European Museumtrends

Museum trends are not specific for Europe, though some of them are more relevant for Europe thanks to its history and its demographic situation.

In this speech I won’t try to define what exactly a museum trend is. My intention is just to share my observations with you. So, what’s going on in Europe? Let’s start with items concerning the collections of museums; still the basis of our work.

Evidently more and more museums open the doors to their storage rooms. By showing their collections museums not only give the visitors an opportunity to admire the richness, variety and diversity of the collections. They also want people to understand why collections are kept, what curators, conservators and restorers are doing.

Four examples:

Bremen (claims to be the first one in Europe)

Manchester

Szentendre

Bradford (visitors get gloves!).

People like it as they like the flea markets!

Opening up the stores can be seen as a revival of the Wunderkammer. The interest in the so-called tangible heritage – the core business of museums – is undiminished.

But what about the intangible heritage? The Icom 2004 Seoul Conference Theme?

At its 32nd General Conference in October 2003 Unesco adopted a Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. It complemented the “World Heritage Convention” from 1972, which safeguards tangible heritage of exceptional value to humanity. Since then many monuments are listed in almost all countries in the world.

Preservation of cultural diversity in a globalising world is the objective of the new convention. 

The Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage contains the following working definition of intangible cultural heritage: “the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities, groups and in some cases individuals recognise as part of their cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from generation to generation, is constantly recreated by communities and groups in response to their environment, their interaction with nature and their history, and it provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity”. (July 2003).

Museums do research the social and cultural history of our society or community by means of the so-called, “oral” history. In particular attention is paid to traditions, which are transmitted orally. Because we are all aware of the fact that culture not only manifests itself in tangible forms, but also through intangible elements: such as language, music, theatre, attitudes, gestures, practices, customs etc.

Good museums are storytellers and as such dealing with intangible heritage, explaining the backgrounds of a theme, of objects of a community. Very often stories, songs, language, traditional knowledge’s are key elements in collecting, conserving or presenting the heritage in our museums.

There are great differences in practice. Three examples, all in the U.K. to make it easier to understand for you!

Flintham (Newcastle upon Tyne) 700 inhabitants. Reconstruction daily life pre- and post-war period. Based on inventory of grocer’s shop after closing. Products from three generations of the grocer’s family were found.

Community museum: about 70 volunteers  = 10% “Oral history” essential means to complete the picture of the changes in the village community. Ideal combination of tangible and intangible heritage for a small, specific group. Perfect balance.

Springburn Glasgow.

Famous for its locomobile industry. All gone. Small museum. No locomobiles, just models, tools, paperwork. And lots of taped interviews of former workers.

Stories are quite similar. May be interesting for insiders, relatives, for me – an outsider – two interviews were sufficient to give me an idea of the glory of the industry, the pride of its employees and the labour circumstances. Interesting social history, but too much intangible heritage.

I.W.M. London. Holocaust Exhibition.

Excellent exhibition. Convincing thanks to video-recordings of survivors and relatives of deceased persons. Without oral history the impact of the exhibition should not be as strong as it is now. Oral history is an indispensable element. But the number of video-displays is limited. Wise decision. Like one object can explain more than ten, so one interview can impress more than ten

.

What does this mean?

In my view tangible heritage is the very embodiment of intangible heritage in museums. It demands interdisciplinary collaboration and integrated approaches to tangible and intangible heritage. Museums should only collect intangible heritage, like rituals, language etc. in relation to the “real thing”; the object. As a means to an end, not an end in itself.

Do we need new museological concepts as suggested by ICOM??

I don’t think so. Many types of museums are already intrinsically linked to intangible aspects of cultural heritage. Theatre Museums, Literature Museums, Ethnological Museums, Open Air Museums (living history) etc. All these activities provide living communities with a sense of continuity with previous generations. And that’s exactly what museums did, do and have to do in the future.

Presenting “Intangible Heritage” as something new for museums denies, what already has been done.

Nevertheless it can be fruitful to discuss again, which important role museums can play in the conservation of intangible heritage. Within the limits of the mission of a museum. 

But, by the way what are the limits of the mission of a museum in respect to its collections? In other words, when and why do we collect and when and why do we deaccession? It’s one of the most delicate topics among the present-day museum professionals in Europe.

Last May an auction took place at Christie’s, New York. Paintings by Magritte, Chagall, Picasso and other famous artists were on sale. They all came from MOMA. The revenue will be used for future acquisitions, among others a Francis Bacon and an Elsworth Kelly. American museums treat their collections much more positively than European museums.

Improving the collection is one of the reasons for deaccessioning. But not the most important one. The question is how we can deal with or even stop the problem of ever growing collections. The problem of ever growing collections, packed into over-full storerooms, is widely recognized by museums today and the cost of preserving and managing these collections is increasingly hard to justify – and meet. As a result, museum professionals all over the world are wondering how selective acquisition, deaccessioning and disposing of objects should be part of their museum’s policy. This subject excites and enrages museum professionals and there are strong opinions on both sides of the debate.

But in general disposal or deaccession is not any more out of the question. During a conference in The Netherlands, called “Limits to Growth”(November 1999) the participants accepted hesitantly an ethical code of deaccession.

What does deaccession mean? My colleague Tristram P. Besterman of Manchester University Museum defined it as: “The permanent removal of an object from a museum’s permanent collection, involving the intentional termination of ownership vested in the governing body”. 

There are many good reasons for almost every museum to reconsider its collection policy. Spatial, economical, financial and political reasons, and reasons for the benefit of the museum visitors. An example from my own practice in Naturalis. Universities in the Netherlands and elsewhere often want to get rid of their collections. Why should universities, especially in periods of recession, pay for preserving and managing collections, which they see as an expensive burden? In hard times universities give priority to research and education and their collections have little meaning to the university today other than an historical one. That is why the ownership of almost all geological collections in the Netherlands’ universities was transferred to my former museum, Naturalis, the National Museum of Natural History in Leiden, during the last five years. But before we made the space to store these collections the curators at Naturalis made a selection – and only 30 percent was accepted. We congratulated ourselves that our acquisitions policy was as rigorous as that.

For me, a historian and not a curator of natural history, a miracle had taken place. Most of the curators had explained to me again and again that museums are there solely to collect, preserve, exhibit and interpret material evidence and associated information. To this end no object could be disposed because of their ensemble value, historical context, value as a means of verification, and so on. They know collections clearly cost significant amounts of money, and assessing costs and benefits is not easy and that the biggest problem is that the benefits are virtually impossible to compute. They tend to accrue over very long periods, so it is not appropriate “for short-term customers” to dictate overall strategies for accession and research. Specimens may take over a century to give up their information! So, the attitude “if in doubt, say no” prevailed. The curators didn’t accept the simple fact that objects are a means to an end, not an end in themselves.

But after the transfer of the university collections to Naturalis the curators had to avow openly that they treated their own collection differently to the ones that are offered! So why shouldn’t we look at our own collections with fresh eyes, as if they are offered to us just now.

There has been a great deal of mindless collecting in the past – and sometimes it still happens today – along with poor documentation and standards of care. Recognising this can be the first step to accepting the great benefits of deaccessioning for the future of museums.

During my visits to many museums all over Europe as a judge for the European Museum of the Year Awards I have seen many more examples of museums where the collection was stored inadequately because of the ever-growing size of the collection.

We all know storage room is finite as are the means to conserve collections to high standards. That is why Hans Locher, the former director of the Municipal Museum in The Hague, decided not to extend the storage space of his museum when it was completely renovated. He argued that no object should come in to his museum unless one or more objects went out. Locher adhered to the “bookshelf principle” consistently as he considered selection as the key to keeping the collection manageable – and to improving it. 

When he was a boy, Rick van der Ploeg, the former Minister of Culture of the Netherlands, had a very small bedroom with only one bookshelf. When he got a new book, which he liked, he had to get rid of an old one, so his book collection improved continuously. For Van der Ploeg mindless collecting was out of the question.

Visitors are another important reason to reconsider the collection policy. Museum professionals often forget that no two individuals look at objects in the same way. There are paddlers, swimmers and divers among them.  To serve them all you need enough water, i.e. objects, but not an ocean. In addition, in many cases one object can explain more than ten. For educational and/or entertaining purposes no museum needs more and more objects. 

Keith Thomson, the director of the Oxford University Museum, has written a book called Treasures on Earth, which is a great encouragement for all those of us who believe we cannot keep collecting as we have or keep everything forever. Thomson says that museums must rationalise their collections in order to become centres of excellence. “A good museum is one that continually re-articulates its mission in relation to its stakeholders”. The successful museum then matches and adjusts its resources (even its collections) to that mission. He concludes: “In the future museums will no longer be defined by their collections but collections will be defined by museums”. 

This is a really important idea, because looking at a museum’s mission and its resources, including the collection from this angle, opens new and fresh perspectives about a sound future: a future in which deaccessioning is a widely accepted instrument enabling museums to not only survive but to thrive in the 21st century. It helps to stabilise a museums financial sustainability. By doing so we also save money, space and manpower. Money, space and manpower that we can use for other priorities. 

The most important criterion for the judges of the EMYA is the Public Quality of a museum. It means: to what extent does a museum meet the needs of its visitors.

Of all its visitors: schoolchildren, families, adults from all walks of life. 

Museums are looking for advanced technologies to serve the visitors. The PDA (personal digital assistant) is the last offspring. On the screen of a PDA – a handheld computer – visitors can read the basic data of an object. They simply click forward for more background information or even for looking at films. But you can also send SMS texts or cards with an illustration of the object in front of you to friends.

The computer stores all the information of your museum tour and when you have ended your visit you can have it e-mailed to yourself. These are just a few possibilities of the P.D.A.

I tried the P.D.A. recently. Do I like it? Not really.

I am 64. It means that in Holland I belong to the financially strong group of the population, which has 80% of the country’s purchasing power at its disposal. In the coming 20 years this group will constitute 6.7 million people in The Netherlands. In comparison to former generations the duration of life is much longer, and the standard of living has soared. Demographics tell the story: one-quarter of Germany’s 83 million residents are 60 or older. That proportion, boosted by a rise in life expectation from 79 to 90, is forecast to double over the next 50 years.

Museums take insufficient account of this worldwide demographic development. A first attempt was made by a European Union project called Euroedult.  This project aims to develop a European qualification curriculum for experts working in and with museums. Museums are seen as “places for lifelong learning” in this connection. During a conference on this subject in The Louvre last year it became evident that adequate training opportunities for museum educators and cultural mediators are lacking in meeting the needs of this fast growing group of (potential) museum visitors.

Museums are unique resources for lifelong learning - not only for schoolchildren and students, but even more for the learners. Almost two-thirds of visitors to museums are adults. So, in no way can museums ignore the learning needs of adults. Many people in this category are involved in learning through adult education providers. In my country, for instance, thousands of senior citizens participate in programmes and courses offered and organized by HOVO = higher education for aged people. In general the courses do not lead to a formal qualification, though they take place in a formal setting. Not many museums organize this kind of courses. At best, museum visits are incorporated in the courses. 

I will confine myself to the self-directed “leisure” learners. It means those adults who are not involved in a course of study, but actively involved in learning. A wide variety of people with different learning needs. Current provision for adult learners is very patchy and varies widely from museum to museum, if indeed there is any provision. Given the diversity of the potential needs, museums tend to offer a reactive service, on a first come first serve basis.

Most museums do not regard provision for the education of adults as a high priority. This is mainly due to the emphasis traditionally laid by the educational departments of museums on school audiences. The educational staff have the skills to teach youngsters in an instructional mode but most of them lack the expertise or experience to use their museums as a learning resource for adults. Very few museums have staff dedicated to this function.

Museums are recognized as important catalysts for learning. But museums have usually  limited their scope to schools and other formal learning groups until today. The visits are strictly ordered and structured, timetabled, and they fit into the school curriculum. As such, it can be considered to be formal learning. 

I am not against it, and this kind of educational services in museums must be continued. Informal learning, on the other hand, lies at the heart of museums. And that is exactly, what most adults do and like to do. They like to learn through choice, not compulsion, and may choose to stop at any point. They have different motives for learning, different past experience of learning and different personal circumstances. That is why museums must develop programmes, services and events which meet the needs of self-directed learners, taking into account the wide range of preferred ways of learning. In this respect we have to discard prejudices such as the common belief that elderly visitors prefer passive learning strategies whilst younger audiences favour more active programmes. Once and for all, that’s not true! (Though the P.D.A. is too modern for me!)

Due to the emphasis on schools the educational staff have hardly paid attention or have developed a strategy to approach the self-directed learners. To be honest, also in my own museum we have no such strategy. So, there is work to do!

For sure, new skills and competences for museum professionals and educators are required in order to make the extremely interesting, wealthy group of leisure learners regular museum visitors. The policy on education has to be changed in museums. How can museums be used for dealing with society’s changing demands and the requirements of senior citizens? That question must be answered. How can we set up activities that promote visits beyond mere entertainment and depart from traditional guided tours? More than “First Aid”. A better atmosphere for lifelong unconscious learning has to be created. There are existing innovative projects already. The Irish Museum of Modern Art, for instance, made a programme in close co-operation with a Retirement Association and supported by the National Agency Age and Opportunity, which evoked unknown aspects of creativity among people of the so-called “Golden Age”. 

“The Museum introduced us to new interests at our time of life – the Golden Age, really – if we look at it properly and have a positive outlook, age is a number only and all in the mind” (Phillis McGuirk).

It can be done by reminiscence programmes such as the National Railway Museum in York organises. By using teenagers as hosts aged people are introduced to modern art (Bohuslans Museum, Uddevalla, Sweden); a story table (Amsterdam Historical Museum). By interactive computer programmes, by provoking exhibitions, based on the knowledge of life senior citizens have. All possible means should be tried to make the aged leisure learner aware of the opportunities museums offer for lifelong, very often unconscious learning. We museum professionals will be rewarded by a growing, interested, grateful audience, coming again and again, spending their spare time and money in our museums with great pleasure and satisfaction.

E.M.F. is an organisation whose core business is the encouragement of new developments in European museums. That’s why E.M.F. is involved in a new European project: BRICKS. (Building Resources for Intergrated Cultural Knowledge Services). The purpose is to create a networked system of web based services to make European cultural collections of multimedia and digital documents talk to each other. Bricks is a consortium of private companies and research institutes (for the technological part of the project) and cultural institutions (ranging from scientific libraries to archaeological sites and museums) to represent the users.

E.M.F. is the content provider for museums in order to build a collective memory of museum innovation in the Council of Europe area. At the moment we are developing user scenario’s in order to get a searchable database of management information on best practices in museum innovation, based on 26 years of expertise in the assessment of these kind of practices through the EMYA.

Bricks has the potential to be of use for many European museum purposes. By connecting available multimedia and digital resources, in the long run Bricks may offer opportunities for: curatorial research, education (Collect and Share), collection mobility and presumably many more angles.

To conclude I am very aware I made a personal selection of what’s going on in many museums in Europe. Subjects like privatisation, virtual exhibitions, ‘experience society’ and museums, sustainability of museums in periods of economic recession a.s.o. could have been dealt with. I didn’t. My guiding principle for this talk was Public Quality: i.e. to what extent does a museum meet the needs of its visitors – translated: to what extent does a speaker meet the needs of its audience? I hope I did.

Thank you.

Wim van der Weiden

September 2004 

