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EDITORS' PREFACE TO MUSEUM 
PRACTICE AND THE 
INTERNATIONAL HANDBOOKS IN 
MUSEUM STUDIES 

Museum Practice 

As general editors of The International Handbooks in Museum Studies, we - Sharon 
Macdonald and Helen Rees Leahy - are delighted that Museum Practice is now 
appearing in paperback, as a self-standing volume. So too are the other volumes, 
which is testament to the strength of these volumes individually, as well as col
lectively; and to the importance of the issues that they each address. Museum 
Practice clearly concerns a fundamental area of museum studies - without such 
practice, there would be no museums. Nevertheless, there has not yet developed 
an established consensus on precisely what might be covered under the label 
'museum practice', and, in particular, more extensive and theorised accounts 
and analyses of practice - going beyond 'how to' guides - are still far from 
numerous. One reason for this is the relative recency of museum studies as a 
field. A second reason is that museum studies draws on a wide range of disci
plines, each themselves renewing their toolkits in various ways, resulting in new 
impulses for thinking about museum practice - so challenging the formation of 
a fixed canon. In addition, and perhaps of most significance, is the fact of chang
ing museum practice in response to wider challenges and opportunities, be they 
in relation to issues of funding, communities or new media possibilities, to name 
but a few. This results in the need to think afresh about practice - to take a criti
cal perspective on how things are done, as well as to take inspiration from the 
most intriguing and promising instances of practice in order to develop new 
modes of working. 

In light of the considerable change underway; the editor of Museum Practice, 
Canal McCarthy; in consultation with us as general editors, faced a task of how to 
achieve a volume that would cover topics that have become central to considera
tion of museum practice, while also being sure to include as much as possible of 
the new directions and ideas that have been emerging in recent years. That this 
was achieved so well is evident from the resulting volume. The range of topics 
included and the ways in which they are tackled, provide a sound and also cutting
edge coverage of museum practice. 



xx Editors' Preface 

The International Handbooks in Museum Studies 

Collectively, The International Handbooks in Museum Studies include over a hundred 
original, state-of-the-art chapters on museums and museum studies. AB such, they 
are the most comprehensive review to date of the lively and expanding field of 
museum studies. Written by a wide range of scholars and practitioners - newer 
voices as well as those already widely esteemed - The International Handbooks pro
vide not only extensive coverage of key topics and debates in the museum field, 
but also make a productive contribution to emerging debates and areas, as well as 
to suggest how museum studies - and museums - might develop in the future. 

The number of excellent contributors able and willing to write on museum top
ics is itself testimony to the state of the field, as was recognition by the publishers 
that the field warranted such a substantial work. Bringing together such a range 
and quantity of new writing about museums was accomplished through the deep 
knowledge, extensive networks, and sheer labour of the volume editors - Andrea 
Witcomb and Kylie Message, Museum Theory; Canal McCarthy; Museum Practice; 
Michelle Henning, Museum Media; and Annie E. Coombes and Ruth B. Phillips, 
Museum Transformations. All enthusiastically took up the mandate to go out and 
recruit those they thought would be best able to write useful and timely essays on 
what they defined as the most important topics within their area of remit. Their 
brief was to look widely for potential contributors, including unfamiliar, as well as 
familiar, names. We - and they - were especially interested in perspectives from 
people whose voices have not always been heard within the international museum 
studies conversation thus far. This breadth is also a feature of the expanded and 
expanding field itself, as we explain further below. 

Diversification and democratization 

The editors of the four volumes that constitute The International Handbooks are 
based in four different countries -Australia, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, 
and Canada; and contributors have their institutional homes in over a dozen more. 
Yet these numbers alone do not fully convey the trend to diversification that we see 
in these volumes, and in museum studies more widely. "Internationalization" is a 
term that might be used but does not, we think, adequately characterize what is 
involved. Certainly, there is more traffic between nations of ideas about museums 
and about how to study them. Debates travel from one part of the globe to another, 
with museums and exhibitions in one location being used as models for emulation 
or avoidance in another. The massive expansion of professional training in museum 
studies that has taken place over the past three decades helps establish a shared 
discourse, not least as many students study away from their home countries or 
those in which they will later work. So too do texts in and about the field, certain 
key ones often being found on reading lists in numerous countries and also 
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republished in successive readers. Such developments establish the basis for a con
versation capable of transcending borders. 

It is evident from the contents of The International Handbooks of Museum Studies, 
however, that the democratization runs deeper than the traffic of discourse and 
practice across national borders, and, in particular, that the traffic is more multi
directional than it was previously. Not only do contributors have their primary 
work bases in a range of different countries, and not only do many have experience 
of training or working in others, they also often give attention - sometimes 
through the direct engagement of collaborative work or study- to a wide range of 
groups and populations in a variety of countries, including their own. In doing so, 
they strive not merely to incorporate but also to learn from and be challenged by 
people and perspectives that have not been part of mainstream museological 
debate. The attention to the (not unproblematic) category of the indigenous is 
especially marked in these International Handbooks, most notably in the 
Transformations volume, although it also finds its way into the others. Like atten
tion to other forms of absence from the existing mainstream museum conversa
tion, this is symptomatic of a broader move toward finding alternative ways of 
seeing and doing, ways that both add to the range of existing possibilities and also, 
sometimes, unsettle these by showing how, say; particular theorizing or practice 
relies on unspoken or previously unrecognized assumptions. 

Diversification takes other forms too. These volumes are not organized by type 
of museum - a format that we think restrictive in its lack of recognition of so 
many shared features and concerns of museums - and do not use this as a classifi
cation of content. Nevertheless, it is easy to see that the volumes include a great 
range of museum kinds, and even of forms that might not always be considered 
museums, or that challenge the idea of the museum as a physical space. Museums 
of art, history; and ethnography - and also those more general and eclectic muse
ums that have sometimes been described as encyclopedic - have powered a good 
deal of museum theorizing and debate, and they are amply represented here. But 
they are accompanied also by examples from museums of natural history, science, 
technology; and medicine, as well as heritage sites and out-of- gallery installations. 
Alongside national museums, which were the backbone of much important theo
rizing of the role of museums in the making of national identity and citizenship, 
are numerous examples of smaller museums, some of which are devoted to a 
specific topic and others of which have a regional or local foundation and focus. 
These museums may be less well endowed with staff, buildings, or funds, but are 
nevertheless doing important, even pioneering, work that deserves attention from 
museum studies. That attention contributes not only to extending the range of 
types and cases but also helps to illuminate the variety of specific features of muse
ums that need to be taken into account in formulating more comprehensive 
approaches. As many chapters across the volumes show, one size does not fit 
all - or, to put it better perhaps, one theoretical perspective or set of guidelines for 
practice, one apt choice of media or transformative activity, does not fit all types 
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