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Industrial Museumsin the New Millennium.
The 2000 European Museum Forum Lecture

Neil Cossons

N.d.R.

Proponiamo ai lettori il testo della lecture cher 8leil Cossons ha tenuto a Brescia lo
scorso 27 ottobre 2000 in occasione del “2000 Eeap Museum Forum Lecture”.
Cossons e Chairman dellEnglish Heritage, organizaae governativa responsabile
della conservazione degli edifici e monumenti storPer quattordici anni e stato
direttore del Science Museum in London — the Natidfuseum of Science & Industry.

E’ stato il primo direttore dell'lronbridge Gorge eum, dal 1971 al 1983.

What | wish to review today are some recent trandauseums and to see how these fit
with our perceptions of and predictions for the reamtury. | should like then to examine
the role and nature of industrial museums in tloistext and reflect on how they might
evolve. Two metaphors offer some sort of insight ithe way in which society expresses
its demand for museums, the world-wide interestdntemporary art museums and the
equally powerful addiction for museums of interhaetscience. Both are relevant to
museums of industry. And, all of this takes plagethie context of a world in which
museums have never been more numerous nor moréapophis in turn has generated a
new and increasingly public debate about the naitireuseums and their role in society.
In recent months | have heard professional museali@agues talk of paradigm shifts in
the way in which museums relate to their audienthey have observed a rate of change
in museums that is apparently unparalleled. Peria@pshould expect this. After all, we
are living in an age in which most acknowledge tinat rate of change in societies in
general — and especially in wealthy societies wnigrecedented. | would argue that the
nature of those societies is evolving as neverrbef@ combination of increases in net
disposable income, in discretionary time and a @sgjve reduction in the real cost of
global travel, coupled with huge increases in capaédd to this the advent of new
digital communications technologies, and look ovke very near horizon to the
emerging challenge posed by the unravelling of flbenan genome, and we can
contemplate a magnitude of change that is withauibtl unmatched. Much of this
transformation can be attributed to the influen€éwm specific machines, the Boeing
747-400 and the hand-held mobile phone. Each iovits way has added a new quality
of global immediacy to our lives. But it will berthugh genetics that real change will take
place. For the first time we will be able to revealselves to ourselves in a manner the
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consequences of which are impossible to predieingiwith that new knowledge will |
suggest cause us to recalibrate the cultural paeasméhat have shaped everything we
have so far chosen to believe. It raises too tlestipn of whether this seismic shift in the
way we live signals the end of the Age of Industry.

Increases in net disposable income, and time ichvta spend it, have been among the
decisive characteristics that exemplify modern emstlemocracies and set them apart
from their pre-industrial forebears and less dgwetb contemporaries. Free time in
particular can be enjoyed as never before, ongaitih, on travel and holidays, on sport,
and on cultural pursuits, of which museums arenagneasingly important part. And, of
course, there is growing competition for peopléiset compounded by improvements in
mobility and access. Paradoxically, in this richd avibrant new world of cultural
diversity, many place a higher premium upon timentbn the money to be spent in that
time. In relative terms, we are becoming a timerpaoncome-rich society. And, as
museums are primarily places to which people ge,pghradox is the more acute. The
original object defines the central purpose of aseum. Contact with that object lies at
the heart of the museum experience. For the first imore people have more time and
more money to establish those seminal points ofambnvith the real thing. While on the
one hand new technology makes second-hand acquegntavailable to everyone
profound questions are raised about the healthefcéentral inspiration — of things and
ideas — from which that unique museum experienceeate These new influences could
have a fundamental effect on the way in which we msiseums, challenging our belief
in their essential values and raising questionsiabhow we justify the retention of the
original object and offer opportunities for its emogation. This represents a new
democratisation of culture but its ultimate succeds depend on the sustainability of
museums themselves. In sport the same sorts afstisgoply.

But, having said all this, by far the most sigrafit factors determining the nature of
tomorrow’s museums will be cultural, social andremmic, not necessarily in that order.
The primary determinants of change will be, as nthe interests, aspirations and
predilections of the cultural and political elitebo govern, direct and run museums. For
museums, perhaps more than any other institutidnéearning, of scholarship, of
enlightenment or inspiration, are the product ef pinoviders. This is their great strength
and often their fatal weakness. The people thathusseums, at least for the time being,
are bit players in the bigger performance. Thigd ghiknge as the new millennium dawns.
Tomorrow’s successful museums will be those thatha clear understanding of the
values they represent, a vision of where they aiagg and an ability to communicate
that vision to a wider world. They will also haveetcapability of managing change,
creatively and strategically. Most importantly, yhevill engage their audiences in
determining their policies and measuring their periance.

It is peculiarly germane that we consider the fataf museums here and now, not only
because the new millennium is upon us and this ddm¢hat we pause and take stock
but, more importantly, because museums themselk@sataa critical stage in their
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evolution. It is a problem of success. For thet firse in the history of museums we are
seeing an upsurge of widespread although unfocudsbdte about what it is that
museums think they are for. Museums have at lastedr They are seen to have a voice
— attitude even — and so they have become the mmdttegitimate public concern. The
monopoly of the providers is for the first time gichallenged. That must be a good
thing. This is the price museums pay for the suc@e=l greater public visibility they
have always wanted. Just as society has become phoadistic so has the provision of
museums. But, most importantly, museums are perfaapthe first time being seen as
the intellectual property of the people who usarthend those people are increasingly
wanting their likes and dislikes to be heard.

In the last twenty years museums have moved franviflight to the spotlight of public
attention to assume a central position in the calltdirmament. The world wants
museums. Throughout the developed - and increasimglthe developing - world,
everybody believes they need to have museums. Givainthe notion of the public
museum is at least 250 years old, this is astamgshVluseums are an important and
extraordinarily enduring part of our culture and eivilisation. And the central purpose
of a museum, in its underlying essentials, hashatthnged. Museums hold collections
and reveal them to audiences. They are about shgact for people as they have always
been. This mandate, to hold collections in perpgtis widely accepted and understood.
In fact, the public’s expectation that museums qaoperly and professionally for the
stuff we leave with them is stronger than manyhase who run museums generally
realise. If Aunt Agatha leaves her favourite teapothe local museum it is in the firm
belief that it will be there for her daughter amargidaughter to see and enjoy. And, of
course, it will always be on public display. Cotieas define the museum’s right to
permanence. It is a potent and persuasive argument.

In fact, such is the power of the museum ideadhrabst any place to which people come
to see and understand aspires to be one. In thedJ8tates between $4 and $5 billion
has been spent on new museums in the last deGwfee 600 new art museums have
been built since 1970and in other fields the total is even higher, frime Holocaust
Museum in Washington to a shrine in Clinton, Oklalacgfor the artefacts of Route 66, a
nostalgia-driven trip down the Depression-era camssitry highway of deco diners and
mom-and-pop motel$. And today virtually every major city in the UnitéStates has a
science centre, some 300 in all, attracting 11%anilvisitors a year and with 700,000
families subscribing to their membership progranmimés the term museum has lost its
pejorative connotations so it has widened its nregp@nd acceptability. Today it can
embrace everything and anything, from collectaé&binetto hands-on science, from
wunderkammero waxwork. In fact, the museum has become suclo@en-ended
compendium of everything we may wish to have arousidhat definition has become a
real issu& And, as ultimate sanctification, the word muselias become adjectival —
‘museum value’ and ‘museum quality’ have joined #@mgluring ‘museum piece’ in the
lexicon of meanings.
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In Britain the trend is the sarfieThe popularly quoted statistic - that a new museu
opens, on average, every two weeks - seems toHeweyood since the 1970s. Although
there have been closures, these are few in numibleiaa yet, none has affected any other
than the smallest of museums. But the number afovssto museums, while continuing
to grow, is not expanding at the rate that museara®pening. As a result, between 1978
and 1988, theveragenumber of visitors to museums in Britain fell fror2,000 per
annum to 48,000. These figures of course hide other trends, motstaly the significant
increases in the numbers visiting large museunpgagaly in London. Broadly speaking
the large museums appear to be doing well, asa@wdhy small and most, but not all, of
the new. The museums that are in difficulty arerthddle-sized and middle-aged, short
of capital for renewal and of a sub-optimal scdle@peration. While the smallest will
always survive, on a mixture of ingenuity and adfen and the large continue to re-
invest in their infrastructures and the quality tbéir shows, the mid-sized flounder.
Interestingly, opportunities for mergers are novngesxplored in order to gain crucial
benefits of scale or to enable scarce managemdrg@rernance skills to be more widely
applied".

The impetus for much of this new museum mania dsrifrom two concurrent and
worldwide infatuations — for museums of contempprart and for museums of inter-
active science. | should like to spend a littledifooking at this peculiar phenomenon
because it goes to the heart of many of our culattaudes towards and perceptions of
what museums are for and, more importantly, whoey #re for. Many of the metaphors
about change and whether that change is for batter worse can be traced through the
rhetoric of the contemporary debate and offertke lihsight into the way museums might
evolve in the twenty-first century.

In the case of the art museum, in the last decadl@mwe have seen it assume a crucial
iconic position in civilised urban culture that faanscends its role simply as a place to
present art. It is in the art museum that the iaiahip between architecture and art is
peculiarly sensitive and symbiotic. We see JamebBn8ts Staatsgalerie in Stuttgart; in
Stockholm, Raphael Moneo’s Modern Museum; Richasde¥ls new Getty and his other
works in Barcelona and Frankfurt; Tadao Ando, vatmumber of art museums to his
credit in his native Japan is building in Fort WprTexas; the Los Angeles Museum of
Contemporary Art is the work of another JapanesataAlsozaki, and the Swiss architect,
Mario Botta, was selected for the San Francisco ddos of Modern Art. The list is
endless. Most significant of all, of course, hagrbdrank Gehry’'s Guggenheim in
Bilbao. These signature buildings by signature iggcts, housing in many cases
substance that is altogether evanescent, have ledontheir own right the most
significant of cultural objects. They are museundged as much by their architecture as
their art. As the German critic Claus Kapplif§éas pointed out, it is the building rather
than the collection — even supposing that thera @®llection — which has become the
main attraction.

And if the building is the exhibit, the name is thiand. So, Guggenheim takes its place
with Gucci or Armani, or for that matter with Co€ala, as an international label. For
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$320 million the Basque government has bought itheoGuggenheim brand, gambling
the future of the city on culture and tourism.dems to be paying off. In one step Bilbao
has emerged from seedy post-industrial obscuritjoahe world stage. But Bilbao does
not own the brand. Who does, who protects its egmit, and who franchises it to others
is another matter. But for the time being citiesusd the world with little going for them
crave the name Guggenheim to lift them from thedehe. It is impossible to imagine
that this will not continue to be one of the greatseum trends of the new century. It
may have a little to do with culture. But it hasehuo do with power and posititn

These museums offer new kinds of spaces with wimiespective of what hangs on their
walls or stands on their floors, people wish tocabsociated, as visitors or politicians, the
aspiring young, corporate patrons, or the wannabeesmorrow. It is something that
those of us interested in museums of science aisingl in history or archaeology, might
observe with some care. There are things that vghtmvish to adopt or adapt from this
strangely omnipotent cultural occurrence, aboulestianguage, tone of voice, about
hierarchies, cultural positioning and social acabpity. For many however it is the whiff
of elitism and the fact that these new art musewespite what their protagonists might
say, are not for the deprived, the underprivilegegdhe uneducated that sets them apart.
A gallery director friend of mine prohibits use tfe words ‘exciting’ or ‘fun’ in any
literature or publicity material about his galleHe believes — understandably and almost
certainly rightly — that their use would demean #ispirational values he has so carefully
nurtured. Sir Roy Strong, former Director of thecMiria & Albert Museum, put it
slightly differently but no less explicitly when halked of his museum as a place where
people could ‘sip martinis among the Bellinis’.

Clearly the museum culture comes in a variety@fdlrs. Not all of these are acceptable
to everybody. As a result the voices of dissenehasen getting noisier both from within
the museums community and from the outside world. Auseums have become
increasingly influential so the intensity of thebdée about them has grown. At first sight
this is about the defence of scholarship in the faicpopulism. But the divide is much
deeper than this and the issues more complex. Tduisge wars are in essence between
those who believe they should have unchallengeticaty over the nature of the
museum experience and others who are preparedite 8te notion with a wider public.
Caroline Reinhardt, writing iThe Spectatdt, is one of a succession of commentators
who have entered the fray:

‘There is something happening behind the scenteahuseum. A revolution has
taken place in its philosophy, which would like dee the glass cases smashed.
Today's museum aims to be genuinely populist. lcames — indeed seeks out —
all sectors of the community, and eschews anythireg smacks of elitism.
Explanatory material (preferably using state-of-#inetechnology) is pitched at
the simplest possible level. And, above all, thes neuseum seeks to pull its head
out of the historical sand to address issues icdméemporary world’.
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Reinhardt drives home her point by quoting the &oe of Tyne and Wear Museuits
who believes that museums should play ‘a proactole in contemporary societal
issues...[and] act as an agent of social change’iaBtestorians, new technology,
widening access, relevance to minorities, the ‘meuwseology’, all share the burden of
blame for making museums easy entertainment insitaéfering intellectual challenge
and demanding some effort on the part of the visitothe view of Heather MacDonald
the cancer at the heart of museums emanates floenwbrst elements of America’s
academic culture ‘...smirking irony, cultural relagm, celebration of putative victims,
[and] facile attacks on science’. Prime suspeastize curators in the Smithsontarand
their ‘embrace of postmodern theory and identitltios’.

In 1990 the Royal Society of Arts was persuadedtéage a show trial of the offenders,
mainly in their absence. The press notice was fengaidentifying a wide set of
anxieties". It asked whether scholarship was being sacriftoettie demands of storage,
conservation and popularisation. Should the sckmlaator still play the central role in a
museum or should he be no more important than thletirhe manager, the
conservationist (sic), the accounts and marketiag?hThe association in the minds of
many, of managerial tendencies, charging for adomissnd populism, working in
conjunction to threaten scholarship and traditionahtorial values, formed a repetitive
liturgy throughout the conference. What nobody weepared to say in anything other
than carefully encrypted code was that these peeple declaring their ownership of
museums and asserting a right to public money ioped of that claim. And, as
guardians of museum culture, they dispensed musilumes to their audiences on terms
that only they could determine.

If this is elitism, then it has its advocates. tatewed in theThe New YorkéY, Philippe
de Montebello, longstanding and outstanding Dinectiothe Metropolitan Museum of
Art in New York, makes a spirited defence of theaal values and qualities of a
museum:

‘Too many museums today are trying to become Ihente parks or upscale
shopping malls ... There is a complicity in theioltthat you have to compete
with Disney and this isragic. If you start to compete on the level of the theme
parks, you are going to lose, because they cahsiomuch better’.

Few would argue with that, but he then goes oregrdbe the museum’s audience, as he
perceives it:

‘... I hate to call it a mass audience. The numbezsat high enough, frankly, at
five million visitors. If you begin to decorticatkose numbers, you find that there
are a great many repeat visitors — | don’t mearplgewho come once or twice
but people who come six or seven times, or eventyimes, a year. | would be
surprised if our audience is as high as one milddferenthuman beings. And
it's a more sophisticated audience than you gatraiseum like the Louvre or the
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British Museum. A lot of the people that you sepgag in and out of the Louvre
have been dumped there with no foreknowledge...".

The Met’'s audience in de Montebello’s view doesme¢d to be sold on the art, because
the audience isg priori, a cultural elite.

There is complicity here too. Museums are valugedrirather than bottom-line-driven
organisations. They represent quality but, whencthips are down, they are more than
happy to see their achievements measured in quaWigitor figures are the common
currency of this debate. They can be used to ptespicture of widespread, but wholly
spurious, community participation. This can be higtersuasive when claims are being
made on the public purse and thus the taxpayembes@n unwitting accomplice to the
myth that big numbers mean wide use by the commuatifarge. In fact the public is
often supporting a narrow fellowship of the welklesl that they are subsidising to enjoy
frequent and regular use of their own domain.

The perceived values of the science centre or seienuseum on the other hand are
entirely and almost perversely different. To thaétractors they are seen as little more
than fun palaces. Here children with short attenspans dart noisily from exhibit to
exhibit in uncontrolled Brownian motion. Others sssues of democracy at stake and
view science centres as offering an essentialljigg@ative and accessible environment
clearly focussed on the needs of their audiencegagement with and empowerment of
the young visitor, rather than didactic teachingg atrong links into the community are
often the prevailing characteristics. Janet Daleyting in the The Independefit at the
height of the furore in Britain over threats to tineditional values of museums, set out
the nature of the dilemma:

...the director of the Victoria and Albert Museum .rgaed forcibly for a more
accessible image for her museum. The “ace caff wiifite a nice museum
attached®" advertising campaign and her exhibitions for npeesalists had
brought a deluge of criticism. Shrieks of “crasgid@downmarket” reverberated
around South Kensington. ... No one apparently ieraféd at the idea that a
science museum should be didactic because, | wsnddest, there is no shame
attached in British society to knowing nothing abecience. ...Science...is for
schoolchildren, something one grows out of with unit and the coming of
civilised tastes. C P Snow had it wrong. It is sotmuch that the arts and the
sciences are two cultures as that science is n@peulture at all...".

This view is not, | believe, peculiar to BritainnGhe contrary, throughout the developed
world the science museum - but more specificallyy sbhience centre — has espoused a
populist approach. In doing so it has acquired araoarket image, highlighted in many
cases by tired and worn out fittings, exhibits thiaduld work but don’t and a generally
down-at-heel appearance of buildings and contatit®f which contrast markedly with
the expensive finishes and high standards of maamiee of other museums. Poor visual
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design and literature that presents a well-meabutigessentially repetitive rhetoric aimed
at appealing to children, educationalists and paresinforces this still further. Janet
Daley may well be right. When young people thenselew science as something they
finished with as children small wonder that pubexpypears to be the great enemy of the
public understanding of science. Science centegsug to inspire and engage, may in
fact be laying the ground for a conscious and faglt rejection of science by the young
once they become aware of more appealing alteesativ

In an increasingly visual world where - like it oot - style, design, distinctiveness,
choice and quality are seen increasingly to mattex, determination of many science
centres to face the other way seems like a bluefwindisaster or at least for cultural
marginalisation. Indeed, a high proportion of sceenentres may be condemned to suffer
perpetual penury as a result of their failure toetmhe rising expectations of their
visitors. The then Head of Research and DevelopmemewMetropolisin Amsterdam,
James Bradburii¢', has gone so far as to argue, in the event rattogrhetically, that
science centres are by their nature inherentlystagwable. Many of them will blame this
on lack of funds but the real culprit is lack oéas, imagination or understanding of the
needs and wishes of people. Money will always felinspiration.

What does all this mean for museums in generaliagastrial museums in particular?
First, there is the issue of collections. What bhassed some museums to pause and
guestion their assumptions about the public worththeir collections has been the
worldwide spread of the inter-active science ceriftee educational philosophies of the
noted physicist and educator Dr Frank Oppenheiri®d4-1985Y* pioneered in the
Exploratorium in San Francisco, and the stylish emehensely popular Ontario Science
Centre in Toronto, both opened in 1969, have pexvithe inspiration for innumerable
such places around the wdfldThese new science centres have eschewed historica
collections in favour of apparatus with which wisg — and especially young visitors —
can physically engage in order to demonstrate Hemtelves principles of science and
technology. The idea is founded on the premisefitsithand experience with scientific
phenomena will captivate ordinary people and stataubriginal thinking about science.

Although in a developed form the philosophy datesnf the 1960s, and the decade of
feverish educational reform in the United Stateerathe launch of Sputnik in 1957,
interactive exhibits as such are much older. Examgould be found in the South
Kensington Museum in the nineteenth century andhm 1930s in the Palais de la
Découverte in Paris and the Chicago Museum of Sei@md Industry. From the outset
they were popular. In the Science Museum, Londbe, dpening of the Children’s
Gallery in December 1931, was an important contabto raising visitor numbers above
one and a quarter million a year, a figure whickntltexceeded that of the British
Museunt‘and was second in Europe only to the Louvre.

In the face of the inter-active revolution the piosi of collections in those large science
and industry museums that have them has becomesaundboth to the museums
themselves and to their audien®ésAs a result many museums of science, technology
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or industry have betrayed their collections bywllm them to become marginalised in
the minds of the public. Although they may havedpép service to the value of
collections as a resource for scholarship many omsehave had neither the imagination
nor narrative skills to bring them alive in the whénof the visitor. Mediating collections
to the public is a prime responsibility of the muse Failure to do so is irresponsible and
spells disaster. Galleries of murky, incomprehdesibachines mean little to any but
those who made or used them unless presented with sinderstanding and vivid
narrative. As the generations change so the prollersen8". This is exacerbated by
the inability, endemic in large museums, to ren®@acaled permanent exhibitions at
anything like their rate of decay might demand.

Robert Bud’s contention that ‘meaning is inherenbbjects, and a museum is therefore a
storehouse not just of objects but also of meanffigsaises important questions of how
far this is fully understood by museums themselVésy do industrial museums do such
a bad job of revealing those meanings to any lug believers? Is the museum a place
for collections or a vehicle for ideas? Are the temmpatible? The dilemma reflects a
confusion about whether the museum is object-drieessue-driven. Is it capable of
using its collections to decode messages for it8ipor do its stories derive from issues
of relevance to its various audiences and for wihigtcollections may — or may not —
offer some degree of illumination? For museumscedrece and industry, and especially
for those dealing with contemporary issues, undaihg scientific principle or process
adds a further dimension to the complex equatiomegélation. It is in the industrial
museum that many of these issues of purpose astigeraome into sharpest focus.

Let us consider some of the characteristics thafytyndustrial museums asgenre The
opportunities are immense — to build collections ashives for research and
understanding, offering powerful narratives aboebgle, processes and technologies,
about whole industrial communities, the lives objple who lived and worked there, the
commodities they produced and the markets theyeder¥ypically, many industrial
museums come into existence as the industrial eoprad an area is in decline, seeking
to capture something of its historical importantexdime when collections can be put
together with the support, knowledge and recolbesti(and on occasion, hostility) of
people who worked and lived there. Memories of pedpr whom an industry held
potent associations are there to be tapped arected back to themselves, to outsiders
and to succeeding generations of scholars andsssitith the vivid authority that only
first-hand evidence can exp&Se

And yet memories, upon which so much of recent @emtemporary human history is
becoming based, are a fragile and often abusedn@sorhey can be peculiarly powerful
in the context of the industrial museum. The putigeexpressed memories of an
industrial worker, whose image of mine or textéetbry, is wholly unknown territory to
all who have never experienced it at first handiehan immediacy and personal veracity
unobtainable by other means. But, as Gaynor Kavahag recently pointed out:
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‘... the elevation of the written over the spoken basrridden memory, rendered
it suspect, literally the stuff of hearsay. Withhiis come the ignoring of those
who seek to remember, and therefore loss of aliemaiews of ourselves and
the human condition. This is most evident in ancepted in formal and official

settings, where only one broad account, one mamioe of events, can be
accepted™'.

So, | suggest, in fulfilling its prime responsitylito mediate its collections to its public
the industrial museum has an extraordinary oppdsttio act as a test bed for redefining
not only the nature of the messages it can derivm fmemories but the way they are
transmitted and, at least as important, their anitiey within the scholarly discourse.

But industrial museums often fall short of thespirasions. Our late friend, mentor and
founding inspiration, Kenneth Hudson knew this wellequently one would hear him,
after wandering through rooms full of incomprehéfesimachines, laid out with numbing
taxonomic thoroughness, say ‘where are the peopte®as at times like this that |
certainly had greatest sympathy for his contentlwat ‘all museums are social history
museums’. He would be lamenting the fact that aswsider there was nothing in the
narrative that offered him any understanding ofrtheseum and its collections, any way
into the essentially impenetrable world of machisetsout before him.

How had this come about? Let me offer one or twalanations. First, collections often
reflect the professional or enthusiast interesthefmuseum’s founding fathers (and they
usually are male rather than female). In industmaseums we commonly see the issue
of ownership at its most acute. In setting up atustrial museum what are its ‘owners’
trying to achieve? If they want to celebrate thises they will collect things that reflect
this, usually in its achievements, less frequenkisough its hardships. More often,
enthusiasms for certain types of machines will aile¥requently, these will be machines
that can be operated, preferably under their owmepoSo, almost inevitably, industrial
museums become cluttered with machines, often prmnowxers. Before long, they
become museums of engines, in which enthusiastsndbs their toys to be enjoyed on a
guiet Saturday afternoon. This process of intesaéibbn spells the death knell for many
industrial museums.

A second tendency is the belief that the machined whatever type - need to be
operated, without any analysis of what operatiomeant to convey. When challenged
the reply might be, ‘well, it interests the childre Again, the failure to clarify the
message distorts the nature of the museum. Dematingtr for example, the
mechanisation of weaving, the introduction of tignfj shuttle, and the successive
improvements in the transmission of thread, mayinpgortant when the message is
centred around improvements in weaving technolagy key to wider understanding but
less so when the narrative traces a history in hwhilese developments were of
peripheral significance. Much more revealing midpet the household belongings of
textile workers and their families, the symbolgladir working lives in the form of trades
union banners, or the street games their childiayep.

1C
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But let us not be too narrowly prescriptive. A Laskire mill engine, working in steam,
might offer a tangible expression of pride in eeginng workmanship, reflect the care
and affection of its engineman, its central rolette# heart of the mill and convey
something of the capital investment necessary tepkan enterprise thriving and
competitive. But, more often, information will beopided on its bore and stroke, the
nature of its valve mechanism, its principles ofmpound operation, speed and
horsepower. Little will be offered about coal comgiion, advantages over rival types,
or relative cost of installation and operationil $#iss is anything likely to be said about
those who operated it, their pay and conditiontherr relative status within the complex
hierarchy of a large industrial enterprise. Whencames to the wider world of
community, locality or region, the message may vial lost altogether. To me, this
narrow focus that afflicts so many industrial mussurepresents a real challenge to their
existence. It reflects sectional internal interetat bear little or no relationship to
historical or social circumstance or the intendedience, a form of institutionalised
myopia.

This is not of course a problem unique to induktriaseums; we all know the labels on
exhibits or the guidebooks to historic buildingoften attracting high volumes of the
general public — that are written in language sscake that none but the subject
specialist will have a glimmer of understanding @bhohat is meant. But the issue does
go to the heart of the question, who is the mustufhMeanings that attach to buildings
and objects are of course fluid and determinedant py the culture of the audience. So
preservation, as a first responsibility of a museatows reinterpretation in the future,
by different means and for different audiences.tTim@lies that there is a future, that the
museum is capable of sustaining itself in the Itexgr. Many industrial museums exist, |
believe, primarily to satisfy the interests of theurrent ‘owners’, the bands of people
who set them up, through personal interest andusigbm. This becomes a particular
issue when questions of longer-term viability arise¢hose devotees cannot persuade,
through the power and significance of their messadhrough the quality, style,
professionalism and cultural relevance of the wegytpresent themselves to society at
large, they are unlikely to command the supporthat society, culturally, politically or
financially. Contemporary art has no more relevatc¢he wider community than the
vividly presented story of its industrial past gmwdsent, arguably much less.

In a different context one sees industrial musetirasare overtly celebratory, not simply
because there is corporate money behind their fgndialthough this is on occasion a
pressure — but because that is how pride in thergi®f a great enterprise and in the
quality of the products it produced is often segrthmse who remember it as the source
of their livelihoods. There is a perhaps an uncmusccollusion between employer and
employee — master and servant, so to speak — whegglh is engaged in a complex but
mutually understood ritual of commemoration. ltinisthe interests of both parties that
each is seen to be pursuing an honourable purptisever the world there are industrial
museums that record and celebrate the achievemémtssingle company or industry.
There is nothing wrong with that — on the contrargs long as what is happening is
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clearly understood. It is the incapacity to undardf on the part of the museum, its staff
and supporters, and the people it is there to dhiateleads to dissension. The failure of
the Smithsonian Institution National Museum of Aman History to satisfy the
expectations of the Chemical Industries Associatawrthe exhibit,Science In American
Life, which they had sponsored, reflects qualities sumderstanding and naivety on the
part of both parties that are by no means'fédre

Other solutions to the dilemma of how to preseme present in the museum context a
more rounded history of industrialisation have afirse been tried. The open air museum
offers one, as does the preservatiorsitu of industrial structures, sometimes as
museums but on occasion not. The concept of the apemuseum was pioneered in
Scandinavia at the end of the nineteenth centurgt essponse to what was seen as a
social calamity resulting from economic declinerural communities compounded in
many instances by mass depopulation through enograthe idea was widely taken up
and today there are several hundred such museumgsitya broad swathe from Norway
to the Black Sea. Inherent in the open air muselea ivas the concept of ‘folk culture’
and the belief that the museum could preserve bwthnon-material — oral tradition,
song, dance and music, for example — as well agnidierial evidence in the form of
reconstructed buildings with their contents. In sooases there were of course other
agendas, concerned with presenting qualities a@fitiomal language or peasant life as
symbols of national identity, or demonstrating dally implicitly rather than explicitly —
the superiority of rural ways over the pervasiveveoof industrial and urban culture.

In this sense the folk life movement had some efghalities of a protest movement, its
very partiality representing one of its most powkdharacteristics and persuasive forces.
It offers some real object lessons for industriabseums. First, it was highly
‘generational’ to the extent that once its foundprgtagonists and their disciples had
died the impetus and commitment largely evaporaféit many of those rural open air
museums today and all that one sees are the tirgd lof a once vivid ideal. In that very
idealism lay some of the seeds of decline; a bétiaf the ideal itself would sustain the
museum to which it gave birth and a failure to ustind the need in the future for sound
governance, intellectual as well as financial. bBtdal museums exhibit similar
characteristics. As Barrie Trinder has recentlynped out, like their folk museum
predecessors, open-air industrial museums weralipiseen in part as ‘laboratories for
experimentation in scholarship and interpretatitfi. But, once those with fire in their
bellies had moved on all that is left are the deadhines, like so many stranded whales.
This raises the fundamentally important questiowloéther the museum, in the form that
we broadly recognise it, is a valid or appropriateans of perpetuating messages about
industrialisation. The museum as a medium has praofdimitations. If we accept that
big objects are a part of the problem of preseowatind interpretation, that removing
them from their context takes something from thamg that museums appeal only to a
minority audience, then are there other approatttesmight be more appropriate? Much
of the most visible expression of industrialisatibes in buildings and landscapes.
Engaging in programmes of identification, recordidggislative protection, and on
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occasion formal preservation, offers us opportasito retain in the landscape elements
that can be both vividly and permanently expressivan industrial past. Efforts have
been made to set up specialised trusts, not alwatyssuccess. In the North East of
England, for example, the Tyne & Wear Industrialfdments Trust was established to
preservein-situ important sites and monuments and interpret thenthé public. Its
creation was in part to counterbalance the effoftshe North of England Open Air
Museum which was dismantling buildings and machiftgsre-erection at its site at
Beamisi™. Miriam Levin has argued that a city — she usesakample of Paris — is
itself a museum of technology that can be read @amdkerstood through a variety of
medid™. Elsewhere major government initiatives to recart! categorise industrial
landscapes have enabled degrees of legislativeqiiat to be applied that have in turn
helped to move public opinion towards understanditite importance of
industrialisatiorf™.

A new initiative in Britain represents a directpesse to the intractability of the historic
industrial environment, its preservation and intet@tion. Paradoxically, this has been at
the instigation of the National Trust, which wa$ sp over a century ago to preserve
open spaces and historic buildings, in part becafisbe pressures of industrialisation.
Although the National Trust has a few propertiest ttepresent industrial culture it has
recognised that to venture further into industai@haeological conservation is beyond its
means. It has recognised too that preservationdfsirial buildings, where the process
and in most cases the equipment is no longer itepia of limited value in terms both of
conservation and understanding. Accordingly it Bpsnsored the setting up of the
Industrial Trust which is dedicated to encouragioday’'s industrial enterprises to
provide public access to their workplaces. Here mew approach to the understanding of
industry, accepting that appreciation is more {ikiel arise from seeing the inside of a
modern steelworks or manufacturing plant. Furthiérthis can be achieved by
emphasising the need for contact with history bgoemnaging visits to museums and sites
of historical importance, the opportunity for a morivid and meaningful experience
arises. The scheme is being piloted initially ireflleld and South Wales and responses
have been most encouraging, both from industrif ésel from audiences.

Where does this leave our thinking on the futurendtistrial museums? First, | suggest
we need to have a clear and rounded vision of whiat we are trying to achieve in
reflecting the nature of industrial culture andwbom. At least as important is some
understanding of and proper planning for the snatality of the museum as an
organisation in the longer term. Third, if indualisation is more than simply a
technological phenomenon, but has wider socialh@eiwc and human implications, then
a museum that fails to recognise this in its cdittgcand its messages to its audiences is
likely to be marginal to the wider interests of fheblic at large. A firm foundation in the
wider cultural life of the community, expressed terms that that audience might
understand and recognise, would seem to be a piisiteq That implies a wider agenda.
At question is the relevance of industrialisatias,such, as a theme for a museum. The
guestion is clearly a pertinent one, if only beeauslustrial museums as such are already
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an endangered species in some environments. Inigjham, for example, the Museum
of Science & Industry, set up in the 1950s and aairig collections that illustrate the
industrial technology of Britain’s ‘second city’al been closed. In its place will be a
new discovery centre, scheduled to open in 2004t whil present the core of those
collections in the context of the wider social bigt of Birmingham and in an
environment that invites participation and inteti@e. In Newcastle-upon-Tyne the same
has already happened. In both cases the words umisand ‘industry’ have
disappeared. In Manchester, on the other hand,n@ioation of great collections, a
complex of outstandingly important historic builggsin which to house them (including
the original 1830 terminus building of the Liverpd Manchester Railway) and good
governance, direction and planning, with a secupendation of funding from
government, has enabled a museum of science andtigdn the classic form to thrive
and prosper, adapting to the needs of the comresniti serves as it does so. So,
adaptability and the capacity to evolve, withoutrégal of the central purpose and — as
important — of the collections, would seem to becil to the sustainability of the
industrial museum.

All this might lead us to think that museums hay& kheir way. Nothing could be further
from the truth. For the first time museums are tjaesg their own motives and,
equally, they are being challenged and in somescasele accountable to the public and
the agencies that fund them. This is perhaps orteeomost invigorating of the changes
in museum culture that we can look forward to ia tlew millennium. The problem, if
there is one, is that some of those who work ineuass don'’t like the answers they are
hearing. The democratisation of culture and inadaaccountability threatens their
autonomy.

Let me conclude by summarising some of the chaimgesiseums that we can expect in
the new century. As museums are seen increasioghatter they will become the focus
of more critical and analytical public debate, abtheir policies and their messages.
Painful as this will seem to some this scrutiny traesbeneficial. In particular, museums
of science and contemporary history will find thetwes drawn into controversy as
exhibitions penetrate the traditional confines bl comfort, resulting in challenges to
their long-assumed and unquestioned authoritiedraedoms. In this respect the impact
of the Enola Gay debacle goes far beyond the walls of the Smitlesorio affect
museums worldwid®&". But none of this will deter museums from tacklisgnsitive
issues; on the contrary, they will increasinglytpbsundaries to the limits.

Meanwhile, public expectations of museums will aoun to rise as will intolerance of
those that fail in their fiduciary responsibilitige care for their collections and to make
them accessible. Already, in Britain, the fundirighational museums is tied to a basket
of performance indicators agreed between the réspeBoards of Trustees and the
Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Spdit These go well beyond crude visitor
numbers to include, for example, measures of visgatisfaction, percentages of
collections held in environmentally secure storage numbers of scholarly publications.
And, just as sponsors over the last twenty yeave Ipaced on museums ever tougher
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demands for visibility and a return on their inveeht, so taxpayers will expect new
standards of service and initiatives to widen a&¢escommunities currently denied the
benefits that museums can offer. The critical qaestare, can museums serve new
audiences without aggravating the old ones and gudhter openness and accessibility
threaten public perceptions of their authority #mas public willingness to fund them.
New popularity, challenging messages and more setg@ublic scrutiny on the one hand
and increased pressure on public money and spdmgotsgether with higher levels of
accountability, on the other, will all place demamth museum boards and their chief
executives for which few are at present equippe&mdple who run museums must pay
more attention to the nature of museums as ord#ornsaln many cases the governance,
direction and management of these sophisticateddutisns has outgrown not only the
capabilities of the well-meaning amateurs who patautheir boards but of directors and
senior staff. A new quality of professionalism manrequired. Without it museums will
be unable to answer the critical questions of Iterga sustainability that most of them
face.

Crucial to successful museum governance, diredimh management is the definition
and agreement of objectives. These are as essémtrauseums as in any business
environment. The concept has been difficult for epreind especially those who have
thrived in the essentially sectarian structure a useums in which their own
ambitions, developed in carefully protected persdiefdoms, could always take
precedence. In the past some of the older tribalelscappeared, at least superficially, to
work, but this was in a less demanding age and sucbess as was achieved involved
huge waste and duplicatitfl’. Today people are paid for what they do, not ftvatv
they are. The professionals in museums are begntunrecognise that they are all
equals, each with an important contribution to nf8keTraining and staff development
programmes not only for directors and aspiringaoes but for all types of staff at all
levels will help them to acquire the necessarylskiThis will contribute to radical
improvements to quality in the museum of the neWlemnium.

The museum of the future will be a vibrant pladewill transcend traditional cultural
boundaries, embrace rather than exclude. Its ledram society to decode the past as
well as the present stands every chance of bemgued. It will offer authority without
being authoritarian, nurture scholarship and mekéuits widely available, look after its
audiences as well as it looks after its collectidbss the eclecticism of the museum
concept, its flexibility and adaptability that is eefreshing. The museum is becoming the
ultimate medium of expression — of art, of histarf/science. But, it is worth our while
remembering too that museums share their ancestrpmly with thecabinetbut also
with the penny peepshow. Others can trace thegirarito the 150-year-old tradition of
international exhibitions and world fairs, whicH, aurse, also spawned today’'s theme
parks.

Glenn Lowry, Director of New York’s Museum of ModateArt, pictures the future of his
museum as a scene from the Marx BrothArdlight at the Opera’a loud cacophonous
environment in which fun is had by &if"'. And yet to go to MoMA today is to enter a

15



i

fondazione biblioteca archivio luigi micheletti

cool, crisp and stylish place, not at all cacophmsnyan which the E Type Jaguar and Bell
47D helicopter take their places as cult design objadth painting, sculpture and
installations.

Victoria Newhouse recognises this diverstty":

‘The public museum, which began with an educatiom@lulse and later came to
represent a new secular religion, is now widelycpeed as a vehicle for
entertainment. Recent decades have seen an immeasase in museum
attendance, partly due to mass tourism, and crowagdutions have required
adjustments in design to preserve their intringialigjes. ... To think of art as
entertainment is simply a return to the astonishnaewl delight associated with
the first private Renaissance museums: a senstlougght-provoking discovery
quite different from the dutiful didacticism of ntodarge contemporary
institutions, where visitors often spend more tireading about the art than
looking at it. The museum’s much-criticized shopsl aestaurants have the
capacity, when handled in an appropriate mannesgtee this experience — just
as jugglers, acrobats and other popular entersai@elivened medieval religious
festivals’.

In fact, the modern museum, irrespective of itk or subject, through imaginative
and professional planning, good design and progiagms creating an extraordinarily
persuasive and holistic dialectic in which an araalgof collections, experiences and
issues can live in happy and creative juxtapositds long ago as 1967 the Swedish
artist Oyvind Fahlstrohm (1928-1976) was convinttet museums would eventually ‘...
involve theatres, discos, meditation grottoes,ivaessof Luna Park, gardens, restaurants,
hotels, swimming pools and the sale of art repli¢&s His ‘pleasure house’ may well
become tomorrow’s museum model.

Today we might see ourselves as approaching theoérnlde great Age of Industry.
Capitalism in the form that we recognise it todayaiproduct of industrialisation; so too
are socialism and communism. That the relevandattoe societies of all three is the
subject of intense debate represents perhaps sbthe strongest evidence that the Age
of Industry is nearing its close. The arrival oé timdustrial museum and of industrial
archaeology might offer some of the most powerfghals that we are witnessing a
global shift in emphasis, away from an economic aadal model in which industrial
culture has dominated. If this is true then | bedigt places real responsibilities on our
shoulders — to capture the evidence of the Ageafidtry and through it to reflect back
to present and future audiences something of thenemse influences that
industrialisation has had, on technology, on tmelsaape, but, most important of all, on
the lives of people. To achieve this the museumtmsask to be at the heart of the
cultural debate, in it style and design, the natfriés messages and the vividness of the
way in which they are communicated.
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