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Brief Guide for Museum-Lovers 
Notes on the Status of the Museum and its Exhibiting Practice 

The museum is a modern institution and the 
very concept of museum and the practice asso-
ciated with it are continuously changing as part 
of the broader cultural changes of the contem-
porary world. Hence, the understanding of the 
museum requires not only conceptual analysis, 
but also cultural and historical analysis. 

My interest in this area of study has been 
sparked off by several factors, one of them being 
my general interest in the relation people esta-
blish with the world conceptualized as nature 
and as culture. Moving towards more specific is-
sues, this paper comes out of my interest into 
the existence of the museum as a cultural insti-
tution which constructs and preserves culture by 
its adapting and changing structure and func-
tion. As I see it now, this institution is an im-
portant element for the modern world: a reposi-
tory of tradition or a kind of collective memory, 
which may also lie at the origin of tentative ar-
rangements for change. 

Given the necessity to respond to many chal-
lenges, including higher visitor expectations, I 
consider that museum professionals should re-
asses the role of the museum within a certain 
community or an entire culture, as well as the 
major issues relevant to its practice. With this 
end in view, in the first part of my paper, I will 
deal with the nature and purpose of the muse-
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um, focusing on the grounds of museum activity 
and on the ways it could face some of the con-
temporary challenges. The special status of the 
place and of the objects housed in it is high-
lighted through the presentation of the muse-
um's constituting process, as a transformation 
from the private activity of collecting to the pu-
blic activities concerning cultural heritage. This 
first part includes a presentation of common 
sense reactions and a tentative definition. Se-
veral contemporary trends that cause changes in 
the museum establish the context of the inquiry 
concerning the museum as a safe and neutral en-
vironment, outside the zone in which artifacts 
change in ownership and meaning. 

The exhibiting practice is the main practice 
of the museum through which the institution re-
inforces its status - that is the status of a special 
place inhabited by objects with a privileged mea-
ning. Any other activity could be useful, and in-
dispensible indeed for the museum's existence, 
but none of them displays to such a great extent 
the importance of its existence, by celebrating 
the encounter of people with objects and by host-
ing this specifically human endeavour of mean-
ing making. This is the reason why the second 
part fo cuses on the exhibition practices and 
deals with the activity of displaying related to the 
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search of meaning and with two main aspects of 
understanding the audience: the habit of muse-
um visiting and the way this habit is regarded by 
museum professionals. 

The Nature and Purpose of the Museum 

What is a museum? Is it a place of contem-
plation, a collection with encyclopaedic connota-
tions, or a source of leisure, instruction, and 
communication? Where does its strength come 
from? Why does this institution flouri sh in the 
contemporary world in spite of all the pressures 
coming from social and cultural changes? These 
are just some of the questions which may be 
raised in the attempt to understand the museum 
as a concept as well as a cultural institution. 

If we ask ourselves which are the reasons 
why such an institution functions, the answers 
not only equal the diversity of museum visitors 
but can also suggest its dynamics as part of a live-
ly and continuously changing culture. For in-
stance, one way of coming to terms with the idea 
of the museum belongs to John Ruskin. In his 
lecture on 'Sesame and Lilies' (1871) he states 
the following: 'We are obliged to know what 
o'clock it is, for the safety of our ships, and 
therefore we pay for an observatory; and allow 
ourselves, in the person of our Parliament, to be 
annually tormented into doing something in a 
slovenly way, for the British Museum; sullenly 
apprehending that to be a place for keeping 
stuffed birds in, to amuse our children.' (Evans; 
1989) A completely different tone is struck in 
the remark of M. Levey while introducing the 
National Gallery Collection to its visitors: 'Lovers 
of painting require no explanation of why public 
art galleries exist - why, in particular, the Na-
tional Gallery exists and should go on existing. ' 
(1991: 7) 

From a much more analytical perspective, 
the definition of the museum in terms of the 
statutes of the associations aiming to support 
and administrate museums, attempts to describe 
as widely and precisely as possible the nature 
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and functions of these institutions. For the pre-
se nt discussion, the definition provided by ICOM 
(International Council of Museums) exemplifies 
this type of approach: 1 'A museum is a perma-
nent non-profit institution in the service of socie-
ty and its development which collects, conserves, 
researches and interprets for purposes of study, 
education and enjoyment, material evidence of 
people and their environment. ' (1974) This de-
finition is also used by the Museums and Gal-
leries Commission as a basis for the Museum 
Registration Scheme. rcoM's definition contains 
the essential characteristics of the museum (in 
the traditional way.) It is a non-profit institution 
whose activities include collecting, conserving, 
researching and interpreting in order to increase 
knowledge, and to share it with people. All these 
requirements must be fulfilled without forgett-
ing the enjoyment of those who are interested in 
visiting it. This kind of definition fulfills legal 
and managerial demands, establishing the basis 
for the structure and functioning of the museum 
as a cultural institution. Though this definition 
seems to be clear enough and sufficient for prac-
tical purposes, there are still a lot of discussions 
on the nature and role of museums. As the lover 
of painting previously mentioned, someone might 
wonder about the relevance of such a debate. 

The nature and role of the museum as a topic 
for debate becomes relevant not only because 
the formulation of these statements grounds the 
entire museum activity, but also because these 
basic assumptions have to face co ntemporary 
challenges occurring both in practice as well as 
in theory. Cu rrent cultural and social changes 
raise new problems for museum professionals, 
problems which sometimes seem to be threaten-
ing for the ex istence of museums, but mean-
while are also stimulating and provocative, re-
quiring a creative and brave attitude in order to 
overcome them. 

The diverse inquiries of the 'new museology', 
which look for insights into the venerable muse-
um institution by changing the point of view are 
currently expanding along these lines. This new 
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approach is focusing on the museums' purposes 
and their relevance for contemporary people in-
stead of developing the already established me-
thods of museum practice (administration, con-
servation, etc). However, this does not mean that 
the previously used methods will be discarded in 
the near future, but only that they might become 
more ilexible and better adapted to the require-
ments of a continuously changing environment. 
In other words, they will ensure the institution's 
survival by monitoring its change. 

A good example to illustrate the changing 
perspective is the 'ecomuseum' definition: 
'An ecomuseum is an instrument conceived, 

fashioned and operated jointly by a public (e.g. 
local) authority and its local population. The pu-
blic authority's involvement is through the ex-
perts (staff), facilities and resources it provides; 
the local population's involvement depends on 
it's aspirations, knowledge and individual ap-
proach. It is a mirror for the local population to 
view itself, to discover its own image, in which it 
seeks an explanation of the territory to which it 
is attached and of the populations that have pre-
ceded it... It is a mirror that the local population 
holds up to its visitors to be better understood 
and so its industry, customs and identity may 
command respect. It is an expression of hu-
mankind and nature. It places humanity in its 
natural environment. It portrays humanity in its 
natural environment. It portrays nature both in 
its wilderness and as adapted by traditional and 
industrial society'2 (Riviere; 1985). 

An interesting thing to be noticed is that 
while museums have previously derived their 
strength from the fact that they were the reposi-
tories of the 'real things', privileged places aim-
ing to escape unchanged by the touch of time, 
nowadays the trend - illustrated by the concept 
of ecomuseum - is of preserving extensive as-
pects of reality (whole patterns of culture in their 
originating environment.) Even if the idealistic 
dimension of the project can be easily recog-
nized, it is worthwhile noticing the need of sta-
bility and identity along with the sense of won-

der implied by this concept. In addition, this lat-
ter definition can be considered as making sense 
because of the introduction of the previous key 
definition (ICOM.) This relationship can be also 
seen at a practical level. 

Some more insight into the subject can be 
obtained by outlining several problems and 
trends that are likely to cause further changes. 
The ever-increasing number of museums is si-
multaneous with the falling numbers of visitors 
for many of them. The goal of attracting minori-
ties (previously untargeted as possible audience), 
and the massive expenditure on artworks, sto-
rage and conservation of ever-expanding collec-
tions are just some of the problems requiring 
creative solutions. In addition, the competition 
with other leisure pursuits as well as the em-
ployment of electronic media as a means of stor-
ing and conveying information should be taken 
into account. 

Another point is made by Vergo, who consi-
ders that 'the notion of dual function of collec-
tions as places of study and places of display was 
inherited, both as a justification and as a dilem-
ma by the earliest public museums.' Moreover, 
'overlaid with the more recent sense of an obli-
gation that museum should not merely display 
their treasures to the curious, but also be active-
ly engaged in mass education, the dilemma is 
complicated still further today by the entrepre-
neurial notion of museums as places of public 
diversion.' (Vergo; 1982: 2)3 

As a consequence of the expansion of tl1e ac-
cess to information as well as of the displaying 
methods museums become more like a theatrical 
enterprise than a traditional museum, by employ-
ing new media and techniques of interactivity. As 
we have already seen, changes in museum prac-
tice occur !'imultaneously with changes in other 
levels of culture. Finally, I think this is a convinc-
ing enough reason to state that cultural analysis 
rather than conceptual clarification determines if 
a site can be considered a museum or not. 

From this perspective, we will concentrate 
now on the construction of the museum as a mo-



dern institution. The emergence of the museum 
has taken place as a process of transformat ion 
from a private collection into a public institu-
tion. Through this process, the personal nature 
of the enterprise has changed into a public na-
ture. The process of transformation from a per-
sonal collection to a museum implied the adjust-
ment of its status and its meaning according to 
the degree of public ownership. Thus, the very 
existence of the museum as an institution can be 
considered to be inextricably bound to its public. 
The further question might be who is the au-
dience and what would be the best way to satisfy 
its needs. 

By th e second half of the 19th century, the 
co ncept of the museum (in th e broad se nse 
which we share nowadays) and its corresponding 
institution was established. At that moment, the 
fundamental purposes and principles were clari-
fied. According to Smith , there were four princi-
pal characteristi cs that have defined the muse-
um, broadly accepted by the public and the 
members of the institution, and also promoted 
by the Government. 

'The first is that the collections on display 
should in some way contribute to the advance-
ment of knowledge through study of them; the 
second, which is closely related , is that the col-
lections should not be arbitrarily arranged, but 
should be organized according to some syste-
matic and recognizable scheme of classification; 
the third is that they should be owned and ad-
ministered not by a private individual, but by 
more than one person on behalf of the public; 
the fourth is that they should be reasonably ac-
cessible to the public, if necessary by special ar-
rangement and a payme nt of a fee .' (Smith; 
1989: 8)4 

This statement formulated the essential pro-
blems to be tackled by those involved in the 
fun ctioning of this institution: its academic pur-
pose, the preservation and display of collections 
and the overall management of the existing re-
sou rces in order to derive benefits for the public. 

The next part of the paper aims to highlight 
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some of the dimensions of these issues and their 
relevance for cu rrent practi ce. The co mm ents 
and some reco mm endations are base d on 
Charles Saumarez - Smith's essay on 'Museums, 
Artifacts and Meanings. ' 

The first issue conce rns the nature of muse-
um, as a special place inhabited by objects with 
a privileged status. It also concerns the related 
concept about the meaning of these objects. As 
Smith points out, 'one of the most insistent 
problems that museums face is precisely the idea 
that artifacts can be and should be divorced from 
the original context of ownership and use, and 
redisplayed in a different context of meaning, 
which is regarded as having a superior authority. 
Central to this belief in the superior authority of 
museums is the idea that they will provide a safe 
and neutral environment in which artifacts will 
be removed from the day-to-day transactions that 
lead to the transformation and decay of their 
physical appearance. Museums are assumed to 
op erate outsid e th e zone in whi ch artifacts 
change in ownership and epistemological mean-
ing. ' (Smith; 1989: 9) These presuppositions are 
false, as Smith argues, making use of the analy-
sis of three case studies for illustration. He stres-
ses certain weak points of these assumptions and 
delineates three areas in which museums should 
reconsider their position. 

The questions to be answered are the follow-
mg ones: 

1. How does one evaluate the relative merits 
of private possession and public ownership? For 
instance, a statue becomes more valuable by in-
troducing it into a museum; 

2. What impact has the way the object sits in 
its surroundings on its meaning? Commonly, it is 
assumed that once artifacts are included in a pu-
blic collection they enter a safe and neutral place 
outside the influence of the pressures of meaning 
it previously suffered. As Smith rightly under-
lines, because of the multiple possibilities of ter-
ritories and modalities for display, complexities 
of epistemological nature survive as phenomena 
to be dealt with by museum professionals, to the 
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extent to which the museum itself adjusts the sta-
tus of artifacts belonging to its collection; 

3. Further clarification of the previous pro-
blem implies an answer to other two questions 
that require careful consideration: 

a) How does one establish relative priorities 
in the display of artifacts? 

h) Who makes such decisions and on what 
criteria? The commonsense opinion presupposes 
the existence of an anonymous authority, not a 
complex web of decisions about a number of pos-
sible alternative ways of display. One of the main 
practices which sustains this belief is the design 
of galleries, thought to be a problem indepen-
dent from the way the artifacts are viewed by 
visitors.5 

4. Another issue concerns authenticity - the 
core of the entire museum activity - referring 
not only to the objects, but also to the nature 
and style of display; 

5. The importance of the knowledge and the 
expectations of the audience in the process of 
meaning-making. 

Thus, as we have seen, the objects cannot he, 
in fact, put in a safe place with regard to their 
meanings. If conservation of the material objects 
demands so me sophisticated technical proce-
dures, the prese rvation of meanings is a ve ry 
hard thing to achieve even by employing the 
most complex intellectual tools. Consequently, 
preserving meanings should he regarded as a 
twofold task because it involves both an inter-
pretation as well as a modality of communicating 
the respective interpretation to the others (com-
monly not specialised in that certain topic or dis-
cipline). Smith considers that 'the idea that ob-
jects are not neutral but complex and subject to 
changing meaning, should compel museums to 
adjust their activities in three important areas.' 
(Smith; 1989: 19) 

1. Conservation 
'Much conservation', notices Smith, ' is based 

upon the premise that the artist' s original vision 
of an artifact represents the most true and au-

thentic appearance of that artifact if artists and 
makers were not themselves aware that they 
were launching an object into a long and com-
plex journey in which it might be changed in 
both physical appearance and meaning.' (1989: 
20) He conceives the changes of the objects in 
time as an essential property, and, consequently, 
that ' it is just the arrogance of those which at-
tempt to reverse the time justification fo r the 
«necessitr of displaying the artifact in a state as 
close as possible with its original one.' (Smith; 
1989: 20) From my point of view, the disagree-
ment comes from the different assumptions on 
historical interpretation employed by museum 
profess ionals. Whether the aim of interpretation 
concerns the original meaning of a certain ob-
ject or its entire existence is to a great extent a 
matter of decision. This decision depends on the 
perceived relevance for the present. Thus, it 
might be determined to a certain extent by the 
key issues of the moment. 

2. Display 
In this respect Smith thinks that what is re-

quired is 'a greater reflexive consciousness about 
the va riety of methods of display which are avai-
lable and of the fact that each of these display 
methods has a degree, but only a limited degree 
of legitimacy.' (1989: 20) 

Therefore, it is important that museum profes-
sionals be aware of the conventional character of 
the display methods and of their duty to put the 
visitor in the position to realize 'that display is only 
a trick which can itself be independently enjoyed as 
a system of theatrical artifice.' (Smitl1; 1989: 20) 
Talking about tl1e conventionality of the display de-
vices one must add that by no means could such 
metl1ods be seen as arbitrary or unreasonable. The 
point is just to make the distinction between reali-
ty and tl1e methods of representing it. 

3. The nature and purpose of museum 
scholarship 

In this matter, current museological practice 
is mostly based on the assumption that the pri-



mary task of those conducting research consists 
in gathering and assembling as much informa-
tion as possible. It focuses particularly on the re-
construction of the circumstances of the object's 
production , neglecting the transformations oc-
curred during the life-cycle of the artifact because 
of its relationship with the social context. As a 
way of improving museum practice in this res-
pect, Smith suggests to direct the researcher's 
work towards a social science approach in order 
to look for evidence provided by the artifact 
about its cultural meaning. Nevertheless, a sig-
nificant point is the awareness of the process of 
making meaning as being a cultural matter. What 
might be equally important is to keep in mind 
the interpretative dimension of these endeavors, 
that is, paying attention to the extent to which 
the information/ facts become relevant depend-
ing on the problem that needs clarification. 

Now, it is interesting to see how things look 
like from a completely different perspective. The 
ideas that will be presented in the next part have 
as their source a Derridean point of departure. 
They deal with the museum concept as a varia-
tion on the theme of the frame, as a problemati-
zation of the boundaries between inside and out-
side. This more literary, speculative approach 
can also provide us with some insights with re-
gard to the dimensions of our subject. The au-
thor of this investigation is Donald Preziosi and 
his essay is entitled 'Modernity Again: The Mu-
seum as Trompe l'oeil '. 

The essay regards the role of the museum it-
self as a powerful device with widespread politi-
cal and theoretical consequences. From the very 
beginning, Preziosi distinguishes his opinions 
from the classical key approach, starting with a 
personal way to define the museum: 'Above all, 
museums are social instruments for the fabrica-
tion and maintenance of modernity. [ .. . ] Muse-
um s fram e hi story , memory and meaning 
through the patterned deployment of artifacts 
abstracted from our own and other societies , 
choreographing these together with the bodies 
of beholders.' (Preziosi; 1994: 14 1) In his view, 
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the muse um's primary role is to achi eve a 
trompe l'oeil of astonishing power and complexi-
ty. Even though he discusses only the art muse-
um (which in fact is also the case of other muse-
um resear c hes ), h e tou ch es upon se ve ral 
debatable issues relevant for other types of mu-
seum, too. From my point of view, one of the 
strong points of Preziosi's inquiry consists in the 
outlined link between art history and museum 
activity. Displaying objects, as well as organizing 
collections are based on the interpretations and 
stories that the histo ry of art deals with. 

One might wonder what this metaphor of 
' trompe l'oeil' has to do with museum activity? 
Why is the museum seen as 'an astonishing po-
werful and subtle illusion'? Preziosi says it is be-
cause ' the museum is no simple utopic inversion 
of the world of daily life, not quite an escape 
from the world. ' They are not exterior to the 
world of daily life, but 'they are rather one of the 
factories for its production.' (1994: 144) Conse-
quently, in his view, 'the problem facing the mo-
dern museum of art would have been that of 
keeping in play and articulating together a varie-
ty of disparate and contradictory requirements. 
These tasks were accomplished by the evolution 
of an institution and a profess ional discourse 
with remarkably illusory effects.' (Prezio si; 
1994: 145) 

In this way he questions the 'reality' and the 
possibility of assessing the truth of the stories 
staged by museums. In this sense, recent litera-
ture focusing on museological 'absence' (history, 
politics, women, minorities, etc.) attempts to es-
tablish as ' real' the complexities and contradic-
tions of the world situated ' inside' the museum 
as an instrument for producing illusion, as op-
posed to the ' reality' from outside the museum. 
From my point of view, the issue at stake here 
does not concern ' illusion ', but interpretation, 
that is it deals with the extent to which a story 
about reality includes or not some elements or 
asks certain questions. 

Another related problem is touched by Pre-
ziosi, who thinks that 'arguments for the inclu-
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sion or exclusion of objects characteristically 
avoid the fundamental question regarding the 
specificity or truth of art. ' (1994: 145) In fact, 
here is a problem into the clarification of which 
Preziosi has not gone deeply enough. The diffi-
culty noticed by him is caused by the subtle re-
lationship between theory and academic endea-
vors and the practical activity of the institution. 
I will try to enlighten it further. First of all, there 
is a problem of the definition of art that implies 
a complex conceptual inquiry with regard to the 
relationship betwee n the particularity of the ar-
tifacts and the generality of theory. 6 

In so far as this debate gives no answer in the 
form of an essentialist definition of art or a story 
it ca nnot be a guiding principle for organizing 
museums rather than in the sense of conducing 
to a conscious attitude of assuming the limits of 
this enterprise. Moreover, if we will try to un-
derstand this problem from an institutional per-
spective, the result will be much more surpris-
ing. From this point of vi ew, the context 
provided by the artworld is required not only to 
see some things as art, but also to make them art 
(Danto.) Or, in other words, in terms of Dickie's 
definition (1974): 'a work of art in the classifica-
tory sense is 1) an artifact, 2) a set of the aspects 
which has had conferred upon it the status of 
candidate for appreciation by some person or 
persons acting on behalf of a certain social insti-
tutions (the artworld.) ' (Dickie; 1993: 174). 
Given the institutional theoretical framework, 
the concept of museum may signify a social in-
stitution that confers upon an artifact the status 
of candidate of appreciation. 

Besides the fact that this attempt at clarifica-
tion highlights the circularity of the definition, it 
may give us some insight regarding another as-
pect. So, according to these findings the muse-
um is an institution that belongs to a broader 
cultural pattern, interwoven in the web of mean-
ings generated by several institutions belonging 
to the same culture, which in order to survive 
must continuously adapt itself to the changes oc-
curring in the other related areas. Finally, at this 

point, it is poss ible to understand the museum 
not only as a pass ive institution, suffering the in-
fluences occurring in the world around it, hard-
ly fighting for survival, but also as a significant 
decision agency and a source of creating and pre-
serving cultural meanings. 

Museums are for People, not for Objects. 
Displaying Objects, Making Meanings: 
the Exhibition 

Museums are for peo ple, not for objects. 
Paradoxically, the truth of this assertion is most 
forcefully revealed by the museums' activity of 
displaying objects. One of the most interesting 
and rewarding tasks of museum professionals in-
volves a continuous process of exchanging ideas 
and shaping meanings. According to the tradi-
tional approach, the exhibition, storage and dis-
play are ends in themselves. Unlike the older be-
liefs, contemporary views emphasize mostly the 
public needs. Thus, communication through ob-
jects has become one of the main problems re-
quiring consideration from the part of museum 
professionals. 

As a consequence of the new beliefs with re-
gard to the museum's purposes, the modalities 
and techniques of display have changed to a 
great extent. The greater use of light and color, 
of diverse media, the increasing employment of 
interactive methods as well as a generally more 
relaxing environment des igned for the enjoy-
ment of the exhibits are just some of the changes 
taking place nowadays. Also, the various ways of 
conceiving the existence of the museum as an 
institution within the broader cultural context 
have given birth to new kinds of museums, such 
as museums of moving image, museums without 
walls, even museums witl10ut objects. Neverthe-
less, the changing beliefs about what a museum 
should be and do are sometimes the cause of sur-
prising modalities of exhibiting objects. Never-
theless, in order to understand the most specta-
cular of them we need to have an idea of the 
main attitudes and key problems commonly en-



countered by those involved in particular dis-
playing programs. 

What considerations determine the choice of 
an exhibition program, the selection of certain 
kinds of material within the context of a given 
exhibition? Vergo answers to these questions 
speaking of a 'process of taking a magnifying 
glass to any number of sensitive, often proble-
matic, sometimes fraught relationships between 
the institution and its trustees, its paymasters 
and sponsors; between the museum and its pu-
blic; between the public and the objects of dis-
play; between the conservation staff and curators 
on the one hand and specially commissioned cu-
rators of exhibitions, sometimes referred to as 
'guest curators' - usually scholars or experts in 
some particular field or the other; between the 
avowed or unspoken policies of the institution, 
and the ambitions and enthusiasms of the indi-
vidual scholar or curator or designer.' (Vergo 
1989: 43, 44) It is worthwhile adding to the ana-
lysis of these complex relationships the specific 
character of the institution - both as perceived 
in itself and as it presents itself to its public. 

The belief that it is the best to let objects on 
distlay speak for themselves persisted until the 
l 9t 1 century, and in some places it is still pre-
sent today. However, nowadays, discussions of 
the exhibiting issues are taking place in terms of 
working towards some precise aim, some identi-
fiable goal. Various reasons motivate the making 
of an exhibition. For instance, to make accessi-
ble the rarely seen, to alter or enhance percep-
tion of the already known, to unite comparable 
works or to raise money, to celebrate anniver-
saries, to strengthen alliances or many other so-
cial and political purposes. The common weak-
nesses of some exhibitions come precisely from 
the lack of a clear definition of the intellectual, 
educational or social aims of those who organize 
them. Still, by examining the actual practice, 
Vergo observes that almost in all cases a certain 
set of criteria is consistently used., though some-
times not consciously. He thinks that 'the crite-
ria for the selection or rejection of material for 
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an exhibition are neither random nor arbitrary -
on the contrary, they are based on an underly-
ing, though usually unspoken, sense of purpose.' 
(1989: 46) 

\Vhatever this particular sense might he, two 
basic elements define it, forming the core of ex-
hibiting work: 1) the theme of the exhibition; 2) 
the public which is intended to be informed, 
educated, entertained. Vergo comments largely 
on both of them: 

1. The theme 
A certain meaning of the objects is revealed 

by displaying them with a certain end in view. 
For instance, it is possible to display a telephone 
focusing on its technical, historical or aesthetic 
aspects. As Vergo points out, the curator selects 
and orders tlle objects aiming to illustrate a cer-
tain story or general idea about a particular 
topic. 

'Objects are brought together not simply for 
the sake of their physical manifestation or juxta-
position, but because they are part of a story one 
is trying to tell. The •context• of the exhibition 
confers upon them a •meaning» beyond any sig-
nificance they may already possess as cultural ar-
tifacts or objects of aesthetic contemplation. 
Through being incorporated into an exhibition 
they become not merely works of art or tokens 
of a certain culture or society, hut elements of a 
narrative, forming part of a thread of discourse 
which is itself one element in a more complex 
web of meaning.' (Vergo; 1989: 46) 

2. The public 
The understanding of context, idea or story is 

not always self-explanatory. Consequently, the pu-
blic must be offered some elucidation of the ma-
terial that is being exhibited. The educational 
purpose of any exhibition is a fundamental as-
sumption of the activit-y of display, even when it 
is understood in a very broad sense. The diver-
gence of attitude is over the level of informatim1 
or explanation appropriate or desirable in the 
context of a given exhibition. Two contrasting at-
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titudes share the ideas concerning this subject: 
the 'aesthetic' attitude' and the 'contextual' one. 

The 'aesthetic' attitude presupposes that the 
object itself is most significant. From this point 
of view understanding is essentially a process of 
private communion between ourselves and the 
work of art; we are supposed merely to expe-
rience it, though quite what that experience is 
mea nt to consist of, no one seems prepared to 
say. In this sense, any additional materials might 
be seen not only as superfluous, but also an in-
trusion upon our private experience or, at best, a 
necessary evil. Only the catalogue is entitled to 
fulfil the informative function for those inte-
rested in it. 

For those sharing the 'contextual' attitude 
the objects are mere tools used for a more lively 
communication of ideas. For them: 

'The object displayed is of relatively little in-
trinsic significance, regarded purely as an object 
of contemplation. Rather, its presence within the 
exhibition is justified by its importance as a 
token of a particular age, a particular culture, a 
particular political or social system, as being re-
presentative of certain ideas or beliefs. In such 
exhibitions, original objects coexist, sometimes 
uneasily, with a bewildering variety of other 
kind s of material: informative, comparative, 
much of it in written form.' (Vergo; 1989: 48)7 

Several arguments and comments revealing 
the weak points of both attitudes will be sum-
marized in the following lines. 

The aesthetic view takes for granted a certain 
level of education and sensitivity on the part of 
the viewer, making no concessions to those in-
terested but uninformed. It is assumed that see-
ing equals understanding, or that one has mere-
ly to look in order to appreciate art. Certainly, 
this position is based on a formalist theory of art. 
Thus it is much eas ier to question it when an-
other kind of museum is in case. The strongest 
argument supporting the aesthetic view says that 
our visual perception is an objective, coherent 
process. Though this statement may be accepted 
as right, this fact does not impede the critique of 

this approach. Rejection of the 'aesthetic' view 
can be done by saying that the process of making 
meaning does not occur like a passive registra-
tion of stimuli. There is no ' innocent eye' and no 
innocent mind either, to be filled with sensorial 
information, a process supposed to be identical 
with the understanding.a 

'Without some initial system, without a first 
guess to which we can stick unless it is dis-
proved, we could indeed make no «sense» of the 
milliards of ambiguous stimuli that reach us 
from our environment. ' (Gombrich; 1994a: 4) 

Another argument which can be put forward 
the 'aesthetic' attitude stresses the complexity of 
symbolic constructions giving meaning to most 
artifacts, which need to be laboriously recon-
structed in order to convey some meaning to the 
viewer. Against this view it is commonly sa id 
that the catalogue is the means entitled to pro-
vide this kind of information and this is not the 
task of the exhibition itself.9 Although this view 
seems to be convincing enough, it can be easily 
criticized acknowledging the reading material as 
it is used for structuring the immediate expe-
rience of 'exhibition going.' Thus, the respective 
material is completely useless for the visitor who 
reads it within an entirely different context. 

In conclusion, seeing does not under-
standing, and, for this reason, any exhibition 
needs some additional effort for selecting the 
most appropriate information and the best me-
thods to convey it to the visitors. In this context, 
it seems worthwhile quoting Danielle Rice10 who 
notices the paradoxical attitude of the scholars 
who support an aesthetic perspective. Moreover, 
she says that 'the irony of people who devote 
their entire lives to studying art proposing that 
all one has to do is to look at art in order to un-
derstand it is not lost on museum critics'. (in 
Wright; 1989:124) 

The 'contextual ' approach may be criticized 
for the sin of over-contextualization, didacticism. 
Such an exhibition leaves no room for inquiry 
and meditation. Too many layers of explanation 
overwhelm the object that becomes an insignifi-



cant presence. This is dangerous particularly 
when the artifacts are art obj ects beca use an 
image is not and can not be the equivalent of the 
statement. Although some se ntences may pro-
vide us with a possible description, there are 
many other true descriptive statements to be as-
sociated with the same object. 11 Thus, the very 
specific value of the image is in danger. In this 
sense, the limits of interpreting visual works 
must not be disheartening because they reveal 
us just the very specific value of the image, or, in 
other words, ' its capacity to convey information 
that can not be coded in any other way', as E.H. 
Gombrich puts it. (1994b: 143) 

A solution for a just balance of the informa-
tion could be find in the clear designation of the 
intended audience, that is the acknowledgment 
of the level of knowledge, understanding and in-
terest it has. Or, to put it differently, museum 
professionals should anticipate the expectations, 
and mental set of those undertaking a museum 
visit. Creative solutions with regard to commu-
nication devices might improve the quality of 
the objects displayed. For example, there is a 
widespread belief that understanding is neces-
sarily achieved by means of verbal materials, 
even if these are not only texts written on the 
panels or guides, but also acoustic guides or 
audio-visual devices. Vergo suggests the possibi-
lity of employing other kinds of visual material 
(oth er resources) in order to make the same 
points more vividly, more economically. With 
this end in view, we can think of predominantly 
non-verbal devices, such as maps and diagrams, 
illustration and photographs or slides and films. 
In this instance, as Vergo states, ' the works dis-
played would indeed have •spoken for them-
selves» - the reticent object for once coaxed into 
loquacity by the efforts of selector and designer.' 
(Vergo; 1989: 54) 

This approach emphasizes the creative role 
of the designers as an essential element in com-
munication. ' It is the design of the exhibition, 
the layout of the material and the context which' 
the des igner creates for that material, just as 
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much as the actual selection of objects which •tell 
the story>>, and this •story telling» role carries 
through into the smallest details: the choice of dis-
play lettering, of materials and colors for wall-co-
verings, the design of the catalogue, of the poster, 
of related advertisements and publicity material. ' 
(Vergo; 1989: 54) A possible source of disagree-
ment in this case may constitute the difficulty of 
precisely assessing the achievement of successful 
communication. The intricate dimension of this 
kind of enterprise and the most exciting one, 
from my point of view, is given just by the previ-
ously discussed problem, of the relationship be-
tween visual and verbal communication. 

The Audience - changing Tastes 
and Preocuppations 

1. The Cultural Meaning of Museum Visiting 
As we have already acknowledged, messages 

and meanings are not (completely) inherent to 
museum displays . Consequently, the next part 
will examine another essential aspect of museum 
activity: the experience of those who actually 
visit museums and the problems related to it. In 
order to outline the context of this discussion, I 
will make use of the findings of Nick Merriman, 
who conducted several surveys aiming at a com-
prehensive theoretical fram ework for the under-
standing of the cultural meaning of museum vi-
siting.1 2 

The central question asked by Merriman is 
why is it that museums are becoming increas-
ingly popular for a wider audience than ever be-
fore? Moreover, he considers that in order to en-
lighten this issue, answering why some groups 
situate themselves away from this kind of activi-
ti es would be equally worthwhile. Following this 
strategy, he takes as a starting point the visitors' 
reasons for going to museums. According to Mer-
riman's survey, the largest group of museum vi-
sitors has a specific interest in the subject of the 
museum or in one of the exhibitions or a more 
general interest (such as museums, history or art 
for example.) Not necessarily surprisingly, he oh-
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served that visiting also has important social as-
pects, being part of sightseeing or an opportuni-
ty to meet other people. His findings reveal that 
casual reasons - such as shelter for the rain -
only account for a small part of the visitors' mo-
tivations (Merriman; 1989: 153.) 

Another decisive reason, complementing and 
guiding the visitors' interests, is the museum's 
image as an institution. In this respect, respon-
dents were split between those associating the 
museum with a library, those finding it like a fu-
neral monument and those seeing it similar to 
other institutions, such as school, church, com-
munity center, etc. The respondents visiting 
more frequently the museums are eager to asso-
ciate it with a library, while those avoiding to in-
clude this in their activities are mostly inclined 
to associate it with a monument to the dead. In 
close connection with these results, Merriman 
concludes that 'one of the most important fac-
tors in influencing a museum visit is the muse-
um 's perceived relevan ce to the individual' 
(1989: 156.) 

The next step in his study is to outline seve-
ral relevant factors in museum visiting so as to 
be able to assess what kinds of things attract peo-
ple to museums more than others. He uses 
David Prince's distinction between structural 
and cultural factors. Further, he argues in these 
terms that cultural factors such as interest in the 
past or images of the museum are more impor-
tant than structural ones. According to his ana-
lysis the strongest factor which motivates an in-
dividual in museum visiting is his/ her feeling 
about the worth of knowing the past. Conse-
quently, Merriman looks for an enlightening hy-
pothesis which should explain the preeminence 
of cultural factors in his discussions of the cur-
rent approaches to the explanation of museum 
visiting. Two basic approaches dominate the 
writings on this topic: 

1. one, derived from cognitive psychology, fo-
cuses on the leisure choices open to the indivi-
dual given his/ her background and circum-
stances; 

2. the other, from a sociological perspective, 
focuses on larger social aggregates . 

The first approach stresses the influence suf-
fe red by the individual that is due to his/ her at-
titude to the museum, This attitude originates in 
the person's perceived leisure needs which, in 
turn , results from past experience and general 
life needs.13 The limits and further questions 
raised by this approach are summarized in the 
next lines: 

' [ . .. ] it is necessary to ask where the.attitudes 
and images of museums and the past come from, 
why they consistently seem to be associated with 
certain social groups and to determine the exact 
nature of the relationship between images of the 
past, museum visiting and ideas about the pre-
sent.' (Merriman; 1989: 160) 

The other point of view is widespread be-
cause of the work of Pierre Bourdieu14 that 
stresses the importance of socialization as an ex-
planatory factor. His research is conducted in 
terms of two mutually convertible forms of 
power: the symbolic and the economic. In his 
view, a crucial element endowing people with 
power is education, which influences most 
strongly museum visiting. More precisely, the 
better-educated persons are mostly those who 
undertake museum visits. 

Merriman is aware of the fact that just as the 
psychological approach can be criticized for its 
failure to relate leisure to wider social processes, 
Bourdieu's work can be criticized for going too 
fa r in the other direction and emphasizing class 
distinctions to the exclusion of other explanatory 
factors. He locates this limit as originating in 
Bourdieu's concentration on art galleries where 
visitors are mostly differentiated by education 
and status than is the case for other kinds of mu-
seums. Merriman also criticized Bourdieu be-
cause his analysis is 'concerned with the oppres-
sive aspects of museums and their role in social 
reproduction, and cannot able to explain the cur-
rent popularity of museums. Finally, his work is 
also flawed by its concentration on visitors only, 
with the result that no information is directly 



available on deterrents among non-visitors.' 
(1989: 163) 

Subsequently, Merriman constructs a theo-
retical fram ework synthesizing several ideas and 
concepts from these two approaches. He con-
ceives museum visiting in terms of ' a two-tier 
process: first the opportunity to visit museums 
has to be available and, then, if it is, the oppor-
tunity has to be actually realized.' (1989: 170) 
This process takes place, on the one hand, by 
separating those who possess or who wish to ac-
quire the habit of museum visiting and those 
who do not, and, on the other hand, by a con-
tinuos broadening of the first category through 
improvements in display and, through increas-
ing the educational opportunities. In addition, it 
should not be neglected that although 'more peo-
ple than ever before probably have the opportu-
nity to visit museums, not all take advantage of 
this by actually visiting. 15' (Merriman; 1989:171) 

Therefore, I should highlight the importance 
of the dynamic dimension of the audience in the 
broader context of social and cultural changes. 
Furthermore, for understanding the current in-
crease in museum visiting, the two main ele-
ments that must be tackled are the wider educa-
tion and the improvements in museum design 
and practice. By acknowledging these, because 
the general issue of education outside museum 
does not concern this paper, the next step of the 
effort of enlightening the problems dealing with 
museum audience will focus on the actual possi-
bilities to bridge the supposed gap between peo-
ple and the objects, to make people more fami-
liar with them and thus make the latter less 
intimidating. 

2. Museum Culture and the Visitors' Experience 
The starting point of any discussion regard-

ing the public should be an awareness of the fact 
that the visitors' expectations (knowledge & ex-
perience) cover a broad area in range as well as 
in depth. One of the frequent attitudes encoun-
tered is to elude this problem by saying that the 
quality of works needs no help in order to be 
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meaningful for those who contemplate it. In this 
sense, museums are considered to be reposito-
ries of private, rich, connoisseurial values - de-
veloped by the Western artistic tradition. But, in 
spite of this attitude, the visitor's experience can 
commonly be compared, as Kenneth Hudson 
puts it, with 'a preparation for an exam. ' 

Th ere are several elements that should be 
considered in order to grasp the present situa-
tion. First of all, two notions of art are common 
to museum culture, as Danielle Rice notices: 
'One is the concept of art objects as valuable 
pieces of property. The other is the belief that 
see ing equals understanding or that one has 
merely to look in order to appreciate art.' (quot-
ed by Wright; 1989: 124) At least two comments 
could be made on these presuppositions. Re-
garding the value of the objects, it should be 
stressed that they are worthwhile because they 
are meaningful for the people. The second ques-
tion asks whether the principle ' to allow the 
works to speak for themselves' does not work 
only for those who previously studied them or 
some related works, while for the rest it does not 
mean anything else but a way of concealing the 
superimposed layers of meanings. 

The consequences of these assumptions could 
be observed at the practical levels examining the 
methods of display employed by museum profes-
sionals. For example, following the idea of the ob-
jects that speak for themselves, practically there 
is frequently no information available to visitors 
regarding: the origin of the collection, gaps in 
collections, works acquired in various circum-
stances and, for different reasons, not in confor-
mity with an already established plan. 

Another problem which strongly influences 
the museum visiting experience is not due to the 
theoretical assumption, but to the general con-
text of the contemporary world. Museum profes-
sionals should deal with the competing patterns 
of meaning associated with the mass culture, 
that is, images from films, television, video and 
photography. Because of the large popularity of 
these kinds of images, any tentative hierarchy of 
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images that could be embedded in museums' dis-
plays might be undermined. Moreover, the ap-
proaches and methods of deciphering the layers 
of meanings of these images have been dramati-
cally influenced by these. 16 Related to this, now-
adays it is commonsense knowledge that mass 
culture imagery, which film industry constructs 
and dominates by large, is extremely powerful. 
And the power of moving images to assess 'ob-
jective' reality by including it in specific patterns 
of events and meanings has already been the 
source of endless speculations and debates. 17 

From this perspective, it is possible to outline 
certain priority measures for improving display 
techniques. 'Once the museum can afford more 
than the basic anchorage of its holdings on its 
walls, it may begin to address itself to visitors' 
motivation and to the dynamics of visiting and 
learning from exhibits', states Wright (1989: 
132) 'It may try out targeting particular types of 
audience. ' With this end in view, the curator, 
who has already established his/ her ideas about 
what material he/ she wants to convey, should 
solve the problems. These are: establishing the 
necessary additional information for visitors and 
exploring the level of thinking skills that will be 
required from the public. 

J. H. Balfe's assertion is probably right: 'pre-
sumably, given the disparate backgrounds adults 
bring to the museum, the more interdisciplinary 
and contextualized the presentation of the material 
to be learned, the more probable that such learning 
will occur. ' (quoted by Wright; 133) Given this si-
tuation, the curator (and museum professionals) 
needs a strategy for conceptual and psychological 
orientation. Wright discusses some possibilities to 
be used as guidelines for such an enterprise: 

1. clearly stated overriding philosophical and 
museological principles of the institution's inter-
nal organization; 

2. principles by which the collections were 
and are organized and displayed - such as stylis-
tic development, movements, national schools, 
genres, subjects and themes; (it should not be as-
sum ed that each person can discover these 

unaided) 
3. the inclu sion and cross-referencing of 

other media, not only fine arts ones, to promote 
an understanding of the background and context 
of an individual work or movement; 18 

4. continuous supervising of the visitors' re-
actions in order to learn more about the com-
munication process; 

5. the acknowledgment and tentative solu-
tions to the problems related to physical and psy-
chological difficulties which influence the visi-
tors' attitudes and behavior;19 

6. attention to the question of labeling in 
order to make the absorption of a concise text as 
effortless as possible; 

7. last but not least, providing connections to 
the visitor's viewpoint or, in other words, aim-
ing to integrate the information/ knowledge into 
the viewer's cognitive structures. 

The last point needs further comments be-
cause of the variety of audiences on the one 
hand and because of the delicacy of the task in-
volving interpretation as well as a measure of 
control over the person's mind. Nevertheless, in 
spite of the inherent limits of this endeavor 
some guiding principles could be useful for the 
attainment of this end. Stimulating curiosity is 
one of the requirements which needs to be met 
for establishing the contact with the viewer. Fur-
thermore, the information that is wanted to be 
introduced should be carefully balanced with res-
pect to quantity as well as to the level of intel-
lectual skills and training required for compre-
hending it. Nonetheless, situating the new 
information in a wider context may help the per-
son weigh the meaning connecting it with his/ 
her previous knowledge in the respective area. 

Given the possibility of finding various solu-
tions depending on particular circumstances, it 
may be useful to take into account Tilden's ideas 
on this question (quoted in Wright; 1989: 140) 
who proposed five steps to guide any museum 
interpretation/ visitor relationship: 

1. to relate interpretation to visitor experience; 
2. to reveal the life behind the artifact; 



3. to present the interpretation imaginatively; 
4. to provoke the visitor' s thought rather 

than simply instruct; 
S. to draw the larger picture to the anticipat-

ed visitor's interpretation. 
What is shown by Tilden's five steps are cer-

tain relevant aspects that must not be neglected 
as parts of museum visiting if communication is 
the main end of those in charge of the displaying 
activity. Certainly, these guidelines open in turn 
other problems that demand further inquiry. For 
instance, if the end is ' to reveal the life behind 
the artifact', the means to do this can be much 
more difficult to attain. Even though, from my 
point of view, the starting point and the essential 
one is asking the right question. The museum 
professionals employed in a particular institution 
must decide what issues need answering before 
asking the questions and dealing with them. Fur-
thermore, they should see if the answers are il-
luminating and useful, some way or another, to 
accomplish the various tasks of practi cal activity. 
The continuous process of problem solving must 
also face a challenge raised by the contemporary 
intellectual and wider social context. The dilem-
ma is formulated by Zolberg in the following 
words: 

'As opposed to accepting visitors who come 
of their own accord the art museum's duty 
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should be to seek out those who would normally 
not enter. But in the face of pressure to educate 
the public, the standards of quality that museum 
professional themselves have participated in es-
tablishing may seem to be imperiled. Reformers 
have called.for both democratization and profes-
sionalization ' (Zolberg; 1994: 49) 

Definitely, to meet the requirements of an in-
creasing process of professionalization and spe-
cialization with the demands for democratization 
is not thoroughly possible to achieve. 'An elite 
experience for everyone' is but a contradiction 
in terms, for which no museum profess ional can 
find any solution, at least as long as the term 
'elite' has any meaning. But this does not mean 
that setting another target, more modest in pur-
pose than the previous one, is not a realistic 
goal. To put it in other words, it is possible to try 
the attainment of an ever-wider audience, who 
might have different experiences, but in order to 
do that, conceiving diversified modalities for 
communication is a compulsory demand for mu-
seum professionals. From my point of view, this 
is not an idealistic goal. An argument to support 
this claim may be the increasingly open access to 
information and education, which allow larger 
and larger numbers of people to be able to make 
the choice and the inexhaustible human curiosi-
ty to actually make it. 
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Notes 

1. Another key definition is formulated by the Muse-
ums Associations, UK: 'A museum is an institution 
that collects, documents, preserves, exhibits and in-
terprets material evidence and associated informa-
tion for the public benefit. ' (1984) This definition is 
also used by the Museums and Galleries Commission 
as a basis of the Museum Registration Scheme. 

2. 'The ecomuseum - an evolutive definition ' -
Georges-Henri Riviere, 1985, Museum (UNESCO), 
no. 148. 

3. This dilemma is also formulated and di scussed by 
Greenhalgh in his essay 'Education, Entertainment 
and Politics: Lessons from the great International Ex-
hibitions.' 

4. For instance, although public access to the British 
Museum was free of charge from the 18th, for many 
years admission was by application for one of the li-
mited number of ti ckets issued daily. 

5. This problem of the influences of environment 
conditions and their relationship with the visitor's ex-
pectations will be discussed in the chapter about au-
dience. 

6. Some of the key articles dealing with this problem 
are those of Weitz, M. - 'The Role of Theo ry in Aes-
thetics', Danto, A. - 'The Artistic Enfranch isement 
of Real Objects: The Artworld ' , and Dickie, G. -
'What is Art? An Institutional Analysis' (in Beucler & 
Blocker; 1993.) 

7. Vergo also quotes a well-chosen definition of the 
'efficient' educational exhibition provided by Brown 
Goode - 'a collection of instructive labels, each illus-
trated by a well-chosen specimen.' 

8. E.H. Gombrich rejects the concept of 'the inno-
cent eye' in his book 'Art and Illusion .' 

9. Ve rgo notices that 'in any case people do not read 
while viewing exhibitions, or at least will not read texts 
of more than a ce rta in length - 180 wo rds is the fi gu re 
often cited in this connection.' (Vergo; 1989: 50) 

10. Danielle Rice, 'On the ethics of museum educa-
tion', Museum News, June (1987:13-19). 

11. Some illuminating insights into the problem of 
the relationship between image and words form the 
subject of E.H. Gombrich essay 'The Visual Image: 
Its Place in Communication.' (l 994b) 

12. He had done his surveys and conceptual in-
quiries in the British context but, from my point of 
view, they are also relevant at least for the Western 
cultures. 

13. This approach is exemplified by the work of Ma-
rilyn Hood and David Prince, quoted and analyzed 
by Merriman. 

14. Bourdieu worked as a member of a team who 
conducted su rveys in European museums, aiming to 
study the primary characteristics of museum visiting. 
Their findings are published in the book L 'amour de 
l'art: Les musees et leur public (Paris, Editions de Mi-
nuit, 1966.) 

15. In this sense factors such as individual tastes and 
interests, the competing attraction of other activities, 
spare time etc. might be further analyzed. 

16. One of the first authors who analyzed this type of 
problems was Walter Benjamin, in hi s book 'The 
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction .' 
(1936) 

17. One of the issues often mentioned and discussed 
regarding this topic refe rs to the possibility to recall 
(or even experience) an event in terms of prev iously 
seen moving images and the emotions they aroused. 



18. This is important exactly because it ca n reveal 
the many poss ible meanings which the artwork em-
bodies. It may also stimulate the individual 's interest 
to explore the problem in depth and may help him/ 
her to formulate criteria of quality and releva nce. 

19. Studies dealing with this issue have shown that 
' there is a pattern of most visitors' fatigue, which sets 
in soon after the first few rooms, and often leads to 
quasi-drunken rambling past the final di splay.' 
(Wright; 1989: 138) Several elements contribute to 
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