Fantasy works inwards upon its author, blurring the boundary between the visioned and the actual....The creative Imagination works outwards, steadily increasing the gap between the visioned and the actual, till this becomes the great gulf fixed between art and nature. (Sayers, 1941)
A BLURRING OF THE BOUNDARIES, 1994



ABSTRACT

Our certainty about the definition of museums is disappearing and with it goes our assurance about where we are and what we are becoming. Observing visitor's use of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum could cause us to change our understanding about how people use museums. Further boundaries are blurring as the indigenous communities worldwide ask museum personnel to change their methods of collections care and alter rules of accessioned objects' use. Without acknowledging it, museum personnel are becoming more comfortable with reproductions and purpose‑built material. With technology making us a "paperless" society, our need for and understanding of "authenticity" is changing, and we no longer rely purely on our objects to define our work. Are we destroying museums, changing with the times, or creating some new and potentially more vibrant and useful institutions? Can a new realignment and definition of our institutions help us to create a more civil society? Do we wish to continue on this road? 

INTRODUCTION

In twenty‑five years museums will no longer be recognizable as they are now known. Many will have incorporated attributes associated with organizations that now are quite distinct from museums; hence, the blurred boundaries of the title. The process has and will continue to seem gradual and inevitable.

The change will come slowly and maybe not overtly, though a new expanded definition of museums and these emerging hybrids will be embraced by the museum community. These many new museums are to be welcomed; there is the opportunity for the changed museum to make a more relevant contribution to our society.

The museum's relationship to its collections, the ownership and care thereof will change, and in some instances already have changed. The distinct edges of differing function among libraries, memorials, social service centers, schools, shopping malls, zoos, performance halls, archives, theaters, public parks, cafes and museums will (and in many cases, have already begun to) blur. 

On the content side, museums will become more comfortable with presentations that contain a multiplicity of viewpoints and with the interweaving of scientific fact and what is considered by some, but not by others, to be "myth." On the interpretative side, museums will rely less on collections to carry the story, more on other forms of expression such as stories, song and speech and the affective, dramatic, and psychological power that their presentations can contain; and they will be less apologetic about including emotional and evocative messages. These changes will help museums become more effective storehouses of cultural information.

Rather than the collecting of objects defining museums, museums will be seen as aligned with other entities in new classifications. One important grouping ‑‑ the one concentrated on here ‑ is those institutions of memory which store and transmit our collective human and earthly past. Not surprisingly, this group of institutions will include libraries, archives and schools but will also contain technologically based storehouses such as databases, distance‑learning sites and film, video and recording storage facilities. Institutions of memory will include, for example, religious centers and language class.

While some will collect three dimensional materials, others will house songs, ritual, music, dance, and stories. The defining element for this classification will be the storing and passing on of evident markers of culture and cultural transmission.

THE UNITED STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL MUSEUM

Significant trends in museums lead to the conclusion that museums will become more closely aligned with such other institutions of memory. Let us explore aspects of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (founded in 1993) and the visitor behavior that can be observed there. The team that produced that place hoped to create a quality museum. They had no idea that they were creating an artistic masterpiece or that they were creating more than a museum. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum has become an icon, a symbol for the contemplation of personal responsibility, and a place to reflect on the excesses of government (even as it sits in the shadow of the United States federal buildings).

The architecture and the permanent exhibition work so well together they seem to be a single unified environment. The linear route the visitor has to traverse occupies space on three different floors. The exhibition contains three films, nearly seventy different video programs, over five thousand individual items, which range in size from a railcar to a toothbrush; a few large castings of in situ historic monuments; lots of text; and thousands of photographs.

The museological implications are interesting and puzzling. Visitor behavior contradicts what is normally to be expected. Is this the exhibition that proves the rule? Or is it the exhibition that opens all rules to reevaluation?

Rather than the usual one and one‑half hour visit that people usually engage in, regardless of the size of the museum, visitors here stay much longer.
 Rather than conversational interactions with each other, they are quiet and almost reverential. Rather than ignoring their fellow visitors who are strangers, they show concern for each other's well‑being. In the absence of research, one can only surmise that the visitor believes that this sojourn is more like a pilgrimage to a church, a gravesite, or a memorial, than a museum visit and is therefore not to be entered into lightly. Could it be that the visitors' kindness stems from their desire to distance themselves from the behavior of the Nazi perpetrators they see depicted?

The exhibition is linear. Visitors can either follow the route offered or jettison the whole experience; they cannot alter their path. Conventional design wisdom previously understood about exhibitions produced for a democratic society suggests that successful exhibitions should offer visitors freedom of choice so that they can decide the order in which they will experience exhibition elements and choose to skip some altogether
. At the Holocaust Museum, that is certainly not the case. There is a fixed order. Does the willingness of the crowd to participate in this directed march suggest that whenever one produces what the director called a "narrative exhibition,” visitors will not feel oppressed by being led? Alternatively, is this exhibition successful because the forced march that was part of the actual Nazi history is emotionally echoed by the viewers' optionless route?

The exhibition artifacts were chosen and positioned for their illustrative value, quite like pictures in a children's book, even though some of them are extremely noteworthy. They are rarely placed there for their unique quality but to add credence to the overall story. Likewise the photos and the collections of photos grouped together in video presentations are there as evidence rather than as singular images. From the moment you enter the elevator to the time you exit two stories below the starting point, you are inescapably surrounded by the story. Is it this atmospheric surround that brings such power to the experience? Has the museum become a three‑dimensional theater with a play containing crescendos, respites, and resolution?

There is seemingly endless text. We all know that visitors do not read. Yet, at the Holocaust Museum, many visitors read everything even though the type face is small, the text is long and the reader needs a sophisticated vocabulary. Why does the audience read this lengthy group of texts? Is it the nature of the topic, the embedding within the environment, or a style of writing that is stark and without judgmental modifiers? Has the text become a novel, and like a good mystery, too engaging to put down?

The exhibition engages adolescents, the hardest age group for any museum to reach, especially when they come in groups of peers. Why is this so?

Museum professionals quizzed immediately after their visit say that they cannot integrate what they have just seen and need some time to reflect. Most people cannot immediately reengage with their normal life. During the next week or so, they say that the images and ideas invade their thinking at odd moments. Is this because of the power of the story? Or because this narrative is presented in an encompassing multi-sensory environment that takes time for people to integrate?

Or because, according to Howard Gardner, the different modes of intelligence needed to experience the exhibition do not have easy integrative pathways one to another?

People revisit this exhibition, contrary to expectation that this would be a single, though indelible, experience. They say they return so that they can read more about areas that they did not fully explore in their previous visit. Are we to believe that if you fill an exhibition with too much information, rather than defeating visitor interest, it serves as an impetus to return?

And what about the subject matter! This is an exhibition about horrific news. Yet we do not see the voyeuristic behavior nor hear sounds of titillation that, prior to opening, was feared. Visitors emotionally prepare themselves to come and take on the visit as a journey of personal introspection. They, in their internal dialogue, decide not only how they would have behaved in the past but also how they wish to behave in the future when confronted with issues of racism or government excess. This is not to suggest that this exhibition by itself is a change agent, creating a more concerned public out of its visitors. However, if museum professionals are interested in the role exhibitions can play within a civil society, visitors to this exhibition are worthy of long‑range study to ascertain if exhibitions can be contributing factors in attitudinal change.

Further, the museum is used as metaphor in public debate by national and world leaders who assume in their discourse that their listeners have seen the museum. Members of the Museum's Council are asked to comment publicly on national policy and to appear at historic occasions at the side of the President of the United States. It is interesting that visiting heads of state feel obliged to visit the museum if they have not already done so.

Taking these elements together, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum has blurred the boundaries between museum and theater, between museum and religious memorial, and has become a national icon and public metaphor, Visitor experience in this museum should cause the museum community to rethink audience behavior, stay length, and exhibition technique.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

In 1994, the George Gustav Heye Center of the National Museum of the American Indian opened in the Alexander Hamilton Custom House in New York.

It is the first branch of the National Museum of the American Indian to do so; two additional sites are planned
. Native Americans (and, by extension, other indigenous peoples) wish to have a profound effect on the shaping of museums in the future. In the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, many museum professionals now concede that native people are the legitimate spokespersons for the use and display of "their" artifacts within the museum. New laws and museum policies state that material such as human remains, associated grave goods, and secret/sacred objects are possible subjects for repatriation, regardless of the clarity of the provenance, if the acknowledged spokespersons of the applicable tribes so request. (NAGPRA, 1990) Thus, the exclusive right of museum personnel to decide what shall be included or excluded in their public exhibitions will, and in some cases already has, ended. The display of any object without consultation with the native group and, by extension, any group importantly effected, I predict, will become obsolete.

At the three opening Custom House exhibitions, all label text includes native first person narrative, sometimes alone and sometimes with anthropological and curatorial voices as well. Who can or should speak for the object are questions which have now been broadened. Upon reflection, the resolution of the Enola Gay exhibition controversy relies on the same premise. That is, it is the users of the object in question (in this case the veterans who flew the plane) assert that they have the primary right to control the narrative voice used.

The involvement of native peoples in the business of museums goes much deeper than mere presentation. They propose to change many of the most basic tenets of our profession regarding care of the collections made by their ancestors. Museums that hold native material are increasingly allowing those objects to be used during ceremonies to which the object is related. Using objects, of course, may affect their condition and is anathema to those who feel they are charged with preservation at all costs. This sending out of objects for use and subsequent return makes museums more like lending libraries than storage vaults. In some museums, the analogy to a process in America called "self storage" is more apt. The native family or tribe need not cede ownership at all and withdraws the object whenever it is needed; the museum houses and preserves (and even displays) the object at other times with the permission of the owners. The example of the Queen of England's access to her jewels held in the Tower of London is no different.

Additionally, because for some American Indians, the boundary between animate and inanimate things is translucent, how an object is to be housed and preserved interests them. Some objects need to be "fed," some need to be separated from their neighbors, and some cannot be visited by women or by the uninitiated. Objects of one tribe should not sit next to objects of their traditional enemies, and most objects cannot be wrapped in such a way as to prevent them from "breathing." The demand to treat objects in storage in accordance with native wishes supersedes the increasingly technological methods of collection care that have been taught as good practice. 

This insistence by the native peoples has caused conservators to reappraise more traditional conservation methods, and interest in the benefits of these older, less costly, methods is growing.

The case of the Zuni War Gods is perhaps the most dramatic example in which the preservation of objects is not seen as the ultimate good. Zuni War Gods were funerary figures of the Zuni tribe that were supposed to remain with the above‑the‑ground corpse until both had disintegrated. The Zuni Tribe argued successfully in the courts that their graves had been desecrated and the War Gods stolen. Therefore, the objects should be returned and should be allowed to disintegrate as originally intended. The Zuni position was sustained and museums that held these objects have, by‑and‑large, returned them. The War Gods were placed in a secure vault open to the elements, where they are now disintegrating. Museums, through their care of collections, have had a key role in conserving the artifacts of many cultures, but preservation can no longer seen as an absolute good, and the decisions on what to preserve are no longer ours alone to make.

Museums that hold ethnological collections most commonly face these questions, but these issues do not relate only to natural history and history museums. When faced with requests to balance information arrived at by the scientific method and by the differing explanations of natural phenomena arising from alternate world views, what stand should museums take? How, for example, does one reconcile the current scientific explanation of the arrival of the American Indian in North America via the Bering Straight land bridge with the emergence from the Fourth World seen by some tribes as the creation explanation? Is one to be referred to as "science" and one as "myth"? Should both be presented in the same exhibitions as explanations of equal value? Does displaying both with equal weight open the door to the Flat Earth Society and the Creationists? Do we care? This is not a theoretical discussion but one that gets wrestled with in all museums dealing with this material now. There are many museum people of good will struggling with these issues ‑‑ some with frustration and some in a spirit of optimism, but all feeling that they are wandering in an unconventional and uncharted environment.

Native colleagues are not very interested in object display as the principle method of cultural transmission. They feel their culture is more apply transmitted and understood through association with environments, language, dance, song, music, smell and storytelling; and they, therefore, wish the public display of Indian material to include those methods. They do not seem alone in that position. There are other sections of our society, African‑American people, for example, who wish to have their history publicly told but find there are few readily available preserved artifacts, and so must look to other methods of presentation. They feel that much of their culture has been preserved in the form of stories, songs, food, and forms of speech and are interested in creating forms of presentation that will include them. It may be that the notion of museum as primarily display of objects fits best within a very few cultures. As the world's population continues to migrate and intermingle, institutions called museums that include more active methods of cultural transfer will be created. Sound, smell, and environmental setting will gain ascendancy as methods of interpretation; and objects will become, not the raison d'etre, but rather just one element in a complex presentation. In this regard, the multiple exhibition strategies of the Holocaust Memorial Museum and the preferences of indigenous people coincide.

THE CHANGING VIEW OF AUTHENTICITY

Jeshajahu Weinberg, Director of the Holocaust Museum, was previously the founding director of the Museum of the Diaspora in Tel Aviv. When faced with no available collection and the desire to tell the history of the migration of the Jews which extends over more than five thousand years, he made a decision to create a "museum" that used all the most interesting technological presentational methods available at the time and reproductions of all the three‑dimensional objects needed. There was not a single "authentic" object in the entire presentation. That institution is now considered a museum, but whether it qualified as one was debated at its inception.

Science museums have had a long tradition of creating purpose‑built tactile stations to illustrate scientific phenomena and, at least in the United States, many science museums have few or even no collections. Yet science centers are called "museums" even though we continue to talk about museums as the place where the authentic object can be found.

As we move to a time in which we are increasingly reliant on the most modern means of communications, the impact these methods will have on presentations within the institutions we currently call museums will be great. While the central tenet of museums has until now been the holding of material evidence, the major modern means by which we communicate with each other (telephone, Internet) either leave no material trace of that event ‑‑ or, like computer printouts, faxes, photos, movies, CD's, tapes, and computer discs, the "original" evidence can come in large runs of multiples. Except for the production of the visual and craft artist and the occasional handwritten letter, we are creating a plethora of evidence for which there is no unique object and, in many cases, no object at all.

Now, as we no longer produce much of the unique thing, we may be becoming much more comfortable with the idea and use of reproductions and copies. Uniqueness is losing its importance, and the definition of authenticity is broadening. Except in rare instances, we believe that all copies made from a photo negative are real enough, and it is the image that becomes the object. We will all have to struggle with what in future constitutes the real object and what environments or parts thereof can be honorably replicated. Though not a new struggle (many of the dinosaur bones on display have long been castings), it becomes more complicated with the advent of easy digital manipulation of images.

NEXT STEPS

So what can be made of these examples? This is not a recitation intended to deconstruct museums. Rather, the desire is to review and then recombine. Out of these and other new threads may come the likelihood of producing institutions that use a multiplicity of "meaning‑making" processes that fit better with peoples' natural learning and cultural‑transference styles.

The Holocaust Museum has demonstrated that out of the fixed narrative can come enough points of empathy so that each visitor can find compelling relevance. The visitor has become engaged not only in information gathering, but also in an attitudinally and emotionally provocative process. The native people have helped redefine the place of collections within a rich complex of cultural transmission methods. Boundaries have been blurred, and a different way of focusing begins to emerge.

In the past, museums have been defined as belonging to a number of institutional categories; for example, as one of a number of cultural organizations that contribute to our "quality of life." Additionally, they have been placed in a category with other "informal education" institutions. They have been further identified as part of a small group that acts as protectors of the original object. The suggestion here is that we create new categories and in doing so acknowledge the more central role these institutions play in our collective well‑being. One of these groups in which museums can claim membership could be called "Institutions of Memory.”

As we begin to dissect the elements that make up civil behavior, we discover that organized consensual rules of interaction help us humans, who tend to be violent and aggressive, live relatively peaceably within our own groups. These rules of behavior are transmitted in many forms by a wide variety of affiliative associations ‑‑ family, religious, cultural, ethnic, class, etc., ‑‑ each of which helps to define us. These groups need methods and structures for collecting their past in order to study, alter current understandings accordingly, and pass accumulated wisdom on to the future. It is "Institutions of memory' which store the collected past. Some of these institutions are individuals (story tellers, for example), some collect ephemeral material (song, for example), and some collect tangible material, (museums, libraries, archives, for example). The boundaries between these institutions are blurring as we discover that we need, in some cases, to replace older and no‑longer‑functioning forms of cultural transmission and, in others, to take on the task of storing new kinds of material. Museums with their broadened definition can become important, and even central, institutions of memory.

Violence and acrimony seem to be increasing world‑wide. While some of this violence is caused by the breakdown of community, in other cases, group coherence is maintained by hate of and violence toward others. Institutions of memory have been used both to foster healthy and positive group recognition and to justify aggression toward others.

Thus museums and their kindred institutions can be used for either peaceable or aggressive end and are not a priori institutions of good or evil. Citizens must, therefore, pay remedial attention to the fostering of those institutions that are seen to serve as agents of civilizing behavior and more peaceful coexistence. New and important research is helping to explain the importance of family, neighborhood, church, and other institutions that when combined, could help us become individually safer, more disciplined and productive, and more communally responsible. Our collective opportunity is to ascertain how to create, restore, or re‑create systems and organizations that can bring us a greater measure of nonviolent human interaction. As boundaries blur, museums can and should be counted among them.
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NOTES

� The original version of this text was presented at the Education for Scientific Literacy Conference held at the Science Museum in London, England, in November 1994. A revised version was subsequently published in � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Gurian</Author><Year>1995  </Year><RecNum>2</RecNum><record><rec-number>2</rec-number><ref-type name='Journal Article'>17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Gurian, Elaine Heumann</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>A Blurring of the Boundaries</title><secondary-title>Curator</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Curator</full-title></periodical><pages>31-39</pages><volume>38</volume><number>1</number><keywords><keyword>Blurring</keyword><keyword>definitions</keyword><keyword>taxonomy</keyword><keyword>native</keyword></keywords><dates><year>1995  </year><pub-dates><date>1995</date></pub-dates></dates><pub-location>New York</pub-location><publisher>Alta Mira</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>��GURIAN, E. H. (1995) A Blurring of the Boundaries. Curator, 38:1, 31-39. This has been updated still further. 


� For a full discussion of the creation of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum by the founding Director see � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Weinberg</Author><Year>1995</Year><RecNum>1</RecNum><record><rec-number>1</rec-number><ref-type name='Book'>6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Weinberg, J. </author><author>Elieli, R., : .  </author></authors></contributors><titles><title>The Holocaust Museum In Washington</title></titles><keywords><keyword>USHMM, metaphor, narrative, Weinberg</keyword></keywords><dates><year>1995</year></dates><pub-location>New York</pub-location><publisher>Rizzoli International Publications</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>��WEINBERG, J. & ELIELI, R.  (1995) The Holocaust Museum in Washington, New York, Rizzoli International Publications.


� Find one and a half hour visitation reference. 


� For an interesting review of research on various exhibition techniques and their consequences see � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Bitgood</Author><Year>2002</Year><RecNum>680</RecNum><record><rec-number>680</rec-number><ref-type name='Book Section'>5</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Bitgood, Stephen</author></authors><secondary-authors><author>Bechtel, R. </author><author>Churchman, A</author></secondary-authors></contributors><titles><title>Environmental Psychology in Museums, Zoos, and other Exhibition Centers </title><secondary-title>Handbook of Environmental Psychology</secondary-title></titles><pages>461-480</pages><keywords><keyword>answers</keyword><keyword>Threshold Fear</keyword><keyword>evaluations</keyword><keyword>Exhibition</keyword><keyword>label</keyword><keyword>space (Architecture)</keyword></keywords><dates><year>2002</year></dates><publisher>John Wiley &amp; Sons</publisher><urls><pdf-urls><url>http://www.jsu.edu/depart/psychology/People/bitgood/5.1-Env_Psych_Chap.pdf</url></pdf-urls></urls><access-date>January 20, 2005</access-date></record></Cite></EndNote>��BITGOOD, S. (2002) Environmental Psychology in Museums, Zoos, and Other Exhibition Centers. IN BECHTEL, R. & CHURCHMAN, A. (Eds.) Handbook of Environmental Psychology. John Wiley & Sons, 461-480.


� For an interesting review of adolescents uses of museums � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Kelly</Author><Year>2002</Year><RecNum>559</RecNum><record><rec-number>559</rec-number><ref-type name='Report'>27</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Kelly, Linda, </author><author>Barlett, Allison, </author><author>Gordon, Phil</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Indigenous Youth and Museums: A Report on the Indigenous Youth Access Project</title></titles><keywords><keyword>native</keyword><keyword>community</keyword><keyword>Youth</keyword></keywords><dates><year>2002</year></dates><publisher>Australian Museum, </publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>��KELLY, L., BARLETT, A. & GORDON, P. (2002) Indigenous Youth and Museums: A Report on the Indigenous Youth Access Project. Australian Museum. “Youth audiences had quite particular interests and expectations when it came to museums. This age group tended to be seeking involvement in relevant areas, becoming awar of cutting edge developments and were looking to build upon their identity and role in society. P.11.


�Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences has been very influential in exhibition design most especially in children’s Museums. � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Gardner</Author><Year>1983</Year><RecNum>14</RecNum><record><rec-number>14</rec-number><ref-type name='Book'>6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Gardner, H. </author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Frames of mind: the theory of multiple intelligences</title></titles><keywords><keyword>learning</keyword><keyword>Multiple intelligence</keyword><keyword>theory</keyword></keywords><dates><year>1983</year></dates><pub-location>New York, NY</pub-location><publisher>Basic Books</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>��GARDNER, H. (1983) Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences, New York, NY, Basic Books.


� The Cultural Resource Center, a storage and community outreach opened in Suitland Maryland in 1998 and on September 21, 2004, the National Museum of the American Indian opened on the Washington D. C. mall. All three form the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI) which is part of the Smithsonian Institution.  


� To read a further discussion on the Enola Gay controversy read � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Linenthal</Author><Year>1996</Year><RecNum>808</RecNum><record><rec-number>808</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Linenthal, Edward T.</author><author>Engelhard, Tom</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>History Wars: the Enola  Gay and Other Battles for the American Past  </title></titles><keywords><keyword>Political correctness.</keyword><keyword>Controversy</keyword></keywords><dates><year>1996</year></dates><publisher>Holt</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>��LINENTHAL, E. T. & ENGELHARD, T. (1996) History Wars: The Enola  Gay and Other Battles for the American Past, Holt.� And � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Harwitt</Author><Year>1996</Year><RecNum>956</RecNum><record><rec-number>956</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Harwitt, Martin</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>An Exhibit Denied: Lobbying the History of Enola Gay </title></titles><keywords><keyword>Blurring</keyword><keyword>Smithsonian Institution</keyword><keyword>Controversy</keyword><keyword>Exhibition</keyword></keywords><dates><year>1996</year></dates><pub-location>New York</pub-location><publisher>Copernicus Springer-Verlag</publisher><isbn>0387947973</isbn><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>��HARWITT, M. (1996) An Exhibit Denied: Lobbying the History of Enola Gay, New York, Copernicus Springer-Verlag.�
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