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Preface

This book is not exactly the book we set out to write. When we pitched this project in the fall of
2019—a book for practitioners that would provide practical tools and strategies for meeting the needs
of twenty-first-century visitors—we didn't know anything about social distancing. We had yet to don
our first N95 masks and we had vet to attend a museum program populated not by eager crowds
but by faces in Zoom boxes. During the early part of 2020, we assembled a cadre of writers whose
work we admired, and who were thinking in innovative and creative ways about museum education in
the twenty-first century. Some were people we had worked with previously, some were people we'd
seen only from afar at conferences, others were people we admired for their writing (or their Twitter
posts), but whom we didn't know. Their work for which we knew them was based in museum educa-
tion practice during times when groups gathered in the galleries, when students atiended courses in
school buiidings, and when most of us comrmuted to offices, cubicles, and museum classrooms to do
our work. Then everything changed.

CONTEXT FOR THE BOOK

In early March of 2020, museums (and most other businesses and organizations) shut their doors,
travel slowed to a standstill, and our usual interactions with visitors and with each other migrated
anline because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The anxiety about the moment, for reasons that included
physical, financial, emotional, and other worries, rose to a collective hum that drowned out any sense
of normalcy. The question of whether museums would be able to do much of the work that the authors
were discussing in their proposed chapters seemed anything but certain, and we considered whether
it made sense to engage in the process of writing and publishing at ail.

Then in May, police officers in Minneapolis killed George Flayd, which ignited protests and am-
plified calls for action across the worid for dismantling institutionalized racism in law enforcement,
government, and other community organizations. As trusted civic institutions, many museums were
called on to respond to racial injustice (by their audiences and by members of their staff). How to
address equity and inclusion in the field (and contribute in meaningful ways to activism and civic en-
gagement in their regions) bacame an urgent topic for institutions in the field at large—for institutions
from science centers to historic hames to art museums. And for many of these organizations, being
closed to visitors further challenged how and in what formats they could communicate with their
communities in authentic ways (and take actual steps to address systemic racism). This confluence of
events in and out of the field caused us and our authors to question whether what they were originally
planning to write had relevance in light of a moment that appeared as an upheaval and recalibrating
of the field.

As the summer of 2020 wore on, and it became clear that the conversations about the need for
change within museums would not be resolved by statements of solidarity or actions that fell well
short of a true dismantling of existing power structures, the campaign for the U.S. president ramped up
a.nd brought an added leve! of rancor to our national discourse. Issues of importance to cultural insiitu-
tiens such as immigration, civil rights, and education were topics of political conversations that didn't
ref.[ect effort toward honest dialogue and solutions but instead divisive political sloganeering. This
heightened environment of partisanship and uncertainty impacted many authors who, in discussion
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of topics like critical race theory, civic engagement, and informed facilitation of dialogue with visitg
felt like they needed to frame their chapters in somewhat different terms than they'd initially planneg
At its core, this book asserts a central tenet about the importance of museum educators, whg _ :
the authors argue throughout, are best poised to meet the needs of visitors in the twenty-first centyrg £
The role of the educator (or interpreter) continues to evolve as audiences diversify, as technolag
becomes more central to the gallery experience and to aiternative modes of content, as knowledge sen
about how people learn—individually and in groups—shifts, and as museums embrace the role ¢f rati
facilitating dialogue about contemporary issues that matier to our communities. We hope that this for
perspective about educators doesn't come off as devaluing other aspects of museum work or as
elevating educators to some vaunted place that presumes they alone can ensure that museums will
thrive in the future. But as we have seen during the pandemic, museum educators are essential to gec
maintaining connections with visitors through the programs, content development, and conversations an
that they uniguely have expertise in executing. We believe this connection to the public represenr;z
a core function of the museum and thus is an important area to focus on with respect to preparin&‘% Ar
museums to meet the challenges of the future. This book argues that educators, using a multiplicity} in:
of methods and approaches, will ilead museums into the future. ac
Museum education can often be a chalienging and isolating experience, and it is not uncommon T}
for interpreters at one institution to feel disconnected from the field at farge and limited in their abili- o
ties to explore new ways of approaching their work, to keep up-to-date on issues and practices across g
the field, and to follow the latest research and academic study. Our hope is that museum educators, a
managers, academics, museum studies and informal education students, and those interested in t
strategies for working with visitors at diverse institutionai types will find this collection of ideas and ¢
strategies useful to their work. 1
Although there have been other books that discuss the methods and the philosophical underpin- ¢
nings of museum education, none of those have been written to specifically address the changing na- |
ture of audiences in the twenty-first century and the ways in which museum interpretation can further
the issues the field is grappling with: access, equity, adaptive technology, decolonization, diversified
visitorship, and civic participation. This book will dive deeply into many of the most urgent issues
facing twenty-first-century educators and provide ideas, strategies, and models to transform practice.

HOW THE BOOK IS ORGANIZED

When we thought about the most useful way to structure this book, given that we wanted it to be
as useful as possible to practitioners, we thought in terms of storyteliing, something familiar to us as
educators and museum interpreters. In the first part of this book's story, we invited authors to discuss
who museum visitors are in the twenty-first century, what they expect from museum experiences, and
how interactions with educators are evolving based on their needs and curiosities. This section, titled
“Changing Expectations of Visitors: Inclusion, Participation, Technology,” serves as the first act of the
story, a setting of the scene and establishing of characters. This section opens with a case study, writ-
ten by Enrico G, Castillo, Hallie Scott, and Theresa Sotto, about a partnership between an art museum
and a medical school training for psychiatric students that uses museumn education technigues to dis-
cuss bias and cultural competency in the medical field. The next chapter, written by Veronica Alvarez,
Elizabeth Gerber, Sarah Jencks, and Catherine Awsumb Nelson, shares two ambitious case studies
that respond to changing needs of the student and teacher audience. They discuss a gallery space
operated and utilized by a museumn and its staff of educators in conjunction with a local public schoo!
and an in-depth program for teachers focused on oratory at a historic theater. These chapters provide
ideas for embedding museum practice in work with audiences and argue for a shift in thinking from
the perspective that museum experiences are enrichment to encouraging a long-term investment in
transformation and deep learning with audiences.

xii Preface



rs This section continues with Beth Redmond-Jones discussing an innovative partnership between a
2dgroup of young adults on the ASD spectrum who worked with museums in Balboa Park, San Diego, to
10 create “social stories” that were used by other visitors with sensory needs to help support their visits.
Y This type of innovative “shared authority” provides a model for working collaboratively with audiences
3y that have typically been left out of partnerships that specifically address the needs of visitors with
e sensory disabilities. The final chapter in this section of the book, written by Mark Osterman, provides a
of rationale and lays out a step-by-step approach to creating dynamic and effective digital learning plans
s for museums, something that has become essential during the pandemic.
S The second section of the book, titled “Training and Educator Preparation,” addresses the middle
Il of the story, where a lot of the action of readying educators to work with audiences takes piace. In this
3 gection, written by Mac Buff, we begin with a discussion of the needs of LGBTIA+ visitors (and staff
5 and volunteers) and how museums can best prepare their education teams to work inclusively with
i members of a community that have often felt erased or ignered by museums. The second chapter, by
' Anna Schwarz and Rachel Stark, is 2 case study of one museum’s approach to adapt one of its core
in-person school programs to virtual during the pandemic and the ways in which their educators took
advantage of the otherwise challenging circumstances to expand and broaden civic engagement.
The next chapter addresses the particular needs of family audiences. Scott Pattison and Smirla Ra-
mos-Montarnez use the research they conducted at a science center to discuss the unique approaches
to facilitation that museum educators can take to effectively work with groups of diverse learners, To
address educator preparation, the next chapter looks at the current state of academic preparation
through conversations with active faculty and administrators of museum studies graduate and certifi-
cate programs. The fifth chapter in this section, by Lorie Millward, presents an innovative approach to
the structure of education and interpretive departments, arguing that through new structures, we can
provide educators with the pedagogy, training, and autonomy that are key to effective visitor learning.
And in the final chapter in this section, Beth Maloney breaks the notion of professional development
for museum educators wide open with a new model for thinking about skill building, netwerking, and
mentorship, and expanding the perspectives of education staff,

For the third section of the book, the part of the story in which we iook to the future, we wanted
to present a number of ideas that would push conversations about museum education into new and
unexpected places. These chapters, in a section titled "New Models, Anticipating the Future,” suggest
new ways to think about the practice of museurn education, suggesting how museums can shift struc-
turally and philosophically to new expectations of visitors, new challenges to the old ways museums
do things, and to our latest understanding of how people learn. The first in this section, by Teresa Va-
lencia, argues that museum educators need to have fiuency with cultural competency to undo decades
of structural racism in museums. She provides foundational research on culturally competent practice
as well as suggestions for creating training programs and resources for museum educators. The next
chapter looks at children’s learning in museumns with a particular focus on play-based, self-directed
learning. This case study by Tomoko Kuta, explores how a children's museum collaborates with art-
ists on installations that position educators as facilitators of the self-directed learning experiences of
young visitors and their families. The third chapter by Julie Smith applies a systems thinking approach
to educational design and suggests ways to improve the way educators soive structura! problems as
a pathway to improving visitor learning.

One often overlooked aspect of museum education is brain science. When was the last time you
considered what happens in the brain as you planned an educational museum experience? Jayatri Das
and Mickey Maley explain the way learning happens in the brain, dispel myths and misconceptions
about cognitive science, and suggest ways in which museum experiences can be crafted to get syn-
apses firing, engage memory-making centers, and balance sensory stimuiation for visitors, The next
chapter, by Melanie Adams and Kayleigh Bryant-Greenwell, presents ideas for transformative museum
work by applying the practice of Critical Race Theory. It provides a case study of one museum that has
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Introduction

I walked into the Great Court of the British Museum, the Autumn sun
shining through the curved glass and steel roof. Its 3,312 unique panes cast a
geometric meshwork of triangular shadows, linking the fagade of the cir-
cular Reading Room with the stone floor below. Though keen to explore the
many thousands of artefacts on display, the main purpose of my visit was a
letter. Announcing myself to the information desk, I was escorted through a
door, along corridors, and up staircases to the Prehistory and Europe Study
Room, a scholarly space of shelves and dark wood. Staff checked my photo
identification, asked me to sign in, and showed me to a table. Then they
brought over the two items I had ordered in advance: a large bound volume
of outbound correspondence, and a small archives box containing loose
inbound letters. I drew a bundle of papers from the box and turned over
each page until I arrived at one from the Reverend Christopher George
Wilkinson, dated 18 April 1901.

This was the document I had come to see. Wilkinson, a school principal in
the northern Tasmanian town of Launceston, was one of the vast networks of
amateur and professional collectors and scholars who wrote to the museum
from all over the world. He had spent his vacation and a subsequent weekend
searching encampments around Port Sorrell for Aboriginal stone tools, and in
April 1901 he packaged up 26 for the museum. Wilkinson’s letter, which was
sent separately, is over 1,250 words long. Its contents include descriptions of
his collecting expeditions, analysis of the marks found on the ‘kidney-shaped’
stones sent to the museum, discussion of Henry Ling Roth’s work on the
Aborigines of Tasmania, references to related artefacts sent to other collec-
tions, and a final note confirming that the implements would be transported
‘direct to London by the apple boats which call in Hobart.”!

Charles H. Read, renowned curator and Keeper of British and Medieval
Antiquities and Ethnography, replied. ‘I am greatly indebted to you for your
long letter of the 18th of April, which has interested me very much,” Read
wrote. ‘T hope to receive in a short time the box of implements, when I will
examine them with your letter at hand, and write you what I think.”> Read
appreciated the importance of viewing the stones with the letter. When brought



2 Introduction

together, they tell a story rich with historical, ethnographic, and cultural con-
text, providing insight into contemporary debates about Aboriginal people and
their technologies, and offering a glimpse into the ways in which existing supply
chains were used to facilitate a global trade in artefacts. One wonders what else
travelled between the colonies and the metropole on boats laden with fruit.

The following book is inspired by these rich relationships between artefacts
and archives. People who work with collections are continually identifying
and following similar connections as part of their work. But, though today we
view artefacts and archives as inherently relational, their documentation often
remains discrete and disconnected, with internal databases and online col-
lections sites reflecting the legacy of complex organisational, disciplinary,
professional, and technological divisions. Through a critical interrogation of
the history of museums, archives, and documentation systems we can re-
conceptualise contemporary practice, joining up institutional silos to more
effectively capture and provide access to the complex webs of meaning which
weave together the artefacts and archives of the relational museum.

Unlike Read, I did not have Wilkinson’s stones at hand when I read his
letter at the British Museum in 2014. Though the record remains in the ar-
chives of the department that received it, the artefacts were moved when the
institution restructured and are now in the Department of Africa, Oceania,
and the Americas. I planned to return to the British Museum while writing
this book, and hoped that while I was there I could arrange to see some of the
implements Wilkinson sent. But on 11 March 2020, with the numbers of
Coronavirus cases increasing exponentially, the World Health Organization
declared a pandemic and museums began to shut their doors. The British
Museum remained closed for 163 days—the longest peacetime closure in their
history—and when the exhibition spaces reopened to the public in August
2020, study rooms like the one I visited in 2014 remained inaccessible.

As Coronavirus spread with startling rapidity through our hyperconnected
world, institutions looked to digital technologies to fill the gap. The Wall
Street Journal reported that the pandemic was pushing museums ‘deeper into
the digital age,”® with many keen to emphasise that they were still open for
business. Sir lan Blatchford, Director of the UK’s Science Museum Group,
assured people: “While our doors will be closed for a while, our collection—
and the inspirational stories it contains—will remain open to you online’*; and
Museums Victoria reminded website visitors that for them ‘a world of mu-
seum experiences’ was ‘always open.”> Despite the scramble to launch virtual
tours and interactive experiences,® most large museums had been investing in
digital programs in some form or another for decades. The first experiments in
automating collections documentation took place nearly 60 years ago, fol-
lowed by the first conference on ‘Computers and their potential applications
in museums,” held in New York in 1968.” When the Smithsonian closed on
14 March 2020 their website was only a few weeks shy of its 25th anniver-
sary;8 and, at the British Museum, the 33.6 million annual visitors to its
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websites outnumbered physical visitors five to one even before their monu-
mental Bloomsbury building shut its doors.’

The stone tools sent by Wilkinson in 1901 are among the two million
records accessible via the British Museum’s ‘Collection online’ site, which
was relaunched with a new interface during the first months of the pan-
demic. Though the site contains many beautiful images, and some artefacts
have detailed descriptions, there are no images available for Wilkinson’s
stone tools, and only minimal metadata. Taking one of the kidney-shaped
stones (hammerstone, Oc1901,-.11) as an example, there is a title, a location,
and a single measurement (8.60 centimetres), with a link to a short authority
record about Wilkinson himself.'® There is no mention of any related cor-
respondence, or of the Indigenous people who made and used the tools. All
of which is not to criticise the museum for how much they know. Though it
may come as a shock to some users, no one who has worked in and around
galleries, libraries, archives, and museums (the GLAM sector) will be sur-
prised by the fact that there are often many things in our collections about
which we know very little.

But much of what we do know remains hard to discover. When I visited
the Prehistory and Europe Study Room in 2014, it was to follow up on
information provided to me by a colleague, Rebe Taylor, who has spent
many years researching collectors of stone tools from Tasmania. She pro-
vided me with a document containing her research notes, including tran-
scriptions of the letters from Wilkinson and Read, and references to the
relevant items from the British Museum’s catalogue. Previously Taylor had
provided the same document to the museum, and I discussed it with the staff
there on my visit. More than a century after Read noted the importance of
viewing the Wilkinson artefacts with the letter at hand, Taylor re-established
the link and I followed her trail. Yet, though there is clear evidence some
details have been updated,'' none of this information is visible online, or in
the museum’s internal catalogue. Anyone who comes across these stone
implements today needs to work out for themselves that the correspondence
files are now in a separate department from the stones, request the relevant
items from the archives, and (if the study room is open) go through the same
journey I undertook. What is more, unless they have spoken to the ‘right’
person they must do so without knowing in advance that there is anything
to find. Or they will see a sparse entry for a discrete object and move on,
unaware that elsewhere in the museum Wilkinson’s richly-detailed letter has
been carefully preserved.

Reticent objects

Though the scope, scale, and purpose of museums and archives have evolved
substantially in the modern era (see Chapter One), the idea that objects
are reticent,'”> communicating little beyond their visible material or textual



4 Introduction

properties, has been around longer than most public collecting institutions.
When bookseller William Hutton travelled to London in 1784 his excitement
at visiting the British Museum soon turned to disappointment. ‘If I see
wonders which I do not understand, they are no wonders to me,” Hutton
wrote. “The history and the object must go together, if one is wanting, the
other is of little value. I considered myself in the midst of a rich entertainment,
consisting of ten thousand rarities, but like Tantalus I could not taste one.’'

By the end of the nineteenth century there was widespread recognition in
the English-speaking world that the ‘museum experience’ required access to
documentation and context as much as to artefacts and specimens. Publisher
and library advocate Thomas Greenwood saw this as the key to educating
museum visitors, as well as to supporting ‘the special studies of the few.'*
Greenwood’s contemporaries George Brown Goode (Assistant Secretary at
the Smithsonian) and Sir William Henry Flower (Director of the Natural
History Museum, London) went so far as to argue that specimens should
be selected to illustrate collections of instructive labels.'® Visitors were also
asking for more context, as at the University of Oxford’s Pitt Rivers Museum
in the late nineteenth century, where Henry Balfour worked to update their
displays:

Sketches, photographs, maps and diagrams were incorporated into the
display in order to increase the educational value of the series exhibited
and in order to ‘explain the nature of the exhibited specimens’ to the
more general public. That the demand for such information came from
the Museum’s visitors themselves is evinced through their criticism of
its overdependence on the presence of an ‘expert’ [...] to render the
collection pleasurable and instructive.'®

Hutton had reached a similar conclusion, vowing not to return to the British
Museum ‘till some kind friend will instruct me, or put a book into my hand,
that I may instruct myself.”"’

However, these early efforts also reveal much about the prevailing social
attitudes and underlying power structures of the time. Greenwood saw
museums as an opportunity to elevate the character of visitors, while the first
secretary of the Smithsonian, Joseph Henry, viewed interconnected knowl-
edge as the province of educated liberal minds:

James Smithson was well aware that knowledge should not be viewed as
existing in isolated parts, but as a whole, each portion of which throws
light on all the other, and that the tendency of all is to improve the
human mind, and give it new sources of power and enjoyment ...
narrow minds think nothing of importance but their own favourite
pursuit, but liberal views exclude no branch of science or literature, for
they all contribute to sweeten, to adorn, and to embellish life.'®
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Museums and their (primarily white, male) scholars were authorities whose
expertise placed them above the narrow-minded masses. The pursuit of a
singular, universal concept of knowledge—a ‘whole’—was founded in a
positivist belief that detached, objective observation was not only possible,
but the only way to access truth. The results were then captured and cate-
gorised using mono-hierarchical classification structures, and shaped into
public displays that purported to be neutral and natural,'® suppressing the
heterogeneous complexity of cultural, social, and scientific systems.?® Such
ideas remained current well into the twentieth century. When the Museum
of History and Technology opened on the National Mall in Washington,
DC, in 1964 Henry’s quote was carved on the facade.

Collections data

Writing in the 1880s, Greenwood already recognised that the scale of mu-
seum holdings created a challenge for enlightenment, education, and un-
derstanding. ‘It may be gravely questioned,’ he wrote, ‘whether any mind has
carried away many useful impressions from the infinite multitude upon
which he has had an opportunity of looking.”*! In the decades since col-
lections have continued to expand at a rapid rate, with more than 120 million
items now held in the 17 English national museums (including the British
Museum), and over 155 million in the Smithsonian museums.?* As for online
collections, the Smithsonian boasts of over 33 million digital object and
specimen records, and digital records for 127 thousand cubic feet of archives
and 1.5 million library volumes, while large aggregators like Europeana
(over 51 million items) and the National Library of Australia’s Trove (over
450 million items) continue to grow.

Even as the first museum websites started to go live some were already wary
of unchecked proliferation. Paul Saffo suggested in 1994 that context would
quickly become more important than content, and former Deputy Director of
the Smithsonian’s Office of Information Resources Management, David
Bearman, recognised that most users were interested less in searching for
‘things,” and more in ‘what they can do with “things” (entities) and what
relationships “things” have to each other.’”® In a 1995 editorial titled ‘It’s
Happening—Now What? Bearman wrote:

None of us can keep up with the wealth of new material becoming available
in digital form; we cannot even identify it. The challenge is not simply to
encourage more data capture but to make sense of the burgeoning data and
to link them in meaningful ways into information resources that can be used
by specialists and laypeople alike. And here we feel like we're losing.

Kevin Donovan addressed the challenge at the first Museums and the Web
conference (Los Angeles, 1997), arguing that two decades of investment in
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automation had produced ‘better looking documents and spreadsheets and
more accurate lists’ without actually improving access to knowledge: ‘In
and of itself access to much of our on-line sources is of little value because
museums add so little value to the data they provide.”®* In his perceptive
analysis Donovan criticised museums for their object-centric approach,
the unnecessary perpetuation of existing institutional divisions, and the
‘frightful blank search field method of providing access to data.”® The
alternative he proposed emphasised context and history:

Instead of leading with the object, lead with the story of the culture,
historical context, important people and places, and their importance.
Tell engaging stories with objects woven through them. Do so via
entertaining, prescribed paths that both lead the user lightly by the hand
and encourage curiosity, exploration and serendipity.*®

Museums already produce this sort of content for exhibitions, wall labels,
publications, research projects, marketing materials, and educational re-
sources, but rather than saving and managing it in collections management
systems the results often end up in distributed files and research notes,
disconnected databases, and local storage systems. ‘Enormous financial and
human resources are invested in creating this content,” Donovan writes, ‘but
the results are “one-off”, an unmanaged asset that is largely unavailable
for reuse. Imagine the value of accumulating this content over several years
and being able to repurpose it on-line.’’

There is little evidence that Donovan’s vision of a move from collections
management towards more relational content management has been adopted.
Though some institutions have started to develop more generous interfaces,”
many online collections sites are still built around search boxes, producing a
static list or grid of object records. Internal divisions also continue to shape the
user experience. The American Museum of Natural History requires a choice
between eight different collections databases maintained by separate areas, and
London’s Victoria & Albert (V&A) asks online visitors to their collections search:
‘Or are you looking for Search the Archives?®® Clay Shirky wrote in 2005

People have been freaking out about the virtuality of data for decades,
and you’d think we’d have internalized the obvious truth: there is no
shelf. In the digital world, there is no physical constraint that’s forcing
this kind of organization on us any longer. We can do without it, and
you’d think we’d have learned that lesson by now.

And yet.*°

And yet the physical and administrative location of items continue to shape
how we access digital information.
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Saffo, Bearman, Donovan, and others recognised that turning accumu-
lations of discrete object records into museum stories and experiences re-
quires more than expanded metadata and high-quality digitisation. Objects
need to be linked to their context, to knowledge about people, communities,
expeditions, and events; they need to be connected through the knowledge
of curators and the voices of communities. Where that information has
been captured, it is often found in the archives—the documents, notebooks,
correspondence, photographs, files, and other material seen as distinct from
‘the collection’—as well as in distributed staff records, and in publications.
Together these elements form a broader conceptual archive, defined by
Michel Foucault as:

that which determines that all these things said do not accumulate
endlessly in an amorphous mass, nor are they inscribed in an unbroken
linearity, nor do they disappear at the mercy of chance external
accidents; but they are grouped together in distinct figures, composed
together in accordance with multiple relations.*!

If effectively documented, this relational archive can better support the
retrieval and understanding of collections, the preservation of knowledge
about artefacts and specimens, the development of exhibitions and ex-
hibition content, and the creation of rich interfaces that provide new
ways of navigating and exploring the stories that run through collections.
Furthermore, a relational approach to collections and their documentation
promises to more accurately reflect the ways in which practitioners already
understand and work with collections in contemporary museums.

Relational museums, relational archives, relational
technologies

The nineteenth-century idea of universal systems of knowledge and au-
thoritative, objective institutions persisted well into the twentieth century.
Then, from the 1960s, attitudes started to shift. In 1967 Marshall McLuhan
and his collaborator Harley Parker held a seminar at the Museum of
the City of New York, where they argued strongly for placing museum
objects in social and cultural contexts, favouring audience participation
and multiple perspectives over the imposition of a single, linear narrative,*?
The following decade International council of Museums (ICOM) meeting
delegates from Benin questioned the utility and worth of museums in
contemporary life, leading to a meeting of Latin American experts in 1972
who concluded that societal issues required broad, socially engaged, cross-
disciplinary approaches from a range of organisations, including mu-
seums.>® Rather than accepting the museum as ‘temple’—characterised by
Duncan Cameron as a place of fixity and stasis ‘where the victors
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rest’>*—the ICOM and Latin American events saw professionals ques-

tioning the orthodoxy of institutions long associated with colonial power.*
The ‘new museology’ of the 1980s continued this trend, embracing cultural
and theoretical shifts in the politics of representation through explicit re-
cognition that knowledge and values are contingent rather than part of
a universal whole.>® Broadly speaking, new museology focused less on the
administrative processes and professional practices found in museums, and
more on the place of museums in society, the historically-specific nature of
museum knowledge, and the multiplicity of social, cultural, and political
environments which shape our understanding of objects.?’ If objects them-
selves are taken as mute, meaning is contextual (that is, relational) rather
than inherent or fixed.*® As context changes the meaning and significance of
artefacts is also transformed.

The results of this work are clearly visible today. We see it in the use
of parallel perspectives at the National Museum of the American Indian,
and the Wellcome Collection’s participatory Reading Room;*” in the shift
from the British Museum’s A History of the World in 100 Objects to the
more recent 100 Histories of 100 Worlds in 1 Object;"° in the Australian
Museum, where wall text recognises that ‘every object is part of an en-
tangled relationship between people, nature and culture,”*! and in the
Western Australian Museum Boola Bardip where ‘“living stories” are
weaved through’ the museum, including the use of ‘two-eyed seeing’ which
treats western and Indigenous knowledge as equivalent.** Elsewhere there
have been ongoing discussions about the networked museum, and research
projects focused on exchange networks and the relational object.*

Together these developments are broadly encapsulated by the concept of
the ‘relational museum.” As explained by museologist and museum planner
Duncan Grewcock:

for some time now the academy and the museums profession have been
coming to terms with new ways of thinking and representing a more
complex, partial, processual world of connections, a world that does not
sit so easily within these modernist regimes of classification (if it truly
ever did). Recognising and working with a partial and shifting under-
standing of the world informs the emergence of what one can term ‘the
relational museum.” The relational museum emerges through varying
attempts to re-image the contemporary museum as connected, plural,
distributed, multi-vocal, affective, material, embodied, experiential,
political, performative and participatory.**

In 2019 the International Council of Museums proposed a new definition for
museums which echoed many of these ideas, referring to ‘democratising,
inclusive and polyphonic spaces’ responsible for safeguarding ‘diverse
memories’ through ‘participatory and transparent’ practice.*> Though not
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without controversy, the proposed change demonstrates the pervasiveness
of the relational museum concept.

Contemporary archival practice is also built on a long tradition of rela-
tional thinking. Terry Eastwood has traced the earliest conception of the
‘system of interrelated documents’ known as an ‘archival fonds’ back to late
eighteenth-century Denmark.*® These ideas were formalised in the 1898
Manual for the arrangement and description of archives (the ‘Dutch Manual’),
widely considered the first comprehensive guide to managing and doc-
umenting archives. The Dutch Manual refers to ‘the structure of the collec-
tions and the relations existing between its parts,” cautions against destroying
‘the natural relation of the documents,” and argues that it is only through
knowing ‘all the documents externally and internally and in their mutual
relations’ that the archivist can prepare a definitive inventory.*’ Operating at a
different scale to Henry’s concept of unified knowledge, many focused on
internal relationships rather than connections to broader fields of knowledge,
treating archives as an organic ‘whole’ in and of themselves.*®

Though this idea persists, recent archival practice has worked to formalise
and broaden the relational aspects of documentary collections. National and
international archival standards are constructed around the use of relationships
between descriptive elements, and between descriptive elements and separate
authority records for people, organisations, and other entities.*” Theoretical
explorations of parallel and societal provenance recognise the complexity of
organisational and social relationships,”® while practical developments such as
the archival software Mukurtu capture multiple perspectives and voices by
incorporating Indigenous and community knowledge as well as standards-
based archival description and metadata.’! Others have pushed these ideas
further, exploring the place of records in social networks and contextual in-
formation frameworks.” Like ICOM, the International Council on Archives
(ICA) has started to emphasise these moves towards diversity and polyphony.
In Tandanya—The Adelaide Declaration, the ICA calls for the decolonisation
of archival principles, the incorporation of Indigenous knowledge methods, and
‘new dynamics of spirituality, ecology and Indigenous philosophy in to the
European traditions of archival memory [...] The result will be a new model of
public archives as an ethical space of encounter, respect, negotiation and col-
laboration without the dominance or judgement of distant and enveloping
authority.”>

Woven through the development of the relational museum and relational
archives runs a third strand: relational technology. The potential role of au-
tomation in capturing and navigating relationships between collected items
goes back at least as far as Vannevar Bush, who outlined his idea for
a ‘memex’ in 1945.>* The machine could store books, records, and commu-
nications which the user could search, connecting relevant items together into
‘trails’ which functioned as a means for storing and accessing knowledge, not
(just) about individual things, but about topics built from related resources.
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Though never built, the memex remained an influential concept. Ted Nelson,
who developed the idea of hypertext in the 1960s, quoted Bush and conceived
of his own system, Xanadu (also never built), to represent the ‘inter-
twingularity’ of all things.”® Later, Tim-Berners Lee referenced Bush in a 1992
article on the development of the World Wide Web,?® though Nelson has
since referred to Berners-Lee’s invention as a dumbed-down version of earlier
ideas which left out the most important part: visible connections.”’

About this book

Artefacts, Archives, and Documentation in the Relational Museum brings all
these strands together to improve our understanding of current practice, and
provide a foundation for future developments. My interest in this area
started with my work as an archivist and researcher, collaborating on nu-
merous archival and public history projects which used digital technologies
to make distributed collections-based knowledge more discoverable and
accessible for researchers and communities. I became increasingly interested
in the treatment of archives in museums, and broader issues related to
collections management and documentation, leading to the doctoral re-
search project on which the book is based. During this time I met museum
staff who struggled to uncover what their predecessors knew about collec-
tions, community members frustrated by their inability to find or access the
field notes related to artefacts collected from their ancestors, and curators
who were unable to retrace their steps when searching for a letter that
provided key contextual information about a collection item. In the chapters
that follow I explore these sorts of issues through a series of histories and
case studies, each focusing on a particular strand.

The separation of artefacts and archival material as seen on websites like
the V&A’s collection search is not just a product of separate databases.
These divisions reflect long-running processes of professionalisation and
practice change. Chapter One provides an overview of the history of mu-
seums and the archival profession, revealing how increased attention on
archives in museums ultimately contributed to their physical and intellectual
separation from other collections.

Chapter Two looks at technological change, tracing the documentation
history of two firearms acquired by the Science Museum of Victoria (pre-
cursor to Museums Victoria) through index cards, print catalogues and
various stages of automation and computerisation. Included is the story
of the development of the collections management system EMu, now one of
the most widely-used tools internationally. Together, these elements de-
monstrate how the constraints and possibilities of various legacy technolo-
gies continue to shape the collection description we see today.

Chapter Three examines a specific type of archival item often found in
museums: field books. These individual, sometimes idiosyncratic, records
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are used by anthropologists, natural scientists, and expedition leaders to
describe and document their work in the field, providing evidence vital to the
identification and understanding of many artefacts and specimens found in
museums. Drawing on concepts from the field of preventive conservation,
the chapter looks at how more integrated approaches to archival records
can help reduce the risks of dissociation.

Chapter Four explores the internationally-recognised Donald Thomson
Collection, which includes artefacts;, natural history specimens, extensive
field notes, photographs, publications, and audio-visual material. Looking
at the story of the Thomson Collection and its documentation in the context
of broader changes in museums helps to reveal how systems and processes
have failed to keep pace with our understanding of artefacts and collections,
or the needs of communities.

Chapter Five looks at how we conceptualise collections and their doc-
umentation. Moving beyond hierarchical structures like the ‘tree of knowledge’
and the clean lines of networks, the chapter focuses on alternative models
drawn from ecology, anthropology, and Indigenous studies, including coral
reefs, trails, and weaving. Combining these with contemporary theoretical and
disciplinary perspectives, the chapter explores models which can help to reshape
our understanding of documentation in the relational museum. The Conclusion
then briefly considers what is needed to apply these models in practice.

Though the focus here is on museums and their archives, this book is not just
aimed at cataloguing and collections management staff or museum archivists.
Museums are an ideal case study—diverse, cross-disciplinary institutions with
mixed collections and systems, aiming to preserve and communicate knowledge
for a wide range of user communities—but there are broader implications here
for galleries, archives, and libraries, and for anyone who creates, maintains, or
works with digital and analogue collections, whether they be in community
organisations, universities, the public sector, governments, or corporations. This
is also not designed as a ‘how-to” book; there is very little technical detail, and
(with the exception of the Conclusion) little attempt to analyse how specific
technologies can help to ‘solve’ the problems identified. All of which is by de-
sign. While communities working on standards development, linked data, and
machine learning all have roles to play when thinking about implementing some
of the ideas highlighted in the following chapters, there are already too many
examples of projects adopting specific technologies or tools and attempting to
apply them without first developing a full understanding of the problem being
tackled. As Bearman wrote in 1985: “The actual information which is the object
of our information management effort is too often neglected in the process of
discussing how best to manage resources devoted to its creation, storage, re-
trieval and distribution.”™® At its core this is a book about the actual informa-
tion, the concepts that underpin past and present museum documentation, the
ways in which things® interrelate, and the ways in which we capture and na-
vigate knowledge. These ideas affect the ways in which information can be
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preserved, discovered, retrieved, understood, and used in our societies, with
wide-reaching consequences.

1 visited more than 60 museums during my research, most of them in three
countries—Australia, the United States, and England—and all the major
case studies used are drawn from these experiences. Exploring the history
and current practice of these institutions involved a combination of archival
research, recorded interviews, meetings with staff, site visits (including de-
monstrations of collections management systems), and extensive surveys of
public websites and secondary source material. The primary case study used
throughout is Museums Victoria (MV). One of the most significant museum
organisations in Australia, MV is an ideal institution to address the themes
explored in this book, with diverse collections spanning natural and social
history, Indigenous cultures, anthropology, and technology, supplemented
by strong exhibitions, an established archival program, and a pivotal role in
the development of collections management technologies in Australia and
internationally. An appointment as a Research Associate at MV also pro-
vided an invaluable opportunity to delve into the complex history of a large
institution over an extended period of time. The Smithsonian and the British
Museum were selected for their prominence and widespread influence, which
reaches far beyond their local contexts, while other institutions were in-
cluded for their ability to bring key themes into focus. For example, New
York’s American Museum of Natural History (AMNH) has been involved
in field book digitisation projects, the Anthropology Department has de-
veloped database technology which incorporates digitised archival records
in a very visible way, and the library has undertaken experiments with
archival standards as part of efforts to more effectively link up different
organisational collections. In recent years the Tate (London) and the
Carnegie Museum of Art (Pittsburgh) have been moving towards more
integrated presentation of their artefactual and archival collections online,
while the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) has a well-established archive,
and was directly involved in convergence research in the late 2000s.

Feedback received at a number of international conferences suggests the
findings presented here are relevant to many large museums around the
world. However, the case studies featured are necessarily constrained; they are
not universal, and there may well be museums and archives with less inter-
national profile that have made more progress than those featured. Large
GLAM institutions can have their own gravity and inertia which favours
particular types of collaborations, technologies, and processes, just as small
and medium institutions with fewer resources and multidisciplinary staff can
develop alternative, inventive approaches to areas like collections manage-
ment and documentation based more on local user requirements than vendor
products. Additional research is also required into how different perspectives
and traditions in places like Europe and Scandanavia, Asia, Africa, and the
Middle East challenge the ways in which those of us working in the
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Anglosphere conceptualise artefacts, archives, and their documentation. For
example, in the first plenary session at the ICOM General Conference in
Kyoto, 2019, Mamoru Mohri discussed the Japanese concept of ‘tsunagari’
(connection, link, or relationship) as seen at a range of levels, from cells and
bodies to societies and the planet—a concept which resonates strongly with
the ideas in this book. The lack of examples from different cultures or of
different scales is the result of language, visibility, and available resources, and
should not be taken as an indication that these institutions have nothing of
value to contribute. In light of this, readers can only benefit from continuing
to engage with diverse international networks, rather than assuming the ex-
amples employed here (many of which could be characterised as the ‘usual
suspects’) tell the whole story. Likewise, the role of libraries—described by
Colin Smith as a ‘third corner to the problem’® of managing artefacts and
archives—and the varied needs of different types of users are only touched on
briefly.®! Interdisciplinary collaboration with library and information science,
visitor studies, and other professions is essential if we are to overcome some of
the barriers to progress that have grown and solidified over the past century
or more.

Even with change, some experiences will and should remain. Documentation
systems cannot capture the embodied encounter with an artefact; the tacit
knowledge of makers, knowledge holders, curators, and conservators who
work with material culture; the expertise of specialist researchers, curators,
archivists, and librarians; or the rich stories that live in people and commu-
nities. We also need to be wary of anyone who overstates the power, scope, and
scale of museums and their mission. Marisa Elena Duarte and Miranda
Belarde-Lewis note that:

For non-Indigenous individuals decolonization work means stepping
back from normative expectations that (1) all knowledge in the world
can be represented in document form, (2) to some degree, already
is, and (3) Indigenous ways of knowing belong in state-funded
university and government library, archive, and museum collections,
especially for the benefit of society’s privileged elite.**

Though this book is centred on the valuable knowledge contained in
museum collections, archives, and similar cultural heritage institutions, it
should not be taken as a call to appropriate, capture, and control access to
knowledge and stories through a further extension of problematic attitudes
and collecting practices. Nor will institutions ever describe and digitise all
their collections and archives, or find the time and resources to update all
their existing records. Online and offline collections descriptions will al-
ways be partial, and researchers will still need to visit physical museums,
archives, and study rooms to search collections and uncover their own
relationships. As anthropologist and museum director Nicholas Thomas
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notes, some of these may be literal and straight forward, while others are
latent, nebulous, hypothetical, or bewildering in their variety,> making
them difficult to describe.

But the social contribution of museums will be more meaningful and
multifaceted if we focus less on describing discrete objects and more on
relationality. The relationship between a woven rope and the handwritten
notes of the anthropologist who acquired it, revealing the personal and
community relationships that brought the maker and collector together.
The relationship between a firearm and the document which tells us how
it was used, and what this tells us about societies, class, and conflict. Or
the relationship between a stone tool held by one department and a
handwritten letter held by another, revealing more about the entangle-
ment of colonisation, science, race, and human histories. Capturing more
of these trails as they are discovered will help preserve what we know,
opening up new opportunities for navigating and understanding collec-
tions, and providing a richer experience for all those connected to the
relational museum.
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