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Chapter One

Defining a Museum

Every museum interacts with visitors on multiple levels, but especially
through its efforts to educate the public. Although not all museums collect ob-
jects, a typical museum is defined as much by its collection as by its visitors.

The International Council of Museums defines a museum this way. “a
non-profit-making, permanent institution in the service of society and of its
development, and open 1o the public, which acquires, Conserves, researches,
communicates and exhibits, for purposes of study, education and enjoyment,
material evidence of people and their environment.”

After years of thinking about museums, [ have developed a personal
definition.

Musewm: an organization in service [o society, open to the public, that acquires,
researches, exhibits, and interprets objects and ideas for the purpose of educa-
tion, study, and enjoyment.

A collection is at the core of most museums. These collections may include
art, historic artifacts, animals, plants, science experiments (interactive science
exhibits), teaching tools (early childhood exhibits), and many other things.

Museum collections sometimes start as the personal collection of an indi-
vidual. The individual creates an institution to care for, protect, and display
the collection in perpetuity. The care and ownership of the collection passes
from the individual to the institution. Not only is the collection transferred
to the institution, but the vision of the individual is also taken up by the new
institution. From this vision, a mission is created for the new nstitution.

The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston, Massachusetts, offers a
wonderful example of the relationship between a founder and an institution’s
mission. Mrs. Gardper’s will “created an endowment of [one million dollars]
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and outlined stipulations for the support of the museum, including that the
permanent collection not be significantly altered.” Mrs. Gardner, an avid art
collector, wished to share her art and her vision with the public in perpetu-
ity. Today the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum’s main galleries—a villa
designed in the style of a Venetian palace—are still displayed largely as Mrs.
Gardner designed them more than a century ago,

Another exampie is the Thomas Edison National Historical Park in West
Orange, New Jersey. The Laboratory Complex was judged to be of signifi-
cant importance, having been the home and laboratory of Thomas Edison.
Visitors to the park can view many of the objects in the park’s possession
and visitors can learn about Edison’s process. The Luis Barragan House and
Studio? in Mexico City, Mexico, is another fine example. Barragén’s home
and studio is maintained just as he left it. Visitors gain an understanding of
the personality and process of this fascinating architect,

In museums that are created to uphold the specific vision of the founder,
the museum’s board of directors translates that vision into a mission state-
ment, an embodiment of the purpose and vision of the institution, Difterent
from the founder’s vision, a mission statement can be used to measure the ac-
tions of the institution. The responsibility for adhering to the mission belongs
to the board of directors. This transfer of vision, responsibility, and care is
very significant. The founder is forever entrusting the care, protection, and
display of the collection to the museum’s board.

The museum’s board of directors hires staff to fulfill the mission of the in-
stitution and the curation of the museum’s collection. The verb curare comes
trom the Latin curare, to cure or heal. A Roman curator was akin to a legal
guardian in English law, A curate, an official of a church, has care of souls.
A curator in a museum, then, might be said to care for the “heart and soul”
of a museum’s collection.

The tole of a curator is one of enlightenment, using the museum’s coliection,
or objects borrowed from other mstitutions, to fulfill the mission. The mission
1s a general statemnent, while the curator’s goal is specific. The work of the
curator is to organize the objects in the collection into a statement, which then
becomes an exhibition aimed at educating and enlightening visitors.

The word “museum” comes from the ancient Greek mouseion, a temple
dedicated to the nine Muses, goddesses of inspiration, The relationship be-
tween curator and visiior is g dialogue that has existed for more than two
thousand years. Visitors enter the museum to gain inspiration. The curator
prepares the content for that inspiration.

There are many types of museum-audience relationships: museum as men-
tor, audience as student: museum and audience as peers; and museum as
authority, audience as passive or active participant, In the following chapters,
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