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In September 2005, the National Portrait Gallery in London filmed a fox moving through its galleries at night. The fox had been allowed in on purpose (indeed given free admission!) and was being filmed in order to create a work of art, which is now on display at the Gallery. The fascination was in wondering what the fox would do, what great works of art it would stop at and what it would ignore, how it would move through the space and how it would absorb and act within its new surroundings. What would be the fox’s ‘museum experience’?

As the great interest in this work of art shows, the ‘museum experience’ – be it for four legged animals or for the museum’s more usual two-legged human visitors – is a very current issue for the museum world, as well as for Government and the public at large. In times of both dwindling public finance for cultural institutions in the UK and an increasingly diverse range of entertainments on offer to the public, more pressure is being put upon museums to justify their funding and their place in 21st century society. Indeed the Department for Culture, Media and Sport in the UK have recently produced a white paper focused on just such issues, entitled “The role of museums in 21st century”. Just what do museums offer to their public, or rather what should they offer? What should the museum experience be like and be about?
This project, conducted under the auspices of a Winston Churchill Fellowship, aims to investigate further the issues surrounding this current debate on the roles of museums in our society. In order to offer some perspectives on the problems faced by museums in the UK, and to develop some ideas for how these institutions can face up to those problems, this study sought to compare and contrast the experiences of fine art museums in different countries, namely the UK, US and Canada. As the research makes clear, museums in the US and Canada are having to face up to many of the same questions as here in the UK and are far from having all the answers. The New York Times art critic Michael Kimmelmann, for example, regularly writes articles questioning the rights of US museums to hold the public trust. It is hoped, therefore, that this project will be of use not only to museums in the UK, but to institutions on both continents, who are interested in gaining a wider perspective on these problems and engaging in the debate about how to address them.
This paper does not however seek to compare fine art museums, their problems and their solutions, solely on the basis of their country. To be sure, it is crucial to be aware of, and compare, different countries’ stances towards, and government involvement in, museums. To be sure also, it is important to monitor what directions the different governments push in. Indeed, the Harvard University Art Museums Lecture series for 2002-3 focused on just such issues. But in order for different museums on both continents really to benefit from the cross-fertilisation of ideas, it is more useful, I believe, to focus on some of the common problems and to look at different approaches taken for dealing with them. Not every museum is the same or wants to do the same thing. Not every solution will be appropriate for every museum. As such it is for each museum to first recognise what it is and wants to be and then to look for museums in a similar position, to look for appropriate ideas and solutions, and to engage in a dialogue which can be mutually beneficial, always with an eye still on the particular national and local circumstances in which they have to operate. It is with a view to helping facilitate that dialogue that this paper has been written.
In this paper, I will first outline three problems, which I intend to focus on, currently faced by museums in the UK and North America and show how they are related to the museum experience – that is to say, the point at which the visitor interacts with the museum on the museum floor looking at the exhibits and moving through the museum space. Those three problems are: first, the acquisition and control of sufficient private and public funding; second, the way in which museums create and design their exhibitions and permanent collections; third, the way in which museums conceive of, and interact with, the audience. In subsequent sections I will look at each of these problems in detail, analysing the different experiences of, and perspectives on, these issues in different museums before highlighting possible solutions to the problems. In conclusion, I shall sum up and develop some of the ideas presented in this paper for tackling these three areas.
SECTION 1: THREE PROBLEMS AND THE MUSEUM EXPERIENCE

It is perhaps no surprise that one of the greatest challenges facing museums, as with many public institutions, in the 21st century is funding. Museums on both continents are increasingly looking for diverse and private sources of funding, both to fill the gap left by dwindling public funding, and to allow museums to embark on more ambitious projects of collection and design. It is clear, in some fundamental ways, that funding affects the museum experience. The museum can only spend on its collection and on its layout what it has in the bank account.  However it has also been argued that the source and type of funding a museum receives will have a more profound, even insidious, impact on the type of museum experience it can offer. Seeking private sources of funding, both in the UK and especially in the US, has raised issues of museum integrity and the loss of the public trust as sponsors seek to invade, and in some cases, take over the display space. Thus the museum’s search for, and use of, different sources of funding also has knock-on effects for what it displays and the way it does it.
The museum experience will also be fundamentally affected by the way in which museum personnel use that money, and their own expertise, to organise the exhibitions and collections. Over the last 25 years, there have been profound changes in the way that museums structure the process for the creation and design of exhibitions and permanent collections. The spotlight has moved away from the curator being in charge of everything to the curator being one of a hand full of specialists, all of which are supposed to have a hand in creating the museum experience. At the same time, however, tensions in many museums between these specialists: curators, educators and designers; have not been satisfactorily resolved, creating insecurity within the museum institutions themselves and more importantly, acting as a bar to the achievement of an efficient and purposeful design process for exhibitions and collections.

The museum experience is thus affected by both the museum’s funding and its own internal process for the creation of exhibitions and collections. However the choices made by the museum in creating these exhibitions and collections will also be affected by the museum’s understanding of what an exhibition or collection’s design is supposed to achieve. In turn, the question of what the design is supposed to achieve is dependant upon the museum’s conception of, and approach to, its audience. The questions of audience – who they are (or who a museum wants them to be), how to attract them, and what they need to participate in and enjoy the museum experience – are of fundamental importance to what a museum is and what it does. Indeed the question of audience not only affects an exhibition’s substance and design, but also has far reaching consequences for a museum’s funding and organisational structure. The need to connect with audiences both already in the museum and outside the museum, for example, is a huge focus for UK government, which has increasingly aligned its funding of public institutions to achievements in their outreach work. 

The museum experience is thus much more than just a question of packaging. It is constructed through a myriad of different inter-dependent factors, stretching from funding to museum organisation to design outlook and audience involvement. At the present time museums both in the UK and North America are facing important challenges in all of these areas. The decisions they make in how to face these challenges will affect not only the quality and type of museum experience they offer, but will also shape the role they play as public institutions in society. At the same time, of course, a museum’s perception of its own role will also shape how it wants to respond to these challenges. As one UK museum director said to me: the questions now go straight to the heart of the purpose of museums in society: whom are we run by, how do we run, and for whom are we running? The very concepts of what museums are, and what they do, as well as how they do it, are in the spotlight.

As such, during my Winston Churchill Fellowship, I travelled over 20000 miles visiting Fine Art Museums in 13 cities. At each institution I met with the Director and an exhibition designer, as well as often with a curator and educator. At each institution, I was interested in how the museums understood their role in society, the factors that affected the role they could play (sources of finance, organisational structure etc) and how that perception of their role, the internal tensions of the institution, as well as their perception of potential audiences, influenced the way they choose to design the museum layouts and collections. That is to say, how did all these important factors which have been under the microscope in different arenas contribute to create the museum experience: the point at which the audience interacted with the museum on the museum floor.
SECTION 2: FUNDING

U.S. and Canadian museums have for many years been funded by a mixture of endowment, government funding, corporate and individual sponsorship.  Increasingly government funding through agencies such as the NEA and NEH are only provided on a case by case basis. They are small amounts of money and are bureaucratically heavy to apply for. At the same time, corporate sponsorship in the last 10 years has become much scarcer. Private sponsorship has continued, but museums often find that sponsors prefer to purchase a work of art for the museum (and thus a plaque for themselves under it) rather than contribute to programming and running costs, which are often much more critical. Sponsorship has also been harder to find more recently for temporary special exhibitions than it has for the permanent collection. This comes at a time, however, when the high gate-take “blockbuster” exhibition is increasingly seen as a key part of the museum’s strategy for bringing in audience members and potential donors and for interesting them in the permanent collection.

Government versus Private Funding:

Attitudes towards funding from different sources and its effects on the museum’s work vary hugely. Philippe de Montebello, the director of the Metropolitan museum in New York – perhaps the world’s most commercial museum, and certainly America’s number one in terms of attendance, believes that a reliance on single source government funding makes the museum a very political space. Private funding however, in his opinion, gives the museum the flexibility to be a-political. Responses to this from other museums directors have been mixed. Some deny the possibility of a museum ever being a-political as it is a space for art, architecture and argument – all of which are heavily invested with politics of one form or another. Glen Lowry, the Director of the recently redesigned MOMA gallery in New York, which charges a $20 admission fee, clarifies de Montebello by saying private source funding doesn’t allow you to be a-political, but at least it allows you to choose your politics. 
Mr Lowry also argues that private funding is more stable than government funding, which often shifts away from a “spotlight” on culture after a couple of years. Private funding, however, is not really that much more stable. It remains stable only as long as the businesses and individuals see value for them in it and has thus itself been known to dry up at the whiff of artistic and public controversy over the avant-garde nature of a collection, just like government funding has. It is clear therefore that single source funding – private or government – is never a good idea and that museums need to put significant amounts of time into fundraising to achieve a balance. A balance, which should, if at all possible, keep the museum at arm’s reach from both government and business, in order to protect the museum’s liminal status as an ‘independent’ public institution. A good example here might be the creation of the Scientific Cultural Facilities District in Denver, Colorado, which, while using government money, is an organisation semi-independent from both federal and local government, The SCFD hands out a certain percentage of its money (which is defined in its legislation) over 10-12 year periods to different public institutions. The hope is that the ability to rely on funding over a significant time period, and on a certain level of funding each year, allows public institutions to focus on investing and planning efficiently for the long term, rather than lurching from year to year and from government priority to business desire.
Of course, chasing so many different pots of money is time consuming. Directors in the US spend any where between 30 – 60% of their time fundraising. At the Isabella Stuart Gardner Museum in Boston, 20-25% of financial resources go towards the raising of more money, which doesn’t always bring immediate rewards. Sometimes over 15 years worth of “cultivation” is need to bring a contributor on board. Keeping the balance of multiple source private/government funding thus incurs both heavy financial, as well as time, expenditure.
The Endowment and a Culture of Philanthropy:

The saviour for many US museums is the endowment. The most prolific example of this is the Getty, which only spends 5% of the interest on its endowment each year on the museum. Yet the Getty, as has been revealed in the papers over the last months, is far from free of concern. Its Directorship has been in difficulties, and its over eager purchase policy has led its Antiquities curator to resign, having been charged by the Italian Government with knowingly dealing in stolen goods. Indeed, even the Getty has recently begun a fund raising drive, saying its endowment is not sufficient, and admits to being very green at the game of attracting sponsorship. 
Yet the endowment is without doubt a powerful tool for museums to retain their integrity and independence. At the National Gallery Washington, which is the ‘gallery of America’ the government pays for the museum’s running costs, apart from the salaries of the top 8 employees. These are paid through the museum’s own endowment. The hope is that this frees the policy makers of the museum from government control, thus ensuring that balance necessary for a public institution. Of course the endowment is a very North American thing. Such huge pots of money are created by individuals who are both philanthropic and keen to avoid tax. The great strength of the American tax system is that it actually rewards people who give philanthropic contributions by giving them an equal tax break. Indeed given the high rate of other taxes such as estate tax, people are actively pushed towards giving to cultural institutions to get the tax breaks. As such it simply makes sense for people to give to cultural institutions. Such a tax break, and indeed such a philanthropy, does not exist in the UK and is one of the greatest bars to increased museum funding. UK citizens, who may feel they have already paid for museums through their tax contributions, are not encouraged to give to them again during their life times. 

The knock on effect, rather bizarrely, of this culture of “encouraged giving” in the US is to increase the sense of ownership and purchase people feel in their museums. This is despite the fact that there are far greater numbers of UK citizens, from different economic backgrounds, who give to UK museums through their tax than there are US citizens, normally from more select economic backgrounds, who give to US museums in philanthropic contributions. The difference is I think in the fact that the American way encourages people to give of their own accord, whereas the UK way demands that people do so. It is much easier to feel pride and involvement and purchase in something you have chosen to ascribe to, than in something awarded a percentage of your tax by an anonymous employee of the Chancellor.   
At the same time as they encourage a greater sense of purchase in museums by encouraging philanthropic contributions, US museums also take money, and sometimes substantial money, at the gate. These monies however, rarely make up a large percentage of the overall budget. The MFA in Boston, which claims to be the largest privately funded museum in the US, taking almost no government money, only relies on 30% of its annual monies to come from admission on the gate. At the same time, it has followed MOMA in raising its admission fee to $20.  Many Directors, both in the UK and US, feel that the admission fee is a very real bar to public enjoyment of public institutions, although Glen Lowry would defend it by saying that as long as it offers value for money, it is worth while. He also points out that it encourages people to join museums as members, and thus to have greater involvement and purchase in the institution over a longer time scale. The facts are irrefutable. MOMA’s membership has jumped from 35000 to 100000 since it introduced the admission fee of $20.
Funding and Display: 
How do these sources of funding affect what is displayed in the museum? Many directors insist that the source of funding does not affect what is displayed. Yet such insistence belies an underlying uncertainty. Different sponsors clearly have different bottom lines and different directors will have different lengths they are willing to go to please them. The problem is that, as public institutions, they often have no guidelines, or rule book, to follow. Thus there will always be cases where people, and not just the more conservative critics, complain about the invasion of the museum space and the loss of museum integrity. The Guggenheim in New York recently turned itself into a “department store” for the Armani exhibition and the MFA has had to fight off fierce criticism for its Ralph Lauren’s personal car collection exhibition this past summer. The most insidious examples, however, are the exhibitions sponsored in the US and Canada by Channel II – a very right wing religious organisation which uses the exhibition (often on a completely unrelated theme) to promote their own ideology. 
How can museums prevent themselves from being attacked for going too far? The feeling is that a temporary exhibition should always be related to pieces in the permanent collection and that exhibitors should not be able to personally benefit from the exhibition – Ralph Lauren’s cars will be worth more now because they have been exhibited in the MFA. It is about achieving a balance between mission and market pressures. In trying to achieve that balance, each institution has its story to tell about how it backed away from a sponsor who went too far. The Deputy Director of the National Gallery in Washington was offered a personal car by the car maker sponsor of one exhibition as part of its publicity package. The car sponsor’s response was: but this is what we always do in our business sponsorship deals. Yes, but while such deals may be frequent in business, should they be frequent in the business of museums?

Which brings us to the question: just how like a business is the business of museums? Of course museums have to act business-like, but as public institutions and cultural stewards, should they act as businesses? If they did act as businesses, focused on the bottom line, they would have to be more focused on their gate take, and thus be more responsive to consumer demand. But that could well be at the expense of their roles of promoting and producing high quality scholarship and preserving collections. More importantly, it could be at the expense of the public’s trust in museums, an issue recently identified by the Harvard University Art Museums in their lectures series and recent book on ‘Museums and the Public Trust’. 
Unfortunately, and quite rightly, the issue of museum as business will not go away, indeed it comes back each summer, if not more often, with the question of the ‘blockbuster’ exhibition. James Cuno, now the Director of the Art Institute in Chicago, formerly of Harvard Art Museum and the Courtauld Institute in London, hates the word ‘blockbuster’. In a public debate in the Chicago Sun Times back in July, different museum heads and interested parties battled over the question of whether attracting large audience numbers was a sufficient reason for putting on one of these blockbuster exhibitions. Exhibitions need to make money, and a museum needs one-two blockbusters through the year to pay for the more scholarly, but less popular exhibitions at other times. Yet the worry is that such exhibitions take away from the importance of the permanent collection (they are “lavish and vanish experiences”) and represent the museum as being market rather than mission driven, thus damaging the public trust. 

The most interesting example of this is the King Tut exhibition currently travelling around the US. Constructed by the Egyptian Government, the exhibition is run by and as a private company which sells itself (for a very lofty price) to different museums. If the museum buys it, then the company comes in and uses the museums space for their exhibition. The company charges a $30 admission fee for the exhibition to the public. The museum itself has no curatorial, design or administrative power over the exhibition. This type of business blockbuster exhibition has created anxiety wherever it has gone. Some argue that it brings art to places and publics that could never hope to organise or see such an exhibition otherwise. Others would say that it is a travesty of museum integrity and responsibility to the public to allow museums to be turned into concert halls for hire to such money making exhibitions. In the UK too, similar concerns and reactions abound. The Times, in September 2005, published an article listing the autumn blockbusters to help people book early and avoid the queue. In the same article however, they raised serious concerns over the experience these “mega-shows” can provide.
In essence the museum is on a loosing wicket. It is almost impossible to further the quest for the highest standards of scholarship while simultaneously furthering the quest for more public by continuously recording record attendance figures. A balance has to be struck through the year, which marries scholarship and attendance, and like it or not the blockbuster, including ones likes King Tut, are here to stay as a part of that balance. 
Conclusion:

In conclusion, museums, because of the space they occupy between commercial enterprises and cultural stewards, will always plough the rough waters in between the two worlds. Those waters will only get choppier, especially in the UK, as museums engage more with private funding in the future and expand their businesses into shops, cafes, and the internet. In fact, it has been suggested that UK museums need to become much more brutal with sponsors about what they allow them to have in return for their money. North American museums, when a sponsor is not running the exhibition, rarely allow a sponsor’s logo beyond the front door, whereas it is still common practice in the UK for the logo to be splashed throughout the exhibition. However, the UK has to operate in a less philanthropic, tax break friendly world, and thus has to dangle more bait to get the sponsorship than it would do in America. All is not lost however in terms of creating a British culture of philanthropy. The Times, in September 2005, identified one individual, Mr Colin Tweedy, as the 76th most powerful man in the Arts in the UK. He has run a business since 1976 which encourages philanthropy among UK companies, and has turned £60 million of public funding into £1 billion in support for the arts. His new company, created in 2004, Maecenas Initiative, aims to “make you feel good as you lie on your death bed”! His experience has shown that companies are willing to give in the UK, but they tend to have a much more active agenda, in particular to promote their ethical reputations, which is why companies such as BP, Unilever and Nestlé are such prominent givers. 

What is needed to guide museums through this change over period in funding sources in the UK is strong directors, a strong sets of internal guidelines for dealing with private funding and a core set of museum values, beyond the traditional mission statement, which exhibition ideas can be measured against. An example here might be the values recently established at the Vancouver Art Gallery, after a long process of internal and external debate as part of a project called “Engaging Interpretations”. All this must be cast into the balance of money earning versus highly academic exhibitions, or even more preferably, into the creation of exhibitions that do both in good measure. It is to the creation of such an exhibition, and the factors which are currently blocking it, that I now turn.
SECTION 2: INTERNAL MUSEUM ORGANISATION

Like it or not, what the museum puts on, and the way the museum puts it on, will be affected by the size, type and source of funding it receives, even if only in the sense that you cant lavish on exhibition design what you haven’t got.  Money however is by no means the only factor which affects what happens on the museum floor. The organisational structure of the museum will also have a fundamental impact. 
In particular, I would like to focus on 3 main areas. Firstly the trustees. At the British Museum, the board of trustees are accountable to the public, and the make up of the board must remain broadly representative of the ethnic, racial and social diversity of the British public. That is not however always the case, especially in the US and Canada. Most boards of trustees in the States are accountable to the public, at most, for their ethics, and almost never for their mission. Moreover, as the Director of the Denver Art Museum pointed out, trustees are often successful businessmen and women in the community, who have spent their careers focused on the bottom line. This ‘business’ orientated approach sometimes does not sit well with the position of museum as public institution, causing fractures in direction and in the understanding of what the museum is all about.
Secondly, the Director. Having met 15 directors of museums in the UK, US and Canada, it has become clear to me that, though many deny or minimalise their importance, the character and taste of the director has a huge impact on what the museum does and how it does it. We have already seen an example of this in the way different directors respond to the question of the blockbuster exhibition. Their denial of impact is all very new age, but, in the remainder of this talk, I will be identifying issues where it will be imperative that the director takes the lead in their resolution if museums are to be made ready for the 21st century.
Thirdly, and most importantly, the balance of power within the operating heart of the museum. 25 years or so ago, the dominant, if not sole force, at the heart of the museum was the curator. The curator did everything. He or she was the scholar, the designer, the educator and the marketing expert. During the last 25 years, as has been attested by many museums in the UK as well as across the States and Canada, there has been a constant stripping away of authority from the curator as these different areas gained their own specialists. Museums today have design departments, education departments and marketing departments. This fracturing of responsibility for the museum ‘product’, while an extremely important and welcome step, has brought with it three major problems, which museums are still fighting with today. Firstly, the devaluation of the role and importance of the curator. Secondly, the introduction of different competing, and often conflicting, ideas of the purpose, composition and style of the museum exhibition. Thirdly, as a result of the first two, the problem of how these different experts, with their different ideas and priorities, are supposed to work together to produce effective exhibitions and permanent collections.
The tensions between specialists:

There are of course many different models for how museums operate and how the roles and responsibilities in creating an exhibition are divided. In most museums, the curator remains a central force. Ideas for exhibitions nearly always begin with the curator, who brings the idea and often the idea for its funding to the exhibitions committee. Once approved, the curator begins work on the exhibition, drawing on the skills of others as he or she sees fit. This model however means that the use made of the specialist departments of education, marketing and design are at the whim of the curator. Often, the use make of them by the curator will depend entirely upon their professional respect for one another. Jeff Daly, the designer at the Metropolitan in New York for nearly 25 years, is approached not for the small part because of his permanence at the institution. Yet designers have also attested to the fact that one curator will consult them only for wall colour, while others engage in a much more sophisticated consultation throughout the design process. Curators may go to designers for temporary exhibitions, as at the National Gallery in London, but they will take care of the design of the permanent collections single-handedly. Educators face an even harder battle to be included in the creation process. It is only recently that the Head of Education has gained a seat on the exhibitions scrutiny committee at the National Gallery in Washington. More widely, it is rare that education departments have anything but a perfunctory say in the design process for the exhibition. Indeed in some museums, the education department does not even see the exhibition labels. 

Of course each department will lament that it does not have a greater role to play. However, if the need was seen to introduce these specialists to the museum in order to help produce better exhibitions and permanent collections, it seems strange, if not stupid, that the use made of these departments has been left to the individual whim of curators, who feel themselves aggrieved at the loss of responsibility, and that a model has not been pushed through which will allow the full impact and co-ordination of these specialists to be felt at all levels of the museum and most especially on the museum floor. 
Conclusion: The creation of a ‘working’ model:

Some attempts to create a model for this process have been successful, but there is still a long way to go. Some museums, like the Denver Art Museum and the Canadian Centre for Architecture, create a team for each exhibition which consists of a curator, designer, educator and marketing expert. The team sees the exhibition through to fruition. This however does not solve the problem. One exhibition designer related to me a story about the first planning meeting he was present at for a new exhibition. They began by setting out roles and responsibilities. When asked, however, who was responsible for interpretation, everyone put up their hands. Quite rightly. But then the arguments began afresh within the team about their relative responsibility, for which there was no model. These teams work well if the personalities of the different people work well. If the personalities clash, there is no framework of responsibilities for them to fall back on to adjudicate, and the process becomes extremely painful. Moreover, because there is no framework, each time a team meets for a new exhibition, or a review of the permanent collection, the ground war has to be undertaken afresh, with the curators often feeling that their roles are being stripped and re-distributed, and the other specialists feeling undervalued because they are constantly having to claw themselves a role from somewhere/ someone else.
The resolution of these issues is not easy. Each museum must decide for itself how it wants to use the energy of its different specialists and in what ratios to combine their contributions. It seems critical however that museums make an attempt to set out, if not the ratios, then the framework for those contributions, and that is a job which must be led by the director in consultation with the different departments. At its heart, that framework should insist on the primacy of the exhibition or collection’s central ‘idea’ and on a rigorous open debate about its presentation between the available specialists. If the museum is to remain a place of scholarly endeavour, as it should, the curator must remain at the heart of the process. But it seems clear that, if the museum wants to have an equal balance both on the scholarly idea and on how that idea should best be presented to the public, the dialogue between curator and specialists should begin at a much earlier stage, before the exhibition is even considered by the exhibition committee. As such, an exhibition concept can be formed, at its earliest stages, through the input of all the available specialists, and, as such, we may begin to move forward towards the creation of exhibitions which both contain scholarly content and blockbuster potential.
SECTION 3: DESIGN AND AUDIENCE

The creative mix engendered in any organisational framework set up by a museum will affect the eventual form of the exhibition or collection, just as will the sources and amount of funding the institution has available. What will underpin decisions taken in these different arenas will be the institution’s core values and the perception of its role in society. An institution’s values and perception of its role will also define how it wants to relate itself to its audience, a factor which has huge bearing on the eventual form, content and especially design of an exhibition or a collection. For the remainder of this paper, I want to focus on the two interrelated fields of design and audience, which have been much under discussion, both in the academic and practical fields.
The Interaction of Design and Audience:

When I asked exhibition designers to define their role in the institution, they came back with a myriad of responses. Designers were the voice of the curator, the voice of the object, the enhancer of the experience, the facilitator of the curator’s wishes, the interlocutor with the public and the impresario of the show. Behind these responses, of course, lies the debate about the interaction between the curator and other specialists in each institution, which we have already highlighted. But these responses also belie a very real debate about what design is supposed to do in a museum and, coupled with that, what do audiences want from a museum, or rather what do museums think that audiences want from a museum.
Philippe de Montebello, the Director of the Metropolitan, is puritanical in his understanding of the relationship between audience and museum, as mediated by design. He uses the surgery analogy. You don’t argue with your surgeon, you let him operate on you. The same is true of the museum. You are not there to argue with the curator. You are there to let him ‘operate’ on you and the methods of design are the surgeon’s tools. The exhibition, and its design, is there to give the public a secure way of understanding the art, rather than engage the audience in debating what the art means. 

Other directors and designers are not quite so ardent. They do agree however that the traditional divide between an educational and an aesthetic design ethos is now outdated. When asked the question, are you aesthetic or educational, most now respond in terms of “we educate aesthetically” or some such combination.  Just because you believe that a unique experience occurs while standing in front of a work of art, and thus that the space in which art is hung should be cleared of other diversions, that does not mean that you are not interested in educating the audience about that experience and the art work.  The question is not any more whether you offer educational material, but where you put it. MOMA in New York led the way in developing education outside of the art space, along side discrete booklets, as well as audio and, very recently, iPod guides. The Denver Art Museum, with its heavy emphasis on education, has constructed discovery rooms on each floor for people to sit, chat, think and interact with art works. Their philosophy is that the information should be there if people want to access it, but not interfere with the experience for those who don’t. On the other hand the Tate Gallery in the UK has recently gone overboard on its labels. With 3-4 paragraphs of information about each work hung by the work itself, it has resorted to highlighting particularly important sentences to make it more manageable. All this within a climate of most museums agreeing that the label should be 50-75 words tops.
Design is also supposed to do something very different for temporary exhibitions versus permanent collections. In temporary exhibitions, curators and designers often feel much more at liberty to be a little more daring, to try something new, since the exhibition will only be up for 3 months or so. If it is successful, then the ‘trick’ may be used in the more irregular rethinks of the permanent collection. Yet it is also much more normal for temporary exhibitions to be given a firm story line which pulls the visitor through, whereas in viewing the permanent collection, the visitor is more often left to guide themselves. This is despite the fact that arguably, it is in the much vaster, more complex permanent collections that a story, a context, a way of processing and fitting all the information together, would be very handy for the audience. This is why the Getty, when it reopens the Getty Villa at the end of this year, has arranged its Greek, Roman and Etruscan collections thematically rather than chronologically.

As we saw above, the designer is much more likely to be called into to help with a temporary exhibition (especially in blockbuster season) than he or she is to help with the refit of the permanent collection. This is because the temporary exhibition/ blockbuster, is more easily considered a ‘show’ than the permanent collection, and design, the “clever packaging of the content”, is for the most part still thought to be something to do with the business of show-business than the business of museums. But just how much should going to an exhibition or permanent collection be thought of as akin to going to a show, or to the cinema? On the one hand, thinking that they shouldn’t, as one US designer said, “is the greatest stumbling block to museums really engaging with their publics in the experience they provide”. On the other hand, thinking that they should, risks the art being overshadowed by its packaging, a fact that all designers are unanimous in considering a bad idea. Design should enhance, support and set up the art, but never overshadow it.  The best design is that which remains unnoticeable, very much like commentators ever since Ancient Greece have characterised good and persuasive oratory. 
Yet many academics have focused on design as a pernicious silent voice in museums. To be sure, the design – the way in which art works are arranged and displayed together – has a huge impact on what the audience will understand. However, academics argue, the designers’ names, or reasons for their choices in design, are never displayed, or explained. It is a silent tyranny. Why don’t museums admit the multiplicity of possible interpretations for a work of art and try to offer some notion of the multiplicity of different design potentials? We could, responded most designers, but if we did, the exhibition would become not about the art, but the art would be overshadowed by the focus on design. This would work well for a special focus exhibition on the techniques of display, but as a template for all exhibitions, it would lead to a focus on the process of engagement, rather than a focus on the art work itself.
What design is supposed to achieve is thus under constant discussion, as it should be. Clearly museums should be more willing to entertain different exhibitions which have different design focuses, or goals, so that a visitor to the whole museum will be able to get an overview of the different possibilities. I think here of the “Rembrandt not Rembrandt” exhibition at the Metropolitan in New York, which asked audiences to guess which was a fake and which wasn’t, and their “Curator’s favourites” exhibitions, which highlight how the personal likes of a curator frame the choices in exhibition content. The aim must surely be not just to introduce visitors to great works or art, but to help them to become critical thinkers, not just of the art work, but of the processes involved in its interpretation and display. There are many ways in which this can be done and each museum must decide for itself which approaches are most appropriate.
Bringing the audience into the design:

The emphasis is on asking the visitor to do some work. Yet the real problem is in understanding what help the visitor needs to be able to do that work. Museums have to deal with every kind of visitor – from the doubter to the rush visit to the school child to the professional to the academic. Each has different needs and requires different types and levels of help. Partly this problem has been dealt with by offering many discrete layers of information, which are there for the choosing, in the form of pull out guides, audio guides etc. Partly it can be dealt with by offering visitors ways in which to tackle the collection in smaller chunks. The National Gallery in Washington offers the 1 hour lunch time highlights tour. The Tate Modern has recently taken it further and offers different tours to suit your mood. You can take the “I’m hung-over” tour and the “I’ve just broken up” tour!

Yet it would also seem sensible to involve potential audience members in the design process itself, in order to gauge their reactions to the layouts created as they are being created. Focus group work, however, is extremely rare in museum design, with only 3 museums out of the 15, which I spoke to, ever having used focus groups as a forum in which to test potential designs during the design process. Partly this is due to the cost, but partly it is due to a startling lack of imagination about what consulting the public could offer. One director even said “why bother when the public has no good ideas?” Yet surely the point is not to use the public to do the curators’ and designers’ job, but to use the public to make sure that the museum’s work will be effective when it is constructed. The new Getty Villa for instance planned a themed section on the Trojan War series. When they had created their information boards and linked theme displays, they took them to a focus group only to find out that the focus group needed more information to make sense of the story and chosen themes. The Getty had effectively pitched it too high and so, without that focus group, would have created an exhibit which would have failed to engage the audience in the way they hoped. Employing audience feedback during the design process, both for exhibitions and the permanent collection, is also probably more effective (but certainly should not replace) the use of comment cards and feed-back boards used during an exhibition’s run. Designers, for example, often lament the lack of feedback they receive on comment cards, their inability to ask people what they meant by what they wrote and their own inability to change anything but the smallest details (type size on labels for example) during the exhibition’s run. 
Employing the potential audience’s fresh eyes during the design process would also help to limit the phenomenon where curators design exclusively for the benefit of their fellow curators in the field, speaking to their fellow scholars rather than to the audience at large. This is a worryingly common event, with some designers claiming to me that thinking about the audience came second for them to helping the curator think about impressing other curators. It is not surprising therefore, but at the same time very ironic, that many museums identify audience as their greatest challenge.

Reaching out to the audience:

Thinking about audiences, education and outreach initiatives marks up probably the clearest blue water between UK and North American museums. MOMA would argue that private museum funding does not offer the scope (read the money) for the museum to reach out to non-museum going sections of society. While they take the challenge seriously, it is not their obligation to do so as a museum. Even the MFA, which sees it as a public duty to bring people into contact with art, cites the need to balance lavish spending on sections of audience and potential audience that don’t offer the greatest rewards for the institution. This is not to say that North American museums don’t engage in education initiatives, but that, at the very least, they don’t see the benefits to a numbers orientated outreach programme. Which is probably why many North American museums only rarely collect statistics on who is coming through their doors, and if they do, it is with the aim of identifying their core visitor, something they do with alarming precision: the 40 year old educated female from the suburbs is the hub of National Gallery in Washington! This is something that may well change in the coming years. Applications for Federal grants as well as other education orientated funds now often require quantifiable goals for projects to be identified and reports made on the achievement of those goals.
Money for education though is in no short supply. Many North American museums often bemoan that there is too much money for education and not enough to promote scholarship.  Nearly every museum engages with its local schools and community groups to make the museum a focus for learning and interest. The National Gallery in Washington, with its mandate to be the Gallery for America, has a huge education department working in every US state, although its hands on school work tends to be with Washington DC schools. This reflects a real interest by most museums to put their community first. The Art Institute of Chicago thinks of its Chicago visitors as number one, then the state of Illinois, then the US and then the rest of the World. The Getty sees itself as having a special responsibility to LA citizens, even though most of its visitors are European. This sense of responding to the local community links back to the value placed on people having a purchase in their museum through philanthropic tax break contributions. Museums’ efforts with local schools are often thought of in terms of deepening the museum’s place in the local community, particularly as that generation of children grow to adulthood.  

Encouraging the community feel, and as a result, breaking down the traditional liminality of the museum space, has been a top priority for many museums, especially for those whose buildings are lavished in Neo-Classical architecture. While Classical architecture 60 years or so ago was supposed to symbolise America’s democracy and ideas of equality, it is now lumbered with preconceptions of elitism and intellectual snobbery. New buildings for North American museums are always in glass and steel – the new materials of liberty, equality and livelihood. Moreover, museums such as the Seattle Art Museum are leading the way in not only fostering relationships with the community, but in building that community. The SAM is soon to open its new Seattle Sculpture park as part of Seattle’s waterfront redevelopment and is active in discussions about how to deepen the city’s cultural vivality and liveability. It is all about, as its director Dr Mimi Gates, puts it, “deepening the dialogue” at all levels: between marketing departments and local media, trustees and leaders of different communities, as well as between staff and audience through customer service training, in order to arrive at a museum which is run as part of a balance between both community and director. The liminality of the museum space can also be broken down using modern technology. At the Denver Art Museum, director Dr Ian Lewis, envisages, by building on the use already made of the internet by many museums, a set up where the museum can communicate everything the visitor needs before they arrive at the museum: ticket, exhibits, explanations of the museum’s design and layout, the creation of your own route and programme, putting you in contact with other like minded people as well as putting you in contact with artists and scholars. As a result, the museum is able to interact with its potential audiences without having to engage with them through the medium of an imposing façade. The goal is to show how life and art overlap, not just in terms of the impulses behind the creation of works of art, but also in terms of the contribution art itself can make to everyday life.
Conclusion: 

It is crucial that museums continue to debate the theory of design and what it can and should achieve both for their permanent collections and their temporary exhibitions. They should endeavour to be more open about the affect that design has on audience interpretation and be more willing to engage in projects which make a point of opening up this dialogue of multiple interpretation to the public. Yet design should never become simply about design – it should always remain a skill which is dedicated to the better understanding of the object and to helping the audience to engage with that object.

Design is thus an incredibly powerful tool in the museum’s drive to engage with larger and more diverse audiences. How much a museum is willing to engage with it will depend entirely on who they want their audience to be. To be sure that audience is incredibly diverse in its needs and desires. Moreover, museums have to respond to the artistic community as well as the general public. Indeed some, like the Royal Academy in London, have a responsibility to do so. Yet, irrespective of what audience is targeted, it seems clear that different audiences should be brought into the design process wherever possible, to ensure that exhibitions and collections have what the audience needs to understand what the exhibitions and collections are trying to tell them. As such, the museum can continue to build links with its community at all stages of its work, and not just on the museum floor.
SECTION 4: CONCLUSIONS

In September 2005, the Tate Modern announced a massive re-organisation of its entire collection, to be sponsored by UBS. Instead of a strictly chronological hang, it will re-organise its presentation of works of art to encourage “direct dialogues” between them in order to help its audience members engage more fully not just with the works of art, but also with the stories of their creation.  Such a decision to re-hang an entire collection reflects the depth of interest in the value and character of the museum experience offered in the 21st century, and at the same time underlines many of the problematic issues discussed in this paper. The Tate Modern’s re-hang, for example, has already attracted concern as it is being sponsored by UBS for an undisclosed sum, and the museum has agreed to hang some of UBS’s own private collection as part of the deal.

Museums must continue to think about the roles they can and want to play and about the factors which will affect, and are affected by, the museum’s own perception of its role. In particular, they must continue to discuss how they can change so as better prepare themselves for these challenges in the future. Through my discussions with museum Directors, curators, designers and educators over the last few months, some key areas for change and development have become very apparent and these issues have formed the basis for this paper: funding, internal organisation, and the relationship of design and audience.

In terms of funding, it is crucial that museums will, and should, continue to struggle with the ethical and practical issues of fund raising. Museums must continue to question whether they have the balance of, and distance from, different sources of funding, which they need to maintain their integrity as public institutions and their reputations as important centres for both scholarship in, and the public enjoyment of, art. 

There is in a sense, however, little that museums can do to affect the world economy and the economic environment they live in. What museums can focus on is their own use of the money they receive and the way in which their priorities are reflected in their organisational structure. If museums are keen to consider themselves in the business of show business, then they must move to bring their design departments in par with their curatorial staff, like the museum of Toronto, which often brings in movie designers to help with exhibitions. If museums are keen to harness the skills of specialists in design and education so as to produce a product which can have the desired effect upon their audience, then those museums must move towards an internal structure in which each specialist – the curator, designer and educator – has an equal purchase. I do not mean a structure where each department swoops in one after the after, tweaking here and there. Instead, I am envisaging the move towards a structure where not only each department has equal purchase on the product, but where each department interacts fully with every other department in a co-ordinated and interactive process of development. It is no use allowing designers to have a strong role in exhibition development, if the design is not simultaneously thought out in conjunction with the skills and knowledge both of curators and educators.
In such an organisational structure, issues of different techniques of design, for example, could then be explored in the full light of their impact on other areas of the museum’s work and in light of the museum’s overall aims. It would also be possible to move away from a situation where the success of one exhibition or another is dependant upon how well the personalities involved in its creation gel together. The creation of such a structure, however, will require the strong leadership of Directors and the full integration of each department at the senior levels of the museum hierarchy. It will also require the development of agreed core values and procedures, beyond the basic mission statement, which can act as a framework for interaction during the processes of development.
The balance a museum chooses to give to its different specialists will of course be dependant principally on how it sees its relationship to its audience and who it understands (and wants) that audience to be. To help break down that liminality, which many museums bemoan, the audience should be encouraged across the material divide of the museum wall at every opportunity. That includes bringing the audience into the exhibition and collection design development process, which will be partly achieved by involving the education department fully in an exhibition’s conception and design. Yet museums should also move as a matter of course, to consulting communities whose art they are putting on display to use their skills and knowledge to create a more effective exhibition or collection. As the Vancouver Art Gallery has it, it is about acknowledging a sense of place and developing the museum’s place in the community. Museums must encourage the importance of continual interaction with the community at all levels of its hierarchy. At present for example, it seems crazy that the people in a museum who interact most with the public – those working the museum floor - are often the lowest paid – or even volunteers, whereas the administrators, the curators, designers and even to some extent educators, are often shut away in offices and studios. Indeed, several museums in North America are currently calling for the professionalisation of museum volunteers as part of a project aimed at the recognition of their importance in the museum’s interaction with the public.
Such efforts will of course need to be combined with continued education and outreach initiatives. To measure the success of these initiatives simply in terms of numbers on the gate however is proving unrewarding for many museums, both in terms of the success of the numbers attracted and in terms of the museum’s satisfaction at the balance of its balance sheet. As some experiments have shown, it may in future be more effective to think about the target groupings in more flexible ways - ways which reflect the way communities work. This could be achieved by working principally with established organisations which cross traditional boundaries, such as youth organisations. One thing all are agreed on however, is that outreach should always have as its goal to bring people into the museum space, to encourage the museum space to grow as a space of public dialogue and individual purchase.
Some museums are hoping to take this further. The Harvard University Art Museums are soon to engage in a massive renovation and centralisation of their museum space and collections. The hope is to introduce a system of study rooms, where students and possibly the general public, instead of going to see what the museum has put on display, can ask to see ‘one to one’ a piece of their choice. It is an audience-pull rather than museum-push model, which demands a huge amount of active engagement from the public, not to mention a good degree of money, space and people from the museum. This is certainly not a feasible model for all museums, and it risks dis-enfranchising those who do not have enough art knowledge to know what they want to ask for, but it also has the potential for making the museum a truly audience orientated experience. 
What underpins all of the issues that I have been discussing here is an understanding of the roles of the museum in society. A fast, and easy, response is to cite the three goals of museums: to study the collection, to preserve and add to it, and to promote the collection to the public. Yet the ways in which an institution chooses to do that, and the relative balance of emphasis each museum gives, will depend entirely upon its perception of its own ethos – its own role within the community and the wider world. It is this understanding of a civic role that will be crucial for defining the part museums will play in the 21st century and for defining their approach to the broad range of activities they undertake. Of course, the notion of the civic role of museums can be taken too far. When the current Director of the MFA in Boston was interviewed for the job, he was asked how the MFA could save American society. He responded it couldn’t. But the fact he was asked the question underlines the tendency to presuppose that museums could do everything, if only they got it right. Museums are not wonder institutions, and as public institutions stuck between being businesses and being ivory towers of scholarship, they have an innate difficulty in changing rapidly enough to cater for the rapidly changing demographics, needs and tastes of the public. Indeed as cultural stewards for present and future generations, it is perhaps prudent that they move at a slower and more thoughtful pace than the rest of our rapidly changing world.

However museums must continue to move forward in order to develop their own civic role and sense of place. Acknowledging a sense of place does not only refer to a museum’s interaction with its audience, but refers to the fact that museums are not do-all institutions with the same abilities and desires. Each museum too has its place. We should encourage museums to celebrate their difference and similarity with one another in equal measure and see them as part of a wider force of public institutions which plough the difficult waters of cultural stewardship and promotion. Some have argued that, as we enter the 21st century, we are entering a new visual age, in which museums have the potential to play an even more important role than they have in previous centuries. Others, particularly in recent media reports, have tended to over-state their criticisms of museums and their actions, and possibly themselves do more damage to museums than the actions they criticise. There is need for a more balanced debate and engagement over the roles of museums in our society if museums are to develop those roles in our future. It is to the encouragement of that viewpoint, and to help museums cast their search for likely options, advice and mutual encouragement, that this project has been aimed and to which end this paper is dedicated.
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