or children could be taken prisoner. Men who fled 

were to be shot and their bodies ‘hung on the highest trees in the clearest parts of 

the forest’ (Macquarie quoted in Cleary 1993: 9). Aborigines who abided by the 

restrictions and acknowledged the authority of the British Crown were offered a 

passport or certificate bearing Macquarie’s signature and this - in theory at least - 

would provide some protection. Macquarie held a feast at Parramatta that year, 

appointed chiefs and distributed rations: beef, plum pudding, liquor and blankets, 

‘a frock or loose jacket, a pair of pantaloons or red trousers and a common leather 

cap for the men, a red jacket and a petticoat for the women and a shirt for the 

piccaninnies’ (Macquarie quoted in Cleary 1993: 9):  

 
 His Excellency then assembled the chiefs by themselves, and confirmed them in 
 the ranks of chieftains, to which their own tribe had exalted them, and conferred 
 upon them badges of distinction; whereon were engraved their names as chiefs, 
 and those of their tribes. He afterwards conferred badges of merit on some 
 individuals, in acknowledgement of their steady and loyal conduct in the assistance 
 they rendered the military party, when lately sent out in pursuit of the refractory 
 natives to the west and south of the Nepean (Cleary 1993: 10).  
 

Thirty-eight chiefs from Jervis Bay to Wollombi were given breastplates during 

Macquarie’s term underscoring the extent of white settlement. Subsequent 

governors followed the practice for the next nineteen years until there were too 

few Aborigines left to warrant a feast. But the practice of breastplate distribution 

spread from officialdom to graziers and others seeking to reward certain 

behaviour. Whereas Macquarie had restricted the movement of settlers in order to 

maintain some control over territorial expansion under Brisbane a different pattern 

of land occupation emerged. For those settlers wanting to occupy land and 

establish some form of co-operative relationship with the native inhabitants the 

‘badge of distinction’ became the means to this end.  

 

The breastplate itself had little lasting impact on Aboriginal society because it was 

fashioned by one culture in an attempt to impose its social system on another. 

Until the exhibition most Aboriginal people regarded the breastplate as a white 

man’s token, given to ‘coconuts’: people whose skin was black but whose 

attitudes were white. The breastplate was part of a community memory. Generally 

the objects themselves were ignored and discarded because they represented 

submission and appeasement; the breastplate was seen as a symbol of 
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oppression and dispossession. The collective memory of the events, which led to 

the award of a breastplate, was often a point of difference for those members of 

the community who were directly connected to the recipient acknowledged to be 

either a king, queen or chief and who asserted their dominant position and those 

who acknowledged that the titles did not represent traditional social hierarchies 

and therefore held no value. These divergent interpretations and responses 

remained in place until Poignant Regalia, coupled with the prevailing native title 

interest at the time, allowed a rethinking to take place. Recipients were no longer 

derided by the Aboriginal community as collaborators but were reassessed as 

survivors and protectors. The breastplates became symbols of recognition, mutual 

interdependence and pledges of friendship and gratitude, survival and cultural 

vitality. The individuals identified on the breastplates and their tribal groups and 

territories were viewed in a new light because they became evidence of 

continuous occupation of country and of Aboriginal survival. The catalogue was 

widely circulated as Land Councils and keeping places sought reference to 

historical connection with traditional country. Gordon described the range of 

emotions felt by Aboriginal people when they confronted the objects:  

 
 The reaction to them is full of conflicting passions such as anger, hate and sorrow, 
 but once these feelings are confronted a feeling of pride emerges because they 
 also symbolise not only the past inequalities but the fact that Aboriginal people 
 have survived and continue as a people against huge odds today (Gordon 1993: 
 17). 
 

Inga Clendinnen, in the 1999 Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s Boyer 

Lectures, summarised the philosopher Martha Nussbaum’s criteria for responsible 

citizenship in today’s world: an ability to critically examine one’s self and one’s 

traditions; an ability to see beyond immediate group loyalties and to extend to 

strangers the moral concern we naturally extend to friends and family; and the 

ability to see unapparent associations between sequences of human actions and 

to recognize their likely consequences, intended and unintended (Clendinnen 

2000: 245). Overall, the audience that visited the exhibition represented that 

educated sector, socialised at an early age into museum visiting and those who 

sought an educative element in their leisure experiences. They came from a 

range of socio-economic backgrounds, from various age and gender groups, from 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous backgrounds and from other countries. There 

was equal representation in terms of Australian regionalism and international 

visitors came from Japan, England, Wales, Scotland, Finland, Canada, United 
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States, Italy, Chile, New Zealand, Germany, Peru and Singapore. The exhibition 

comment book has now become a cultural artefact in its own right, highlighting a 

small section of the nation’s thinking about Aboriginal issues and concerns at the 

time.  

 

Visitor Experience 
The breastplates had the power to arouse emotion responses in visitors and the 

controversial nature of the exhibition evoked mixed reactions. The comment book 

recorded visitor reactions to the exhibition and showcased self-expression 

through emotion, reminiscence, opinion, interaction and cognition. Had the 

exhibition made a difference to visitors’ understanding of Aboriginal issues? The 

comment book and media reviews suggest it did. The book contained 294 written 

comments from visitors to the Hyde Park Barracks, Sydney; 288 from the National 

Library of Australia, Canberra; 133 from the Queensland Museum, Brisbane; 139 

from the Wollongong City Gallery, and 159 from the Western Australian Museum, 

Perth, made between 1993 and 1994. The comment book turned the exhibition 

into an interactive event with a contemporary component. Most of the comments 

were positive; some were negative and some fatuous. 

 

The cognitive, psychological and emotional reactions to the exhibition and the 

tone and main themes of the responses indicated that that visitors felt sadness 

and empathy with Aboriginal issues. The exhibition unearthed feelings of anger, 

frustration, loss, morning, sadness and hope. Zahava Doering observed that 

exhibitions at the Smithsonian Museum were ‘an inefficient and ineffective method 

for communicating new information or changing attitudes. But museums are 

powerful tools for confirming, reinforcing and extending existing beliefs’ (Doering 

2002: 6). Visitor reaction to Poignant Regalia appeared to support Doering’s 

conclusion. There was general agreement that the exhibition had the power to 

move visitors to tears. One male visitor wrote, ‘This exhibition has the power to 

move many of us whites beyond the surface of our subtle racist conditioning, 

deep into the level of empathy as kindred spirits’. Another Aboriginal visitor 

commented, ‘In Aboriginal way no “kings”, “queens”, “princesses”, “princes” 

existed. I found the terminology offensive. To say it is used because that is the 

way it is written doesn’t make it any better. As (an Aborigine) a Ngarrindjeri 

person I found this exhibition made my soul cry’. ‘Within the sadness, a feeling of 

hope – the spirits live through their eyes – Koori man’ (Quotations excerpted from 
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“Comment Book: Poignant Regalia” Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, 

May 1993). 

 

Visitors commented on the poignancy of the photographs, their ignorance of this 

aspect of Australia’s history, the presentation of ‘true’ history and the association 

of breastplates with dog tags. Visitor comments included: ‘The despair and 

numbing that I see in all these faces is symbolic of their loss…I walk out of here 

feeling sad and ashamed to be Australian’. ‘A great display. A disturbing reminder 

of inhumanity and patronisation(?). The medallions were reminiscent of dog tags. 

Terrible.’ ‘An exhibition to stimulate an interest in Australia’s hidden histories’ 

(Quotations excerpted from “Comment Book: Poignant Regalia” Historic Houses 

Trust of New South Wales, May 1993). Many Aboriginal visitors found the real 

and possible psychological and social damage caused by the undermining of their 

culture by a dominant white culture hard to face up to. Some visitors 

acknowledged that Aborigines were mistreated in the past and they linked that 

mistreatment to present disadvantage with most identifying the plight of 

Aborigines as a ‘tragedy’ and a major failing of white invasion. International 

visitors were concerned with the damage colonial mistreatment had caused. 

There was also recognition of the effect that this damage had on present day 

Aborigines. One Aboriginal visitor wrote, ‘A sad reflection on white society. How 

could they be part of steps like this to destroy magical culture of the Aboriginals?’ 

(Quotation excerpted from “Comment Book: Poignant Regalia” Historic Houses 

Trust of New South Wales, May 1993). There were some who saw one population 

as the invaders and the other as the invaded. Many wished to accept 

responsibility for what happened in the past. Others said that they personally were 

not involved and should not be expected to accept personal responsibility for what 

happened, or feel the need to apologise or have anyone else apologise for them.  

 

Most comments indicated that visitors felt that the practice of awarding 

breastplates to Aborigines was wrong. Some people voiced concern over the 

appropriateness of judging past actions by contemporary standards. Others 

commented that colonists and pastoralists who took the land or in some way 

disrupted Aboriginal society did not know it was wrong. Some visitors argued that 

the breastplates demonstrated good behaviour on both sides – both settlers and 

Aborigines behaved well towards each other, especially the breastplates given in 

acknowledgement of acts of bravery. Some visitors questioned the application of 
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current standards and knowledge to past actions and most advocated the need to 

move forward and reconcile differences. One visitor wrote, ‘We have a lot to be 

ashamed of; perhaps this is the first step towards our search for our 

Australianism’ (Quotation excerpted from “Comment Book: Poignant Regalia” 

Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, May 1993). Behind many of the 

statements appeared to lay empathy and an inclination to look at the issue from 

an Aboriginal perspective. Some visitors found the exhibition painful and 

confrontational especially if, in their mind, they identified with the breastplate 

recipient, the photographic subject or if they were Aboriginal. ‘I’m amazed, at 45 

years I knew nothing of all this, was never taught it at school. How sad’ (Quotation 

excerpted from “Comment Book: Poignant Regalia” Historic Houses Trust of New 

South Wales, May 1993).  

 

The themes that emerged from the responses demonstrated that the exhibition 

politicised the cultural struggle and the exhibition positioned the Trust at the 

centre of public debate about the political role of the curator. Historical 

understanding of past actions assisted in reflection of contemporary actions, 

attitudes and beliefs. Visitors reacted to what they saw and read in the comment 

book especially if the remarks included reflections on the individuals leading the 

public land rights debate. In 1992 when the High Court of Australia asserted 

Aboriginal land title in the Mabo case it opened up possibilities for conflict with 

existing property rights, especially mining rights given that only fifteen percent of 

the continent was freehold title and was therefore a zone of certainty. Land rights 

became one of the most fundamental economic, social, legal and constitutional 

issues Australia faced as it tried to resolve Aboriginal claims to unalienated Crown 

land (where no lease or title has been handed over), leasehold land (pastoral 

leases of 99 years duration), defence land, national parks and conservation 

areas. The concerns about land certainty ran deep and Prime Minister Paul 

Keating and his Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Robert Tickner and Minister for the 

Environment, Senator Graham Richardson, clashed with Western Australian 

Liberal Premier, Richard Court, Western Mining Corporation Managing Director, 

Hugh Morgan, and public broadcaster, Alan Jones, all of whom expressed 

support for terra nullius and whose public comments appeared to disparage 

Aborigines. Against this political background public reaction to the exhibition 

indicated the development of a new awareness of issues and for others a more 

acute focus. One Aboriginal visitor wrote, ‘I thought it was horrible because we 
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heard on the news what happened to Daniel Yock’ (Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 

victim). Another Aboriginal man offered this evaluation, ‘They did nothing of worth 

and now want what we have done back plus interest. Reverse discrimination is in 

full swing back to the stone age life for all Australians’ (Quotations excerpted from 

“Comment Book: Poignant Regalia” Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, 

May 1993). 
 

Poignant Regalia was a timely social history exhibition because of the 

reconciliation movement’s momentum. Social history is essentially concerned with 

the examination of all aspects of the history of a people and the land they occupy. 

It is a progressive view of history referring to the record of previously neglected 

subjects. Correspondingly the significant events and moments in their history 

demand innovative modes of interpretation and conceptualisation in the absence 

of the ‘standard’ documentary records (Hein 2000: 163). Politically it was a 

strategic time to mount the exhibition because it drew attention to an untapped 

historical source that made connections between Aboriginal people and land. The 

location of every breastplate was cross-referenced to the governing Aboriginal 

Land Council and each Council was provided with information about the purpose 

of the exhibition and invited to contribute in any manner they considered 

appropriate. Every community from which an image was sourced was similarly 

consulted and representatives from museum Indigenous advisory committees 

were invited to contribute to the exhibition and catalogue. The overwhelming 

majority chose not to contribute or express any opinion, supportive or otherwise, 

about the exhibition because of the ambiguous political nature of the breastplate. 

The majority of Aboriginal spokespersons who did respond told me they did not 

consider the objects were theirs and therefore they did not relate to them.  

 

Some visitors thought the exhibition and the host venues should have entered into 

a version of historical accountancy, with statistics relating to Aboriginal deaths 

and tribal/linguistic information to validate contemporary political positions. ‘I find it 

commendable that the [Western Australian] Museum has acknowledged the plight 

of the Aborigine in this exhibition (to a small extent) after so little in the main 

museum’ (Quotation excerpted from “Comment Book: Poignant Regalia” Historic 

Houses Trust of New South Wales, May 1993). One person felt that the lack of 

information about the Aboriginal photographic subjects represented curatorial bias 
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but it helped underscore the difficulty of identifying individual Aboriginal people 

from the historical record, a point not lost on Ysola Best:  

 
 Roberts, the man who surveyed the Queensland border c1863-1866, identified his 
 guides and assistants as ‘black engaged to hump his equipment’. Why did this 
 educated man fail to identify the men who travelled with him over their own country 
 for almost three years? Roberts used Yugambeh language to identify his survey 
 points. Who gave him this information? Why did he not name his informants? (Best 
 1993:15).  
 

In 1863 Francis Roberts was instructed to carry out a survey of the Queensland - 

New South Wales border from Point Danger to the Dumaresq River. He, and later 

surveyors, recorded the traditional names and pronunciation of natural features 

including creeks, hills, lagoons and waterholes along the route. For Best the focus 

on personal interpretation opened up issues of identity and culture especially the 

notion of European acquisition of Yugambeh territory through cartographic 

nomenclature. 

 

The archival record can sometimes expose the unpalatable face of cross-cultural 

political history because of the availability of personal information. Claiming 

ancestry and country can be a melancholy process: Aborigines have a sense that 

they must belong somewhere and that surely they belong more than the coloniser 

whom they pre-date. This is true but how do they know where they belong? 

Tracing family history has become a sorry business and identity politics is not an 

easy issue to resolve because the individual and the State actively determine it. 

The forced removal of Aboriginal children and adults to culturally remote missions, 

settlements and reserves throughout the nineteenth century reveals that 

connection to country can be weak. Oral history can be satisfactory but it is a 

tenuous thing. Once broken through forced relocation, through removal and death 

it is hard to reassemble unlike written records that can be repeatedly deciphered. 

Oral history depends on people holding knowledge and when those people are 

lost and dispossessed of land personal dilemmas surface. It was the loss of 

ongoing connection between Aboriginal people and their country that evoked 

feelings of sadness amongst visitors. Some visitors considered the lack of labels 

and contextual information detracted from the greater educational aspects of the 

exhibition; they wished for more biographical and personal information, something 

that cannot be presented without a great deal of ethical and moral consideration. 

The birth statistics in Queensland from 1860 to 1920 reveal that the number of 
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mixed descent children identified in annual census statistics rose considerably. 

Sexual exploitation of Aboriginal women by Europeans, Polynesians, Chinese, 

Filipinos, Indians, Malays and other races was a cause of concern and sexual 

relations between the races was legislated against in 1897 when the Aboriginals 

Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act was introduced. The 

identification of Aboriginality with blood is a long held community view with racial 

undertones and something that Poignant Regalia was not offering up for public 

consumption and critique.  

 

Curatorially the exhibition exposed a forgotten historical practice, it offered visitors 

an opportunity to concentrate on the images and objects and it avoided 

ethnographic stereotyping, as there was little visitor preconditioning. The 

exhibition allowed visitors to come to terms with their own reactions and thoughts 

and depending on their own agendas, their memories, knowledge, viewpoint, 

assumptions and connections to ascribe meanings to the objects and 

photographs. The object’s ability to stimulate so diverse a range of responses and 

to stimulate different understandings of our cultural and national memory was not 

unexpected. Specific knowledge of breastplate distribution was almost universally 

unknown and exposure created uncomfortable responses for non-Indigenous 

Australians in particular as they came to terms with the full extent and nature of 

the practice of rewarding people for desired behaviour. The exhibition created 

equally uncomfortable responses for Aboriginal visitors because they found the 

objects politically confronting: so many of their kin were apparently willing to 

participate in a Eurocentric practice that identified one as more important than 

another; a reality that is at odds with contemporary portrayals of Aboriginal society 

(Behrendt 1993).  

 

A complex network of issues surrounds the construction of Aboriginal history in 

museums today. Exhibition practice demands both entertainment and scholarship 

but Aboriginal history lends itself to factual severity rather than glib anecdote. 

Poignant Regalia relied heavily on the legitimacy and the aura of the breastplate 

to place knowledge of past practices in the present in an attempt to familiarise 

visitors with it. The exhibition treated the breastplates as social documents 

shaped by cultural, economic and political factors. The curatorial position adopted 

was that the breastplates could provide multiple meanings from which the visitor 

could construct his or her own understanding. This more open, polysemic 
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exhibition practice acknowledged that meaning would change in relation to the 

context in which the interpretation took place, who carried out the interpretation 

and why it was being interpreted. The breastplates did not have fixed or inherent 

meanings and visitor opinion was audibly heard within the gallery space. Meaning 

became indeterminate and problematic because it did not reside wholly in the 

past but also in the present. The quotations that guided the visitor experience 

were drawn from the historical record and they provided the sociopolitical context. 

They were not innocent but value laden because they deliberately provided the 

framework for the visitor response.  

 

Hooper-Greenhill challenged museum professionals to ‘critically reflect upon and 

review their own actions’ and to understand the political effects of curatorial 

practice (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: xii). She claimed that: 

 
 the ways in which objects are selected, put together and written or spoken about 
 have political effects. These effects are not those of the object per se; it is the use 
 made of these objects and their interpretive frameworks that can open up or close 
 down historical, social and cultural possibilities. By making marginal cultures 
 visible, and by legitimizing difference, museum pedagogy can become critical 
 pedagogy’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000:148).  
 

Narration, objects, memory and history are the tools curators interweave to create 

social history exhibitions. The exhibition demonstrated how cultural interpretation 

and political interest can become inextricably entwined when the politics of who 

controls history, who has the moral right to control it and who benefits is 

questioned. The public response, media attention and discussion generated 

seemed to support the decision to mount the exhibition in the face of Mabo and 

land rights, reconciliation and social justice issues confronting both Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous societies. Despite their flaws and colonial implications 

breastplates are paradoxically used by Aboriginal people today as useful tools in 

the reconstruction of their own community and family identity. Breastplates have 

become part of a known history and tradition. They are significant objects with 

historic, research, social and interpretive potential. They are highly valued 

achieving extraordinary amounts of money at auction. Without exhibition exposure 

their significance would have remained hidden rather than being part of the public 

consciousness. 
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Conclusion 
Post-museum curatorial practice was the focus of this chapter specifically the 

political, ethical and moral role of the curator in framing and constructing 

exhibitions. Curation within the post-museum paradigm shifts attention away from 

a traditional object acquisition, conservation and research focus towards the 

specific use of those objects in fostering new relationships between visitors, 

communities and curators. As museums increasingly struggle with issues of 

property ownership, legal ownership, moral ownership, co-ownership and co-

management of ethnographic collections curators must weigh the desire for 

intellectual stimulation and cultural growth through exhibition practice against the 

needs of Indigenous communities for self-knowledge, self-determination and self-

empowerment through the conservation, interpretation and management of their 

cultural material. The chapter explored the political foundations of a curatorial 

practice that was neither objective nor neutral when it came to selecting and 

promoting material that satisfied professional research interests.  

 

The foundation of the chapter was the exhibition of Aboriginal breastplates and 

photographs, Poignant Regalia. The discussion explored contextual factors that 

contributed to the exhibition’s formation. It then explored framing and design 

issues impacting on the installation in the Hyde Park Barracks. The chapter 

concluded by discussing public reaction to the exhibition as a way of focusing on 

one of the major differences in post-museum curatorial practice: the relative 

position of the curatorial voice. Breastplates were objects deemed politically and 

culturally difficult to present within the exhibition context because they occupied a 

middle ground, somewhere between an aesthetic curiosity and an historic relic. 

The exhibition presented the objects as historic texts to be read and interpreted 

alongside other documentary material: distribution maps, quotations from historic 

sources and photographs as a means of engaging the visitor. Ashton and 

Hamilton (2003) found that ‘museums were ranked by respondents to be by far 

the most trustworthy sources of history’ because of  ‘institutional authority’ and the 

‘importance of the exhibition drawing on objects as a trustworthy means of 

relating the past’ (Ashton et al 2003: 14-17). The exhibition was supported by the 

institutional authority of the Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales and by 

curatorial research that was able to demonstrate the trustworthiness of the object 

as it related to the past. 
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CHAPTER SIX: THE NEW MUSEUM  
 

The new museum is new in design, new in time and new in purpose. It is 

becoming a powerful monument to the memory business and a voice of moral 

authority in Western society. The new museum has emerged out of a network of 

political necessities and it is encumbered with cultural expectations and political 

intervention. It is a powerful institution implicated in cultural politics even though 

as a museum it is considered to be impartial and truthful; its curatorial practices 

and decisions have political dimensions even though these dimensions are 

generally undisclosed. The primary purpose of this chapter is to examine the new 

memorial museum with its confrontational commemorative spaces and comment 

on how these spaces act as a frame of reference shaping the visitor experience. 

A secondary consideration is the interrelationship between architecture and 

curation. Architects are interpreting the institutional texture, the public functions 

and directing the social purpose of increasingly complex and controversial 

projects and consequently they are making choices regarding the degree rather 

than the kind of experience the visitor comes into contact with.  

 

At the beginning of the twentieth century Dana was critical of ‘made to order’ 

museums because he believed that they were not the natural product of the 

activities of the community in which they appeared. Made to order museums were 

‘the child of a passing fashion, built on a fixed idea of what a museum should be, 

not representing or issuing from the life of the people who brought it into being’ 

(Dana quoted in Carbonell 2004: 414). The new museums that conform to Dana’s 

made to order museums are often commissioned to satisfy overtly political 

agendas including Holocaust commemoration and Indigenous rights. The new 

museum is an attractive, romantic experiment crafting history to promulgate a new 

historical vision. Unlike the post-museum there is little room in these museums for 

the flexible interpretation, fragment, contradiction, improvisation and for the 

tensions these produce even though new museum architecture reflects the 

complexities and contradictions of content and meaning through the use of 

structural and architectural elements. Within the post-museum an equation 

between pluralism, complexity and difference is established as a way of inviting 

the visitor to participate in the consideration of the meaning this juxtaposition 

produces. Within the new museum the established equation between knowledge, 

truth and chronology is maintained because it is not an investment in questioning 
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but in affirming the religious basis of chronology: creation (a definite beginning), 

incarnation (an identifiable middle) and redemption (an expected end) (Till 2005: 

83).  

 

Holocaust commemoration has impacted on human experience as new memorial 

museums have been created in response to the fiftieth and sixtieth anniversaries 

of what has become the defining event of the twentieth century, World War II. 

Established at government directions often at sites where no direct historic 

suffering occurred (Washington DC, New York and Jerusalem) these museums 

transpose museum space into sacred space. Until the mid 1990s the Holocaust 

was regarded as part of the much larger story of World War II, a global war that 

killed between fifty and sixty million people (Novick 1999: 20) although political 

repositioning has now made it a foreground story of German guilt and 

responsibility. At present, the word Holocaust is almost universally used to refer to 

the situation in which Jewish people found themselves under the National 

Socialist regime from 1933 to 1945 in Germany and occupied territories although 

the term has never been precisely defined (Novick 1999: 20, Stier 2003: 158). 

According to Steven Dubin ‘it is the one term we have that bestows sufficient 

gravitas on a situation to command and sustain the general politics of attention.’ 

He continues, ‘it stands as a critical linguistic marker, a yardstick that confers the 

legitimacy of suffering’ (Dubin 1999: 70). The politicisation of the Holocaust or 

Shoah in Hebrew (which means destruction or ruin, with no connotation of 

sacrifice) has developed into an ideological struggle between Holocaust survivors, 

governments, historians and curators primarily because of the way the Holocaust 

is publicly framed, constructed and interpreted although revisionist interpretations, 

unless undertaken by Holocaust survivors themselves, are considered to be 

inconsistent with the commemoration of the event. Peter Novick claims that every 

generation frames and represents the Holocaust ‘in ways that suits it mood’ 

(Novick 1999: 120). Novick claims post war Jews in America marginalised and 

downplayed the Holocaust in an effort to be included but postmodern Jews 

memorialise and promote the Holocaust in an attempt to stand out. Susan Crane 

(1997), Oren Stier (2003) and Karen Till (2005) maintain that World War II and the 

Holocaust figure most prominently in public memory work and while Crane 

recognises that memory may reject historical information, Till links Holocaust 

memory work to a ‘neo-liberal agenda’ (Till 2005: 123). Interpreting history 

through the lens of personal interest can distort memory and this is the cause of 
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increasing professional anxiety because few want to publicly question the veracity 

of survivors’ memories, no one wants to insult or offend the memory of the dead. 

These new museums can be characterised as subjective, emotive and politically 

conservative as opposed to the modernist museum that is characterised as 

objective, factual and authoritarian.  

 

Reverential Holocaust interpretation has now became a phenomenon of singular 

dimensions with museums, cities and nations expanding the function public 

memory work as a medium for consideration of questions of human and social 

morality. In Warsaw over 200 interpretive tablets are placed throughout the city to 

commemorate the summary execution of individuals killed as a deterrent to 

continuing acts of civil insurgency against the Nazis (Tung 2001: 394-395). 

Anthony Tung considered instances such the Warsaw tablets to be examples of 

cities ‘rendering judgement on themselves as if the metropolis had a collective 

continuing soul, across history and generations in which concepts such as guilt 

and atonement are applicable’ (Tung 2001: 412). Berlin’s Holocaust monument, 

designed by American architect, Peter Eisenman, as a national memorial to 

Europe’s murdered Jews, was completed in January 2005. It comprises 2701 

undecorated concrete slabs of different heights erected on a site next to Berlin’s 

Brandenburg Gate and close to Hitler’s bunker. This site is symbolic, representing 

the Reichstag and the place where destructive and murderous orders were 

issued.  It is a memorial that is visible and accessible to the public largely due to 

the inclusion of an information centre located within the design. The monument is 

designed to suggest the sense of bewilderment felt by European Jewry during the 

Nazi era as it undulates over 2.5 hectares of urban wasteland. In The New Berlin, 

Memory, Politics and Place Till maintains that the goal of the memorial is to 

‘maintain the memory of this unthinkable occurrence in German history… [and to] 

admonish all future generations to never again violate human rights, to defend the 

democratic constitutional state at all times, to secure equality before the law for all 

people and to resist all forms of dictatorship and regimes based on violence’ (Till 

2005: 170).  

 

Three museums that have simultaneously set a similar agenda for Holocaust 

memorialisation and that demonstrate the conflicts inherent in Holocaust 

construction and interpretation are the explicitly ideological Yad Vashem in 

Jerusalem, the politically and symbolically charged Jewish Museum in Berlin and 
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the Judeocentric U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington D.C. These 

competitive made to order museums have achieved considerable public impact, 

they have become the world’s new memorials to Holocaust suffering, dramatic 

places of contemplation, where visitors go to consider human failure while they 

admire the architecture, have a cup of coffee, browse through a book, buy an 

architectural model or purchase a postcard. They offer visitors prearranged units 

of morality, guilty and fascinating units of entertainment. They are, to borrow from 

Novick, ‘a moral and ideological Rorschach test’ (Novick 1999: 12). Their 

message is ‘never again’ and ‘remember’ (Stier 2003: 19) although both Till and 

Stier draw attention the moral and educational implications of visitor voyeurism 

and the ‘desire and pleasure of experiencing that which is disturbing and horrific 

within safe and predictable spaces’ (Till 2005: 218, Stier 2003: 73).  

 

Holocaust museums are the new frames of reference: visual, spatial, narrative 

and linguistic. They aim to bring visitors together physically and spiritually yet one 

concern is that visitors are never informed of the ideological and political factors 

that contributed to their creation. Nor are they made aware that by employing the 

architectural vocabulary of deconstruction and its association with ends the 

museum is conceptually and physically shaping the visitor experience even more 

than the objects and exhibitions within its galleries are. The reconstructed 

Holocaust experience invites the visitor to live the postmodern condition of crisis 

by reliving history and thinking about anxiety, fear, violence, guilt and ongoing 

responsibility not to be indifferent to the suffering of others. Holocaust survivors 

are the new curators who control, articulate and interpret their own history. ‘Only 

those who were there know what it was, the others will never know’ (Wiesel 

quoted in Novick 1999: 21). They are no longer represented as the ‘other’ in the 

framework of objective histories. They are the privileged authorities, subjects at 

the centre of the narrative rather than the object (outsider or marginalised figure) 

at the periphery of other’s manipulation. Bennett (1995) reminds us that the 

museum creates a type of ‘narrative machinery’ that constantly ‘re-presents’ and 

‘re-invents’ the past to contemporary audiences. Novick confirms the central place 

the Holocaust occupies in contemporary Jewish representation and memorial 

museums have become the ‘principal symbol’ used to convey or frame ‘what it 

means to be Jewish’ (Novick 1999: 202). Contemporary Holocaust interpretation 

revolves around survivor narration because it is integral to the selection and 

telling of stories where facts and events are delivered in a logical temporal 
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sequence with cause and effects. Survivors have symbolically come to represent 

‘Jewish suffering, Jewish memory and Jewish endurance’ rather than individual 

diversity (Novick 1999: 273).  

 

Holocaust museum architecture in general employs complex internal spatial 

manipulations to construct and interpret history to stimulate empathetic visitor 

experiences of strength and survival, dread and fear and alternations between 

dark and light to simulate confinement and openness, evil and goodness. The 

U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum relies on an architectural interpretation of 

concentration camps and objects collected from survivors and sites to convey the 

Holocaust story, while Yad Vashem and the Jewish Museum, rely on an 

architectural statement to elicit an empathetic visitor response. The architectural 

language of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum is based on a distillation of real 

fabric and survivors’ experiences, while the Jewish Museum, initially presented a 

very successful conceptual experience based on architect Daniel Libeskind’s 

interpretation of the event. Paths and choices presented as binary oppositions: 

personal hope or despair, guilt and responsibility, voids and open spaces 

conveying emptiness and regeneration frame the visitor experience. The 

emotional experiences are quite different depending on whether the visitor 

perceives himself or herself as a perpetrator, silent bystander, sympathiser, 

liberator, rescuer, survivor, voyeur, victim or tourist. These museums reinforce the 

religious aura of the Holocaust by inviting visitors to ‘walk through a hall of 

horrors, enter in guilt and darkness, and re-emerge redeemed’ (Till 2005: 177). 

They locate evil in a subterranean space and good above ground. The visitor 

experience of walking along these redeeming paths, Till suggests, leaves them 

emotionally moved as they emerge cleansed of collective guilt (Till 2005: 178).  

 

These museums structure personal experience and remembering through a 

combination of religion, ideology and geopolitical manoeuvrings. Stier draws 

attention to the mythologized versions of the Holocaust generated in four modes 

of popular culture: the iconic, video testimonial, museological and ritual-

ceremonial. In relation to the museological strategy for memorialisation he argues 

that museums construct ‘at best virtual memories imagined contexts for memorial 

engagement’ (Stier 2003: 21). He claims the media is involved and invoked in 

producing contemporary Holocaust memorial culture including the slogan 

‘remember’ or zakhor in Hebrew. It is this slogan and the ‘felt duty’ to remember 
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‘memory itself’, which is remembered in contemporary Holocaust memorial culture 

(Stier 2003: 19). The following assessment of Yad Vashem, The Jewish Museum, 

and the US Holocaust Memorial Museum is an attempt to highlight the 

complexities involved in constructing Holocaust remembering. 

 

YAD VASHEM HOLOCAUST HISTORY MUSEUM, JERUSALEM  
 And to them will I give in my house and within my walls a memorial and a name (a 
 "yad vashem") ... that shall not be cut off (Isaiah, chapter 56, verse 5). 
 

When Israel was founded in 1948 Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion sought to 

create a Hebrew identity that connected Jewish people to their ancient biblical 

past and to forge a new nation. Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Martyrs' and Heroes' 

Remembrance Authority was established in 1953 by an act of the Israeli Knesset. 

Since its inception, Yad Vashem has been entrusted with: 

 
 documenting the history of the Jewish people during the Holocaust period, 
 preserving the memory and story of each of the six million victims, and imparting 
 the legacy of the Holocaust for generations to come through its archives, library, 
 school, museums and recognition of the Righteous Among the Nations 
 (http://www1.yadvashem.org/about_yad/index_about_yad.html) 
 

Yad Vashem reflected the need of the newly created State to tell a Holocaust 

story that recognized the birthright of the Jewish people to have an independent 

Jewish nation in Palestine. The starting inspiration and goal of the institution was: 

 
 to engrave deeply in our memory both the great destruction of European Jewry and 
 the heroism of Israel in the Second World War and to transform this memory into 
 great strength, that like the Holocaust and heroism of bygone generations, will 
 become rooted in the consciousness of our people and will be woven into the tractate 
 of our redemption (Azoulay 1994: 99). 
 

Located on Har Ha-Zikaron, the Mount of Remembrance, in Jerusalem, Yad 

Vashem is a national shrine comprising landscaped walkways, sculptural 

installations, archives, monuments, sculptures, memorials and a museum. Until 

recently Yad Vashem’s historical narrative focused on the Jewish resistance in 

the Warsaw ghetto, the uprisings in the Sobibor and Treblinka extermination 

camps and the struggle of the survivors to reach Palestine. Ariella Azoulay claims 

that to fulfil its founding goal Yad Vashem actively distributed memorial cards to 

relatives of Holocaust victims for public display in their homes. The card granted 

the victim ‘memorial citizenship of the State of Israel as a sign of their being 

gathered to their people’ thereby offering individuals a common channel of 
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memory and mourning (Azoulay 1994: 99). Peter Novick claimed that Yad 

Vashem’s plan to grant posthumous Israeli citizenship to European victims was 

not instituted for several decades as a result of opposition from American non-

Zionists, who for ideological reasons, objected to the Israeli assertion of 

hegemony over the Holocaust (Novick 1999: 317).  

 

The new Yad Vashem Holocaust History Museum opened in March 2005. It is a 

museum that locates Holocaust remembrance in Israel in the twenty-first century 

partly because it enables a generation of post-Holocaust Israeli citizens to re-

examine the State’s founding myths and consider earlier narratives that identified 

European Jewry as powerless victims (Stier 2003: 172). The heroism of Israel is 

now to be found in recent attempts to develop a Jewish military and warrior 

culture of heroes directly connected to biblical heroes. Stier contends that Jewish 

history is being constructed through this museum as ‘the Israel of strength, and 

Israel threatened; the bold new, technologically sophisticated Israel, and the Israel 

of ancient Jewish tradition; the Israel that is exotic and the Israel that is home’ 

(Stier 2003: 178). In place of a history of fear and the ghettos of Europe the 

museum has substituted an inspirational story of resistance and territorial 

ambition the foundation of which was the 1982 Lebanon War, the 1973 Yom 

Kippur War and the 1967 Six Day War which saw Israeli forces capture Jerusalem 

and the West Bank from Jordan, the Golan Heights from Syria, Gaza and the 

Sinai from Egypt. These territorial conquests fostered a ‘salvation myth of the 

darkness followed by the light; of passage through the nether world … then 

purified by suffering and by blood, into the new age’ (Neusner quoted in Novick 

1999: 150). Religion and a dream of Jerusalem have been replaced with ethnic 

pride and possession of the land. According to Stier ‘Israel’s military might is the 

best insurance policy for the philosophy ‘never again’ from an Israeli perspective 

(Stier 2003: 164). The new Holocaust History Museum consciously shapes 

citizenship and collective memory through exhibition practices that accommodate 

a ‘catastrophe and redemption paradigm (Stier 2003: 177). As indicated by Avner 

Shalev, Chairman of the Yad Vashem Directorate and Chief Curator of the 

Holocaust History Museum, the Holocaust ‘is the formative experience on which 

the modern western world was established. The lessons are the foundation of 

modern western thinking’ (Shalev quoted in McGreal 2005: 21). Yad Vashem is 

keen to be the primary keeper of Holocaust memory: 
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 The new museum’s a statement of two things. It tells you that nowhere in the world 
 should there be a more magnificent Holocaust museum than in Jerusalem, not in 
 Washington, not in Berlin … Israel is trying to gain back the monopoly on the 
 Holocaust; the Holocaust is ours and ours alone, and no humanistic or universal 
 values should overtake what we feel about the Holocaust (McGreal 2005: 21).  
 

Moshe Katsav, Israel’s president (2000-) recently stated that Israel feared anti-

Semitism and Holocaust denial and supported cultural hegemony and the 

production of a cohesive Jewish past (Traynor 2005: 5). The State supports the 

narrative direction of the Holocaust History Museum because it is designed to 

redress twenty years of fragmentation of the Jewish character and questioning of 

the Holocaust narrative in Israel, Europe and America. The Holocaust History 

Museum can clearly be seen as a political, cultural and religious monument raised 

by the State to the glory of Jewish survival because as Barush explained ‘within 

Judaism destruction (the Holocaust) is always fraught with covenantal meaning’ 

(Barush quoted in Stier 2003: 18).  
 
Architect Moshe Safdie’s brief was to design a museum that would combine the 

Holocaust’s historical narrative with an appropriate and effective multidimensional 

visitor experience; to incorporate the Hall of Names, the archive which holds 

records of Holocaust victims, as an essential component of the museum; to 

maintain the character of the surrounding natural landscape and the prominence 

of the existing Hall of Remembrance, the focus of commemoration at Yad 

Vashem since its early years. In response to these considerations and a request 

that the museum not be immersed in darkness, Safdie designed an underground 

museum that incorporates a prism-like triangular tunnel that pierces its mountain 

ridge location from one side to the other. Safdie said the triangular form of the 

structure was: 

 
 chosen to support the pressure of the earth above the prism while bringing in 
 daylight from above through a 200 meter-long glass skylight (Safdie quoted in 
 Goldstein 2004)  
 

The visitor enters the Holocaust History Museum via a bridge from the Avenue of 

the Righteous Among the Nations, an avenue planted with trees to commemorate 

non-Jews who risked their lives to save Jewish people during the Holocaust. 

‘Anyone who helped Jews anywhere in Europe from being deported and death 

was allowed to plant a tree here’ (Rosh quoted in Till 2005: 163). The long, 

spartan, tunnel-like prism leads the visitor through the underground exhibition 
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galleries located on either side. Throughout the prism, the triangular cross-section 

varies, becoming narrower at the centre. A sloping floor intensifies the distorted 

planes formed by this variation; in combination they create a changing series of 

spaces and give the illusion of descending deep into the mountain. Several 

diagonal channels, cut in the floor of the prism, guide the visitor through the ten 

galleries, The World that Was, From Equals to Outcasts, The Awful Beginning, 

Between Walls and Fences, Mass Murder, The "Final Solution", Resistance and 

Rescue, The Last Jews, Return to Life and Facing the Loss, that present the 

Holocaust story.  

 
 Between the exhibition galleries are impassable gaps extending along the breadth 
 of the prism floor. These gaps constitute a physical obstacle, guiding the visitor into 
 the adjacent galleries, yet always enabling eye contact with either end of the prism. 
 Displaying items from different events, the gaps symbolize turning points in the 
 Holocaust, and serve as chapter headings for the evolving narrative of the 
 exhibition. The prism is therefore a longitudinal axis of historical memory, crossed 
 by the visitors as they move from one gallery to the next and from one subject to 
 another (Harel 2004). 
  

Throughout the galleries the Holocaust is framed by the survivors viewpoint. Each 

gallery includes photographs, video footage, objects, manuscripts, testimony and 

other first person documentary evidence to support its historical analysis. As the 

tunnel-like prism nears its northern exit, the floor begins to climb and the internal 

space opens up again. The prism culminates in a cantilevered exit that emerges 

from the mountain’s slope and ‘into the light’ thus providing a literal and 

conceptual platform for visitors to look across Jerusalem and realise religious, 

cultural and political salvation in Israel. Ideologically the museum positions the 

Holocaust as central to the birth of the State and within its walls heroism, 

destruction and rebirth in the Promised Land became the ‘symbol of national 

redemption’ (Stier 2003: 64). 

 

In 1955, Yad Vashem actively began collecting Pages of Testimony in Israel and 

internationally. The Pages of Testimony are an attempt to return personal identity 

and dignity to Jewish people who died during the Holocaust. Family members, 

friends and neighbours, many of them survivors, complete Pages of Testimony 

and submit them to the museum where they serve as symbolic mazevoth or 

tombstones. Jewish organizations and communities, synagogues, volunteer 

groups and Israeli high-school students have participated in campaigns to gather 

the names of the dead in an effort to preserve them before all Holocaust survivors 
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die. Stier claims that the goal of these inter-generational transmission archiving 

projects is to bond survivors to new generations so that they in turn become 

witnesses to the event, in effect it offers survivors a way to ‘survive survival’ and 

make the Holocaust eternally present. He also observes that ‘the structure of 

testimonial transmission turns everyone into ‘vicarious witnesses’ because it turns 

participants into inheritors of the Holocausts cultural, religious and mythological 

effects (Stier 2003: 93). The central Hall of Names houses the Pages of 

Testimony. Visitors enter the Hall of Names in the circular space that separates 

two opposing cones. From here they are able to view the ten metre high upper 

cone, where a display, designed by Dorit Harel, features hundreds of photographs 

of Holocaust victims and fragments of Pages of Testimony. The victims portraits 

and testimony are reflected in the water at the base of the opposing well-like cone 

excavated into the mountain’s bedrock. This lower cone commemorates those 

victims whose names remain unknown. Surrounding the Hall of Names platform 

two million Pages of Testimony are stored in the circular storage repository with 

empty spaces for the four million pages still to be submitted 

(www.yadvashem.org.il). While the museum presents the Pages of Testimony as 

convincing evidence Novick questions the veracity of the testimony and draws 

attention to issues surrounding its reliability as a historical source (Novick 1999: 

275).  

 

Chief curator, Avner Shalev, stated the transformative effects of the museum on 

visitors:   

 
 It is Yad Vashem’s hope that the compassion generated by the new Holocaust 
 History Museum will give visitors a more meaningful experience, and will raise their 
 personal commitment to higher moral values today and in the future. If visitors 
 leave with the feeling that the events of the Shoah are relevant to their identity and 
 lives, they will assume a far greater responsibility for their conduct as human 
 beings. The Holocaust is not a closed chapter in human history, but rather an 
 integral component in the development of our culture and the fashioning of our 
 existence. Thus Yad Vashem is both a warning beacon against the extreme evil of 
 the past, and a light of hope for the future (Shalev 2004).  
 

Until the 1980s history museums in Israel had traditionally played a major role in 

constructing their position as authors of the true story of the Holocaust. Museums 

used this authority to extend their sphere of influence beyond the public and into 

the private space of individual citizens by displaying an individual’s personal 

objects or archive within the museum. Azoulay recognizes that this process of 

using personal objects to elicit identification is widespread and she suggests it 

http://www.yadvashem.org.il�


 

   142   

serves to anchor the public narrative to the personal (Azoulay 1994: 96). The 

recent shift in the construction of official history in museums in Israel is primarily 

due to the efforts of marginalised communities or individuals who feel excluded 

from the common heritage of the Jewish people as presented by museums 

devoted to the Holocaust. Israel rehoused millions of Jewish people from the 

collapsed Soviet Union during the 1990s and these migrants remain in their 

distinct groups overlaying their linguistic and cultural origins on the Hebrew 

identity that Ben-Gurion crafted. They have established about 60 per cent of the 

museums in Israel since the 1990s and Azoulay claims that their cultural policy is 

‘not one of protest against and subversion of the established means and modes of 

representation of the past, but an attempt to gain access to the existing system 

and use it for new and particular interest groups’ (Azoulay 1994: 100).  

 

THE JEWISH MUSEUM, BERLIN 
The Jewish Museum, located on the edge of Kreuzberg, a Berlin suburb 

populated by mostly Turkish immigrants, and ‘largely ignored by earlier city 

development plans because of its location in the shadows of the wall’ (Till 2005: 

69) simultaneously made Daniel Libeskind a museum visionary and an 

architectural star. His building made the museum community acknowledge the 

power of creative genius and acknowledge that objects and installations can 

transform a moving memorial into a contrived museum. His extension of the 1735 

Baroque Kollegienhaus, built to house the Prussian chamber court and rebuilt in 

1963 as the Berlin City Museum, triggered international controversy and earned 

Libeskind considerable international acclaim as the scale, sculptural form and 

groundbreaking design revealed a conjuncture of personal and architectural 

relations. The Jewish Museum captures the essence of a shattered reality. The 

building engages angles and dramatic geometries in a poetic lesson on 

displacement, alienation and uncertainty. In plan the building is like a zigzag, 

thunderbolt or a deconstructed Star of David acknowledging the city’s social 

dichotomies. Its zinc-clad exterior and concrete slate interior slashed by narrow 

windows was Libeskind’s own reconstructed topography of Berlin, a topography 

that provided the starting inspiration for the building: 

 
 The windows are the physical manifestation of a matrix of connections pervading 
 the site. These ‘cuts’ are actual topographical lines joining addresses of Germans 
 and Jews immediately around the site and radiating outwards. The windows are 
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 the ‘writing of the addresses by the walls of the museum itself’ (Libeskind 1999: 
 27). 
 

For Libeskind the Jewish Museum engaged architecture at the most fundamental, 

communicative levels of space and form. His pioneering design vocabulary and 

aesthetic vision did not adhere to conventional right angles and fixed perspectives 

instead it challenged visitors to question the language of architecture and its 

ability to act as stimuli that impinge upon the conventional presentation of history. 

The Jewish Museum has expanded the audience for contemporary architecture 

and Holocaust history because wherever visitors go within the building they are 

reminded of how Libeskind framed German guilt and how he understood 

responsibility and the individual’s place in the social world. After winning the 

competition in 1989, the museum took ten years to build. Victoria Newhouse 

described it as a ‘monument to mourning.’ It is a ‘psychological building’ because 

she maintained ‘Libeskind’s allusions are indirect, his forms unprecedented’ 

(Newhouse 1998: 239). Naomi Stead argued that within the decade between its 

commencement and completion postmodernism’s ‘apocalyptic tone was at its 

peak’ and that perhaps by 1999 the tide had retreated and left the museum ‘high 

and dry, a stranded residue of eighties apocalypticism, already anachronistic’ 

(Stead 1999: 323). She questioned whether the Jewish Museum was a historical 

object before it was completed or if it exemplified the temper of the times (Stead 

1999: 323).  

 

The cornerstone of the museum was laid on 9 November 1992 and the structure 

was completed in January 1999 winning Libeskind the Berlin Architecture Prize. 

The project successfully overcame opposition from Berlin’s Mayor, Eberhard 

Diepgen, and many of its citizens and it weathered the fall of the Berlin Wall. The 

building was constructed amid the political shifts of German reunification and the 

return of the capital to Berlin, so it became part of the debate engendered by all 

these historical shifts and political re-alignments. Libeskind and his supporters 

lobbied members of the Berlin Senate and the Mayor himself as controversial 

public discussion centred on the status of the Jewish Department within the Berlin 

Museum and the expanded concept of the museum. Michael Blumenthal, 

businessman and ex-Secretary of the United States Treasury, took over as 

Museum Chief Executive in December 1997 and he separated the museum from 

the Berlin City Museum and convinced the German federal government to operate 

and fund it. In September 1998 The Berlin Museum Trust Act came into effect and 
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it specified the autonomous status of the Jewish Museum. The conceptual and 

institutional integration of the Jewish Museum into the Berlin City Museum was 

controversial given the imperative to provide a national, European and global 

dimension to Jewish history as opposed to a local one. Eventually the debate, led 

by Michael Naumann, the Minister of Culture and Media in the Federal 

Chancellery, and Michael Blumenthal focused on the need for a museum of 

history to expand the project’s initial focus from Berlin Jewry to all German Jews 

and consequently it confronted the German Jewish relationship and all the factors 

that were and remain part of that relationship (Gorbey 2002).  

 

The Jewish Museum was a product of German and Jewish politics mediated by 

the architect’s personal experience that influenced his architectural interpretation. 

Libeskind’s museum was emblematic of the social and cultural memory in 

contemporary Berlin fifty years after the event. The Jewish Museum is connected 

to the Kollegienhaus by an underground passageway and descending staircase 

that disorientates the visitor and prevents him/her from understanding the building 

as a whole and therefore his/her place in it or the broader history the Jewish 

Museum presents. In designing the underground passageway and staircase as he 

did Libeskind promoted his viewpoint: nobody could enter the Jewish Museum 

without first entering German history via the Berlin section. Here visitors become 

aware of their personal feelings and the strong connections between what they 

think they will experience and what they do experience. Libeskind made the 

building design and fabric integral to Holocaust interpretation, giving him a 

challenging curatorial role. Perhaps this positioned him in the role of a muse as 

the Greeks originally saw the architect.  

 

The Jewish Museum is a complex, postmodern engagement with history because 

the building frames the presentation of history within. The museum also 

represents the incursion of architecture into the realm of narration and 

interpretation and just as Libeskind employed the architectural language of 

deconstruction to connect absence in German and Jewish history the fragmented 

building accommodates the legacy of the Holocaust as a double-edged 

instrument of destruction and redemption. The representation of absence is a 

recurring theme in the theory and practice of deconstruction: 

 
 Absence therefore serves as a way of binding in depth, and in a totally different 
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 manner, the shared hopes of people … A conception … which integrates Jewish 
 Berlin History through the unhealable wound of faith, which in the words of Thomas 
 Aquinas is the ‘substance of things hoped for; proof of things invisible (Libeskind 
 1997: 63).  
 

The museum’s architecture was open to interpretation because it provided a 

vehicle for expressing the anguish of pointlessness. This architectural theme was 

so present within the empty galleries that the building challenged a visitor’s 

understanding of museum architecture. Libeskind achieved this with three-

dimensional spatial manipulations such as sloping floors and ceilings, non-parallel 

walls, the continuous zigzag line that gives the museum its external form and the 

broken straight line containing the void that is the defining structural element of 

the interior. Visitors feel uncomfortable spending time in the silence of what 

Libeskind calls the ‘Holocaust void’, an empty and cold darkness illuminated by 

daylight sourced from a tiny, distant window. Without assurance they crouch as 

they seek the reassuring safety of the enclosing walls. The void serves as an 

architectural expression of the irretrievable loss of European Jewry; an 

architectural response to the ‘futility of trying to represent the unknown from the 

position of a post-Holocaust generation’ (Till 2005: 199). Libeskind stated that the 

void was the building’s spatial and metaphorical centre and the end point of the 

Axis of Holocaust and the beginning of the Axis of Continuity and light. By locating 

human actions and events in this confrontational space the Jewish history of 

Berlin was not separated from the history of modernity or from ‘the destiny of [the] 

incineration of history’ (Libeskind 1997). James Young argued that ‘in voiding 

itself of Jews, Germany had forever voided itself of the capacity for a normal, 

healthy response to Jews and their ideas’ (Young quoted in Till 2005: 165). The 

museum’s long white galleries were also interrupted by another set of voids that 

abruptly stopped the visitor and spoke of absence. Cultural critic, Jane Kramer, 

reported in The New Yorker that many Berliners considered Libeskind’s museum 

to be too negative and too Polish:  

 
 They want a Jewish Museum in Berlin to be ‘positive’, to concentrate on life and 
 times of that admittedly illustrious community – there were no more than one 
 hundred and seventy thousand Jews in Berlin when Hitler came to power, and their 
 contribution had been enormous – instead of talking about voids. They are scared 
 of backlash, scared, with some reason, of anti-Semitism. They have the Berlin 
 problem. Like other Berliners, they want their architecture to fill voids instead of 
 making them (Kramer 1999: 64).  
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Kramer claimed that the museum’s greatest challenge was to make Berliners 

address ‘the tragic complexities of its own interrupted and ongoing Jewish story’ 

(Kramer 1999: 64). Naomi Stead (2000) interpreted Libeskind as deliberately 

constructing a ‘ruined’ monument, dated and located in history through its 

contemporary appearance and fragmentation of Jewish history. The empty 

building was spatial and experiential; it was a conjuncture of architecture, 

technology, landscape and urban design. It defined the architectural context of the 

post Holocaust era linking traditional cosmopolitan values, expressed in the 

Kollegienhaus, with the phenomenon of destruction and deconstruction. However 

it was read Libeskind’s empty building was capable of attracting and holding the 

projections of others. It communicated, often in ways that neither it nor its visitors 

fully comprehended, much less controlled.  

 

The Jewish Museum has been subject to review within architectural and museum 

literature because the building, devoid of objects and exhibitions until 2001, 

attracted more visitors than was initially projected for the completed museum. By 

2000, two years before the museum officially opened, over 200,000 visitors had 

taken a guided tour and left moved by an experience not supported with objects 

or interpretive media. Empty of contents the building was a memorial of 

admonishment (Till 2005: 219) but with objects it transformed into the museum. 

Till reported that she was disappointed when she revisited the museum after it 

opened. ‘The interior spaces were painted, bright, polished and overly interpreted 

with directional signs, maps and museum assistants. Temporary walls covered up 

some of the irregularly shaped walls, windows and uneven floors to create 

“normal” rooms for exhibition (Till 2005: 223). Susan Reid agreed stating that 

‘other than in a few cases, the exhibitions are fully independent of the 

architecture, and the empty building’s powerful emotional impact has 

unfortunately largely disappeared’ (Reid 2001). Visitors suggested that the 

building should have remained empty because it was more powerful as a 

memorial to Holocaust victims and survivors (Phillips 2000:45, Hooper and 

Connolly 2001). Empty, the Jewish Museum amplified architectural deconstruction 

by using absence as a metaphor, it de-emphasised its function as an institution 

based on collections and conservation and instead stressed its memorial role. 

Stead claimed that it was possible to argue that the museum, although dedicated 

to the ‘telling of narrative history’ by presenting 2000 years of Jewish German 

history through its permanent exhibition and through individual thematic 
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exhibitions, still functioned as a memorial because the ‘events and actions that 

contributed to the Holocaust cannot be resolved according to Holocaust 

historiography but must be kept and presented to each new generation’ (Stead 

1999: 326). Whereas Till argued that the social function of the memorial in 

Germany was different to that in the United States or Israel because Germany 

was a society of perpetrators which meant that the pedagogical work and social 

function of places of memory were different. In addition it required a distinct 

‘historical narration of the past’ (Till 2005: 127) that Till claimed ‘was tied to a post 

national political agenda that wanted to challenge neo-conservative attempts at 

normalising the German nation’ (Till 2005: 128). 

 

When it opened in September 2001 German President, Johannes Rau, echoed 

Michael Blumenthal’s concerns that the museum show Jewish Germans as living, 

contributing members of society, not just victims: 
 

 the Jewish Museum does not want to be, nor should it be, a Holocaust museum. We 
 must keep the memory of the Shoah [Holocaust] alive …however, that should not 
 lead us to the false conclusion that the Holocaust is the sum total of German-Jewish 
 history (Finn 2001: A1).  
 

Blumenthal and Naumann established the principles on which the museum was 

based: it was to be a national museum inclusive of German Jewish history; it was 

to utilise modern communication and interpretive techniques; it was to fund 

development and marketing; it was to organise its exhibitions via a linear, 

chronological approach starting at the beginning and ending at the present 

(Gorbey 2002). Yet to a certain extent deconstructivist buildings require 

postmodern curation. In April 2000 Blumenthal appointed Ken Gorbey, a 

consultant to the Jewish Museum following his involvement in the development of 

New Zealand’s bicultural national museum, Museum of New Zealand Te Papa 

Tongarewa, to co-ordinate and supervise work on the permanent the exhibition. 

Two Millennia of German-Jewish History comprises thirteen chronological 

exhibitions that trace Jewish life in Germany. Gorbey acknowledged that the 

assertiveness of the architecture made the building an exhibition planning 

challenge. According to him there were few spaces devoid of acute angles, 

slashed window openings or zigzag circulation corridors and these diagonal 

elements made the ceilings and floors appear slanted and thus disorientated the 

visitor and limited the presentation of objects. In Gorbey’s view: 
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 the building is strongly driven by concept and therefore it is not a perfect museum  
 building, but as an emblematic building that carries a message it is incredibly 
 powerful. Therefore the exhibition spaces are on the one hand totally inadequate - 
 they are cut across by natural light, and they are long and corridor-like [...] But still, it 
 is an incredible exhibition venue - the possibilities inherent in the Libeskind building 
 are amazing. It is one of those cases where the world-class architect doing his thing 
 has created greater opportunity for the museum than had he produced the normal 
 black box (Gorbey quoted in Reid 2001).  
 

Gorbey appointed novelist Nigel Cox, a Te Papa colleague, as head of visitor 

experience. When the museum’s exhibition proposals, including an academic 

concept and a visitor experience plan, were presented to its academic board of 

advisers and its board of trustees, several ideas created dissent (Klein 2001). The 

board expressed concern that the museum’s emphasis on visitor satisfaction and 

multimedia technologies evoked comparisons to Disneyland. The visitor 

experience plan promised an 85 percent visitor satisfaction rating. One proposal 

allowed visitors, using computer role play, to: 

 
 have the chance to see if they can survive as a ‘U-boat’ [a Jew] underground in 
 Berlin during the war. Another involved a fictional café scene — reminiscent of the  
 one at Los Angeles’ Museum of Tolerance — in which German-Jewish scientists 
 Albert Einstein, Fritz Haber and others debated "the big issues of assimilation and 
 threat (Klein 2001). 
 

Der Spiegel, a leading newsmagazine, described the exhibition ideas as 

‘interactive hocus-pocus’ and Thomas Lackmann, an editor at Der Tagesspiegel, 

published a derisive book called Jewrassic Park (Klein 2001). Both expressed 

fears that the museum was going to prioritise entertainment over reverence. But 

Blumenthal maintained that the museum was not designed for ‘the intellectuals, 

the historians or journalistic snobs’ (Klein 2001). Were the critics over-reductive in 

suggesting the museum’s exhibition options should be traditional and authentic 

rather than entertaining and Disney-like? Klein reported that that the term ‘visitor 

experience’ was foreign to Germans and essentially untranslatable and 

consequently neither the café scene nor the interactive U-boat exhibition 

proposals ensued (Klein 2001). Curator, Inka Bertz, the museum’s head of 

research and collection, did not see entertainment as a priority: 

 
 I think museums should…speak with authority … I see a danger, if you’re being too 
 much part of a culture industry and an entertainment industry, You just lose that 
 authority (Klein 2001).  
 

Till found that ‘animosity towards popular culture’ was evident in West German 
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culture and museum practices. ‘Many museum curators, for example, feel that 

American representations of the past are produced for entertainment and get in 

the way of education’ (Till 2005: 140). She cited criticism in the German press for 

the US Holocaust Memorial Museum’s distribution of victim identity cards as a 

‘Disney approach to the Holocaust’ (Till 2005: 140). This animosity carried over to 

film, historical research, tourism and other forms of commercialism of the 

Holocaust. 

 

The main narrative device Libeskind employed in the museum was a sloping path 

that took the visitor, depending on the direction, towards different ends. The Axis 

of Emigration took visitors to an enclosed external garden comprised of a grid of 

tall concrete pillars with trees emerging from their tops. The Axis of the Holocaust 

led visitors to a heavy steel door that opened into a tall empty tower or void which 

Libeskind described as ‘the end of the museum, the end of all museums’ 

(Libeskind quoted in Storrie 2006: 174).  The Axis of Continuity directed visitors 

through the museum’s permanent exhibition on Jewish survival. It comprised: 

Beginnings, Religious Life, Families and Middle Class Life, the Modern Age and 

Urbanity, Completion and Collapse of Emancipation, and After 1945 which 

celebrated the expansion of the Jewish community in Germany due to the arrival 

of tens of thousands of immigrants from the former Soviet Union. The exhibition 

structure uses autobiography, traditional audio-visual displays, lighting, 

architectural spaces and features, multimedia and contemporary art installations 

to establish a narrative museum of achievement, persecution, presence and 

absence, survival and regeneration. Nearly 4000 objects, personal documents 

and letters comprising the Jewish collection of art and Judaica from the Berlin 

Museum and donations from survivors formed the core of the permanent 

exhibition. The museum accommodates a changing program of temporary 

sculptural, photographic, painting and multimedia exhibitions thematically centred 

on the Holocaust and curated by individual artists. The aim of this program is to 

give expression to the voices of victims, to tell their story and to encourage 

visitors to remember each victim as an individual with a unique existence.  
  

The Jewish Museum is a place for reflection and memory; it is a place that 

accommodates the imperatives of pluralism - inclusion in the story - although 

official State political needs determined how Germany’s Jewish population fitted 

within the governing paradigm and therefore neutralised any potential for radical 
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political change at the level of representation. The initiative to establish the 

museum had an overt political motive, but its potential for political subversion was 

contained by a dominant cultural ideology. Politically the development of the 

Jewish Museum involved a struggle over how to resolve, through the practices of 

architectural interpretation and curation, how reconciliation of German guilt and 

responsibility within the dominant cultural and political agendas, would be 

constructed. For Till the museum represented the normalisation of German 

society by representing it as a ‘cosmopolitan, moral and open society’ (Till 2005: 

203) able to express guilt and remorse through a contemporary cultural institution 

dedicated to remembering the past. 

 

THE UNITED STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL MUSEUM, 
WASHINGTON D.C. 
The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum was an initiative of President 

Jimmy Carter. In 1978 he established a Holocaust Commission, under the 

chairmanship of Holocaust survivor, Elie Wiesel, to make recommendations 

regarding the establishment and maintenance of an appropriate memorial to 

Holocaust victims. The Commission examined funding sources and made 

recommendations relating to how the United States would commemorate April 28 

and 29, 1979, which the Congress had resolved would be Days of Remembrance 

of Victims of the Holocaust (Linenthal 1995: 23). The announcement to build a 

Holocaust memorial was made on 1 May 1978 in a White House Rose Garden 

ceremony celebrating Israel’s thirtieth anniversary. The motivation to build a 

Holocaust memorial was linked to a clear message of administrative support for 

the State of Israel (Linenthal 1995: 19) even though the Carter administration had 

recently sold F15 warplanes to Saudi Arabia (Luke 2002: 40). Novick claimed it 

was also an attempt to address mounting anti-Semitism persistent throughout 

America during the 1960s and 1970s by forcing the United States to focus on the 

Holocaust (Novick 1999: 174). On 27 September 1979 Wiesel presented the 

Holocaust Commission’s report to President Carter. The report’s 

recommendations included the establishment of a living memorial that would 

include a memorial, museum space, educational foundation and a Committee in 

Conscience who would ‘call government attention to ongoing instances of 

genocide’ (Linenthal 1995: 36). It proposed that Days of Remembrance should 

become an annual part of the national calendar and it called for ratification of the 

Genocide Treaty that recommended that Nazi war criminals living in the United 
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States be identified and prosecuted. It also recommended that the Unites States 

bring pressure to bear on foreign governments so that they would care for Jewish 

cemeteries. More importantly for the Holocaust Memorial Museum the report also 

insisted on the Jewish core of the Holocaust (Linenthal 1995: 36-38, Novick 1999: 

217). 

 

An Act of Congress established the Holocaust Memorial Council in 1980 and it 

was mandated to construct a permanent living memorial to Holocaust victims. The 

initiative that became the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum was not 

universally welcomed. The method of funding, the fact that it memorialised non-

Americans who died in Europe and the lack of similar memorial institutions for 

non-Jewish victims of Soviet communism, Native American Indians, African 

Americans and the 290,000 Americans who died during the Second World War 

were the initial causes for complaint by opponents and Holocaust deniers and 

revisionists. Underlying their criticism was opposition to the United States 

government’s ‘sympathy and support for Zionist Jewish objectives’: 

 
 The U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum will be, above all, a monument to the 
 historically unparalleled power and influence of a small but determined minority 
 group, and a permanent reminder to all Americans of the craven lack of integrity 
 and principle of those who authorized it (Weber 1985: 503). 
 

 

Criticism of the Holocaust Memorial Museum, like that of Holocaust revisionist, 

Theodore O’Keefe, surfaced early and often: 

 
 created on some of the most hallowed territory of the United States of America, 
 [the Holocaust Memorial Museum is] a costly and dangerous mistake. On ground 
 where no monument yet marks countless sacrifices and unheralded achievements 
 of Americans of all races and creeds in the building and defense of this nation, 
 sits today a massive and costly edifice, devoted above all to a contentious and 
 false version of the ordeal in Europe, during World War II, of non-American  
 members of a minority, sectarian group. In the deceptive guise of tolerance, the 
 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum promotes a propaganda campaign, 
 financed through the unwitting largesse of the American taxpayer, in the interests 
 of Israel and its adherents in America (O’Keefe 1995: 10) 
 

The criticism was less about the museum itself than about the ideology that 

supported it and the economic and political institutionalisation of the Holocaust in 

America. On the eve of the opening in 1993 twenty two percent of respondents to 

a public opinion poll conducted for the American Jewish community doubted the 

Holocaust really occurred (Novick 1999: 271). The chief fund-raiser for the 
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museum and later Council Chairman, Miles Lerman, formerly American vice 

chairman for the State of Israel Bonds Organization, an institution that  promoted 

tax-free investment in Israel, helped raise nearly US$160 million in tax-deductible 

contributions. The biggest donors were publicly acknowledged in the engraved 

sponsor boards located at the building’s entrance while others had various 

components of the museum named in their honour, for example, the Wexner 

Learning Center, the Meyerhoff Theater, the Rubinstein Auditorium and the 

Sidney Kimmel and Rena Rowan Exhibition Gallery. Novick suggested that 

promotion and sponsorship of the Holocaust resulted in ‘enhanced legitimacy and 

visibility of association’ and he cited examples of Senatorial and Congressional 

support leading to electoral success (Novick 1999: 231). The museum was the 

cultural manifestation of the Holocaust and it unsettled both extremes of the 

political spectrum. For some the museum united politics and religion and for 

others it did not extend politics and religion far enough. The religious and cultural 

component of the museum’s permanent exhibition is hard to ignore and the 

institutional weight given to witness interpretation cannot be easily dismissed. Yet 

Luke maintained that within its walls the Holocaust was simplified ‘in ways that are 

far too entertaining. For some visitors the multimedia techniques reinforce the 

educational content and for others it makes it more unreal’ (Luke 2002: 38). 

 

In 1981 the museum site was transferred to the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Council. 

In 1983 Vice-President George Bush presented Wiesel, Chairman of the 

Holocaust Memorial Council, with the keys to the museum although it became 

clear that the ambitions of the Council were inappropriate for the existing Bureau 

of Agriculture buildings. In 1984 the Advisory Council for Historic Preservation 

gave permission for the Council to demolish the Bureau buildings. In 1985 soil 

from the Mall representing ‘the monumental expressions of core national 

narratives’ and ‘holy soils’ from Auschwitz, Bergen-Belsen, Dachau, 

Theresienstadt, Treblinka and the Warsaw Jewish Cemetery, came together at 

the official groundbreaking (Linenthal 1995: 57). Wiesel remarked that through the 

groundbreaking act ‘we begin to lend a physical dimension to our relentless quest 

for remembrance’ (Linenthal 1995: 57). Wiesel believed the Holocaust was ‘equal 

to the revelation at Sinai’ in its religious significance and he insisted on the 

authority of the survivor ‘ any survivor has more to say than all the historians 

combined about what happened’ (Wiesel quoted in Novick 1999: 201). He wanted 
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the museum to be a place where the impossibility of knowing existed alongside 

the traditional ways of ‘knowing’ in a museum (Stier: 2003: 122). 

 

In 1985 design commissions commenced and in 1987 James Ingo Freed’s design 

that was ‘expressive of the event’ (Linenthal 1995: 88) was approved. In 1988 

President Ronald Reagan dedicated the cornerstone and Congress passed the 

Holocaust Victims Redress Act. In 1993 President William Clinton dedicated the 

building as both a living memorial, through its educational programs created in the 

Holocaust Resource Centre and as a museum comprising three halls. The Hall of 

Witness supports a chronological history of the Holocaust, the Hall of Learning 

confronts the contemporary implications of the Holocaust through education and 

the Hall of Remembrance, with its eternal flame (suggesting the Ner Tamid or 

eternal light of the Jewish temple and modern synagogue) and quotations from 

the Book of Genesis and Deuteronomy etched in the walls, offers a deeply 

meditative space. Freed’s central reference for the Hall of Witness, the area 

separating the permanent exhibition space from the Hall of Learning was 

Auschwitz (Dannatt 1999: 40). The use of the masonry bricks, steel grates, rails, 

bars and industrial lamps within the theatrically organised spaces alludes to 

various World War Two referents (watchtowers, barracks, train tracks, cattle cars, 

chambers, industry, ghettoes and concentration camps), disorientates the visitor 

and makes them intellectually leave Washington (Linenthal 1995: 89). Luke found 

that many of the entertainment oriented ‘add ons’, such as the victim identification 

card, issued with the admission ticket, that the visitor carries in order to discover 

the fate of at the end of the visit, trivialises what is depicted in the museum (Luke 

2002: 38). Architectural critic Herbert Muschamp claimed that the museum was ‘a 

place quarried from the memory of other places’ (Muschamp quoted in Stier 2003: 

120). Freed essentially communicated the Holocaust through the organisation of 

internal and external spaces and through the use of raw materials: steel, metal, 

brick and glass to convey the sense that the world was diminished by the 

Holocaust. Internally the building is colourless except for the brown moulded brick 

of the Polish barracks recalling the place where hundreds of thousands of people 

awaited death. The museum offers similar provocative and reflective rather than 

socially active and engaging spaces where visitors can connect with other visitors. 

While the architecture of ‘recollection and suggestion’ (Dannatt 1999: 40) seeks to 

offer a profound visitor experience the permanent exhibition fails to tell the story of 
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eleven million (six million Jews and five million others) victims in a pluralistic, 

inclusive way.  

 

Tension surfaced amongst Council members and museum staff regarding how to 

resolve the imperative to portray Jewish uniqueness and yet represent other 

victim groups within the permanent exhibitions. The primary purpose of the 

museum is to challenge visitors to remember and immortalise all the victims of 

World War II: Jews, Gypsies, Poles, Slavs, disabled people, homosexuals, 

Jehovah's Witnesses, political and religious dissidents and Soviet prisoners of 

war. The inclusion of non-Jewish victims was politically motivated at the 

presidential level. In Preserving Memory (1995) Edward Linenthal recalled the 

emotional strain and conflict felt by many members of the Holocaust Memorial 

Council as they struggled to resolve complex cultural, ethnic, religious and 

political issues. The majority of the Council members were Jewish (75 per cent), 

thirty-one members were from the Northeast, there were ten women, two African-

Americans, one member of the Greek Orthodox church, two members of Polish 

ancestry and one each of Ukrainian, Slovenian, Czech and Hungarian ancestry 

but each of these groups did not possess an equal, individual voice in a free and 

open forum. The Jewish members were apprehensive of the inclusion of Poles, 

Ukrainians, Hungarians, Croatians and others who were ‘proposed expressly as 

representatives of countries that had been Axis powers or that had given 

substantial aid and comfort to the Nazis’ (Linenthal 1995: 49). The Council also 

comprised ten United States Congressional members whose inclusion was 

necessary to secure congressional and popular support for the museum’s mission 

(Linenthal 1995: 46-48).  

 

In December 1998, the U.S. Department of State, in co-operation with the U.S. 

Holocaust Memorial Museum, held an international conference in Washington 

D.C. to explore what additional steps might be taken to provide further relief for 

the last surviving victims of the Holocaust and/or their heirs. Another executive 

branch effort to deal with this issue was initiated in the early months of 1999 with 

the White House’s activation of the Presidential Advisory Commission on 

Holocaust Assets in the United States. Among the commission’s several 

consultants, one dealt exclusively with museums and works of art (Weil 2000: 

217). 
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The dichotomy between the public conception of the Holocaust and the facts 

surrounding World War II means that the Holocaust means something different to 

nearly everyone. It is generally accepted that Holocaust survivors feel guilt or 

culpability (Levi 1958, 1963,1975), perpetrators guilt and remorse and bystanders, 

liberators, rescuers and visitor-voyeurs a range of emotions depending on their 

personal interest and connection with the war. Primo Levi wrote of the guilt he felt 

‘at being a man, because men had built Auschwitz, and Auschwitz had gulped 

down millions of human beings, and many of my friends, and a woman who was 

dear to my heart’ (Levi 2000: 126). The Holocaust has become the emblematic 

Jewish experience reinforcing the memory of victim hood and oppression. Visitors 

who perceive the same situation differently but employ the same vocabulary in its 

discussion use words differently. They speak from incommensurable viewpoints 

and because of the imprecision of its definition; the term Holocaust is often 

simultaneously all-inclusive and extremely exclusive.  
 

Struggle for control over Council membership and how the term Holocaust was 

defined took place during the formative years of the project and continued as the 

permanent exhibition was developed because the Council determined issues of 

representational balance. The Council realised that the permanent exhibition 

would be the core around which other systems would revolve, such as the 

archive, library, temporary exhibitions and educational programs. Maintaining 

exhibition balance through an emphasis on the diversity of the victims of Nazism 

rather than on what was singular about Jewish victim hood supported a post war 

American analysis of people liberated from German camps in 1945 and the 

groups that made up displaced persons (Novicks 1999: 116). The museum used 

collective memory of historical events as a way of contributing to an 

understanding of collective identity (Lowenthal 1995: 43) even though  ‘collective 

memory reconstructs the past in light of the constraints of the present’ (Stier 2003: 

186). Collective memory is usually multiple and conflicted, self-perpetuating and 

self-reinforcing (Stier 2003: 185). Reliance on it and survivor memory became 

problematic for a museum designed to be a persuasive advocate because, as 

Levi understood, memories were not reliable historical sources (Levi quoted in 

Novick 1999: 275). 

 

Eleven million people died as victims of the Holocaust and between five and six 

million were Jewish and as Linenthal recalled, ‘There was now, both implicitly and 
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explicitly, competition over first place in the Holocaust’s body count’ (Linenthal 

1995: 41). Resolving this competitive relationship between Jewish and non-

Jewish victims provided the conceptual foundation for the museum’s permanent 

exhibition. Although the Council’s mandate was to be pluralistic and inclusive the 

museum’s permanent exhibition is uncompromisingly Judeocentric; its building is 

a sacred, religious space ‘people speak of feelings of fear, loneliness, 

helplessness, almost of panic, but also of holiness’ (Stier 2003: 123).  While non-

Jewish groups oppressed by the German National Socialists feature on the 

periphery, the larger holocaust of the Second World War is ignored in preference 

to the Jewish Holocaust. Novick claimed that early commitments to give 

significant space to the Armenian genocide as part of the background to the 

Holocaust were bargained away because a majority of Council members objected 

to any dilution of the its Jewish core. The Council also paid attention to Israeli 

diplomatic relations with Turkey and that country’s consistent denial ‘that there 

ever was an Armenian genocide’ (Novick 1999: 193).  

 

The structure of the permanent exhibition leads visitors on a chronological journey 

from the European ghettos, to persecution and finally to the most political aspect 

of Jewish life: redemptive immigration through the creation of the State of Israel. 

Within the museum the Germans, their allies and collaborators are portrayed as 

criminals. The actions of Western allies are brought into sharp focus, including 

America, which refused to increase immigration before the war and whose 

political and military leaders refused to authorise bombing raids on Auschwitz.  

Events are arranged chronologically and displayed along the length of the visitor 

route. Events have their antecedents (if one looks back) and consequences (if 

one moves forward). The multiplicity of images and objects used in the museum 

supports rather than questions the dominant view of the Jewish Holocaust. Ralph 

Appelbaum, the museum’s chief designer deliberately contained the visitor 

experience through the construction of an exhibition environment designed to 

excite emotions that were both subjective and shared. ‘It is the act of controlling a 

few hours of someone’s time and setting them up to receive a certain experience’ 

(Appelbaum quoted in Hein 2000: 65). The museum’s architectural devices and 

exhibition strategies intensify the visitor’s concentration. The visitor path provides 

no opportunities for deviation or regression; it is a journey that continually 

pressures the visitor to move ahead in order to discover what happened to the 

person who is the subject of the victim identity card they carry. The emotional and 
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personal attachment visitors feel with the destiny of this person is partly the basis 

for the museum’s success.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

 

The visitor experience at the museum is compelling and captivating. From the 

moment the visitor emerges from the lift filled with its audiovisual messages into 

the permanent exhibition, The Holocaust, he/she is confronted with large-scale 

iconic photographic images of American soldiers of the Fourth Armored Division 

surveying the dead at Ohrdruf, a subcamp of the Buchenwald concentration camp 

in April 1945. They hear the voices of soldiers who are confused and ashamed by 

what they encounter. This exhibition technique effectively places the visitor 

among the camp liberators striving to make sense of the human devastation. 

Continuing on the visitor is confronted with aspects of Nazi propaganda, the rise 

of Fascism, the evolving dictatorship, techniques of terror and violence, the 

American and European response and the beginnings of World War II. Also 

located on this floor are two short films Antisemitism and The Nazi Rise to Power 

which visitors can choose to view or not. The visitor continues along a descending 

path, pulled forward and down thus providing a valuable perspective on continuity 

and the illusion of choice. 

 

It is possible to argue that acquisitions and collection development within the new 

museum are exhibition driven and their use within the Holocaust Memorial 

Museum is an example of this. The third floor contains permanent displays of 

authentic and reproduced objects from 1940 to 1945: a train carriage, a casting of 

the Warsaw ghetto wall, a reproduction of the ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’’ gate in 

Auschwitz, a computing machine, medical instruments, yellow stars, striped suits, 

identity papers, synagogue textiles, Torah scrolls, silver ritual objects, folk objects 

and personal items including eye glasses, suitcases and shoes taken from the 

victims of the Polish concentration camp, Majdanek. The combination of objects 

and photographs of human hair and tattooed forearms framed by a quote from 

Holocaust survivor, Primo Levi, ‘My number is 174517; we have been baptised, 

we will carry the tattoo on our left arm until we die,’ within the exhibition serves to 

locate the visitor in the ghettos, in the rail cars and in the slave labour and 

internment camps. The authentic objects mostly acquired and catalogued by the 

German authorities for future museum purposes (Luke 2002: 47) unwittingly 

served to memorialise their victims. They have now become ‘icons transformed 

into bearers of memory that can transport those who engage in their symbolic 



 

   158   

presentation to deeper understanding of the Holocaust’ (Stier 2003: 25). The 

permanent exhibition concludes on the second floor with the Holocaust’s final 

chapter that develops the themes of rescue, resistance, liberation and retelling. 

The exhibition narrative concludes with graphic representations of the death 

camps and explanations of US inaction in relation to the bombing of Auschwitz or 

the railway lines leading to it although Novick questioned the way this was framed 

within the exhibition (Novick 1999: 56) and he drew attention to the political role 

high European Jewish casualties rates had on the creation of Israel. He drew 

support for his claim from Zionist leader Ben Gurion’s 1942 statement: ‘it is in our 

interest to use Hitler… for the building of our own country; the harsher the 

affliction, the greater the strength of Zionism’ (Ben Gurion quoted in Novick 1999: 

77). In the film Testimony visitors can watch survivors telling their own story of 

personal suffering, survival, rescue and liberation in Palestine.  

 

Not surprisingly a plurality of narratives has not replaced the traditional Holocaust 

narrative: the visitor still encounters images from the ghetto life in the various 

diasporas, all of which serve to emphasise poverty, suffering and persecution as 

central religious and historical categories aligned to slavery, deliverance and 

ultimate redemption. This framing by curators and exhibition designers was not 

unconscious; the static objects, multimedia, newsreel footage and video-

testimony lend weight to a subjective reading of the event. They viscerally support 

the permanent exhibition’s moral frame of reference narrative that downplays the 

issue of international and American culpability. The truth of this enduring narrative 

has consequences because it provides a basis for moral conduct and 

explanations of incomprehensible events and actions.  

 

How visceral does an exhibition about the Holocaust need to be before visitors 

can comprehend the scale of the human and physical destruction? Holocaust 

survivor Primo Levi ‘didn’t feel anything much’ when he visited the Central Camp 

at Auschwitz because:  
 

 The Polish government has transformed it into a kind of national monument. The 
 huts have been cleaned and painted, trees have been planted and flower beds laid 
 out. There is a museum in which pitiful relics are displayed: tons of human hair, 
 hundreds of thousands of eyeglasses, combs, shaving brushes, dolls, baby shoes, 
 but it remains just a museum – something static, rearranged, contrived. To me the 
 entire camp seemed a museum… I did, however, experience a feeling of violent 
 anguish when I entered Birkenau Camp, which I had never seen as a prisoner. 
 Here nothing has changed. There was mud, and there still is mud, or suffocating 
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 summer dust. The blocks of huts (those that weren’t burned when the Front 
 reached and passed this area) have remained, as they were, low, dirty, with 
 draughty wooden sides and beaten earth floors. There are no bunks but bare 
 planks all the way to the ceiling. Here nothing has been prettied up (Levi 1987: 
 389-390). 
 

For visitor-voyeurs the museum’s permanent exhibition is more likely bound up 

with Stephen Greenblatt’s notion of resonance and wonder. Resonance for him 

corresponds to the: 
  
 power of the displayed object to reach out beyond its formal boundaries to a larger 
 world, to evoke in the viewer the complex, dynamic forces from which it has 
 emerged and for which it may be taken by a viewer to stand (Greenblatt 1991:42) 
 

When displayed objects have the power to ‘stop the viewer in his her tracks, to 

convey an arresting sense of uniqueness, to evoke an exalted attention’ they 

correspond to wonder (Greenblatt 1991: 42). The core of the museum’s 

philosophy is remembrance and the re-humanising of the victims that is achieved 

through the extensive use of personal photographs and the tabulation and 

engraving of thousands of individual names of people, villages, towns and cities 

destroyed during the war. The value of naming and identifying can be 

discomforting as visitors literally see themselves reflected in the personal and 

community names etched in the glass walls that form the glass bridges that link 

the exhibition spaces. According to Greenblatt resonance depends ‘not upon 

visual stimulation but upon a felt intensity of names, and behind the names, as the 

very term resonance suggests of voices: the voices of those who chanted, 

studied, muttered their prayers, wept, and then were forever silenced’ 

(Greenblatt1991: 47). Visitors imaginatively empathise with the dead. In Family 

Frames, Photography, Narrative and Postmemory (1997) Marianne Hirsh 

discussed the relationship between what a visitor saw and what they projected 

when photographs were presented in this way. Hirsh claimed that photographs 

could ‘more easily show us what we wish our family to be and therefore what, 

more frequently, it is not’ (Hirsh 1997: 8). The Tower of Victims is filled with 

photographs of Jewish residents of the destroyed Lithuanian shetl of Eishishok 

taken prior to 1941. The exhibition embodies the life and foreshadows the death 

of the Jewish community. On 21 September 1941, on the eve of the Jewish New 

Year, an SS mobile killing squad, accompanied by Lithuanian volunteers, entered 

the town. Three days later nine hundred years of Jewish life and culture collapsed 

when four thousand people were murdered. Yaffa Eliach’s maternal grandparents 
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were the town photographers and the Tower of Victims contains a glimpse of life 

in Eishishok before its inhabitant’s became victims. Hirsch would argue that the 

decision to include the images in the museum is problematic especially if visitors 

read the images as mimetic documents. Hirsch claims the deeply ideological 

nature of imagery determines not only how other people think about themselves 

but also how we think about ourselves (Hirsh 1997: 7). Photographers contrive 

their social realism yet the verisimilitude of the photographs is not questioned 

within the museum. They offer seductive models of harmony because these 

images of the past resonate with what appears to be familiar. To counter the 

times of uncertainty, pessimism and anguish they portray life ideally and in this 

respect their propaganda value is immense.  

 

Eliach was a child survivor of the extermination of the Eishishok. She was a 

member of the Holocaust Commission and her photographic archive was included 

as an eloquent visual archive of life before the Holocaust. The relationship 

between the photographic image and the visitor entails a relationship of power 

and interconnection and such nonverbal exchanges shape the visitor’s response 

to the images. The photographs speak in a personal and intimate voice, the 

authoritative voice of the victim. The photographs present life in Eishishok as real 

and authentic and unmediated by photographic conventions. Their inclusion in the 

exhibition overlooks the fact that they act as a form of fiction just like songs, 

novels, historical essays or advertisements and that they are part of the contrived 

reality of their times. Yet Eliach argued that individuals who were tortured, 

executed, imprisoned and murdered were ‘robbed of their humanity and if they 

were to be represented in any exhibition they should be depicted and 

remembered as their families and friends knew them’ (Till 2005: 144). Till 

suggested that ‘while Eliach’s view maybe considered by some to be extreme, the 

contrast between images of the same individual as photographed by a Nazi 

soldier, on the one hand, and as photographed by a family member, on the other, 

quite dramatically illustrates her point’ (Till 2005; 144). 

 

Conclusion 
Despite criticisms by Holocaust revisionists (O’Keefe, 1995; Faurisson, 1993; 

Mackenzie, 2001 and Weber, 1985) the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, the 

Berlin Museum and Yad Vashem are immensely popular and successful with the 

public because they are associated with historical events that command respect 
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from visitors. The merging of the public institutional role of the museum with a 

more specific memorial function is complex because the dual identity obscures 

the primary functions of both institutions. According to Michael Nutkiewicz there is 

an internal contradiction at the heart of the memorial museum because the 

‘memorial voice of the institution is pitched to and for Jews while the museum 

voice is largely intended for non Jews, the former is more religious, the latter more 

secular’ (Stier 2003: 125). Stier claims that Holocaust museums are ‘artfully 

manipulative, playing with the emotions, overwhelming mind and body with a flow 

of sensations’ (Stier 2003: 178). Zahava Doering and Andrew Pekarik, who 

investigated the methods of informal education in Holocaust museums suggested 

that ‘the most satisfying exhibitions for visitors are those that resonate with their 

experience and provide new information in ways that confirm and enrich their view 

of the world’ (Doering and Pekarik quoted in Weil 2000: 69). What the exhibitions 

within these new museums increasingly offer visitors is an opportunity to validate 

and extend their beliefs by personalising, remembering, discovering, imagining, 

connecting and reflecting on the story told. This subjective communications 

approach is reflected within all the exhibitions as the quality of visitor experience 

transcends the provenance of the objects on display. The primary impact of 

visiting a Holocaust memorial museum is overwhelmingly experiential and the 

experience is not fixed or neutral. Hilda Hein drew attention to the value of 

subjective museum experiences when she suggested that they were just as 

manufactured and artificial as the traditional display based on the objects they 

displaced. She claimed that ‘sheer intensity of experience, however, is not a 

guarantee of cognitive merit or moral excellence’ (Hein 2000: 68) and that the 

displacement of objects by experiences was problematic because experiences 

were private and unpredictable. In general terms the museum’s reliability as an 

educator depended on its ability to modify experience, to achieve as great a 

degree of commonality as objects can represent: 

 
 If experiences, not objects, are to be their stock-in-trade, museums must 
 reconsider their claim to educational singularity and ask such deep and perplexing 
 questions as how and why experience is educationally useful in the first place 
 (Hein 2000: 109).  
 

Luke suggested that the Holocaust museum may ‘never be much more than an 

entertainmentality engine’ (Luke 2002: 57) because of its heavy reliance on 

theatrical techniques to produce ‘genocidal understanding’ in visitors. Luke 

understood ‘genocidal understanding’ to include ‘heavy capital investments in 
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high technologies: vast death camps, special trains, macabre gas chambers, 

Jackbooted guards and wild sociopathic Ubermenschismus’ (Luke 2002: 58). 

Linenthal drew attention to the impact that curatorial research and visits to 

Holocaust sites had when he wrote, ‘eventually the impact of these sites 

convinced members of the staff [of the US Holocaust Memorial Museum] that 

museum visitors would have to experience such a trip within the space of the 

museum in order to confront the Holocaust viscerally’ (Linenthal 1995: 35). The 

museum’s architectural language and exhibition layout forces the visitor to 

engage with Holocaust history. It is hard for any visitor to fail to see everything in 

these museums in the way they should be seen because of the permanent 

exhibition context. Architects, politicians and special interest groups have shaped 

the curatorial and exhibition direction of the museum. Born of U.S. and Israeli 

international détente and mediated by a complex network of trustees, directors, 

architects, survivors, curators and exhibition designers, the Holocaust narrative 

told within this hybrid museum raises issues of authenticity because the process 

of inclusion or exclusion is entrenched in the museum’s mission. Changing views 

about the Holocaust, the significance of social history and the symbolic role of 

objects impinge on its mission.  

 

The new memorial museum establishes a new direction and breaks new ground 

by presenting cultural elements in different combinations and by redefining the 

logic of these relationships. It is a hybrid of narration, difference, identity and 

authenticity; it exploits the conflict between fluid history and static museum object 

to elicit a visitor response. The form of historiography it uses corresponds to the 

three principal traditions of history writing: narrative, descriptive and analytical. 

Narrative takes the visitor from the past to the present and objects are used as 

illustrations punctuating the narrative where relevant. Descriptive history is found 

in the mass clutter of objects and label displays and in the complete 

reconstructions of environments. Analytic history is used in the museum to 

analyse why traditions exist and why they change (Moore 1977: 43). Within the 

permanent exhibition text rather than objects is used to provide the analysis. The 

museum displays original objects and reproductions as evidence to support its 

construction of meaning. Generally visitors experience a sense of dread and 

oppression from the moment they enter these buildings and are directed along 

predetermined visitor routes from which there seems no escape, no deviation. 

Novick likened this to a religious Stations of the Cross ritual with visitors 
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‘reverently following the structured pathways of the Holocaust … the fetishized 

objects on display like so many fragments of the True Cross or shin bones of 

Saints’ (Novick 1999: 11). The exhibition architecture is coercive and individual 

object appreciation is subordinated to the larger experience the museum seeks to 

convey and the story it narrates. The exhibitions eschew aesthetics in favour of 

material factuality and often focus on the small and humble remains of individual 

lives that, for the purposes of display, are invested with properties of resistance. 

Throughout these museums images and objects serve to anchor the visitor on the 

plight of the victim. Till identified the problems associated with representing guilt 

and responsibility for past actions in this manner and two approaches commonly 

adopted: one intentionalist the other functionalist (Till 2005: 178). ‘An intentionalist 

understanding of history interprets individual actions as directly leading to 

historical processes’ and a ‘functionalist approach considers actions by many over 

a number of years, the outcome evolves rather than is premeditated’ (Till 2005: 

178).  

 

The institution’s ambiguous identity as both a memorial and a museum has 

become a new model for museum development. It has become a ceremonial 

space that invites the visitor to experience the visit as a secular and religious ritual 

that combines socio-political and cosmological characteristics (Stier 2003: 182). 

The new memorial museum is not a neutral context for the display of objects and 

for its public programs, but a ritual structure that actively programs visitors to 

respond and react in particular ways, thus acting as an agent in shaping the 

histories it represents and the stories it tells. In the memorial museum the visitor 

steps into a theatrically structured narrative based on the transformative powers 

of Holocaust historiography. The institution simultaneously operates as an archive 

and as a provocation of memory in visitors. The museum moves the visitor along 

a path that they must follow thus reinforcing the direction of history – forward and 

unrelenting.  

 

This hybrid institution combines several different functions: to reinforce a 

dominant cultural narrative shaped by US, German and Israeli geopolitical ties, to 

disseminate factual information via multimedia research centres and static 

displays, to provide a central space for commemoration and remembrance and to 

serve an ideological cause justifying the creation of the State of Israel. The 

museum is a popular educator, providing recreation and instruction; it has 
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become a recognized instrument of Holocaust research via multimedia archive 

and documentary centres. The museum’s role in providing access to victim data 

and information, objects and images is significant. As a memorial it provides a 

powerful and symbolic evocation of the effects of the Holocaust. The political 

events surrounding the creation of these museums increased public awareness of 

the convergence of Holocaust history and museology through architecture. The 

new museum is more than a repository for objects and an exhibition space; it is a 

showcase demonstrating how the political complexities of a project stemming 

from the intersection of German, Jewish and American involvement in World War 

II are resolved and interpreted for public consumption.  

 

THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE AMERICAN INDIAN, WASHINGTON 
D.C. 
The poetry and symbolism inherent in new museum architectural design often 

reflects the stories embedded in the theme of the project as well as its political 

purpose. Rather than temples to the muses or secular cathedrals, architecture is 

advancing symbolic concepts in a more overt way. When I. M. Pei designed a 

transparent glass pyramid for the Richelieu passageway at the Louvre, 

Napoleon’s conquest of Egypt was symbolically etched in his mind. Architectural 

symbolism played into the French government’s need for overt symbols of 

recognition and acknowledgement. The National Museum of the American Indian 

in Washington D.C. is a combination of form, function and politics. In 1989 the 

United States Congress enacted federal legislation authorising its creation. In 

1990 President George W. Bush approved a joint resolution designating 

November as Native-American Heritage Month to recognize the contributions that 

Indian people had made to the development of America. The National Museum of 

the American Indian opened in September 2004, just a few weeks prior to that 

year's observance. As the most contemporary Smithsonian museum its launch 

represented a fundamental turning point for an institution founded to fulfil the 

mission defined by its benefactor, James Smithson, as ‘the increase and diffusion 

of knowledge’ (www.si.edu/about/history). The National Museum of the American 

Indian is not merely ‘about’ its subjects, the Native peoples and cultures of the 

Western hemisphere, but as its founding Director, Richard West Jr., said, it is ‘of’ 

them by involving them systematically in the institution’s planning development 

and operation (West 1998: 7). The museum almost from its inception became a 



 

   165   

national healing memorial because as Secretary of the Smithsonian, Robert 

McCormick Adams, said, it was designed to:  

 
 correct a vast wrong, and all the myths and stereotypes with which we surrounded 
 it in order to hide it – or at least not to have to confront it ourselves. It envisons a 
 partnership of a new and unprecedented kind – with those whose history and 
 culture, once torn away from them will now be represented only with their full 
 complicity. It creates a model of a dialogue with wider relevance than any in which 
 we have participated, ending the separation between specialists as embodiments 
 of authority and a passive audience … It saves for posterity a magnificent 
 collection that will lead the world to look at the cultural and artistic achievements of 
 Native Americans with new and admiring eyes (Adams quoted in West 1998: 
 9). 
 

Retired Deputy Director, Douglas Evelyn, said the museum was a ‘dynamic 

institution of living cultures’ and a museum that stretched ‘the boundaries within 

which museums traditionally define their roles and engage their publics’ (Evelyn 

2006: 51). The museum reflected an unprecedented approach to involving, 

representing and interpreting Native American peoples in an effort to try and 

correct past wrongs. The Act governing the museum (Public Law 101-185) 

(Evelyn 2006: 52) stated that the museum would constitute ‘a living memorial to 

Native Americans and their traditions’ (Evelyn 2006: 52). This would be achieved 

‘through innovative programming, research and collections, to protect, support 

and enhance the development, maintenance and perpetuation of Native culture 

and community’ (Evelyn 2006: 51). Ruth Phillips acknowledged the power 

structures and curatorial process that informed the museum’s permanent 

exhibition when she stated: 

 
 when Congress created the NMAI, it delegated authority to a board and a senior 
 administration made up largely of Native Americans who have ensured that power 
 remained unambiguously in indigenous hands. Although non-Native scholars and 
 museum professionals joined the staff and served as consultants, long-standing 
 power relationships were inverted’ (Phillips 2006: 76).  
 

From 1991 to 1993 the museum consulted and collaborated with more than 150 

communities from North America, Hawaii, Canada and Central and South 

America, whose cultural objects were in the collection and the subject of display, 

on how they wished to be presented and represented in the museum. The results 

of the consultation process directly affected the design of the building, its internal 

and external spaces and its public programs. The report of the consultation 

process, The Ways of the People, reached beyond the basic requirements of the 

building to incorporate Native sensibilities throughout it. To infuse the building with 
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meaning and symbolism the design process was led by a collaborative of 

architects, designers and engineers from the Blackfoot, Cherokee, Choctaw, 

Navajo, Oneida and Hopi communities. Their combined cultural perspectives 

avoided a predictable building outcome because their consensus based design 

was intended to ‘wrap the visitor in a different paradigm of perception’ (Volkert 

2004:  24).  

 

The architectural design was based on the relationship between earth and sky, 

people and spirits. Three core principles guided the Canadian architect, Douglas 

Cardinal’s, original design: the interconnectedness of nature and the built 

environment, the integration of water, natural light and natural materials and the 

interconnectedness of Native people and their cosmological beliefs. The five-story 

museum is symbolically oriented to the east, the rising sun and the U.S. Capitol 

playing into the United States government’s need for overt symbols of 

association, recognition and acknowledgement of past cultural injustices. Its 

proximity to the defining institution of the state, the Capitol Building, suggests that 

the museum will fulfil its mission ‘to bring all Americans to a greater 

understanding’ and to ‘reconcile a tragic past’. The building’s curved lines echo 

those of traditional circular Indian structures and the weathered canyons, cliffs 

and caves of the Midwest. The building is a romantic abstraction of nature. Nearly 

75 per cent of the 1.9 hectare site is dedicated to a landscape that reflects the 

four native habitats in the local south eastern region: forest, wetlands, meadow 

and traditional croplands. Considered to be an extension of the actual museum, 

the landscaping is suggestive of being in Native homelands and reinforces the 

central theme of the museum – that of retuning to a Native place (Volkert 2004: 

22). The architecture helps resolve matters of contextualisation: the museum 

does not adhere to traditional conventions of internal gallery layout instead it 

creates a variety of spaces that foster environments appropriate to displays. The 

architecture suggests a reaffirmation of myths, a place where dreaming rather 

than explaining is required. It is a space where objects that had lost their social, 

religious and cultural functions are reintegrated into society again. Donald Fixico 

suggested that two of the biggest challenges the museum faced were its internal 

layout and how to make ‘indigenous circular thought understandable to a linear 

thinking public’ (Fixico 2006: 83).  
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Politically the National Museum of the American Indian was the result of public 

criticism that there was no memorial institution to Native people in the wake of the 

decision to establish the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum. The museum also 

satisfied the terms and conditions of the transfer of the Museum of the American 

Indian by the Heye Foundation to the Smithsonian Institution in 1989. The 

Museum of the American Indian comprised the Heye collection of 40,000 volumes 

and more than a million historic and contemporary objects spanning 10 000 years 

of occupation by 900 tribes throughout the Americas. The collection had been on 

display and stored in facilities in New York since its inception in 1922. It was 

considered that in combination the Heye and the Smithsonian collections 

(including the skeletal collection transferred to the Smithsonian from the Army 

Medical Museum) would ‘create a national institution of unrivalled capability for 

exhibition and research’ (National Museum of the American Indian Act 5(a) 

quoted in Volkert 2004: 16). For West the opening defined: 

 
 a moment of reconciliation and recognition in American history, a time for Indian 
 people to assume, finally, a prominent place of honour on the nation’s front lawn. It 
 is our most fervent hope that we will be an instrument of enlightenment (West 
 quoted in Volkert et al 2004: 7).  
 

The Enlightenment proposed that there was a stable, knowable self-conscious 

that was rational, autonomous and universal. Individuals understood the world 

through reason, rationality and measurement. The primary mode of knowing was 

science; it was neutral and objective and provided universal truths about mankind. 

The key Enlightenment concepts were nature and progress and in order to 

understand the character of something one had to contemplate and examine it 

objectively. Enlightenment philosophy treated cognition as distanced, impersonal 

and rational. Reason and feeling, what is known and what is felt, were at the core 

of the pursuit of knowledge. West invoked Enlightenment thinking to promote the 

museum as a place of learning and as a centre for the increase and diffusion of 

knowledge. His museum is an Enlightenment institution in a post-Enlightenment 

world. The museum draws on rationalism’s adversary, romanticism, with its cult of 

nature and support of poetic insight and intuition, to encourage the visitor to 

consider history as a subjective narrative. The museum overcame long standing 

dissatisfaction with traditional ethnographic and anthropological portrayals and the 

problems of cross cultural analysis and interpretation by striving for a 

multidimensional interpretation of Native people. The museum encouraged 

community curation to re-examine, rewrite, revaluate and reorientate traditional 
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anthropological and art history. The curators deliberately rejected interpreting 

Native American material culture from an anthropological or ethnological 

viewpoint. Instead they employed dance with storytelling and objects to transmit 

cultural values and reinvest the museum with meaning. To fulfil its mission: 

 
 To recognize and affirm to Native communities and the non-Native public the 
 historical and contemporary culture and cultural achievements of the Natives of the 
 Western hemisphere (www.nmai.si.edu). 
 

Hundreds of written and spoken words meaning ‘welcome’ are projected onto a 

large screen inside the museum’s east entrance to affirm a diverse linguistic and 

cultural heritage. A large central gathering space connects the museum to 

contemporary performances and cultural exchanges. Within the museum three 

galleries are devoted to permanent exhibitions: Our Universe: Traditional 

Knowledge Shapes Our World, Our Peoples: Giving Voice to Our Histories and 

Our Lives: Contemporary Life and Identities. These galleries work with eight 

related but independently curated exhibition spaces that draw from the museum’s 

collections and community knowledge and interests. According to Evelyn the 

purpose was to ‘dispel stereotypes of a generic Native American and [to] bring 

Native voices to the exhibition floor’ (Evelyn 2006: 54). The museum’s educational 

programs are designed to ‘affirm Native American adaptability and survival, value 

community and family and document the impact of treaties and the contributions 

of Native American veterans (Evelyn 2006: 54).  

 

The museum incorporates Native world views and philosophies within Our 

Universe to reflect the spiritual relationship between the universe and nature and 

the universal Native belief that every community has existed since the creation of 

time. For example, the Tlingit believe the raven brought order to the world, the 

Tohono O’odham of Arizona believe the Earth Medicine man and I’itoi produced 

the world and all its resources. By proving visitors with philosophical, aesthetic 

and cultural knowledge the museum maintains it increases awareness of 

difference. Within Our Peoples the use of first person narrative encourages the 

visitor to consider history ‘not as a single, definitive, immutable work, but as a 

collection of subject tellings by different authors with different points of view’ 

(Volkert 2004: 50). These narratives serve to represent the American Indian 

experience from 1492 to the present. The gallery uses interpretive text graphically 

etched into the wall surfaces, amassed archaeological and colonial artefacts to 
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convey evidence of the diversity of life experiences. Ruth Phillips (2006) 

suggested that this created a site of commemoration and mourning rather than an 

historical exhibition although others dispute this (Phillips 2006: 78). For Trudie 

Lamb Richmond, a Schaghticoke storyteller, being part of a ‘living culture’ means 

keeping the stories of her ancestors alive: 

 
 In native traditions, storytelling is a way of passing down history and teaching 
 lessons, especially for children … traditionally, native story telling has been used 
 as a form of discipline. When children misbehave, instead of punishing them by 
 scolding them, we’ll bring them over and tell them a story (Richmond quoted in 
 Berg 2004: 34).  
 

The third gallery, Our Peoples, presents evidence of the impact of contact on 

Indigenous people although according to Amy Lonetree the ‘de-emphasis on 

telling the painful truths of America’s treatment of its Native people hindered 

efforts towards restorative justice and a decolonised future’  (Lonetree 2006: 59). 

The use of oral history and personal testimony, as a way of conveying emotion 

and connecting visitors to Native history, requires the exercise of sensibility and 

ethical judgement. The museum is a site of privileged representation and overall 

the framing of texts and objects within it represents the result of a variety of 

practical and intellectual filters. Window on Collections is a rotating study 

collection installation but because it features less than one percent of the 

collection, some 8000 objects on display in less than thirty percent of the space, 

the museum opened to mixed reviews. The possibilities that the combined Heye 

and Smithsonian collections represented was a major reason for the museum’s 

establishment yet negative reviews were common:  

 
 Its exhibits are disheartening, their installation misproportioned, here too sparse, 
 there too cramped … What’s missing is the glue of thought that might connect one 
 to another (Richard 2004: C2).  
 

The museum positioned the objects in a transition zone between antiquities and 

art even though West argued that, ‘museums, including ours, have proceeded 

beyond the point of addressing their visitors as simply being displayers of objects’ 

(West quoted in Trescott 2004: A12). Stephen Conn claimed that because the 

objects were not at the centre of the visitor experience the ‘extraordinary 

resource’ was under-utilised (Conn 2006: 71).  Nowhere were visitors encouraged 

to ‘consider, study or admire’ suggesting to Conn that ‘curators at the NMAI have 

little faith in the power of objects to convey meaning’ (Conn 2006: 71). 
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The National Museum of the American Indian serves in function and spirit as a 

museum, a memorial, a gathering place and a centre for cultural redemption and 

reconciliation. The museum acts as a ‘vehicle to support and find new talent, to 

get out into Indian country and promote screenwriters, directors, poets, all kinds of 

artists’ (Miles quoted in Berg 2004: 34). In April 2006 the museum incorporated 

daily screenings of a film directed by Native American, Chris Eyre, A Thousand 

Roads, to promote new talent. Other public programs have included collaborative 

efforts between the museum and the Museum of Modern Art in New York 

including an installation at the Venice Biennale (Evelyn 2006: 55). The museum is 

a celebration of Native peoples’ survival, a retort to centuries of ignorance and 

dismissal. By directing how they are represented within the public space of the 

museum Native curators do not reclaim the past as a narrative but rather as an 

intervention denoting a presence and suggesting a future that is inclusive rather 

than exclusive. The struggle over representation has moved beyond a political 

struggle for the rights and means to shape and control representation within the 

museum because the museum eschews a narrow definition of what it means to 

be a Native American, it avoids sequential presentation of events and ideas and it 

perceives the past and the present in a circular way.  

 

The museum’s major challenge is to guard against mounting criticism of its 

reliance on present-tense narration and its presentation of oral history as reliable 

when its interest is in the human phenomenon of reportage. Visitors to the 

museum are interested in hearing Native peoples’ voices because they represent 

powerful differences between cultures, mindsets and imaginations. Cultural 

transmission of these differences is accomplished through ephemeral vehicles 

such as language, dance and song as well as exhibitions. The museum is a 

cultural agent participating in the reconciliation process aimed at restoring status 

to people who remain diminished by structural, social and racial violence. It is a 

museum whose time has come for some but not for to others who question the 

veracity of ‘insider history’ (Conn 2006: 72). Conn suggests that community 

curation has a foundation of political necessity and is based on political, moral 

and ethical judgements. The success of the stories told within the museum will be 

judged by public reception and ‘the changes that are made as time goes on’ 

according to Phillips (Phillips 2006: 80). She claims that this will be a ‘valuable 
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way of understanding larger changes that are at work in the societies that have 

sponsored them’ (Phillips 2006: 80). 

 

The National Museum of the American Indian is helping to change the public’s 

understanding of what a new museum is. It is an institution founded on the politics 

of representation. It moves beyond the co-opting of Native peoples into museum 

management and curatorial programs that ultimately benefit the museum rather 

than Indigenous people themselves. It is a museum that has experimented with 

form possibly at the expense of traditional content. It is a museum that supports 

rather than undervalues Native peoples distinct world-views even though their 

claim to knowledge is generally based on memory rather than critical awareness 

or rational inquiry. It reasserts the power and credibility of myth. It traverses and 

undermines the boundaries between competing disciplines and attempts to create 

interconnectedness between belief systems, economics, politics, culture and 

society. Within the National Museum of the American Indian the reality of the 

world as described by science is replaced with a deeper, more spiritual reality, a 

network of imaginings that simultaneously reveals and conceals. But because it is 

idea driven rather than object focused it raises the problem of museal authority 

and the positioning of the museum voice. Ideas require contexts to show how they 

work in the real world and contexts ‘are notoriously individual and multitudinous’ 

(Young 1998: 34). The museum is actively drawing a boundary between itself and 

other museums that present Indigenous cultures to serve the interest of social 

exclusion and functions of legitimisation and mystification. It is an institution that 

challenges the bifurcations of past and present, art and science, imagination and 

reason in contemporary life. The political impact of Indigenous rights has resulted 

in a more self-reflective position involving consideration of what is involved in the 

act of writing the past and in changing the very nature of how history is presented 

in the museum.  

 

Conclusion 
This chapter considered the interrelationship between political agendas and 

contemporary museum development. The four museums that provided the case 

studies identified how issues of representation and control over the authorship of 

the narrative influence interpretation and ultimately the selection and the use of 

objects within exhibitions. Within the new museum architecturally orchestrated 

spaces act as agenda-setting frames of reference controlling the social and 
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intellectual context of a visit. The Yad Vashem, the US Holocaust Memorial 

Museum, the Jewish Museum and the National Museum of the American Indian 

contribute to our understanding of the function and purpose of the new museum 

and their emergence can be linked to contemporary developments in European 

and American life. These developments include social developments (response to 

issues of racism, cultural restitution and denial), political developments (political 

imperative of acknowledgement of the State of Israel and Native American 

Indians) and cultural developments (reconciliation and assertion of the rights of 

living cultures, the repositioning of German history and acknowledgement of 

issues of guilt and responsibility).   

 

The chapter identified the new museum’s dual ability to function as a memorial 

and act as an exhibition space and it addressed fundamental concerns about its 

purpose in society. Memorial museums are cultural institutions committed to 

memory and within these institutions original objects, replicas, reproductions and 

first person narrative are relied on to communicate institutional missions and to 

support historical narratives. The four case studies suggest that the new museum 

does not fit the post-modern model as described by Hooper-Greenhill. These 

museums accommodate the claim of a group’s historical victimization on the basis 

of race and ethnicity and this is central to the group’s assertion of its distinctive 

identity. The aura surrounding these museums governs the way the visitor 

approaches and reflects on what they observe and experience during and after a 

visit. The new museum is a seriously serious place because it is a site of moral 

privilege. The construction and framing of the narrative can be likened to a 

political conflict between those who possess the means to exhibit and 

disseminate information and those who seek access to those means. There is 

little debate, there is limited engagement and questioning and there are few 

interpretive choices or options. Visitors can feel uncomfortable challenging the 

subject matter for fear of being judged or labelled insensitive if they don’t feel 

compassion, guilt or moral responsibility. The greatest challenge to the visitor is to 

behave appropriately, reverentially and appreciatively. The new museum does not 

prioritise the visitor nor the objects that comprise its collection instead it prioritise 

the way it communicates its story through architecture, exhibition practice and 

public programming. 
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CONCLUSION  

Thirty years of crisis of credibility, relevance and purpose has resulted in 

institutional reconfigurations and transformations and this thesis has attempted to 

bring the issues directly influencing the emergence of the post and new museum 

into one work to provide a framework for understanding those institutions. The 

aim of this research was to identify if new museums were post-museums. The 

research examined factors that contributed to their development in order to 

understand why the debate of the last thirty years served to revolutionise some 

institutions, transform others into post-museums and create a novel and complex 

cultural project that this study classifies as the new museum. What this research 

suggests is that it is unwise to assume that the functions, roles and purpose of 

each museum are universally accepted. The museum has never been an 

institution produced in the same way at all times; it has always been shaped by 

very different historical and social experiences; it has always had a complex 

agenda. Germain Bazin, a chief curator of the Louvre, predicted in 1967 that the 

museum of the future would ‘more and more resemble the academy of learning 

the mouseion connoted for the Greeks’ because, he believed, the museum in 

America had already ‘metamorphosed into a university for the general public – an 

institution of learning and enjoyment for all men’ (Bazin quoted in Alexander 

1979:15). Bazin’s university for the general public was directly inspired by the 

museum which offered the public a program of lectures, concerts, films, 

exhibitions and publications in addition to its collections. Today’s reconfigured and 

transformed modernist museums are close to Bazin’s ideal. 

 

The museum’s institutional history reveals a constantly evolving institution. This 

study suggests that four types of museum: modern, modernist, post and new exist 

at present. These museums comment upon and influence each other but without 

the collapsing of each into a homogenised synthesis. The important ideas 

embedded in postmodernism, especially scepticism of authority, provide the basis 

for their intersection and divergence. What they share is the end result of a social 

ideal, a developing tradition, a place in the public sphere, a striving for excellence 

in product and performance, a vulnerability to criticism and most of all political 

power. What distinguish them are their approach to collections, their ambition to 

be authorities and their obligations to the public. For the large part the modernist 

museum remains acquisitive and accumulative offering traditional dialogue and 

other forms of public participation; the post-museum returns and repatriates 
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collections, it offers diversity of dialogue and other forms of public engagement. 

The new museum interprets and exhibits objects as a means of unlocking 

memories; it offers traditional dialogue and diverse forms of public participation. 

The reformed modern museum, or Hooper-Greenhill’s modernist museum, is 

continuous with the two new enterprises and its continuity has interesting 

implications for its ongoing development. During the 1990s modernist museums 

flourished, it represented a moment in time when culture and society respected 

and valued what it stood for. But these museums wrongly came to view 

architecture as a solution to their systemic problems and its impact had the ability 

to overshadow complaints about collections and public programming. Spectacular 

architecture and its civic and economic success became the dream of museum 

entrepreneurs from London to Bilbao. Yet architecture by itself cannot transform 

an institution weighed down by its traditions into a post or new museum because 

as Hooper-Greenhill pointed out even though the form may change ‘the 

processes of museum making and the museum/audience relationship, remain the 

same’ (Hooper-Greenhill (2000: 152). The modernist museum has always been a 

chameleon, taking on the colours and patterns of its surroundings. The modernist 

museum has been both politically subversive and politically correct in expressing, 

in one form or another, the dominant ideology of its times and in maintaining the 

legitimacy of stable, timeless representations of the world. The intention of its 

curatorial program is to collect; its mission remains global authority.  

 

The post-museum is not necessarily just a transformed modernist museum. It has 

major differences that relate to the use of objects and the relationships it develops 

with its audience. The post-museum addresses the reorientation from collection to 

public service because it developed as a result of postmodern arguments pressed 

into service to challenge claims of global authority. The post-museum’s use of 

narrative draws attention to incongruent issues as it highlights historical issues for 

particular reasons of ideology. It is a museum charged with responsibility to 

combat racial, cultural, social and gender inequality, discrimination and injustice. It 

critiques the grand narratives that mask the contradictions and instabilities 

inherent in modernist museum practice because postmodernism itself critiques 

Enlightenment’s unerring belief in reason, progress and a science that stands for 

any and all socially useful knowledge. The intention of its curatorial program is to 

reconsider; its mission is to question global authority. 
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The new museum is not a reformed post-museum. The institution classified as a 

new museum is a post-museum in time and circumstance although it differs from 

its collegiate institution in fundamental ways: its use of architecture as a coercive 

force, its lack of focus on collection development, its narrow focus on specific 

communities or historical events and its close connection to its political masters. 

The new museum is specialised, selective and isolationist; it has acquired new 

international and public significance; it is often defined in the narrow sense of 

being a particular building or a particular theme. It has become a potent social 

metaphor and a means whereby social groups can represent their relationship to 

their own history and that of other groups only with their own complicity. The new 

museum is an entrepreneurial, consumer oriented construct established 

specifically to satisfy constituent community and geopolitical needs. It maintains 

and promotes a consciousness of the past and it is immensely interesting 

because of its connection to otherwise recalcitrant subjects and because of the 

form of historiography it uses. The intention of its curatorial program is to 

remember; its mission is to attain moral authority. 

 

Historical analysis suggests that superstition, wealth and economic, commercial 

and political opportunity were the bedrock of early collecting activities. Our 

institutional history presents a shifting, kaleidoscopic collecting scene. Aristocratic 

culture was infused with Christian ideals that focused on understanding the totality 

of God’s achievements. Visitors were pollinators; the collections they observed 

provided opportunities for scholarship and entrepreneurship. The continuum of 

knowledge cultivation evident from the Pythagorean temple of the Muses, the 

library of Alexandria, the Renaissance humanist’s cabinet of curiosities, to the 

earliest European catalogues has been described as a way of understanding 

human learning. The advancement of scientific thought and knowledge 

throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Enlightenment, the French 

Revolution, Napoleonic cultural acquisition, the Industrial Revolution, Darwin’s 

evolutionary theory, typological sequencing, the political connection between 

government support and public education and the 1960s social revolution 

provided the energy for the rise and reform of the modern museum. From the 

intentions and actions of prominent individuals to the commitment by 

governments to advance social policy, museums offer an understanding of the 

nature of political obligation and a reflection of cultural reality. When the results of 

this investigation are assembled we have the principles and rules implicit in the 
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construction of museums, collections and meanings. Museums are in constant 

transformation, demonstrating a regular tendency to separate and differentiate, 

and them combine again into a common uniformity, the two tendencies acting 

against and modifying each other. Museum development can therefore be 

considered as a succession of tradition-bound periods punctuated by non-

cumulative breaks. During those tradition-bound periods the museum modifies its 

operations and functions consistent with the context and the social, economic and 

political imperatives that surround it. 

 

Chapter One, A Crisis of Purpose, drew from the literature in order to create a 

framework for an analysis of museum development. The aim was to link 

contemporary debates across a range of issues to understand the function and 

purpose of the museum. Many of the accusations levelled at the museum 

proceed from an historical analysis of its development and potentially destructive 

tensions and conflict have emerged as a result of unchallenged homogenisation 

of the term museum and widespread acceptance by the museum profession of 

postmodern attitudes to history making and exhibition construction. There are 

lessons to draw from the literature. The first is that generalisations about the 

museum often overlook its function, role and purpose in a forever-changing 

cultural and political environment. The second is that general acceptance of 

postmodern theory significantly contributed to the crisis of credibility and purpose 

museums recently experienced, especially the discrediting of traditional museum 

practices. The third is that museum critique and theory is actually revealed to be 

the precursor to the birth of the post and the new museum. Finally, self-reflective 

curatorial practice is an issue museum professionals should consider if the 

profession wants to understand and shed light on the relationship between 

curation, collections and exhibition construction in this developmentally active 

period.  

 

Chapter Two, the Modern Museum, set the scene for understanding that the 

modern museum is a reflection of the society that created it and nineteenth and 

twentieth century societies are very different in their modes of self representation. 

The number and specialist nature of the museum has grown and the interests of 

the professionals who work in them have diversified. During the nineteenth 

century the sheer volume of objects accumulated worldwide led to greater 

collection specialisation and focus, to the creation of the modern museum and 
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later to special departments and permanents displays. The development of the 

modern museum is closely related to imperialism and territorial conquest, as well 

as the systematic attempt to establish encyclopaedic collections to document and 

disseminate information. The fundamental purpose served by the modern 

museum was to inculcate a feeling of identification with civilisation and the ideals 

of the Enlightenment. The enduring museum model that operates in the world 

today and that became the subject of much public debate is based on a long 

tradition of collecting, conserving and exhibiting the results of individual and 

institutional research. The modern museum had been pronounced dead and 

ruined but, far from disappearing, it made an unprecedented resurgence in the 

last decade of the twentieth century, a trend that continues today. In 1979 

Alexander reported that a new museum appeared in America every 3.3 days and 

that annual visits were estimated to be in the vicinity of 600 million (Alexander 

1979: 5). In 1987 Hudson observed a ten per cent growth rate in museum 

creation every five years. In 1992 it was estimated that there were twenty-five 

thousand museums world wide, more than eight thousand of which were in the 

United States. By 2004 there were 16,500 museums alone in the United States 

attracting more than 865 million visitors per year or 2,300,000 per day (www,aam-

us.org). The reasons for this extraordinary social phenomenon defy economic 

logic and common sense unless we concede that through the creation of 

museums a nation can define itself and the public can become empowered.  

 

In Chapter Three, Remoulding the Museum, the transformation of the modern 

museum into the modernist museum was aligned to political, social and 

intellectual upheaval dating from the 1960s. The modern museum was 

reconceived and repositioned by organisational advocacy, as not merely involving 

collection development and research but public programming and that impacted 

on its social role and its relationship to its public. The modern museum has 

always accommodated diverse and sometimes incompatible ends because its 

collections are diverse and for the most part mutually exclusive. Chapter Three 

drew on a series of events that partially shaped the public debate that forced the 

modern museum to alter the balance of its social, aesthetic, scientific and cultural 

missions. Postmodern thinking, managerial, financial and administrative concerns 

and chronic under-funding ushered in a period of uncertainty by exposing some of 

the problems caused by mass institutional focus on popularisation and financial 

accountability, strategic marketing, visitor service strategies and organisational 
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change. From the 1980s onwards, increasing internal and external pressure 

forced the modern museum and its curators to be clear about the criteria that 

governed their choices in object selection and exhibition making and how those 

choices affected their activities. Modernist museums have developed immense 

historical, and social significance, political power and cultural authority because, 

even though they are pressured into a constant process of physical and 

intellectual change, on the whole they resist. Its continual success may well be 

one of the salient achievements of Western culture because it continues to defy 

its critics; it refuses to discount its profound interest in objects and collections.  

 

Chapter Four, The Post Museum, demonstrated why the post-museum is a 

continuation of trends unfolding out of postmodern society. The post-museum 

extends the modernist museum through its involvement in a cultural struggle to 

extract intellectual honesty from a mass of competing pressures to sanitise, 

commercialise and celebrate affirmative history. As an institution it criticises and 

transforms those elements of the modernist museum associated with the modern 

metanarrative: objective science, Western civilisation and autonomous art. The 

post-museum is defined as a transformative space because it challenges and 

changes public views by presenting a ‘range of perspectives on topics via diverse 

viewpoints, the provision of alternative historical accounts and sources, new 

information on contentious subjects, and allowing the censorship of confronting 

material to be an individual decision’ (Cameron 2003: 6).  

 

To a certain extent the post-museum has become an institutional sponge soaking 

up trends from the entertainment, education, mental health, communications, 

marketing, management and cultural heritage sectors. The post-museum is urged 

to act as an agent of social change and to adhere to a socially responsive mission 

rather than mass spectacle and profit. Social inclusion relates to the role and 

purpose of the museum and its ability to contribute to social change and 

regeneration. Inclusion means lifting the barrier to the representation of 

marginalised groups within the exhibition space and within management 

structures. When Carol Scott, President of Museums Australia, claimed in 2003 

that social inclusion was the defining museum policy to emerge for museums in 

the twenty-first century she reminded the profession that it was imperative that the 

multiple voices of a nation’s population, including marginalised and minority 

voices, be given the right to be heard (Scott 2003: 25). 
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The chapter investigated how political pressures to address issues of cultural 

pluralism, reconciliation and representation shaped the post-museum’s purpose 

and mission. However this museum, depending on its guise, still remains partial 

and selective in relation to its pluralistic and inclusive objectives. Sandell claimed 

that museums had the ability to ‘combat the causes of and ameliorate the 

symptoms of social inequality and disadvantage experienced by individuals, 

specific communities and the wider society’ (Sandell 2002: 4). Stimulated by both 

financial and ethical necessity, museum professionals internationally declared a 

critical role for post-museums in facilitating social inclusion and their power to act 

as agents of change. Today a core subject for post-museums to attend to is social 

engagement. How museum professionals consider this issue is an essential 

determinant because it will govern the way the museum’s mission is defined, the 

way it constructs and frames exhibitions and how it defends its beliefs. The 

chapter concluded by suggesting that the fate of the post-museum rested with its 

response to the intersection of today’s diverse purposes and projects. Museums 

in post-museum transformation remain controversial institutions because of the 

incommensurability of their political status (as national institutions, as scientific 

institutions) and the cultural politics they engage with (as a challenging new 

museums focusing on relationships). Post-museums developed in response to 

concerns over the legitimacy of the museum’s approach to story (and truth) telling 

and rather than offering a firm resolution of its practices it achieves a balance by 

offering choice. 

 

Chapter Five, Exhibition Making, presented a curatorial perspective on the context 

in which exhibition practice is advanced today. Curation has become dynamic 

involving a greater level of professional co-operation as well as co-operation 

between the institution and the community in which it operates. Curatorial self-

reflection requires us to consider the relation between what we do and the 

historical, political and social context in which we operate. What gives strength to 

the post-museum are the processes of curation, object selection and 

interpretation. For most visitors chronological history remains a useful way of 

thinking although for most curators the appeal of this kind of linear presentation 

has faded. Exhibitions designed to an agenda predetermine how objects and their 

historical context are considered. Post-museum curation involves constructing 

and presenting narratives, identifying significance, expanding interpretation and 
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including disparate forms of historical evidence within a framework geared to 

engage the visitor. The role of curation in the post-museum is to present 

information, rather than objects, in such a way that the visitor is presented with 

interpretive choices and options. Post-museum curation builds a relationship 

between information and the visitor based on the fact that ‘good’ relationships are 

honest, equal in terms of mutual respect for what each party does well and open 

to a range of experiences and reactions without judgement. Curators can still 

keep faith with objects and their fundamental authenticity and with the visitors and 

their instinctual wish for truth if they reveal how the meaning of objects undergoes 

a fundamental rethink when they are located within the exhibition space.  

 

Reflecting on post-museum curatorial practice the case study, Poignant Regalia, 

revealed some of the political, ethical and moral choices confronting curatorial 

work when it is positioned in a matrix of negotiated relationships. Aboriginal 

history is emotive subject matter and it presents problems of authenticity and 

contextualisation for the curator. The prevailing view of curation to emerge from 

the museum literature reflects a modern perspective where curators view 

themselves as individuals committed to accuracy, honesty, fairness and respect 

for the right of others. Curatorial practice is embedded in the wider community 

and the case study exposed some of the difficulties in presenting sensitive subject 

matter within the exhibition framework and it illustrated why the framing of events 

is of paramount importance to curatorial authority. Curators are conscious of their 

role in presenting, representing and constructing history and they are aware of the 

cultural and political forces that produce and shape curatorship. Poignant Regalia 

demonstrated how breastplate distribution reflected colonial possession of 

Australia and the problematic issue of awarding Aborigines directly for their 

assistance and service. The exhibition challenged contemporary attitudes to past 

practices and it provided opportunities to reflect on the political foundation of the 

reconciliation movement.  

 

One of the aims of this research was to examine the differences between the post 

and the new museum and Chapter Six, The New Museum, begins to account for 

them. Research indicates that the new museum is fundamentally driven by social 

and political purpose rather than object and collection acquisition and 

conservation. Its mission and advocacy role is overtly political as it looks for 

meaning. The new museum deals with an activity not previously presented in 
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depth within a museum context, namely reverential commemoration. There is a 

political dimension to the interplay of education and commemoration within its 

exhibition spaces and key objects are displayed as material evidence of past 

injustices and their inclusion and arrangement are central to issues of 

representation. These objects sometimes inhabit an ambiguous ground between 

subjectivity and objectivity. They are often included in exhibitions as a means of 

providing an opportunity for reflection of contemporary attitudes to historical 

events.  

 

Speculation about the importance of museums in public life has largely been 

overcome by acknowledging their power to reinvigorate urban and regional 

centres. The relationship between client and visitor needs is driving museum 

design today and architects respond to this tension by blurring the boundary 

between commerce, creativity and culture. Redevelopment and re-election are 

bedfellows in contemporary society and architects are commissioned to design 

iconic buildings as city or institutional symbols. The new museum’s role as an 

engine for redevelopment is often an essential factor behind its development 

although the institution is conscious of its potential role as a polarising agent if it 

sends a message of hostility and bitterness to its potential visitors.  

 

Chapter Six concludes by suggesting that the new museum is returning to its 

historical roots and re-asserting its cultural voice by employing the tools of the 

muses as curation’s new tools. Within these memorial complexes objects are less 

important than the memories they evoke. The new museum is overcoming the 

modern tensions between past and present by reconciling the sciences and the 

arts. In a world of reasoned abstraction the romantics are calling for a re-

mystification of the world. The National Museum of the American Indian’s creative 

approach to interpretation and interactive research benefits both the public and 

Native American Indian community. The power of the institution lies as a keeping 

place for cultural wisdom that comes from deeper understanding of social life. 

This museum’s success is put into high relief because of the controversial history 

it reveals and the cultural prominence it gains from that exposure. Its social 

agenda is to explore why it is that things came to be as they are. Its development 

is driven by questions of identity, culture and recognition. The objects supporting 

the narratives told within this museum are to be understood on a variety of 
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different levels of complexity and through a variety of different relationships to 

each other. 

 

The new museum deploys institutional prestige to advance the claims of its 

special-interest constituency. Major museum projects take between ten and 

fifteen yeas to complete and involve lengthy and complex negotiation processes 

with numerous stakeholders as the complex network of relationships between 

them is defined and clarified. These museums reap the benefit of accumulated 

ideological investment and the transformation of the museum into a marketplace 

for cultural commodification. The most recent wave of museum development was 

driven by political needs to address what is now understood to be a universal 

desire for recognition of past injustices and reconciliation enabling communities 

and nations to locate peripheral issues at the centre of social, cultural and political 

discourse. The institutions that opened in the first decade of the twenty first 

century had their origins in the social inclusiveness debates of the 1990s. We may 

consider these museums on several levels: as functional places, as embodiments 

of the dialogue between modern architecture and the museum experience, as 

aesthetic objects in themselves and as forums that abstract elements from more 

global paradigms that are deployed as rules for their development. The museums 

analysed in Chapter Six succinctly illustrate why their function and purpose differs 

from those of the post-museum. The new museum is not socially inclusive, it is 

ideologically driven, communicating in its values and messages a structure of 

power that seeks to maintain itself. The new museum is undoubtedly an 

intimidating and intriguing institution because it uses the language of architecture 

to convey its mission. It may however be a short lived and doomed institution 

despite its idealistic compulsion to construct meaning from history’s shattered 

objects and to untangle the relationships and historic events that have served as 

its prime source of energy because it takes effort and commitment to remember.  

 

A concern at the beginning of this investigation was determining if the modern 

museum was fundamentally misled or if it benefited from postmodernism’s core 

ideas and beliefs. This thesis argues that it did benefit from pluralistic and 

inclusive practices and the recognition of the power of representation. The debate 

forced the museum profession to analyse and reflect on its cultural purpose: why 

should the museum continue to exist, what should it look like, who is it for, who 

owns or influences it, who has access to it, how can it remain socially, culturally, 
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and economically viable, who determines its missions, methods, and future? 

Museums now accept their conditional and changing role in society as they reflect 

shifting world-views and accommodate changes in intellectual, cultural and 

scientific influence. The identification of strong and successful examples of the 

new museum may be the single most challenging problem for modernist and post-

museums because they influence public opinion, public and private sector support 

and lead to labeling such as dull, boring or dreary. But Hooper-Greenhill claims 

that these and similar terms are misleading labels for different conditions. At its 

best they are symptomatic of underlying disorders: frictions of modernisation, 

inequalities of wealth and limited professional input. Without essential public, 

private and political support protection of funding is not assured:  

 
 As long as museums and galleries remain the repositories of artefacts and 
 specimens, new relationships can always be built, new meanings can always be 
 discovered, new interpretations with new relevance’s can be found, new codes and 
 new rules can be written (Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 215). 
 

Hooper-Greenhill argues that knowledge is shaped through a mix of experience, 

activity and pleasure in an environment where both the ‘learning’ subject and the 

‘teaching’ subject have an equal relationship (Hooper-Greenhill 1992: 214). What 

a visitor sees depends on what is looked at and also upon previous observation 

and experience. Because the meaning in exhibitions lies in the matrix of 

relationships between the objects and other elements it is not consistent, 

consequently, Hooper Green-Hill suggests that the construction of meaning can 

always be remade, in new contexts and with new functions (Hooper-Greenhill 

1992: 214).  

 

In drawing together the main themes of this study the results suggest that the 

function, form and politics of the new museum is as much shaped by the debate 

of the last thirty years as it is by different historical and social experiences. The 

new museum is specialised rather than global and by taking this route it has lost 

some of the modern museums worldly ambition but has gained increasing moral 

authority. The new museum is not revolutionary; it is possibly only transitory given 

the politicisation of its focused subject matter. The new museum is an educational 

vehicle incorporating much of the vocabulary and tools, both conceptual and 

manipulative, that the modern museum had previously employed in its 

presentation of history. In the new museum these tools are seldom employed in 

the traditional way, instead they fall into new relationships with each other. 
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Curation no longer focuses on description and analysis but on synthesising 

political complexities using objects as evidence to support the construction of  

new meanings. The real distinctions between the post-museum and the new 

museum are numerous. The post-museum strives to break down the division 

between high and popular culture by reaching out to a larger audience and 

because postmodern theory is inherent to its development it is hesitant to issue 

value judgements. It is sceptical of authority.  The new museum strives to connect 

itself with moral acts of remembrance; it embraces value judgements and moral 

authority. To fulfil its function the new museum is becoming a site of 

remembrance providing opportunities to commemorate past events.  

 

At the very heart of the new museum lies a promise to visitors that they can 

emerge quite changed from the museum experience. This transformation can be 

located within the literature between those who argue that museums need to 

become active cultural agents and those who defend their traditional practices. 

This debate has been ongoing and persistent influencing the museum’s content 

and style, function and form. The new museum is superficially attractive; its 

supporters want to capture the authority of the institution for their own purposes 

and therein lay the paradox. The new museum is a neo-romantic invention; it 

defends a nineteenth century model because it supports grand or metanarratives, 

those stories a culture or group tells itself about its practices and beliefs. The 

grand narrative for the National Museum of the American Indian is survival and 

that Native American Indian culture is alive. The grand narrative that Holocaust 

memorial museums tell is identical: it is one of survival, tenacity and endurance. 

The new museum merges the roles of museum, monument and memorial into 

one complex entity. My own view is that curation holds within its power the ability 

to reassign meaning to objects and that it is a profession that rarely discusses the 

forces shaping its practice. Given the overtly political nature of the recent museum 

development perhaps the twenty-first century debate should turn its attention to 

the role of the curator who is helping to change the definition of what it means to 

write and present history within museum exhibition spaces. At the very least it 

seems right to acknowledge that curation is contributing to the difference between 

the post and the new museum. 
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