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Defending our true selves: being museums  
 

Along the course of the 20th century, museums created an identity crisis for 

themselves. One that has deeply influenced the way people perceive them, still today, 

and, consequently, their relationship with them. A couple of examples might better 

illustrate the point I am trying to make. 

 

[Slide 2] Korean artist Daesung Lee, talking recently about his project “Futuristic 

Archaeology”, explained that human action on the environment is one of his concerns 

and suggested that green landscapes will become scarse and we shall recall them in a 

space where they will be presented dead, untouchable and unattainable: a natural 

history museum. 

 

[Slide 3] A couple of years ago, when French President François Hollande was 

questioned about the creation of a French National Museum of History, he spoke 

against it. Not only because it was an idea of his predecessor and opponent, Nicolas 

Sarkozy, but also because he believed that history cannot be locked up, frozen, 

centralized and controlled. So, this is the French President´s vision of what museums 

do: they lock things up, they freeze them, they try to centralize and controle them.  

 

[Slide 4] Dead, untouchable, unattainable, locked up, frozen, centralized and 

controlled: some of the words describing the perceptions of certain people about 

museums, in this case, an artist and a politician. 

 

I am sure many of us are thinking: “What, today?! With all that incredible work carried 

out by museums all over the world? With all the education programmes, special 

events, digital content?” 

 

Yes, today. Museums, many museums, are doing a fantastic job, but not all museums; 

either because of lack of vision or lack of resources. And perceptions - in this case, less 

favourable perceptions - take a long time and a lot of collective effort to change. I say 

‘collective’, because actually, museums are perfectly aware of those perceptions and 

some times they actually try to use them to their advantage, by reinforcing them. 

 

[Slides 5, 6, 7] This is a 2009 campaign of The Holocaust Museum of Buenos Aires. It’s 

motto is “A museum, no art”. When reading the text of the campaign, we find out that 

the lady on the photo is a holocaust survivor and that she and millions of other people 

did nothing to be in a museum.... What kind of thing does one need to do to be in a 

museum? Is it a good or a bad thing to be in a museum? Who deserves to be in it? Are 

museums only about famous painters or scientists? Are museums only about art? And 

is art a bad thing? What is the Holocaust Museum trying to warn people about with 

this campaign? 

 

[Slide 8] In a more subtle way, The Arab Museum of Modern Art in Qatar, mentioned 

on its homepage a few weeks ago (it’s not there anymore) that it is much more than a 
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museum. “It is a platform where contemporary artistic production and debate take 

place, a showcase for new movements in the art world and a creative community 

where emerging talent can experiment, create and share projects with one another”. 

Really, aren’t these things supposed to happen in a museum? Do we need to look for a 

place that is ‘more than a museum’ for these things to occur? 

So, going back to my initial statement, we are going through an identity crisis which we 

brought on ourselves. Museums, in the first place, were not supposed to be dead, 

untouchable, unattainable, frozen in time. Museums were not supposed to be under 

the control of a few and exist for their pleasure alone. 

 

[Slide 9] In 1909, John Cotton Dana, the director of Newark Museum, stated that “A 

good museum attracts, entertains, arouses curiosity, leads to questioning and thus 

promotes learning. (...) The Museum can help people only if they use it; they will use it 

only if they know about it and only if attention is given to the interpretation of its 

possessions in terms they, the people, will understand.” 

 

[Slide 10] And even before Cotton Dana, Edward Forbes, a British naturalist, stated in 

1854: “Curators may be prodigies of learning and yet unfit for their posts if they don´t 

know anything about pedagogy, if they are not equipped to teach people who know 

nothing.”  

 

And here’s the point: the people. The people who know nothing. The people who are 

not specialists - the majority of those visiting museums, actually – and who, 

somewhere on the way, became less important than the study and preservation of 

museum collections. Along the 20th century, museums - under the directorship of 

professionals mainly concerned with their subject matters and the collections – have 

forged the image of the inaccessible, the untouchable and unattainable.  An image, 

which, despite the efforts in the last two decades to refocus our attention on the 

people, persists. A number of intellectual, social and physical barriers are still raised 

between museums and the people. 

 

[Slide 11] And if you’re not convinced that this is the case, how would you explain the 

success of the guided tours organized by Museum Hack, first at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art and now at a number of other museums? And that they have also been 

contacted by museums in other countries and continents, in order to be consulted 

regarding their methods in audience development?  Museum Hack lead tours for 

people who don’t like museums and they say that the most popular comment by their 

customers is “I’ve never had so much fun in a museum!”. Museum Hack was founded 

by Nick Gray, on the left, who admits he used to hate museums, and is defined as 

“highly interactive, subversive, fun, non-traditional museum tours”.  

 

[Slide 12] And if you’re still not convinced that this is the case, let’s be reminded of 

Michelle Obama’s remarks at the inauguration ceremony of the new Whitney Museum 

in New York on 30 April: 
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“There are so many kids in this country who look at places like museums and concert 

halls and other cultural centers and they think to themselves, well, that’s not a place 

for me, for someone who looks like me, for someone who comes from my 

neighborhood.  In fact, I guarantee you that right now, there are kids living less than a 

mile from here who would never in a million years dream that they would be welcome 

in this museum. And growing up on the South Side of Chicago, I was one of those kids 

myself. So I know that feeling of not belonging in a place like this.” 

 

The title of this conference is “Changing priorities”. What I propose is a change in 

direction that would make us look back and think again about what museums are truly 

for, what museums were always meant to be. Now, more than ever, we need to 

realize that the foremost priority is “to be museums”. To collect and to study and to 

preserve, to exhibit and to interpret, for the benefit of society, of the people. All 

people, those already related to us and those who might have an interest in finding 

out more about us. Because, everyone has the right to access museums. 

 

I shall try to briefly examine some of the most significant barriers that might apply to a 

large number of museums. 

 

[Slide 13] The first point I would like to make is that museums are not extensions of 

universities: we do not study and preserve objects in museum collections in order to 

share our knowledge with our peers, using academic jargon. And, frankly, noone 

comes to museums to become an expert on a subject matter. As Gail Dexter Lord said 

“The good thing about museums is that you don’t have to sit an exam to get in or to 

come out.”... 

 

In the book “The Manual of Museum Exhibitions”, which she edited together with her 

husband, Barry Lord, they go on to compare museum exhibitions to TV reports: they 

aim to inform in a short amount of time a large audience of non-specialists regarding 

very diverse issues. Journalists, who are not specialists themselves, know how to do 

that. Do museum professionals know?  Do they care to know? 

 

[Slides 14, 15, 16] Imagine a visitor (a non-specialist, since the majority are) who 

invests time and money to come to a museum, to find things like this:  

 

 KUMU, Tallinn, Estonia 

 Convent of Christ, Tomar, Portugal 

 Municipal Museum of Aljustrel, Portugal 

 

I am sure that we have very few specialists on these subject matters among us today, 

so put yourself in the shoes of the common visitor and think: 
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Does this kind of communication make you feel attracted? Does it make you feel 

welcome? Do you consider it relevant for your interests, your concerns as a citizen, as 

a parent, as a teacher? You see, it’s not enough for people to come in; we should also 

care about how they come out and if they’ll come back. As these few examples clearly 

show, it’s not only a question of language, but also of content. Are we telling stories 

that may be of interest to people today or we limit ourselves to sharing the kind of 

facts that may be understood by and meaningful only to those with specialist 

knowledge? Who are museums for? 

 

[Slide 17] How do people react to this kind of intellectual barrier? Some continue 

coming anyway, as it is important for their self-esteem to be able to say that they 

visited such and such museum or exhibition. A few months ago I heard an older 

couple’s conversation in a temporary exhibition at the Gulbenkian Museum in Lisbon: 

 

“I don´t understand!”, the lady said. 

“Don’t worry, it’s probably one of those exhibitions where one is not supposed to 

understand...”, answered the gentleman. 

 

Is this what museums are for? To make people feel inadequate? After such an 

experience, some people might come back anyway, others will not even consider it. 

They’ll go out, talk about their experience and convince other people that museums 

are untouchable, unattainable, not for them; not worth the time and money, not 

worth the effort. 

 

But, museums are for people. 

 

I mentioned that museums are not universities. Let me also say that they are neither 

community centres, day care centres, nursing homes, hospitals, prisons, youth 

detention centres, etc. etc. They may be partners of those institutions, given some 

common concerns and objectives, but they are not them, they don’t share their 

mission.   

 

Having said that, museums form part of our society, they are not islands. What 

happens ‘out there’ is not irrelevant to what we should be trying to do ‘in here’. No 

matter what type of museum or collection we might be dealing with (art, science, 

history, social history, transport, communications), there is always a relevance to 

contemporary society and museums, as institutions, are also affected by what is going 

on out there. 

 

There are a number of social barriers that exclude people from taking part in society, 

including culture and including museums. I would like to concentrate on two: 

 

[Slide 18] First of all, our relationship with schools. In countries hit by austerity 

measures, schools have seen their capacity to take their students to field trips 

significantly diminish, due to the lack of both financial and human resources, not to 
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mention the increasing bureaucracy (at least, in the case of Portugal). What I believe 

should concern us is the fact that for some children the only chance of going to a 

museum is through the school. There are parents who haven’t got the habit or money 

or time to visit museums with their children. But the school would take all students to 

the field trip, the school was a democratizing factor. I am among colleagues, I don’t 

need to tell you of the importance of museum visits in the lives of many people, 

coming from all social backgrounds. Portugal and many other countries lack this kind 

of studies, but the periodic surveys of the National Endowement for the Arts in the US 

(to mention one example) couldn’t be clearer about it. So, what is going to happen 

with these generations of young people who haven’t got the chance nowadays to visit 

a museum? What will this mean for them and what will this mean for museums, in the 

near future? 

 

[Slide 19] The other issue I would like to bring up is that of immigration. There are 

colleagues among us today who live in societies which have been dealing with 

multiculturalism for quite a long time, where the mere presence of ‘different people’, 

of ‘other people’, is not ignored, to say the least. This is not the case of Portugal yet, 

much less the case of Greece (my home country) and of a number of other countries, 

dealing intensely with immigration and not always with a spirit of solidarity. I can 

clearly see a role for museums here, at multiple levels: taking part in the debate, 

promoting it and helping include the newcomers – opening up as a space where they 

can get to know better the country they’ve arrived to and where those already here 

can get to know them.  

 

[Slide 20] The director of Harlem Studio Museum, Thelma Golden, recently gave an 

interview, where she referred to the museum’s founders back in 1968, some still alive 

today: “They say they saw themselves as creating not only a museum that would 

collect and present art, but an institution that would have a singular role in the 

development of a community.”  

 

This is what it’s all about. It’s not simple and it’s political. But, museums are political; 

and museums are places of encounter. 

 

I left the physical barriers for the end.  We are more used to discussing them, 

probably, but the truth is that this is not a solved issue and it involves much more 

than ramps and adapted bathrooms. It involves much more than people with 

disabilities. It involves all of us. 

 

So yes, ramps, adapted bathrooms, information in braille and large print, 

audiodescription, videoguides, tours in sign language are some of the issues that 

should consider in order to become accessible to all cizitens who wish to exercise 

their right to have access to museums. 

 

[Slides 21 - 27] But the height and inclination of objects and labels should concern us 

too; the contrast betweeen letters and background; the lighting; the size and type of 
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the letters; and all this applies to all promotional materials; and our websites too, 

the first point of entry to the museum, which also have to have updated and 

accessible information, including each country’s sign language. 

 

[Slide 28] So to sum up, museums need to solve this identity crisis. We don’t need to 

look for different words. Museums are not community centres, they are museums. We 

don’t even need to look for adjectives. We don’t need to say “a live museum”. Could it 

be anything else? Would a dead museum be fulfilling its purpose?  

 

Museums are... museums. They are spaces of wonder and questioning, spaces of 

learning, spaces of encounter and socializing, they can tell sad and funny stories, they 

can comfort and they can (and should) disturb us. Museums are about life. They do all 

this and much more through objects in their collections. And they do it for the people. 

Museums are for people. Not just for our peers, our family, our friends and the people 

who usually come, but also for everyone else who might be interested and has the 

right to have access. We need to give people the chance to get to know us. Because... 

they just might love us. 

 

Maria Vlachou 
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