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1       INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Social, grassroots, access, empowerment, interactivity, community, democracy, 
collaboration, participation, choice, creativity – these terms signify a rhetoric that may 
exist with regards to new media.1 For those adhering to what will later be defined as 
the “Californian Ideology”, new media is attributed near messianic power, able to 
transform society into a more open and democratic space.2  
 
Visitor-centred, relevant, multiple meanings, democratic, open, participatory, 
interactive – terms like these are used to describe a new museum.3 Set against an 
understanding of a traditional institution, museum theorists propose ideas of a 
changed, transformed, museum. Such a museum no longer upholds an objective, 
neutral, authoritative meaning, but functions as an open space where visitor-created 
meanings are encouraged and multiple narratives are shown. This transformed 
museum can be seen as an open and democratic space. 
 
 

 
Looking at the above, it is perhaps unsurprising that visions of a future museum have 
become entangled with the promises of new media. The allegedly numerous 
possibilities of the digital have been awarded transforming powers by some writing 
within the museum sector. Digital tools, apparently, will offer museums “new routes to 
engagement and participation” and they will “attract new and diverse audiences”.4 Also, 
new media are said to have the power to “transform museum visitors’ experiences from 
passive viewing events into interactive, empowering and educational opportunities”.5 
This kind of technologically determinist rhetoric sees new media as a way towards 
transforming the old museum into the new.  

 
1 Jenny Kidd, ‘Are New Media Democratic?’, Cultural Policy, Criticism and Management Research, 5 (2011), 91–
109 (p. 94). 
2 Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron, ‘The Californian Ideology’, Science as Culture, 6.1 (1996), 44–72. 
3 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’, Curator: The Museum Journal, 38.3 
(1995), 161–69; Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture (London: Routledge, 
2000); Nina Simon, The Participatory Museum (Santa Cruz, California: Museum 2.0, 2009); Nina Simon, The 
Art of Relevance (Santa Cruz, California: Museum 2.0, 2016); Peter Vergo, The Reticent Object, 1989; Janet 
Marstine, ‘Introduction’, in New Museum Theory and Practice: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing 
Ltd, 2006), pp. 1–36. 
4 Carey Jewitt, ‘Digital Technologies in Museums: New Routes to Engagement and Participation.’, Designs for 
Learning, 5.1 (2012), 74–93; Karen Hughes and Gianna Moscardo, ‘Connecting with New Audiences: Exploring 
the Impact of Mobile Communication Devices on the Experiences of Young Adults in Museums’, Visitor 
Studies, 20.1 (2017), 33–55. 
5 Matthew Fisher and Beth A Twiss-Garrity, ‘Remixing Exhibits: Constructing Participatory Narratives With 
On-Line Tools To Augment Museum Experiences’, in Museums and the Web, 2007, PROCEEDING, p. 1. 
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Such overwhelming promise is perhaps too enthusiastic, but it seems clear that 
the relationship between new media and the new museum is of interest. The rhetoric 
of digital salvation in the museum field appears strong, and it should come as no 
surprise that new media use in museums is more common every day.6 Yet such 
developments also require closer study. Because does adding a tablet to an exhibition 
automatically make the museum more democratic? Is creating an Instagram page for a 
museum truly the way towards more visitor engagement? Does the digitisation of 
collections automatically open up the museum space? In other words: what exactly is 
the role of new media in the changing museum? Does it indeed allow for a 
transformation from old to new, and, if so, in what ways? Does using new media present 
a chance for change? Relevant questions like these form the main motivation for this 
dissertation.  

 

Concepts 
Studying new media’s relationship to the role of visitors in the new museum is a topic 
which requires further narrowing down, leading to the following discussion of the key 
concepts in this dissertation, beginning with ‘new media’. In this work, I use the word 
media, from the Latin ‘in the middle’ or ‘in between’, to mean “communication media”. 
7 The framework through which I approach the question of new media regards the 
relationship between media and society. Historically speaking, two main perspectives 
may be identified: that of technological determinism and the Social Shaping of 
Technology. The first, represented by theorists such as Marshall McLuhan, views the 
technology, or media, as powerful and capable of changing society; “the medium is the 
message”.8 This understanding is vigorously opposed within the academic world by 
those who adhere to what is known as the Social Shaping of Technology (SST) view.9 
Authors like Leah Lievrouw and Sonia Livingstone argue that technology does not have 
inherent power, instead, it is society which determines. These two extremes, 
technological determinism and SST, are balanced out in a third perspective; new 

 
6 Sofia Widmann, ‘Museum New Media Barometer 2018’, Museum Booster, 2018 
<https://sway.office.com/8GVU5niaY1hOlMzl?ref=Link> [accessed 3 July 2019]; Axiell, ‘Digital Transformation 
in the Museum Industry: Museums Report 2016’, 2016 <https://www.axiell.com/app/uploads/2019/04/digital-
transformation-in-the-musuem-industry.pdf> [accessed 10 July 2019]. 
7 Martin Lister and others, New Media: A Critical Introduction (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), p. 9. 
8 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (London and New York, 1964). 
9 Leah A. Lievrouw and Sonia Livingstone, ‘Introduction to the First Edition (2002) The Social Shaping and 
Consequences of ICTs’, in The Handbook of New Media: Updated Student Edition., 2nd edn (Los Angeles: SAGE, 
2006), pp. 15–31. 
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materialism.10 Here, I have chosen to work from a particular iteration of this 
understanding, known as Actor-Network-Theory (ANT), as presented by Bruno 
Latour.11 Within ANT, agency is ascribed to both technology and society. Taking these 
ideas back to the issue of the ‘newness’ of new media refocuses our attention to what 
new media may allow a society. Instead of questioning whether new media 
democratises a society or whether a democratic society produces new media, I 
concentrate on the question of  “affordances”, a concept proposed by James Gibson.12 
New media, in contrast to older media, can be seen as fundamentally digital.13 What 
does this digital nature afford a society? In this particular context, I have chosen to 
emphasise new media’s affordances of interactivity and its networked structure. In 
conclusion, when speaking of new media I refer to digital media, focusing in particular 
on its affordances of interactivity and networked structure.14 Furthermore, rather than 
referring to everything digital in the museum context, I specifically aim to look at on-
gallery new media tools. This study does not include social media or collection 
digitisation processes. A complete exploration of new media and its place within the 
museum context, may be found in Chapter 6. 

I intend to approach new media in the museum through the specific lens of 
visitors, and, in particular, the ways through which they make meanings. In Chapter 1, 
I elaborate on the concept of ‘meaning’, a term which has gained popularity in the 
humanities and social sciences since the 1960s.15 This emphasis on meaning can be seen 
as part of the larger epistemological shift referred to as post-modernism, in which 
“human experience and subjectivity” are given primacy over “abstract experimentation 
and generality”.16 Meaning, as a concept, thus allows for a focus on the human rather 
than objective truths or generalisations. In what follows, I approach this concept from 
the perspective of literary theory. Within the humanities, this understanding of 
meaning, based on the work of authors such as Ferdinand de Saussure and Roland 
Barthes, has always been central.17 In particular, I honour the tradition upheld within 

 
10 Nick J. Fox and Pam Alldred, ‘New Materialism’, in The SAGE Encyclopedia of Research Methods, ed. by P. A. 
Atkinson and others (London: SAGE, 2018). 
11 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005). 
12 James J. Gibson, ‘The Theory of Affordances’, in The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1979). 
13 Robin Boast, The Machine in the Ghost: Digitality and Its Consequences (London: Reaktion Books Ltd, 2017). 
14 Throughout this dissertation, I therefore use the terms ‘new media’ and ‘digital media’ interchangeably.  
15 Jerome Bruner, Acts of Meaning (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), pp. 1–2. 
16 Sarah Raine, ‘The Narrative Turn: Interdisciplinary Methods and Perspectives.’, Artweek, Vol. 28 (1997), p14-
15 (pp. 64, 66). 
17 Ferdinand De Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 1959, IX; Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’, in 
Image, Music, Text (London: Fontana Press, 1977), pp. 142–49. 
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the context of the Amsterdam School for Heritage, Memory and Material Culture at the 
University of Amsterdam. Writing my dissertation within this school of museum and 
heritage studies has guided me towards approaching meaning from this, mostly 
European, perspective. As will be discussed further in the first chapter, meaning will 
be viewed as the relationship between signifier and signified, proposed by De 
Saussure.18 In particular, the central question regards which actor may determine this 
relationship. A traditional, modernist, reading would suggest the author, a perspective 
later re-contextualised as museum-centred meaning.19 A post-modern attitude, 
originating with Barthes, assigns this power to the reader or, within the museum 
context, the visitor.20 In this work, meaning is thus always approached in relationship 
to actors. Questions of meaning making, which highlight such creative agency and 
power, are central. Emphasising meaning making has led me to use this term, rather 
than referring to experience, as other museum theorists might do.21  
 Besides new media and visitor meanings, this study is also concerned with, to 
what I have so far referred to as, the new, changing or transforming museum. Rather 
than speaking about the juxtaposition between ‘the old’ and ‘the new’ museum, I have 
decided to employ seminal museum theorist Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s concepts of 
“the modernist museum” and “the post-museum”.22 In Museums and the Interpretation 
of Visual Culture, Hooper-Greenhill proposes two images of the museum as “tropes, or 
metaphorical devices”, “models”, rather than actual, physical, museums.23 She locates 
the beginning of the modernist museum trope in the nineteenth century, and envisages 
the post-museum in the future, “an idea that is not yet born, but whose shape is 
beginning to be seen”.24 Her understanding of the modernist museum emphasises a 
singular museum-centred meaning, whereas the post-museum may be characterised 
by inviting multiple visitor-centred meanings. Hooper-Greenhill’s work has been 
influential within the larger discipline of museum studies, but her approach to 
museums as either modernist or post-museums is not the only possibility of an 
analytical frame for museum contexts. A fairly recent model that has been employed 
by, for example, Mark O’Neill, is the Museum Values Framework, offered by Sue Davies 

 
18 De Saussure, IX. 
19 Eric Donald Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1967); Eric 
Donald Hirsch, The Aims of Interpretation (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1976). 
20 Barthes. 
21 John H. Falk and Lynn D. Dierking, The Museum Experience Revisited (Walnut Creek, California: Left Coast 
Press, Inc., 2013). 
22 Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture. 
23 Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture, p. 8. 
24 Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture, p. 8. 
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et al.25 In this model, museums are either conceptualised as a “club”, a “forum”, a 
“temple” or a “visitor attraction”, based on their relationship to their audience, their 
opinions regarding knowledge, and their function.26 Another conceptualisation of 
museums is offered by Peter Welsh, who categorises museums according to what they 
“have been”, “are becoming” or “could become”, specifically focusing on the domains 
of “materiality”, “engagement” and “representation”.27 Janet Marstine, in her 
introduction to New Museum Theory and Practice, offers a four-fold categorisation of 
museums as “shrine, market-driven industry, colonizing space, and post-museum”.28 
I do not intend to dismiss the validity of any of these categorisations – each of these 
studies offers a different way of analysing museums which allows for useful 
possibilities. It is precisely these possibilities, however, which lead me to employ 
Hooper-Greenhill’s model. I would argue that the concepts offered in Museums and the 
Interpretation of Visual Culture grant a certain simplicity: a museum is either more 
modernist, or more like the post-museum, based on their attitude towards meaning. 
Because the two images are seen as tropes, a scale between the two can be created: 
modernist and post-museum are the two imaginary extremes at the end of such a scale. 
Perceived in this way, museums may be characterised as being more like a modernist 
museum, or more like a post-museum, without having to ‘fit’ exactly in either one of 
these two categories. Finally, as may be noted in Hooper-Greenhill’s original argument, 
such a scale also suggests the possibility of change, of moving from one end to the other. 
Seen in this way, the modernist museum may be viewed as a reflection of a more 
traditional type of museum, whereas the post-museum offers a vision of future 
museums. This notion of the changing or transforming museum is key here.  

 

Case Studies 
After introducing new media, meaning and the modernist and post-museum, a further 
demarcation regards my object of study: specifically, I aim to study the role of new 
media in visitor meaning making processes in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, on show at 
the Allard Pierson in Amsterdam, from September 2017 until April 2018. The extensive 
evaluation programme undertaken at this exhibit is central to my argument here. This 

 
25 Mark O’Neill, ‘Museum Visiting in Edinburgh and Glasgow–150 Years of Change and Continuity’, Cultural 
Trends, 28.1 (2019), 20–35; Sue M. Davies, Rob Paton, and Terry J. O’Sullivan, ‘The Museum Values Framework: 
A Framework for Understanding Organisational Culture in Museums’, Museum Management and Curatorship, 
28.4 (2013), 345–61. 
26 Davies, Paton, and O’Sullivan, pp. 350–51. 
27 Peter H. Welsh, ‘Re-Configuring Museums’, Museum Management and Curatorship, 20.2 (2005), 103–30. 
28 Marstine. 



INTRODUCTION      6 
 
core case is complemented by a smaller study of the Riverside Museum in Glasgow, 
Scotland. The ‘Crossroads’ exhibit at the Allard Pierson and the permanent collection 
at the Riverside Museum are two very different cases. Not only do they differ in type of 
collections; their histories, aims and audiences are also significantly dissimilar. This 
contrast is one which I have actively sought out and which has largely informed my 
decision to include the Riverside Museum as a suitable complementary case. As will be 
argued in Chapter 3, the ‘Crossroads’ context may be framed as more modernist, which 
will allow me to study visitor meaning making processes within a more traditional type 
of exhibition. It would have been an invaluable addition to this study to be able to 
compare the ways in which visitors make meanings in a modernist museum to the 
behaviour of the audience in a post-museum context. However, as was already briefly 
mentioned, a true post-museum is perhaps still a dream, a vision of a future not yet 
accomplished. In an ideal world, I would be able to complement the ‘Crossroads’ case 
with another temporary, archaeological or historical exhibition, but one which would 
be much more like a post-museum. Yet, as modernism is still a pervasive force within 
the museum world, institutions which are successfully transforming towards post-
museums are limited. My options were further restricted to those organisations which 
would allow an outside-researcher to conduct a visitor study on-site within the 
available, particular, timeframe of this dissertation. Also, due to the specific topic of 
this study, the museum in question would have to make extensive use of new media. 
Considering these limitations, I have been exceedingly fortunate in being able to 
include the Riverside Museum within this work. This Glaswegian museum does not 
only come surprisingly close to my understanding of a post-museum, I was also kindly 
allowed to conduct a small visitor study in their galleries. Finally, digital tools are an 
essential part of the Riverside Museum’s exhibitions. My aim is not to create a 
comparison between a temporary archaeological exhibition and a permanent display 
on transport and social history. Instead, I have included the Riverside Museum, in all 
its distinctness and contrariness, as a way to strengthen and sharpen my 
understanding of the central analyses in ‘Crossroads’. I do not intend to judge either 
one of these institutions by standards set by the other. Instead, highlighting what the 
Riverside Museum does will allow me to see more clearly what ‘Crossroads’ does not, 
and vice versa. In the final pages of this dissertation, it will also become clear that the 
Riverside Museum may offer inspiration to other museums aiming towards 
transformation. 

In Chapter 3, these two cases are explored in full, but I wish to briefly introduce 
each of the museum contexts below. The first case is, in fact, a convergence of three 
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related entities; the CEMEC project, initiated and led by the Allard Pierson, and, one of 
the core aims of the project, the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. The Allard Pierson is the 
museum which houses and publicly presents the heritage collections of the University 
of Amsterdam, and is situated in the historical centre of Amsterdam. Officially a 
museum since 1934, the Allard Pierson, then known as the Allard Pierson Museum, 
originally housed the archaeological collections of the university. However, since early 
2019, the university has merged its special collections (consisting mainly of books, maps 
and manuscripts) with its archaeological collections to form one heritage institution 
under the name Allard Pierson.29 Since 2009, the director of the Allard Pierson has been 
Wim Hupperetz, who is also a professor of heritage and museum studies at Vrije 
Universiteit Amsterdam, a university in Amsterdam. Under his direction, the Allard 
Pierson has participated in a series of collaborative European heritage projects. From 
2011 until 2015, the Allard Pierson joined V-Must, the Virtual Museum Transnational 
Network, and, from 2013 until 2018, the museum was part of the MeSch consortium, a 
similar EU-funded collaborative heritage project with a focus on digital.30 
Furthermore, the Allard Pierson took on an active role in the COBBRA Network, which 
also aimed to create creative collaborations between heritage institutions.31 In 2015, the 
museum initiated another collaborative project, which is central here: Connecting 
Early Medieval European Collections (CEMEC). CEMEC was awarded funding for four 
years through the European Commission’s “framework programme for support to the 
culture and audiovisual sectors”, known as Creative Europe.32 The CEMEC project has 
received its funding as a “cooperation project”, where cultural and creative 
organisations from different countries within the European Union work together. The 
aims of such projects are to “improve access to European culture and creative works 
and to promote innovation and creativity”.33 The CEMEC project is a collaboration 
between different universities, museums and technical partners. The Allard Pierson, 
part of the University of Amsterdam, is the project’s lead organisation, also providing 
the project with its project leader (Wietske Donkersloot) and exhibition curator. 
Further museum partners are the LVR-LandesMuseum in Bonn, Germany; the 

 
29 ‘Over Ons’, Allard Pierson, 2019 <https://allardpierson.nl/over-ons.php> [accessed 15 May 2019]. 
30 ‘About MeSch Project’, MeSch Project, 2013 <http://www.mesch-project.eu/about/> [accessed 15 May 2019]; 
‘About V-Must’, V-Must, 2011 <http://www.v-must.net/about> [accessed 15 May 2019]. 
31 ‘COBBRA Network’, Allard Pierson Museum, 2018 <https://www.allardpiersonmuseum.nl/en/collections-
research/research-projects/cobbra-network%5B2%5D/cobbra-network.html> [accessed 15 May 2019]. 
32 ‘Creative Europe’, European Commission, 2018 <https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/creative-europe/> 
[accessed 11 December 2018]. 
33 ‘European Cooperation Projects’, Creative Europe (European Commission), 2018 
<https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/creative-europe/culture/european-cooperation-projects_en> [accessed 
11 December 2018]. 
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Hungarian National Museum in Budapest, Hungary; the Byzantine and Christian 
Museum in Athens, Greece; the National Museum of Ireland in Dublin, Ireland and the 
Museum of Jaen in Jaen, Spain. A later addition to the project’s museum partners is the 
Royal Museum of Arts and History in Brussels, Belgium. The university partners are 
mostly associated with these museums; the Institute of Iberian Archaeology from The 
University of Jaen and University College Dublin. The CEMEC project also works with 
so-called technical or creative partners, companies working within the creative sector 
in the heritage field. These are CNR-ITABC and EVOCA, two Italian organisations; Noho 
from Dublin; Moobels from Amsterdam and the German Fraunhofer-IGD. A final 
partner is DEN Foundation, a Dutch organisation concerned with digital heritage 
policies.  

At this point, a brief note is required regarding my own role within the CEMEC 
context. As partner of CEMEC, the University of Amsterdam hired two PhD students 
for the duration of the project; this dissertation is the result of one of these 
appointments. Besides the completion of a PhD project, further tasks were set out in 
the project plan. In my case, this meant that I was responsible for carrying out the 
visitor research for the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. As a result of having this task within 
the project, my presence, naturally, must have had some influence on CEMEC as a 
whole. During the project, I have, on multiple occasions, shared my work with the 
partners, and, through this, may have influenced their actions. Yet, this personal 
connection to the project has also benefited this dissertation. I have been able to 
observe, up close, the processes and intentions which underlie much of what is seen in 
the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. Hopefully, this double role will thus provide for a more 
careful and sharper study, rather than a biased analysis. Working within a 
contemporary academic climate, however, I lay no claim to objectivity. Instead, I aim to 
actively emphasise the subjective nature of this research by continuously referring to 
myself in first person, rather than through a more traditional third-person perspective.  

Returning to CEMEC, we may find that its aims are set out in a proposal, 
written in 2015, in large part by Hupperetz, as the project’s application to receive the 
Creative Europe funding.34 Within the context of the CEMEC project, this document is 
core to the execution of the project, and is known as the ‘project plan’. The project plan 
is structured along the lines of ‘activities’: 34 elements which are planned to be carried 
out within the 4-year span of the project. The main aims of the project are offered here: 
“forging a solid partnership between various partners throughout Europe, with the aim 
to create a new and practical business model built on sharing expertise, objects, (IT and 

 
34 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, 2015. 
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media) tools and contents”.35 One of the central ways through which the CEMEC project 
wishes to achieve these goals is through the “creation of an exhibition concept that is 
re-usable, beneficial and sustainable”.36 This exhibition concept is realised in the 
‘Crossroads’ exhibition, the final element in this case study. From September 2017 until 
April 2018, ‘Crossroads: Travelling Through the Middle Ages’ was on show at the Allard 
Pierson in Amsterdam. After this, the exhibition travelled to other venues in Athens, 
Bonn and Brussels. ‘Crossroads’ was an exhibition on the Early Middle Ages (300-1000), 
which aimed to show the cultural diversity and movement in a period often referred to 
as the ‘dark ages’. The central concept of the exhibit was created by a group of curators 
involved in the CEMEC project, led by the exhibition curator and Allard Pierson 
director Hupperetz. The exhibition contained objects on loan from the different 
museum partners within the project, supplemented by artefacts from the Allard 
Pierson and other Dutch heritage institutions. Next to that, ‘Crossroads’ was home to 
several new media applications, which were created by the different technical partners 
of CEMEC. These include an introduction movie, multiple ‘holoboxes’, a larger 
application called a Cross Culture Timeline, and several other smaller digital tools.  

An extensive analysis of visitor response to the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition is 
central to this dissertation. This core study is complemented by referring to the 
Riverside Museum in Glasgow, Scotland, “a purpose-built replacement” for Glasgow’s 
original transport museum.37 This original museum had been opened in 1964 at a tram 
depot, and was later moved to the Kelvin Hall. By the early 2000s, the museum at Kelvin 
Hall was deemed “unsatisfactory in terms of access, education and preservations of the 
collections” and plans were made for the construction of a new museum.38 In 2002, 
Lawrence Fitzgerald was appointed Project Manager and in 2004, internationally 
acclaimed architect Zaha Hadid was appointed to design the building. By 2010, the old 
museum at Kelvin Hall was closed and in June of 2011 the new Riverside Museum was 
opened to the public. The museum is located on a site called Pointhouse, next to 
Glasgow’s main river, the Clyde, which had originally been one of Glasgow’s major 
shipbuilding sites.39 The Riverside Museum is owned by Glasgow City Council. It is run 
by “a charitable organisation” called Glasgow Life, which is responsible for all of the 
city’s museums, sport centres, libraries and other arts initiatives.40 The Riverside 

 
35 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 4. 
36 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 3. 
37 Lawrence Fitzgerald, ‘Riverside Museum: Scotland’s Museum of Transport and Travel’, 2014, p. 1. 
38 Fitzgerald, ‘Riverside Museum: Scotland’s Museum of Transport and Travel’, p. 1. 
39 ‘Press Pack: Riverside Museum’, 2011. 
40 Fitzgerald, ‘Riverside Museum: Scotland’s Museum of Transport and Travel’, p. 1. 
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Museum is part of Glasgow Museums, as well as ten other museums such as 
Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, The Burrell Collection, The People’s Palace, 
Glasgow’s Gallery of Modern Art and St. Mungo Museum of Religious Life.41 Glasgow 
City Council’s attitude regarding the culture heritage of Glasgow has a rich history, 
which will further inform my reading of the Riverside Museum in Chapter 3. The 
collections of the Riverside Museum concern all things transport, with a strong link to 
the social history of the city of Glasgow. In the 7500m² offered by Hadid’s iconic 
building, approximately 3000 objects are displayed. These range from subway cars to 
trams, from dancing dresses to wheelchairs, from skateboards to enormous train 
locomotives. The museum is also home to three completely accessible re-created 
streets from 1895 to 1980. Next to that, the Riverside makes extensive use of digital 
interpretation. The way in which all these elements are exhibited is done according to 
a particular philosophy, set out in several essays by Mark O’Neill, which focuses on 
people and their stories.42 Most obviously, this philosophy results in a lack of an 
overarching larger narrative guiding the collections as well as an emphasis on visitor 
meanings. Since the Riverside does not have a temporary exhibition space, my analysis 
will be centred on its permanent collection. The new museum appears very successful; 
in 2013, the museum was awarded the European Museum of the Year Award and in 2017 
it received more than a million visitors, which makes it the fourth most popular 
attraction in Scotland. In Chapter 3, I will further explore the Riverside Museum 
context, which will allow me to situate it more towards the post-museum end of the 
scale.   

 

Methodology 
As noted, my aim is to explore the role of new media in visitor meaning making 
processes in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition as well as the Riverside Museum. In Chapter 4 
I will set out my methodological framework in full, resulting in an analytical tool which 
can be found in Chapter 5. I will briefly introduce the discussion surrounding my 
methodology here, which centres on visitor studies in the museum context. Research 
regarding the audience in the museum may be approached from two different 

 
41 ‘Glasgow Life: Museums’, Glasgow Life, 2019 <https://www.glasgowlife.org.uk/museums> [accessed 22 May 
2019]. 
42 Mark O’Neill, ‘Essentialism, Adaptation and Justice: Towards a New Epistemology of Museums’, Museum 
Management and Curatorship, 21.2 (2006), 95–116; Mark O’Neill, ‘Museums and Identity in Glasgow’, 
International Journal of Heritage Studies, 12.December 2014 (2006), 29–48; Mark O’Neill, ‘Kelvingrove : Telling 
Stories in a Treasured Old / New Museum’, Curator: The Museum Journal, 50.4 (2007), 379–99; O’Neill, 
‘Museum Visiting in Edinburgh and Glasgow–150 Years of Change and Continuity’. 
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perspectives; positivism and interpretivism.43 These two theoretical contexts underlie 
the different methodologies found in contemporary visitor research in the museum. 
Positivism assumes the existence of an intended museum meaning, and aims to 
determine whether the audience has understood this message ‘correctly’. Interpretivist 
research is not concerned with finding ‘truth’, but rather intends to discover the 
different experiences and viewpoints of museum visitors. The results of the 
methodology put forth in this dissertation may be employed by those working from 
within both these perspectives. The CEMEC project necessitates a set of more 
positivist-inspired methods, in particular, questionnaires and observations. On the 
other hand, the aim of this dissertation, understanding visitor meanings, calls for more 
interpretivist data, which has been gathered through ethnographically-inspired 
interviews. All in all, seven different types of methodologies have been employed, which 
together offer a broad understanding of the visitor experience in ‘Crossroads’. In 
Chapter 4, these methods will be discussed in full. Four predominantly quantitative 
methods were used, including head-counting, a brief on-site digital survey, a longer 
on-site paper questionnaire and informal observations. These were supplemented by 
three more qualitative methods; the accompanied visits, photography-led exit 
interviews and an informal study of the visitor books. In the case of the Riverside 
Museum, only accompanied visits and photography-led exit interviews were 
conducted, which were supplemented by already-existing quantitative data provided 
by the museum. 
 The core set of data for this study was collected using the ethnographically 
inspired interview techniques at the Allard Pierson and Riverside Museum. Chapter 5 
outlines the analytical tool which resulted from these 29 interviews. Through a process 
of open coding twelve meaning making approaches were distilled from the data. These 
approaches reflect ways through which visitors attempt to make meaning in the two 
museum contexts, such as using their imagination, creating a narrative of the visit, as 
well as referring to their personal identities. Using the concepts set out in Chapter 1 
and 2, I argue that each of these approaches tends towards allowing either more visitor-
centred or more museum-centred meaning making. This characterisation enables me 
to analyse the new media tools in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. Which meaning making 
approaches do visitors employ when they make use of digital tools in these museum 
contexts? Do these approaches allow for more visitor-centred meanings? These 
questions are at the core of my analysis, which may be found in Chapter 7.  

 
43 Margaret Lindauer, ‘What to Ask and How to Answer: A Comparative Analysis of Methodologies and 
Philosophies of Summative Exhibit Evaluation’, Museum and Society, 3.November (2005), 137–52. 
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Main Argument and Outline  
The main ingredients of the argument have been collected, allowing me to set it out in 
full: the aim of this dissertation is to study the role of new media in visitor meaning 
making processes at the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. In what ways do the digital tools 
employed by the Allard Pierson afford and influence meaning making by the museum 
public? In essence, what role might new media play in the transformation from a 
modernist museum towards a post-museum? These questions are at the core of this 
dissertation, the structure of which I will introduce briefly below. 

In the first chapter, the core concept of meaning will be discussed from a 
theoretical perspective informed mainly by literary theory. Meaning is seen as the 
relationship between signifier and signified, and the question of particular importance 
here concerns the responsibility of determining that relationship. In Chapter 1, I offer 
two approaches: a more traditional author-centred perspective as well as a reader-
centred perspective. In the second chapter, these theoretical concepts are situated 
within the museum context, corresponding to Hooper-Greenhill’s understanding of 
the modernist and post-museum. These two tropes are conceived as opposing 
imaginaries on a scale. The modernist museum is framed within a nineteenth-century 
historical context, a complex discussion featuring a more elitist and more democratic 
strand of the museum. Next, an understanding of the post-museum is offered, 
informed by the broader field of New Museology as well as Hooper-Greenhill’s view on 
the concept. Visitor-centred meaning is core in the post-museum, where the audience 
is invited to create personally relevant meanings. In Chapter 3, these two tropes are 
then used to characterise the CEMEC project and Riverside Museum. It is argued that 
the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit may be seen as more modernist, a perspective which is 
clarified further by offering a contrasting view of the Riverside Museum as a post-
museum. Chapter 4 prepares for an empirical engagement with the Allard Pierson 
context. In this chapter, two theoretical frameworks for visitor studies are explored. In 
an attempt at creating a study which allows for analysis from within both these two 
perspectives, an evaluation programme for the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition is proposed and 
outlined extensively in this chapter. Of particular importance in this dissertation are 
two types of qualitative methods, the accompanied visit and the photography-led exit 
interview. The visitor-created narratives produced by these methods are central in 
Chapter 5, where an analytical tool is constructed which allows for exploring visitor 
meanings in the museum. This analytical tool consists of twelve different approaches 
participants have employed in the Allard Pierson context, complemented and 
sharpened by the interviews done at the Riverside Museum. With the final two chapters, 
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the argument of this dissertation is set out in full. Chapter 6 offers an exploration of 
new media in the museum context, which allows me to situate new media use in the 
CEMEC project. It is argued that key players within CEMEC adhere to a belief in which 
digital tools are ascribed transformative power. Working from this technologically 
determinist understanding, new media plays an essential role within the CEMEC 
project. The final chapter serves as the central analysis of this dissertation, 
investigating the role of new media in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit. Does new media indeed 
allow for a changed relationship between visitor and museum? Through an exploration 
of the different new media applications found within the exhibition, I aim to answer 
this question for the Allard Pierson context. I end by suggesting a possible alternative 
outcome, offered by the case of the Riverside Museum
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chapter 1 
A THEORETICAL 

PERSPECTIVE ON 
MEANING 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“… two people gazing at the night sky may 
both be looking at the same collection of 

stars, but one will see the image of a plough, 
and the other will make out a dipper.” 

 
Wolfgang Iser “The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach’, 

New Literary History, 3.2 (1972), 279-99 (p. 287). 
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Look at the stars in the night sky. Do you see a plough, or a dipper? Look at The Starry 
Night, a painting by Van Gogh. Does it strike you as mournful, or are its colours joyous? 
These questions are united in ways that move beyond the fact that they both concern 
stars. In the first place, these are questions on meaning. And, secondly, they make us 
wonder: is there a right answer? Is there one meaning, or are there many? These issues 
are at the core of this chapter, which aims to provide two different perspectives on the 
central concept of meaning, serving as a framework for the succeeding chapters in this 
dissertation. Since the second half of the twentieth century, as mentioned in the 
Introduction, meaning has steadily earned itself a more central position within western 
scientific thought, in particular within the humanities and social sciences. It is similarly 
essential within my discussion of visitors and museums. As a concept, meaning allows 
for an exploration of the process and its actors, paramount to my thesis. Meaning helps 
to see the interaction between museums and its visitors more clearly, highlighting their 
separate roles in the process of the creation of significance. In this chapter, I will 
approach meaning mainly from the perspective of literary theory and its associated 
disciplines. Therefore my vocabulary, here, will be literary in turn: I will be speaking of 
text, author and reader. In the following chapter, these theoretical notions will be 
applied and adjusted to a museum context. 

What is meaning? This basic question will be addressed first by referring to 
some of the earliest thoughts on meaning. Already in Aristotle, we may note the 
elemental components of meaning which are taken up again, centuries later, by De 
Saussure. De Saussure’s notion of meaning, as the arbitrary connection between 
signifier and signified, leads us to the core question of this chapter: who determines 
this relationship? The traditional answer, found in the author-centred perspective on 
meaning, is explored first, by referring mainly to Hirsch’ writing. A second answer, 
which reassigns this responsibility to the reader, is discussed next, through the works 
of Barthes, Gadamer and Iser. These two perspectives on the process of meaning 
making, author-centred and reader-centred, are reshaped into museum-centred and 
visitor-centred in the following chapter.  

 

1.1 Basic Components of Meaning 
Perhaps the most basic way of thinking about meaning, the simplest structure 
imaginable, is: something stands for something else. A word, language, refers to a 
concept, reality. Meaning, in this most essential form, concerns a relationship between 
two components. This perspective is found in the earliest writings on meaning, from 
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the ancient Greeks around the sixth century B.C.1 These early thinkers conceptualised  
meaning as the relationship between reality or things (pragmata), and the signs or the 
spoken sounds (phonai), which referred to it. In these initial explorations, two main 
schools may be distinguished, each positing a different thesis on the nature of the 
relationship between reality and language, or the thing and the word. The first way of 
thinking argued that the relationship between language and reality is naturally given, 
or phýsei.2 During the fifth century B.C., this idea is challenged by those who argue that 
the relationship between words and reality is determined by human conventions, or 
thései. 3 It is Aristotle who solves this problem by changing the elements of meaning, 
and thus, the question. He argues that the earlier thinkers oversimplified the situation, 
and sees the relationship between language and reality as more complex, introducing 
a new concept into the discussion.4 In De Interpretatione, he writes: 
 

“Now what is in the voice are symbols or affections in the soul (pathémata tes 
psyches), and written marks symbols of spoken words. And just as written 
marks are not the same for all men, neither are spoken sounds. But what these 
are in the first place signs of  – affections of the soul – are the same for all; and 
what these affections are likenesses of – actual things – are also the same.”5 

 
Whereas earlier thinkers envisaged a direct link between reality and language, Aristotle 
introduces a new concept, in between reality and words, which he calls “affections of 
the soul” or pathémata tes psyches, translated by Ludovic De Cuypere and Klaas Willems 
as “mental experiences”.6 In this way, language does not directly refer to reality itself, 
but it is a symbol of our mental experiences, which then again are a reflection of reality. 
Thus, in Aristotle’s theory of how meaning is created, we see “a set of relations” 
between pragmata (reality, things), phonai (spoken sounds, which Aristotle here 
replaces with semeia, signs) and pathemata tes psyches (mental experiences, affections 

 
1 Ludovic De Cuypere and Klaas Willems, ‘Meaning and Reference in Aristotle’s Concept of the Linguistic 
Sign’, Foundations of Science, 13.3–4 (2008), 307–24 (p. 309). 
2 De Cuypere and Willems, p. 309; Ole Moystad, ‘Some Notes for a History of Meaning’, Nordisk 
Arkitekturforskning, 4 (1995), 23–37 (p. 24); Eugen Baer, ‘A Semiotic History of Symptomatology’, in Foundations 
of Semiotics: History of Semiotics, ed. by Achim Eschbach and Jürgen Trabant (Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John 
Benjamins Publishing Company, 1983), pp. 41–66 (p. 41). 
3 De Cuypere and Willems, pp. 309–10. 
4 De Cuypere and Willems, p. 314. 
5 Aristotle, De Interpretatione, trans. by E. M. Edghill (Adelaide, Australia: eBooks@Adelaide), pp. 16a, 3–8. 
Cited in, and translated by, De Cuypere and Willems, p. 308.  
6 De Cuypere and Willems, p. 314. 
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of the soul).7 Aristotle’s solution is to allow for both nature and convention, phýsei and 
thései, to have their place within his conceptualisation.8 In his view, the relationship 
between reality and our mental concepts of reality is “the same for all”, meaning it is 
automatic, or ‘natural’.9 But then Aristotle writes, “just as written marks are not the 
same for all, neither are spoken sounds the same”, meaning that the relationship 
between our mental concepts and the language we use for them is not natural, it is 
conventional. In this way, Aristotle’s concept of meaning combines both nature and 
convention into one system. The two central points to take away from Aristotle concern 
his three main elements of meaning (reality, our mental ideas and language), and the 
relationship between these three elements: both natural (between reality and mental 
ideas) and arbitrary (between mental ideas and language).  

Rather than beginning with Aristotle, many contemporary theorists on 
meaning refer back to Ferdinand De Saussure, “the father of French semiotics”.10 Yet 
even though many centuries divide Aristotle and De Saussure, within the framework of 
this dissertation, looking at De Saussure through Aristotle allows for an emphasis on 
those elements within his theory of meaning which are of most significance here. The 
core of De Saussure’s ideas on meaning may be found in his Course in General 
Linguistics.11 He approaches the creation of meaning from the perspective of the sign, 
in which something stands for something else. Within this, De Saussure differentiates 
between a mental concept and the word that we use to describe this concept, the 
“sound-image”. The mental concept he terms the “signified”, the sound-image the 
“signifier” and the union of these two is what De Saussure calls the “sign”.12 After 
establishing these basic parameters, De Saussure addresses the ancient problem of the 
relationship between these elements – and it is his exploration of this problem which 
becomes one of the major legacies of his work: “the arbitrary nature of the sign”.13  In 
essence, he argues that the relationship between the signifier and the signified is not 
caused by any inherent qualities of these elements, but instead, is based “on 

 
7 Scott Carson, ‘Aristotle on Meaning and Reference’, History of Philosophy Quarterly, 20.4 (2003), 319–37 (p. 
320). 
8 Carson, pp. 320–21. 
9 Carson, p. 321. 
10 Moystad, p. 31. 
11 De Saussure, IX. 
We know the text as a book, but it was not created as such by De Saussure himself. The book is, instead, a 
compilation of lecture notes, collected and edited by Charles Bally and Albert Sechehaye – however, for the 
sake of simplicity, I will refer to the text as if it were written by De Saussure. 
12 De Saussure, IX, p. 67. 
13 De Saussure, IX, p. 67. 
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convention”.14 For De Saussure, this principle is quite obvious, he even notes that “no 
one disputes the principle of the arbitrary nature of the sign”- and indeed, it is hard to 
argue with the fact that the signified “tree” is known by different signifiers across 
different cultures; ‘arbor’, ‘boom’ or ‘tree’.15  

De Saussure’s proposed relationship between signifier and signified is very 
similar to Aristotle’s ideas concerning the conventional relationship between the 
mental concept and language. But, when looking at De Saussure’s work through 
Aristotle’s much older ideas, we note the complete absence of any reference to a 
concept of reality. Whereas Aristotle, in his thoughts on meaning, is a true realist, 
believing in the existence of an ultimate reality, De Saussure remains silent in this 
regard. Upon considering his work through the eyes of later, post-structuralist, writers 
(as we often do), it may seem that the arbitrariness of all meaning, and thus the absence 
of a concept of ultimate reality, originates with De Saussure. And, surely, in the many 
centuries between Aristotle and De Saussure, we have seen Ockham, Descartes and 
Kant – all of whom struggled and tampered with the idea of an ultimate reality. At the 
turn of the century, these struggles seem to culminate with Nietzsche questioning the 
existence of objective truth and Einstein rethinking ideas concerning relativity.  It 
would, therefore, make sense if De Saussure’s understanding of the sign included 
disregarding an ultimate reality. However, as Dave Elder-Vass shows in his brief 
discussion of De Saussure, there seems to be nothing in The Course in General 
Linguistics itself to suggest such a reading.16 Although it is often read differently, within 
The Course, “Saussure’s arbitrariness lies in the relation between signifier and signified, 
not in the relation between the concept signified and the world”.17 The text does not 
seem to discuss the relationship between this sign and reality. Reading The Course in 
General Linguistics through the perspective offered by Aristotle directs our attention to 
the fact that De Saussure remains silent with regards to the question of meaning’s 
relationship to reality. De Saussure’s work leaves us with a central issue: if the 
relationship between signifier and signified is arbitrary, then who is, quite literally, the 
arbiter? Who is the judge, who decides and determines this relationship? This, then, is 
the problem of meaning. 

 

 
14 De Saussure, IX, p. 68. 
15 De Saussure, IX, p. 68. 
16 Dave Elder-Vass, ‘Debate: Seven Ways to Be a Realist about Language’, Journal for the Theory of Social 
Behaviour, 44.3 (2014), 249–67 (pp. 256–58). 
17 Elder-Vass, p. 257. 
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1.2 The Problem of Meaning 
Through Aristotle and De Saussure we have arrived at the central problem regarding 
meaning in this dissertation: who is allowed to determine the relationship between 
signifier and signified? Or, in other words, who, ultimately, establishes meaning? In 
asking this question, we find ourselves at the crossroads of the modern and post-
modern, and two fundamentally different ways of looking at meaning making. A helpful 
dividing figure at this crossroads is Roland Barthes, French literary critic and theorist. 
His essay The Death of the Author is famous precisely because it creates a new way of 
looking at meaning, which is central in the concept of reader-centred meaning, by 
challenging the more traditional way of looking at meaning, which I will refer to as 
author-centred.18 The traditional, what we could perhaps call modernist, answer to the 
question of who determines meaning, is the author. The author imbues the text with 
meaning, and so traditional literary criticism was built on attempting to understand 
the author so as to understand his meaning; in Barthes’ words: “The explanation of a 
work is always sought in the man or woman who produced it.”19  In this way of seeing 
meaning, the author is the active, creative, party, who ‘encodes’ his message in the text, 
which the passive reader may then try to discover. 
 What makes Barthes such a fundamental figure in our discussion is the way 
through which he uses, and moves beyond, De Saussure to argue the complete opposite. 
Working from De Saussure’s notion that the sign is arbitrary, Barthes and other post-
structuralists argue that the authority to determine meaning no longer lies with the 
author. Because, they contend, precisely at the moment at which the author commits 
his intention to text, it loses all of this ‘intention’ and becomes simply that – text. 
Language. Barthes writes: “As soon as a fact is narrated [..] this disconnection occurs, 
the voice loses its origin, the author enters into his own death, writing begins.”20 So 
text is a “field without origin”, it cannot be explained or understood by referring to an 
author outside of the text, it can only be explained by referring back to itself – it has 
“no other origin than language itself”.21 In short, a text does not and cannot “release a 
single ‘theological’ meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God)”.22 Barthes argues that 
because the sign is arbitrary, the author cannot give it a final meaning – as soon as he 
commits his meaning to text, he loses his power over the different interpretations that 

 
18 Barthes. 
19 Barthes, p. 143. 
20 Barthes, p. 142. 
21 Barthes, p. 146. 
22 Barthes, p. 146. 
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the sign might elicit. In this reading, the arbitrariness of the sign ultimately results in 
the incapability of the author to, decidedly, determine meaning.23 
 Before Barthes, the main and active agent in the creation of meaning had 
always been the writer, but in The Death of the Author, the writer loses his pedestal. 
What happens next? Barthes writes that, indeed, “to give a text an Author is to impose 
a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing”.24 In 
removing the author, the ‘closed writing’ would open up, and, as a result, we would see 
“the birth of the reader”.25 With the author out of the way, the reader is given the power 
to assign meaning to the text. The reader is now conceptualised as the active party, at 
the end of the line it is she who assigns meanings to the signs in the text, who draws 
them together, so that “a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its destination”.26 With 
Barthes, a second way of looking at meaning is conceived, which sees the reader as the 
active individual. These two ways of looking at meaning making, author-centred and 
reader-centred, or, as we will later conceive them, museum-centred and visitor-
centred, are at the core of this dissertation. In the following pages I will further explore 
the ways through which meaning making processes are perceived within both these 
perspectives.   
 

1.3 Author-Centred Meaning 
Barthes’ The Death of the Author and its consequences for meaning, part of the larger 
postmodernist turn, have been highly influential within the humanities as a whole. A 
more author-centred perspective on meaning forms a minority within the academic 
discourse, defended by only few. Yet, as will be shown later, the author-centred 
perspective remains visible in the motivations of different actors within the museum 
context. Therefore, it is essential we further explore it here. One of the more prominent 
theorists associated with upholding the position of the author is Eric Donald Hirsch, an 
American literary critic, whose writing will be central in the following exploration of 
author-centred meaning. However, Hirsch’ arguments take place within a slightly 
different sphere within the humanities. Although his thinking directly contradicts 
Barthes’ writing, Hirsch is, in fact, actively responding to an earlier iteration of those 

 
23 Please note the ‘decidedly’ here. The ‘death of the author’ concept does not mean the end of any 
biographical reading of the text. If an interpreter wishes to inform his reading of the text by referring to the 
author, he is still free to do so. The point here is that this biographical reading is no longer automatically the 
only ‘right’ reading of the text, it becomes simply a reading of the text. 
24 Barthes, p. 147. 
25 Barthes, p. 148. 
26 Barthes, p. 148. 
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ideas; the 1946 article titled The Intentional Fallacy by William K. Wimsatt and Monroe 
C. Beardsley.27 I will first briefly explore this discussion, and then move more into how 
the process of meaning making is seen from this author-centred perspective.  

In 1946, almost twenty years before Barthes’ influential The Death of the Author, 
Wimsatt and Beardsley published The Intentional Fallacy in The Sewanee Review.28 In 
this, now famous, and back then certainly “provocative” essay, Wimsatt and Beardsley 
argue strongly against authorial intentionalism.29 In their understanding, authorial 
intentionalism refers to the idea that “the design or intention of the author” can be used 
“as a standard for judging the success of a work of literary art”.30 Authorial 
intentionalism, for Wimsatt and Beardsley, regards the assumption that an author 
created a text with a specific intention, or meaning, in mind. 31  To refer to the author’s 
intent as a way to explain and judge a text, so argue Wimsatt and Beardsley, is a fallacy. 
Like Barthes, they trace the origins of this way of looking at texts to the Romantic 
period.32  Their line of reasoning, too, is similar to what we see in Barthes: “The poem 
is not the critic’s own and not the author’s (it is detached from the author at birth and 
goes about the world beyond his power to intend about it control it). The poem belongs 
to the public. It is embodied in language, the peculiar possession of the public, and it is 
about the human being, an object of public knowledge”.33 The idea of authorial intent, 
so argue Wimsatt and Beardsley, is obsolete, because, at the moment a text is written, 
the author loses all control about it, and it becomes public property.  
 The most well-known and strongest opponent of these ideas is Hirsch, who 
firmly advocates for the authority of the author in his books Validity in Interpretation 
and The Aims of Interpretation.34 According to Hirsch, the theory of, as he calls it, 
“authorial irrelevance”, and its accompanying variations, is the cause of much 
“theoretical confusion”.35 Because when the “critics banished the original author as the 
determiner of meaning”, they eliminated “the only compelling normative principle that 
could lend validity to interpretation”.36 As a result of this process, we now find 

 
27 W. K. Wimsatt and M. C. Beardsley, ‘The Intentional Fallacy’, The Sewanee Review, 54.3 (1946), 468–88. 
28 Wimsatt and Beardsley. 
29 Larry Lavender, ‘Intentionalism, Anti-Intentionalism, and Aesthetic Inquiry: Implications for the Teaching 
of Choreography’, Dance Research Journal, 29.1 (2006), 23 (p. 23). 
30 Wimsatt and Beardsley, p. 468. 
31 Wimsatt and Beardsley, p. 469. 
32 Wimsatt and Beardsley, p. 471. 
33 Wimsatt and Beardsley, p. 470. 
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ourselves in a “chaotic democracy of ‘readings’”, and the only way out of this impasse 
is “to save the author”.37 Besides saving the critic from “the peculiarly modern anarchy 
of every man for himself in matters of interpretation”, restoring the author’s authority, 
in Hirsch’ eyes, is also what is ethically and morally right.38 It is a “basic moral 
imperative” to respect the author’s intention, doing otherwise would be like “using 
another man merely for one’s own purposes”.39 Because of these, and other, reasons, 
Hirsch’ position is firm: “Unless there is a powerful overriding value in disregarding an 
author’s intention (i.e. original meaning), we who interpret as a vocation should not 
disregard it”.40 This statement serves as the core of the author-centred meaning 
perspective – the meaning of the author must not be disregarded in favour of the 
meaning of the reader. From this perspective, the aim of the reader should always be 
to arrive at the intention of the author. Meaning, in this way, is what results from a 
reader’s attempt at constructing an understanding the author’s original ideas.  

One of the ways to look in more detail at the process through which this 
meaning comes about is through the perspective of hermeneutics, the science of 
interpretation. The central question of hermeneutics regards how meaning comes 
about, how understanding is created.41 Wilhelm Dilthey, a German philosopher writing 
at the turn of the century, offers a definition of interpretation or understanding: “The 
process by which we come to know an inner picture through signs which are given 
from outside through the senses we call understanding (Verstehen).”42 In other words, 
when we practice interpretation, we study expressions (“signs which are given from 
outside”) in order to understand what they mean (“an inner picture”). This relationship, 
between a sign and a mental concept, as has been explored above, is what constitutes 
meaning. The science of hermeneutics, the study of interpretation, thus aims to 
understand how meaning is created. The roots of the hermeneutic field, so argue 
Dilthey and Hans-Georg Gadamer, may be located within the Christian tradition, 
especially around the time of the Reformation. The Reformers rebelled against the 
Catholic Church on many points but mainly the fact that, in their eyes, the “dogmatic 
tradition” of the Church determined and, so they said, obscured true understanding of 
the Bible.43 They used hermeneutics in order to reveal and better understand the 

 
37 Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation, pp. 5–6. 
38 Hirsch, ‘Three Dimensions of Hermeneutics’, p. 260. 
39 Hirsch, ‘Three Dimensions of Hermeneutics’, p. 260. 
40 Hirsch, ‘Three Dimensions of Hermeneutics’, p. 259. 
41 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd Ed. (London: Continuum, 1975), p. 175. 
42 Wilhelm Dilthey, ‘The Rise of Hermeneutics’, in Critical Sociology: Selected Readings, ed. by Paul Connerton 
(New York: Penguin Books, 1900), pp. 104–16 (p. 105). 
43 Gadamer, p. 176; Dilthey, p. 109. 
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intentions of the Bible, and its divine author. Before then, hermeneutics was used to 
interpret classical literature, but Dilthey notes that “we owe the final establishment of 
hermeneutics to biblical interpretation”.44 Later, hermeneutics also became important 
in deciphering the law and in the eighteenth century, with the rise of the Romantic 
conception of the author-genius, again in literature.  

The point in narrating this brief history of the hermeneutic field is to highlight 
the fact that, from its conception, hermeneutics was concerned with understanding the 
intention, the meaning, of the author, through the text. In these early forms, 
hermeneutic scholars were those who analysed and interpreted a text in order to 
understand the intention of the author. To them, the text functioned as a vehicle for 
the meaning of the author. However, the more modern and contemporary field of 
hermeneutics is not unified with regards to this notion. Paul Connerton aptly notes that 
“to speak of a single science of hermeneutics is a matter of debate”.45 Within 
hermeneutics, the question comes down to whether the meaning making process is 
concerned with the relationship between reader and author, or reader and text. Is the 
point of interpretation to arrive at the meaning of the author, or should its aim be to 
construct a meaning for the reader? Within this discussion, one side is defended by 
Hirsch, whilst the latter position is represented here through the work of Gadamer, 
building on Heidegger, and, later, Iser. I will explore Hirsch’ argument here and move 
to Gadamer and Iser in the next section. 

As already briefly noted before, Hirsch holds the strong moral belief that the 
aim of interpretation is to arrive at a true understanding of the author’s intention. In 
his eyes, it is “ethically wrong” to “to treat an author’s words merely as grist for one’s 
own mill”, meaning that a reader must, from a moral imperative, always strive towards 
understanding the intention of the author.46 It is Hirsch’ belief that to try and “realize 
the author’s intended meaning” is preferable, and, emphatically, possible.47 A single, 
authorial, meaning exists, and discovering it is achievable, referred to by Hirsch as “the 
stable determinacy of meaning”.48 Hirsch wishes to stress the unchanging nature of 
this meaning by creating a distinction between “meaning” and “significance”.49 
Whereas significance is influenced by context and time, more like an explanation, 
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46 Hirsch, ‘Three Dimensions of Hermeneutics’, p. 260. 
47 Hirsch, The Aims of Interpretation, p. 8. 
48 Hirsch, The Aims of Interpretation, p. 1. 
49 Hirsch, The Aims of Interpretation, p. 1. 
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meaning is “a principle of stability”, objective, true.50 The aim of the interpretive 
process, for Hirsch, is to discover this true, authorially-intended, meaning. In order to 
be able to do so, a reader must engage in the process of “excluding”, attempting to put 
aside those elements of the self which would cloud or bias the interpretive process, like 
cultural or historical context. This “excluding is indeed logically necessary to any act of 
interpretation”, so writes Hirsch.51 By being aware of those contexts which would keep 
a reader from reaching the meaning of the author, the reader is able to distinguish 
different perspectives. Eliminating personal contexts is to distance oneself from the 
personal perspective, and thus being able to take on the author’s perspective. In every 
act of interpretation, the reader is balancing these two perspectives, and, so argues 
Hirsch, “they are entertained both at once, as in normal binocular vision”.52 The ability 
to achieve this “double perspective” is a skill available to everyone, according to Hirsch, 
because it is “universal in verbal intercourse”.53 It is this process which allows for a 
reader to be able to arrive at an accurate and unbiased understanding of an author’s 
intention.  

From Hirsch’ work we can take the central tenets of what I refer to as author-
centred meaning. Within this perspective, a text contains meaning as constructed and 
intended by the author. Through interpretation, a reader attempts and may achieve 
discovering this meaning. This author-created meaning is stable and singular. In the 
hermeneutic process, the reader must focus on excluding a personal perspective in 
favour of acquiring the author’s perspective. The aim of the meaning making process 
is for the reader to arrive at the objectively true authorially-intended meaning. This 
way of looking at meaning is opposed by the reader-centred perspective, which will be 
explored in the next section.    

 

1.4 Reader-Centred Meaning  
With Barthes (but also earlier with Wimsatt and Beardsley, as was noted) the author-
centred perspective on meaning is challenged, resulting in a new kind of meaning 
which is more reader-centred. How does this reader-centred concept flow from 
Barthes’ The Death of the Author? In what way do the proponents of reader-centred 
meaning conceive the process of meaning making? One of the main results of Barthes’ 
proclamation of the death of the author is, as was noted, the birth of the reader. The 

 
50 Hirsch, ‘Three Dimensions of Hermeneutics’, p. 250. 
51 Hirsch, ‘Three Dimensions of Hermeneutics’, p. 254. 
52 Hirsch, The Aims of Interpretation, p. 49. 
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reader now actively constructs meaning, which is no longer dependent on the author. 
Taken further, the removal of a single authorial intent, also opens up meaning. Barthes 
writes: “In precisely this way literature [...], by refusing to assign a ‘secret’, an ultimate 
meaning, to the text (and to the world as text), liberates what may be called an anti-
theological activity, an activity that is truly revolutionary since to refuse to fix meaning 
is, in the end, to refuse God and his hypostases – reason, science, law.”54 In Barthes’ 
worldview, there is nothing beyond the sign itself, the sign (signifier and signified) 
refers only to itself, it is not referring to a reality beyond it. Because of this, there is no 
external reality that could value or validate any meaning – only the text itself can do so. 
But because text only uses signs, it can never definitively “fix meaning” and it will 
always be a continuous “play of signifiers that never come to rest”.55 In saying this, 
Barthes is aligning himself with that other great post-structuralist thinker, Jacques 
Derrida.56 His concept of différance means precisely that: meaning as dynamic, 
contextual and unstable, always postponed and never fixed.57 
 As a result of this way of thinking, meaning could become unlimited, endlessly 
multiple – only validated by that same ever-changing text – a never-ending play of 
meanings. Taken to its extreme, these thoughts would pave the way for a mentality in 
which ‘anything goes’. Signs have endless meanings and thus in the end, every meaning 
may be validated from the text. From a tyranny of the author we might move to a 
tyranny of the reader, where every possible reader’s interpretation of the text becomes 
‘true’, simply because there is no way to value these meanings outside of the text. 
Taking Derrida’s deconstruction to the extreme would leave no basis to work from, we 
would be stuck in an unliveable continuous awareness that everything around us is 
socially constructed. This form of extreme relativism, feared by its opponents, like 
Hirsch, as a “chaotic democracy of ‘readings’”, is not held by all who work from a more 
reader-centred perspective on meaning. 58 In my work here, it might also not be the 
most constructive approach. Instead of following the likes of Barthes and Derrida, I 
adhere to a more nuanced expression of reader-centred meaning making, argued, for 
example, by Jeffrey Nealon and Susan Searls Giroux.59 In their line of reasoning, the 
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concept of ‘context’ forms an important shield against complete relativism.60 This is 
ultimately based on De Saussure, who argues that the meaning of signs is constructed 
in relation to the surrounding signs.61 In saying ‘can’ the sign still may have many 
meanings, but in saying ‘a Coca Cola can’ the multiplicity of meanings is already being 
limited – by this context. Taking this literary concept more broadly and seeing context 
as more than just text itself, allows assigning value to specific interpretations, based on 
what is accepted in that particular context. Referring to contexts would permit 
distinguishing between different meanings, offering a form of ‘validity’, even within the 
reader-centred meaning discourse.62 It is in this way that I wish to represent the 
reader-centred perspective here, relying on the concept of context, thereby allowing a 
multiplicity of meaning without, automatically, giving way to a position of 
unconstructive extreme relativism. In this understanding, the ultimate explanatory 
power does not simply move from the author to the reader; reader meanings are always 
weighed and assessed through contextualisation.  

As we have seen with the author-centred perspective on meaning, Hirsch 
refers to hermeneutics in order to further explore how meaning comes about. 
Similarly, I wish to explore the reader-centred perspective on meaning making 
through the hermeneutic tradition. Here, the work of Gadamer, building on Martin 
Heidegger, and Wolfgang Iser is central. In their understanding, the hermeneutic 
process concerns what happens in the relationship between reader and text, rather 
than reader and author. For Gadamer and Heidegger, this relationship is visualised and 
conceptualised as a circular process, viewed from the perspective of the reader – the 
active party in the interpretation. The circle visualises the movement that this reader 
makes, when trying to understand a text, a movement between a part and a whole. 
Gadamer writes:  
 

“A person who is trying to understand a text is always projecting. He projects 
a meaning for the text as a whole as soon as some initial meaning emerges in 
the text. Again, the initial meaning emerges only because he is reading the text 
with particular expectations in regard to a certain meaning. Working out this 
fore-projection, which is constantly revised in terms of what emerges as he 
penetrates into the meaning, is understanding what is there.”63 
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The reader, in his aim towards understanding the text, almost immediately creates an 
“initial meaning” of the text, of the whole, as soon as she has read only a little bit, a part. 
She then continues the reading, and every bit of text she reads, every part, is again 
incorporated into the whole. And thus a circular movement exists: the reader re-
creating the meaning of the whole with every new part she comes across. And, in the 
words of Gadamer, it is “this constant process of new projection [which] constitutes the 
movement of understanding and interpretation”.64 Heidegger discusses the creation of 
this initial meaning more extensively, writing: “The interpretation of something as 
something is essentially grounded in fore-having, fore-sight, and fore-conception. 
Interpretation is never a presuppositionless grasping of something previously given.”65 
By this Heidegger means that we can only ever understand anything from our own 
already existent framework. When we encounter ‘new’ information we can never 
encounter it as “nakedly objectively present”, but we will always encounter it “already 
in a relevance”, already incorporated within our existing “fore-having, fore-sight and 
fore-conception”.66 In short, so it is argued, we can never encounter anything 
objectively, we will always have our preliminary ideas, our preliminary conceptions. 
This view, as held by Heidegger and Gadamer, is the exact opposite of what is proposed 
by Hirsch. Both Heidegger and Gadamer argue that it is impossible for the reader to set 
aside their personal contexts in order to attempt an objective understanding of the 
author’s intention. The circular nature of the hermeneutic process prevents the reader 
from moving beyond her personal perspective. 

But then, one may wonder, “if interpretation has always already to operate 
within what is understood and nurture itself from this, how should it then produce 
scientific results without going in a circle?”67 How could we ever receive any new 
knowledge if we are, essentially, prejudiced? Heidegger, in answer, writes “what is 
decisive is not to get out of the circle, but to get in it the right way”, in other words, to 
find a constructive way into the circle.68 Because, so argue both Gadamer and 
Heidegger, there are also ‘good’ pre-conceptions that may aid us in our understanding. 
In other words, these personal contexts which Hirsch would have the reader avoid, are 
actually essential in Heidegger’s and Gadamer’s understanding of meaning. Our 
“prejudices” do not always refer to “false judgement”, but may, in fact, assist in creating 
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a meaning.69 Rather than attempting to eliminate them, which these theorists hold to 
be impossible, the reader should actively use these personal contexts.  

Within this reader-centred perspective, meaning does not, ultimately, lie with 
the author, and neither should the reader attempt to discover this authorial intention. 
Does meaning, then, reside with the reader, and should we adhere to a “chaotic 
democracy” of different meanings? Wolfgang Iser, a German literary theorist, offers a 
third, more constructive, alternative by looking closely at the meaning that results from 
the hermeneutic process. He sees the circular relationship between the reader and the 
text, and conceptualises it as a relationship of two opposite poles: the text (which he 
calls “the artistic”) and “the realization accomplished by the reader”, which he calls the 
“aesthetic”.70 Because of this polarity, Iser concludes that the meaning cannot be either 
the text or the reader, but must be “somewhere between the two”, it is, inevitably, 
“virtual in character”.71 It is only through the combination and interaction of the text 
and the reader that the meaning stays in existence. And, importantly, it is therefore 
essential not to concentrate solely on the text or the reader, because “if one loses sight 
of the relationship, one loses sight of the virtual work” – the meaning exists only in the 
relationship between reader and text.72 For Iser, meaning, then, is virtual, and exists 
only by virtue of the interaction between reader and text -  a continuous process. Iser 
uses a remarkable image to describe the reader in this movement – he writes that the 
continual shift from pre-conception to new text gives the reader “a wandering 
viewpoint”.73 This perspective is explained as follows: 
 

“Thus every moment of reading is a dialectic of pretension and retention, 
conveying a future horizon yet to be occupied, along with a past (and 
continually fading) horizon already filled; the wandering viewpoint carves its 
passage through both at the same time and leaves them to merge together in 
its wake.”74 
 

The reader as a wanderer, carving a passage through the text, continuously bringing 
and re-creating his pre-conceptions to the text, and in this way creating meaning. The 
term wanderer seems particularly apt because it highlights the dynamic nature of the 
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reader and thus, as a result, the dynamic nature of the meaning that is being created. 
This virtual, non-text and non-reader, meaning, is not created once but is continuously 
being created, carved out of the text by the reading – “not a definable entity but, if 
anything, a dynamic happening”.75 
 In the understanding of the reader-centred perspective on meaning presented 
here, it becomes clear that authorial intent must be discarded. Through Barthes’ The 
Death of the Author, a space emerges in which text no longer contains one single 
meaning. Instead, each reader is engaged in a process of constructing a meaning, 
visualised as a circular process. As Heidegger and Gadamer argue, rather than 
attempting to move away from personal contexts, like Hirsch suggests, readers should 
embrace these ‘prejudices’ as ways into understanding. Contrary to what the term 
‘reader-centred’ may suggest, within this perspective meaning does not, ultimately, lie 
with the reader. Reader-centred rather refers to the active role of the reader as a 
wanderer, continuously combining personal context and text, and in this way creating 
a virtual, non-text and non-reader, meaning. The aim of the meaning making process 
is for the reader to arrive at a meaning, which will be different for each reader.  
 

Conclusion 
This chapter functioned as an exploration of the fundamental problem of meaning: who 
is allowed to determine the relationship between the signifier and the signified or, in 
other words, who is responsible for the creation of meaning? Here, I have set out two 
perspectives which provide different answers – one type referring to the author, the 
other to the reader. It is the question of these actors’ responsibility in determining 
meaning which has led me to refer to these two opposite views as author-centred and 
reader-centred. Rather than suggesting where meaning ultimately resides, these terms 
emphasise a kind of power in the relationship: who is allowed to determine meaning, 
the author or the reader?  
 The author-centred perspective is informed by an older tradition, where an 
appeal was made on the author to determine meaning. Here, the sole role of the reader 
is to discover the author’s intention. Within the academic context, such a perspective 
is perhaps not quite as popular. However, when referring to museums, we will be able 
to see the author-centred perspective influencing the behaviours of different actors. 
Within academia, one of the few defenders of authorial intentionalism is Hirsch. His 
perspective is characterised by an emphasis on the reader’s desire and attempt to 

 
75 Iser, p. 22. 



A THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE ON MEANING      32 
 
understand the author’s original intention. In order to do so, the reader must aim to 
exclude any personal contexts, which allows for an arrival at the meaning of the author. 
The opposite side offered here is much influenced by post-modern and post-
structuralist thinkers such as Barthes. As a result of the death of the author, the reader 
receives a much more central role. I have tried to explore this active role of the reader 
by referring to Gadamer and Heidegger’s understanding of the hermeneutic circle. An 
important note here is that, rather than attempting to exclude any personal contexts, 
Gadamer and Heidegger argue that the reader actively employ such ‘prejudices’ in 
order to create a meaning. Within this reader-centred perspective, the reader is no 
longer concerned with authorial intent and aims to construct a personal reading of the 
text. In referring to Iser, who sees the reader as wanderer, such a meaning does not 
reside in either reader, author or text, but in a virtual space, continuously constructed 
by an active reader.  
 In the following chapter, I aim to transform these two theoretically conceived 
perspectives into workable concepts for the museum context. I wish to show that the 
central tropes in this dissertation, the modernist and post-museum, are best 
understood through framing their perspectives on meaning as author-centred and 
reader-centred. Next to that, these two theoretical constructions, as museum-centred 
and visitor-centred, will return as analytical tools in Chapter 5.   
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chapter 2  
MEANING IN THE 
MODERNIST AND 

POST-MUSEUM 
 
 
“Finally, then, when that revolution has run 
its course and when the museum of the near 
future is firmly established, what might we 

expect it to be like?” 
Stephen E. Weil, ‘The Museum and the Public.’, 

Museum Management and Curatorship, 16.3 (1997), 257–71 (p. 271). 
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A revolution, the museum of the near future, and, if I may add to Stephen Weil’s words, 
the museum of the past. These three ingredients, though in different order, are the key 
elements in this chapter, which concerns the modernist museum, a transformation, 
and the post-museum. Moving beyond the literary perspective offered in the previous 
chapter, my aim here is to situate the concept of meaning within theories on museums. 
Central to this chapter are two opposing ways in which museums may approach 
meaning, through a museum-centred or visitor-centred perspective, corresponding to 
the previously discussed author-centred and reader-centred perspectives. These two 
ways of looking at meaning are key elements in the two tropes which are at the core of 
this chapter: the modernist and the post-museum. These terms, as used here, are based 
on museum theorist Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s seminal work Museums and the 
Interpretation of Visual Culture.1  

The relationship between the modernist and post-museum may be seen 
historically: a move from the first public museums in the nineteenth century as 
modernist museums towards the post-museum in our post-modern twenty-first 
century. However, such a historical approach to these concepts does not accurately 
describe the complexity and diversity of the museum field. Not all nineteenth-century 
museums completely ‘fit’ with the image of the modernist museum, nor does the label 
of post-museum apply to all contemporary museums. Therefore, I will follow Hooper-
Greenhill’s original thought  in viewing the modernist and post-museum as tropes, 
“metaphorical devices” – images of an imagined, generalised, type of museum, that may 
or may not exist in reality.2 These two imaginary institutions exist on opposite ends of 
a spectrum on which concrete museums may be placed. In this way, we may speak of a 
museum as being more modernist, whereas another museum may possess certain 
characteristics that place it more towards the post-museum end of the scale. In other 
words, the distinction between modernist and post-museums is a central analytical 
tool, which aids in my investigation of the Allard Pierson and Riverside Museum. Yet, 
even as tropes, ultimately a-historical, the modernist and post-museum can be said to 
have an undeniable basis in historical reality. Therefore, in the discussion below, the 
elements constituting the modernist museum will be placed within the context of the 
nineteenth century, and the post-museum response will be framed by the second half 
of the twentieth century. This historical perspective informs my understanding of these 
tropes, but the final concepts are not limited to this frame and move beyond it to the 
imaginary.  

 
1 Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture. 
2 Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture, p. 8. 
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2.1 The Modernist Museum 
In what follows, the work of contemporary museum theorists will be used in an attempt 
at creating a basic understanding of the museum in the nineteenth century. My aim 
here is to discuss in more detail those elements in which are at the roots of the 
modernist museum trope. Where can we locate the earliest beginnings of certain 
characteristics which will be brought to fruition in the modernist museum? When 
looking at the work of contemporary writers on the museum in the nineteenth century, 
most authors characterise the institution through focusing on a struggle between two 
seemingly opposing tendencies. Hooper-Greenhill describes the nineteenth-century 
museum as an “elite temple of the arts”, as well as a “utilitarian instrument for 
democratic education”.3 Andrew McClellan, too, uses these contrasting ways to 
characterise the same type of institution, writing that these museums featured an 
“uneasy blend of democratic ideals and elite aesthetic values”.4 Tony Bennett notes a 
“contradictory pull” between the tendency of the museums to function as “institutions 
of homogenization” and spaces of “differentiating elite from popular social classes”.5 
Perhaps this contradiction is illustrated most clearly by Nick Prior in his article 
Museums: Leisure Between State and Distinction. He writes:  

 
“To understand the nature of the museum and its publics, I shall suggest, one 
must grasp the institution as an allotrope – an element with dual properties. 
Like modernity itself, the museum is Janus-faced, double-coded, ambivalent. 
Historically, it has oscillated between contrasting sets of values and exhibited 
apparently self-contradictory behaviour – inward-looking elitism and populist 
democratic pedagogy […].”6 

 
The nineteenth-century museum as “Janus-faced, double-coded, ambivalent” – that is 
how the institution will be approached here. First, the more democratic approach will 
be considered, then, its more elitist heritage.7 I will end by uniting these two opposing 

 
3 Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, ‘The Museum in the Disciplinary Society’, in Museum Studies in Material Culture, 
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4 Andrew McClellan, ‘A Brief History of the Art Museum Public’, in Art and Its Publics: Museum Studies at the 
Millennium (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2003), pp. 1–49 (p. 6). 
5 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (London and New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 
28. 
6 Nick Prior, ‘Museums: Leisure between State and Distinction’, in Histories of Leisure, ed. by Rudy Koshar 
(Oxford: Berg, 2002), pp. 27–44 (pp. 27–28). 
7 The word ‘democratic’ is used here in an anachronistic fashion, since, to my knowledge, it was not applied 
to museums at that time. In this context, that of the nineteenth-century museum, I understand it to refer to 
the ‘opening up’ of the museum to a broader and larger audience than before. See also page 28. 
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strands into an examination of the modernist museum trope, moving from the 
historical towards the a-historical or imaginary.  
 

2.1.1 The Nineteenth-Century Museum as Democratic 
In his influential work, The Birth of the Museum, Tony Bennett characterises the 
nineteenth-century museum through his use of the concept of the “exhibitionary 
complex”.8 This argument will be important in structuring what follows. First, I will 
highlight the physical opening up of the museum, through the example of the Louvre, 
and, then, its new role in the disciplinary society, illustrated by the South Kensington 
Museum. With regards to the physical opening up of the museum space, Bennett 
contrasts nineteenth-century museums with some of its earlier, more “enclosed and 
private”, configurations, and highlights the fact that, in the nineteenth century, 
museums were “progressively more open and public”.9 This movement had already 
slowly begun in the eighteenth century, yet, many agree that the opening of the Louvre 
in 1793 may be seen as a true turning point.10 The Louvre had functioned as a royal 
palace for many years and could be seen as a symbol of the old regime. It therefore 
seems logical that the Revolutionaries immediately, precisely nine days after the fall of 
the French monarchy, issued a decree which stated that the royal palace was to be 
turned into a public museum.11 It took another year to open, but when it did, in 1793, 
the crowds at the doors were so large that they “attracted a wave of prostitutes in 
search of clients”.12 All of a sudden, a collection of works that had once belonged to the 
king, the church or any other private individual, was now owned by the people of the 
Republic, and available for all to see. The Louvre as “a royal palace turned palace of the 
people”, where the citizens of the Republic could enjoy “free and equal access” to 
beautiful objects that, before, had been part of the private sphere.13 In this way we could 
paint a picture of the Louvre as a “symbol of democratic access”, a perfect example of 
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the more populist vein in the nineteenth-century museum.14 Note that later in this 
chapter I will problematise this notion of the Louvre as an open and democratic space.   

The physical opening up of the museum space to a larger portion of the public 
is but a part of Bennett’s entire understanding of the exhibitionary complex. 
Specifically, The Birth of the Museum is concerned with the ways in which museums in 
the nineteenth century were used in the workings of power by the state. Bennett argues 
that museums are “caught up in the symbolisation of power”, seeing nineteenth-
century museums as a way through which power may be exercised.15 In order to study 
museums in the context of power, Bennett introduces Michel Foucault’s notion of 
“disciplinary power”, also known as governmental power.16 Foucault defines 
disciplinary power in opposition to an earlier form of power, “juridico-discursive” 
power, in which the sovereign was the central source of power, which was used to 
“exact obedience from the population”.17 The mechanisms through which this juridico-
discursive power was sustained will be discussed in more detail below, since the 
museum, too, played a role in this process. The new disciplinary power, however, is 
central to Bennett’s conception of the exhibitionary complex. This power does not 
intend to enforce particular laws on people, instead it creates programmes which aim 
to “manipulate behaviour in specific desired directions”.18 Importantly, the ultimate 
aim is to create an inner transformation which then makes the subject want to change 
his behaviour, to “self-improve” or “self-manage”.19 The museum as a tool, a resource, 
used by the state in order to create continuously self-improving subjects.  

In accordance with Foucault’s understanding of governmental power, the aims 
which the museum could help the populace achieve were many: “Museums might help 
lift the level of popular taste and design; they might diminish the appeal of the tavern, 
thus increasing the sobriety and industriousness of the populace; they might help 
prevent riot and sedition”.20 These varied ideals were brought to the fore by “museum 
men” such as Sir Henry Cole and John Ruskin, British reformers who were optimistic 
about the role of museums in the general improvement of society.21 According to 
Ruskin, for example, museums offered “an example of perfect order and perfect 

 
14 McClellan, The Art Museum: From Boullée to Bilbao, p. 20. 
15 Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics, p. 21. 
16 Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics, p. 22; Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected 
Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977, New York, 1980, XXIII, p. 105. 
17 Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics, p. 22; Foucault, XXIII, pp. 104–5. 
18 Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics, p. 23. 
19 Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics, p. 23. 
20 Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics, p. 21. 
21 McClellan, The Art Museum: From Boullée to Bilbao, p. 23. 



39       MEANING IN THE MODERNIST AND POST-MUSEUM 
 

 

elegance [...] to the disorderly and rude populace” – in his eyes, the museum served as 
a space of emulation, where the lower classes would be inspired into good behaviour 
by the higher classes.22 In a similar vein, Cole argued for the opening of museums on 
Sunday: “open all museums of Science and Art after the hours of Divine service; let the 
working man get his refreshment there in company with his wife and children, rather 
than leave him to booze away from them in the Public house and Gin Palace. The 
Museum will certainly lead him to wisdom and gentleness, and to Heaven, whilst the 
latter will lead him to brutality and perdition”.23 From this, it becomes clear that such 
nineteenth-century museum men fundamentally believed in the power of the museum 
to improve the whole of society.  

The South Kensington Museum, opened in London in 1857 and founded by Sir 
Henry Cole, may perhaps be seen as one of the most quintessential examples of these 
ideas. Inspired by the 1851 Great Exhibition, the museum was specifically designed as 
an educational museum, and it was, so writes Bazin, “well organised from the 
pedagogical point of view” with lectures and information booklets.24 Its opening hours 
and admission policy were specifically set in order to “maximise its accessibility to the 
working classes”.25 Interestingly, the museum was stocked, not with splendid works of 
art to be admired, but with domestic goods – metalwork, pottery, textiles and glass. In 
this way, visitors to the exhibition (specifically: craftsmen, manufacturers and students 
of design) would be inspired to create beautiful products.26 Also, the objects would be 
represented in such a way as to tell the history of manufacture “as a series of 
progressive innovations leading up to the contemporary triumphs of industrial 
capitalism”.27 This evolutionary story would glorify the British nation and inspire the 
visitor to take his rightful part at the end of this narrative, embarking on a journey of 
self-improvement which would ultimately benefit the entire nation. Not only would this 
audience improve their own lives, they would also be able to better the quality of the 
products they produced, thereby economically advancing the British Empire. I will 
more fully discuss the notion of this kind of evolutionary narrative and its impact on 
visitor meanings later in this chapter.  
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Looking at the nineteenth-century museum from this perspective, offered by 
Bennett, it could be argued that this is the age in which the museum became truly 
public. Accessible now to all, instead of to the few. It is in this way that we must 
understand the term ‘democratic’ here – rather than referring to giving visitors a 
choice or voice, it denotes the new ‘openness’ of the museum to all people. This open 
museum was an essential part of the way in which the state would now govern its 
population. On the one hand, the lower class visitors were granted access to a space in 
which higher class visitors were also present, allowing them to look up to and emulate 
the behaviour of the bourgeoisie. Also, the museum narrative itself aimed to improve 
the lives of those who visited, educating them as well as inspiring them to become 
better citizens. Still, this more democratic tendency was undermined by a continuation 
of the practices of the museum’s elite precursors. This presents a very different history, 
to which we will now turn.  
 

2.1.2 The Nineteenth-Century Museum as Elitist  
The second perspective on the nineteenth-century museum locates its origins in some 
of the museum’s earliest precursors: the studioli of the Renaissance and the 
seventeenth-century elite collections and princely galleries. The earliest of these, the 
studioli, originally, contained the collections of the prince (or other type of royal or 
member of the elite), who used these spaces and objects for private aims.28 Discussion 
on the exact nature of these aims is rich and interesting, but here I am solely concerned 
with the fact that these collections existed almost exclusively for private use. Some of 
these early modern collectors would occasionally allow for visitors, such as the Medici, 
already in the sixteenth century, but these early visitors were not members of the 
general public.29 Another precursor to nineteenth-century museums can be found in 
seventeenth-century elite collections, which had a slightly different purpose than the 
studioli; rather less private, and somewhat more concerned with display. Members of 
the elite would form collections in order to display them to their peers, “others with 
the same tastes and levels of knowledge as themselves, connoisseurs and scholars”.30 
These members of the higher classes used their collections in order to distinguish 
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themselves from the lower classes: being able to understand the meanings behind these 
objects meant being a part of a distinguished elite.31  

In the princely gallery, the collections of royalty which were often housed in 
the palace itself, we can locate yet another influential seventeenth-century early 
museum configuration.32 As noted briefly above, Bennett connects these to Foucault’s 
notion of juridico-discursive power. In this context, that type of power may be 
understood as “a form of power which, emanating from a central source (the sovereign) 
deployed a range of legal and symbolic resources in order to exact obedience from the 
population”.33 These galleries served as a way through which the prince could display 
his power to (a limited part of) his populace. The princely gallery, so writes Prior, can 
be characterised as a “spectacle of treasures”, in which “pictures were arranged, floor-
to-ceiling, in a tapestry-like style, manifesting the magnificence of the ruler in a system 
of superabundance”.34 The wealth and splendour of the art would signify the prince’s 
ultimate and complete domination over all and inspire adoration and obedience. This 
visible spectacle of power, however, was not intended for all. The visitors to these early 
collections were not, so writes Bennett, part of the general public, but rather “the 
ruler’s immediate supporters, the courtiers and nobility, and his rivals in other 
states”.35 These visitors would not simply buy a ticket and walk through the doors of 
the palace, instead, they were “admitted as a privilege, not as a right, and consequently 
gratitude and admiration, not criticism, was required of them”.36 From this brief 
discussion on the pre-modern museum, I would emphasise two key elements: the fact 
that these early museum-configurations were intended exclusively for an elite public, 
and their employ in a political game of power, exclusion and distinction.  

Continuing the historical narrative, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
as I outlined above, saw an opening up of the museum. In theory, visitors from all kinds 
of standing were now welcome. In practice, this proved difficult to realise, due to the 
museum’s history as an originally fairly closed institution. The historical record 
contains abundant stories of eighteenth-century museums as environments 
fundamentally hostile to its visitors. For example, in the Imperial Gallery in Vienna, 
groups of visitors were allowed to be guided around the collections, but only after 
paying twelve guilders per group. This amount of money, “a huge sum for the time”, 
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would make sure that only higher class visitors could enter.37 In England, the situation 
was not much better – German historian Wendeborn, who visited the British Museum 
in 1785, complained that he first had to submit his credentials to an office and then had 
to wait a further fourteen days to receive his ticket of admission.38 The experiences of 
William Hutton, a bookseller from Birmingham, who visited the British Museum in 1784, 
perhaps best exemplify the state of the ‘public’ museum in the eighteenth century. In 
his account, Hutton describes how he, in a group of ten people, was shepherded around 
the museum in less than half an hour, in complete silence, without any explanation or 
possibility to ask questions. He writes, “I went out much about as wise as I went in, [...] 
and came away completely disappointed”.39 Such practices, in seeming opposition to 
the aforementioned democratic ideals, went on well into the nineteenth century.40 

Yet, and perhaps more importantly, the problem was not solved once the 
lower-class visitors were inside the museum. Although some museums, such as the 
South Kensington Museum mentioned before, provided information to its public, there 
were many museums who did not, and, in doing so, left the lower-class, uninformed, 
visitors completely to their own devices. Let us revisit the Louvre, the uniquely 
democratic “royal palace turned palace of the people”. As shown above, the museum, 
according to the revolutionary ideas, was open to all visitors, and, indeed, visitors from 
all classes came. Contrary to the South Kensington Museum, the Louvre did not have 
any education programmes or text panels in the gallery, and the printed catalogues sold 
at the door were far too expensive for the lower classes, “assuming they could read”.41 
Without any explanation, the way in which the artworks were arranged only made 
sense to those who already had prior knowledge regarding the collections: the higher 
classes. In this way, rather than educating the lower classes, the Louvre only succeeded 
in highlighting the ignorance of the poor.  

Contemporary caricaturist, and member of the elite, Honoré Daumier 
managed to strikingly capture this process in his prints. A good example, cited also by 
McClellan, is the cartoon, pictured below, which he made in 1867 [Figure 2.1]. Titled, 
“The Egyptians weren’t good-looking!”, this cartoon mocks the seeming ignorance of 
the lower-class visitors who were, unlike the bourgeois visitors, unable to ‘correctly’ 
interpret the Egyptian hieroglyphic conventions.42 Elsewhere, we see similar instances 
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of the new visitors not ‘correctly’ understanding the intended meanings in the 
museum. Prior gives the example of an exhibition that was held at the end of the 
nineteenth century in Whitechapel, one of London’s poorer areas. The exhibition 
featured a painting with three classical women, made by Albert Moore, which was 
interpreted quite differently by one of the visitors; a woman noted the painting and said 
it “reminded her of nothing so much as the United Kingdom Tea advertisement”.43 The 
visitor-response in the examples of both the Louvre and Whitechapel can be described 
as one of ‘misunderstanding’ – the poorer classes are unable to comprehend the 
intended, elite, meaning, attached to the works of art, and thus construct a meaning 
that would be considered ‘incorrect’ within that same elite context. 

 
 

 
Figure 2.1 Honoré Daumier. The Egyptians weren’t good-looking! 1867.   
The Art Museum: From Boullée to Bilbao. By McClellan, Andrew. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2003.  

 
Both these nineteenth-century museum examples require closer analysis to more 
accurately pinpoint the root of one of the important characteristics of the modernist 
museum trope here. The writing of Krzysztof Pomian and Pierre Bourdieu is 
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particularly enlightening in this regard. In Collectors and Curiosities, Pomian argues that 
museum objects, like the Egyptian archaeological collection, or the Moore painting, are 
visible markers that refer to an invisible world.44 The objects which we see before us, 
“the world of visual perception” is meaningful only because it refers to an invisible 
world, “the universe of discourse”.45 These objects, the painting and the hieroglyphs, 
are embedded within an (art-) historical context, a discourse, which provides them with 
their meanings, offers pathways into understanding. The problem is, so argues Bennett, 
“collections only function in this manner for those who possess the appropriate 
socially-coded ways of seeing – and, in some cases, power to see”.46 These visual 
markers refer to an invisible world, but that world can only be found if the visitor is 
part of that invisible discourse. In the case of the hieroglyphs and the Moore painting, 
their invisible meanings are constructed by referring to an (art-) historical discourse 
which is fundamentally elitist, and therefore incomprehensible to the lower classes.  

This way of reading this history is strengthened by the work of influential 
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. In his study, The Love of Art, written together with his 
colleague Alain Darbel, Bourdieu thoroughly discusses the tendency described above.47 
He writes, in line with what Bennett and Pomian argue, that the museum offers 
information “which only takes on meaning and value for an individual capable of 
deciphering and appreciating it”.48 Bourdieu’s work is important here because he then 
continues to argue the ultimate consequence of this: “It follows that the appropriate 
public for the message is defined, both logically and experimentally, by the ‘call’ which 
museums exert on it, or, more precisely, by its ability to receive the information they 
offer”.49 What Bourdieu is asserting is that, although the museum may officially be open 
to all people, the way in which it communicates with its visitors causes the museum to 
be truly open only to the few. He fundamentally questions the democratic nature of the 
museum by calling it “false generosity”, writing that “free entry is also optional entry, 
reserved for those who, equipped with the ability to appropriate the works of art, have 
the privilege of making use of this freedom”.50 Bourdieu takes this argument even 
further, by claiming that the elite actively attempts to maintain this status quo by their 
claim that this understanding, this ‘love of art’, is not something that can be taught or 
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learnt, but is in fact a given which is preserved solely for the higher classes, “a cultural 
gift bestowed on certain people by nature”.51 This “charismatic ideology” causes the 
higher classes to take their understanding of the objects in the museum, their ‘love of 
art’, as a “clear mark of the chosen”, which then results in a separation between those 
who do have this gift, this “grace”, and those who do not have it.52  

Returning to our original historical frame, then, we may see that the opening 
of the nineteenth-century museum to the lower classes did not always result in 
elevating the poor. Instead, it seems that their entrance into the museum sometimes 
only culminated in a further distancing between the high and the low. The poor were 
actively being set apart by their ‘misunderstanding’ of the objects on display, their 
‘misinformed’ responses quickly revealing them to be “ignorant”.53 At the same time, 
the elite used their visit, and their secure understanding of what was on display, as a 
way of differentiating themselves from the lower classes,  as “the mark of the 
gentleman”.54 As Prior summarises, the bourgeoisie used the museum “to define a 
space for itself, a sanctuary of high culture that served to produce and reproduce this 
class’s claim to the status of cultural superiors in the social system”.55 In this we may 
clearly note the heritage of one of the museum’s pre-configurations; like the 
seventeenth-century elite using their collections to distinguish themselves, the 
nineteenth-century elite used the public museum to do so.   

Looking at the nineteenth-century museum from this perspective provides a 
very different image than the one I sketched before, and it is the tension between these 
two opposites that perhaps best characterises the nineteenth-century museum as an 
ultimately ambiguous institution – neither wholly democratic, nor wholly elitist. Yet 
opposite though these two narratives may be, I would contend that both play an 
essential part in the historical basis for the modernist museum trope, to which we will 
now turn. In the following section, I will bring in some of the discussion concerning 
meaning, outlined in the previous chapter, in order to more clearly characterise the 
modernist museum. I will argue that the author-centred perspective on meaning, 
reframed as museum-centred, is central to the modernist museum trope.  
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2.1.3 The Modernist Museum Trope 
One of the core elements in Hooper-Greenhill’s understanding of the modernist 
museum concerns the kind of narrative that the institution puts forth. The principally 
modern notion of “master narratives” is central to her reading of the museum, which 
she sees as the site for the production of “authoritative knowledge”.56 She writes that 
the modernist museum is based on an understanding of “objects as sites for the 
construction of knowledge and meaning [and a] view of knowledge as unified, objective 
and transferable”.57 Objects are arranged in the museum in such a way that they will, 
simply and clearly, convey this objective truth. This master narrative is concerned with 
“order, identity, difference and measurement” and  with “analysis, comparison, 
enumeration and classification”.58 This single universal meaning, this story in which all 
is contained, incorporates and was incorporated by many modern disciplines such as 
art history, natural history, geology, archaeology, biology and ethnography. Bennett, 
too, writes of these many disciplines working in concert to create an ultimate master 
narrative, and he adds that this narrative was also primarily concerned with progress, 
both personal and economic.59 Here the influences of disciplines such as geology and 
biology were crucial, resulting in an understanding of “organic life as a temporally 
ordered succession of different forms of life [...] as the consequence of an inner 
momentum inscribed within the concept of life itself”.60 In short, a narrative 
fundamentally influenced by evolution, by progress, culminating in contemporary, 
modern, life as the pinnacle of this development.  
 Speaking in very broad, generalising terms, we can discover this meta-
narrative in most types of nineteenth-century museums, according to Bennett. Above, 
I already briefly referred to his analysis of the South Kensington Museum, where the 
industrial objects were ordered in such a way that they would ultimately tell the story 
of the success of industrial capitalism in contemporary England. Similar tendencies 
were visible in other types of museums. In the case of art museums, paintings were 
grouped by national schools and art-historical periods: an evolutionary narrative that 
would end with the ultimate achievement, the art of the nation itself.61 In the words of 
Prior, “a ritual of national glorification”.62 A variation on this narrative was to be found 
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in the archaeological museums, where “all art was considered just a stepping stone 
towards the pinnacle of Greek classicism, and the museum was a storehouse of 
‘specimens’ to illustrate this lineage”.63 The inclusion of these ‘specimens’, a product of 
the European-wide imperialist race, in the nation’s museum, allowed for these cultures 
to be “represented as the outcome and culmination of the universal story of 
civilization’s development”.64  
 This universal meta-narrative of evolutionary progress and western-
European supremacy forms one of the core-characteristics of the modernist museum 
trope. Looking at this through the perspective of the previous chapter, this narrative 
would be the author’s intended meaning. In the case of the modernist museum, this 
authored narrative also attempts to erase any reference to its arbitrarily constructed 
nature. Hooper-Greenhill writes that the modernist museum is “structured through 
deep-rooted binary divisions” which rigorously separate the museum’s public and 
private spaces.65 The private spaces, where research is conducted and knowledge is 
produced are hidden from the audience, as opposed to the public spaces of display. In 
the open spaces of display, the visitor is presented with the outcome of the knowledge 
production in the form of “authoritative but non-attributed interpretive text”.66 This 
physical separation between the spaces where meaning is produced and presented 
attempts to erase any traces of meaning-production. Meaning, within the modernist 
museum, is seen as “positivist, objective, rational, evaluative, distanced, and set aside 
from the real world”.67 Like the reader in the author-centred perspective, the sole aim 
of the visitor should be to attempt an understanding of this intended narrative. 
Although the process of its construction is intentionally veiled, the museum meaning 
is seen as a stable and unchanging entity which may be discovered by the visitor. 
Bennett writes that nineteenth-century museums “instituted an order of things that 
was meant to last” – a true, objective, solid order of things, not one that is continuously 
being constructed and therefore continuously in motion.68 Meaning, in the author-
centred perspective found in the modernist museum trope, can be discovered by 
visitors since it is seen as “given truth”, a stable authoritative entity.69  
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In the previous chapter, authors like Gadamer and Iser used the metaphor of 
the hermeneutic circle as a way to describe the meaning making process. Central to 
this understanding is the dialogic nature of meaning, where readers bring their own 
preconceptions in conversation with what may be seen as the meaning of the author. 
In the modernist museum, such a possibility of conversation is denied. Author and 
reader, museum and visitor, each have clearly defined roles – the museum to teach, the 
visitor to learn. In modernist museum pedagogy, so argues Hooper-Greenhill, visitors 
are seen as “deficient”, lacking the knowledge and information, in need of instruction, 
like “empty vessels waiting to be filled”.70 The relationship between the museum and 
the visitor is one of “expert to novice, or of teacher to taught”: the museum is in 
possession of all the truth which they, condescendingly, distribute to its visitors.71 
Historically, this essential opposition forms the basis for a kind of communication 
which is now central to the modernist museum concept: the “transmission approach”, 
where the all-knowing curator prepares the exhibition and text panels for the 
unknowing visitor to simply accept.72 This type of communication may also be 
envisaged as a “one-way street”: where the museum “created and owned the truth”, 
and the public is merely there to receive it.73 
 An inherent part in this way of looking at communication lies in an expected 
‘correct’ response by the visitor. We can see this characteristic of the modernist 
museum trope originate in the nineteenth-century museum. The underlying 
evolutionary narrative in many of these collections, described by Bennett, also clearly 
described the expected response of the visitor. At the end of the narrative, the museum 
suggested to the visitors “a ‘we’ conceived as the realisation and therefore just 
beneficiaries, of the processes of evolution”.74 The museum visitor was turned into, or 
encouraged to aspire towards being, the ‘just beneficiary’ of the process of evolution 
that he has just seen, displayed through objects in the museum narrative. The 
nineteenth-century museum “located their preferred audiences at the very pinnacle of 
the exhibitionary order of things they constructed, [installing them] at the threshold of 
greater things to come”.75 This desired cognitive response was mirrored physically, 
where the visitor literally followed this itinerary through the museum space, “step by 
step” retracing the evolutionary development.76 Prior gives the example of the Louvre, 
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where the museum visit, too, was “scripted” in this way.77 Perhaps a more 
contemporary example of such a desired, prescribed, visitor meaning is found in 
Bourdieu’s analysis of the art museum where aesthetic appreciation becomes the norm, 
and any other type of interpretation (such as “what [it was] used for”) is dismissed.78 
Moving from the historical to the general, then, in the modernist museum, a preferred 
type of behaviour, a single type of visitor meaning, is expected from the visitor.  

Yet, already in the nineteenth century, there were visitors who did not confirm 
to the required frame and visibly created a different meaning, as we have seen in the 
examples from the Louvre and the gallery in Whitechapel. In this case, they were simply 
dismissed as ‘incorrect’, their ‘misunderstanding’ as a mark of their ultimate 
‘otherness’. Another good illustration of this practice is a nineteenth-century Keeper 
at the National Gallery in London, Thomas Uwins, who speaks about the ways in which 
some visitors to the museum “go there without reference to seeing pictures of high 
art”.79 His scandalised tone beautifully illustrates the way in which these nineteenth-
century museum men viewed differing visitor meanings:  
 

“I have seen that many persons use it as a place to eat luncheons in, and for 
refreshments, and for appointments. [...] Scarcely a day passes that I do not 
visit the Gallery myself, and I have observed a great many things which show 
that many persons who come, do not come really to see the pictures. On one 
occasion, I saw a school of boys, imagine twenty, taking their satchels from 
their backs with their bread and cheese, sitting down and making themselves 
very comfortable, and eating their luncheon. [...] On another occasion, I saw 
some people, who seemed to be country people, who had a basket of 
provisions, and who drew their chairs round and sat down, and seemed to 
make themselves very comfortable; they had meat and drink; and when I 
suggested to them the impropriety of such a proceeding in such a place, they 
were very good-humoured, and a lady offered me a glass of gin, and wished 
me to partake of what they had provided .. [...] And on frequent occasions, I 
have perceived a quantity of orange-peel in different corners of the place, 
which proved that oranges, among other things, are eaten; and eating, no 
doubt, goes forward sometimes. On another occasion, I witnessed what 
appeared to me evidence anything but a desire to see the pictures: a man and 
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woman had got their child, teaching it its first steps; they were making it run 
from one place to another, backwards and forwards; on receiving it on one 
side, they made it run to the other side; it seemed to be just the place that was 
sought for for such an amusement”.80 

 
The fact that visitors were using the museum to eat, to have fun, to shelter from the 
rain, was, to these nineteenth-century museum men, unacceptable. They had 
determined that these spaces were intended for “seeing pictures of high art”, and any 
different understanding would have to be rejected. Hooper-Greenhill writes that, in 
the modernist museum, “the ‘receiver of the message’ [the visitor] is considered only 
in so far as a judgement is made in relation to the correct reception of the message”.81 
This is precisely what we see happening here: these visitors do not follow the 
prescribed ‘script’ of the museum visit, but instead create a different meaning. That 
meaning itself is not discussed as possibly valid, it is simply dismissed as not “seeing 
pictures of high art” and therefore fundamentally wrong. In the modernist museum, 
visitor meanings that differ from the intended museum meaning are dismissed and 
denied. This, again, shows the author-centred or museum-centred perspective on 
meaning: the only interpretation that matters is the one which correctly understands 
the author’s narrative.  
 Looking at the role of visitor meanings in this way, being either correct or 
incorrect, does not require a very thorough understanding of the audience itself. 
Hooper-Greenhill writes that, indeed, historically, visitors of the nineteenth-century 
museum were rarely defined beyond “the catch-all ‘general public’”, and that, instead, 
“a generalised mass audience was envisioned”.82 A further understanding of the 
audience was deemed unnecessary, and perhaps not even thought of. Hudson 
underscores how fundamentally alien that thought would be, writing that for the 
nineteenth-century museum men “to have invited public comment on their museums 
would have been as unthinkable as a Victorian vicar to have handed out to his 
congregation questionnaire forms relating to his sermon and the conduct of his 
service”.83 Moving again to the general, Hooper-Greenhill summarises that in the 
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modernist museum “there is little appreciation of the relevance of displays to visitors, 
and no investigation into the actual response of visitors to such displays”.84  
 At this point I will attempt a conceptualisation of the modernist museum trope. 
The chapter began by highlighting the central opposition within nineteenth-century 
museums, where two processes seem to work against each other. In writing about the 
more democratic strand of the museum, I discussed the physical opening up of the 
museum space to the general public as well as the role of the museum within the 
framework of disciplinary power. Here, I have tried to connect especially that last point 
to the modernist museum’s adherence to a universal narrative. Through Bennett’s 
analyses, we may see how this modernist attachment to a singular, ultimately 
evolutionary narrative, finds its origins in nineteenth-century museums such as the 
South Kensington Museum. Taken to its generalising form in the modernist museum 
trope, this adherence to a singular narrative becomes one of the modernist museum’s 
main characteristics. As I have shown with Hooper-Greenhill, the modernist museum 
displays this narrative in such an authoritative way that it denies any arbitrary 
construction by the museum, but instead, presents itself as unchanged, neutral, 
objective and true. These characteristics of the modernist museum echo the author-
centred perspective on meaning, which is reframed here to museum-centred.   
 After discussing the more democratic approach to nineteenth-century 
museums, the chapter continued with a different and seemingly opposing narrative in 
which an elitist appropriation of nineteenth-century museums took central stage. This 
different story highlights a second central element within the modernist museum 
trope: its approach to its visitors. The democratic conception of nineteenth-century 
museums already showed the beginnings of what, in the framework of the modernist 
museum, becomes a specific, expected, visitor-response, embedded within the 
universal modernist meta-narrative. In the nineteenth century this was visible as a 
required visitor-response of ultimate acceptance of the meta-narrative, resulting in a 
continuous process of self-improvement. Looking at this through the eyes of theorists 
such as Bourdieu shows us that, in the conception of the elite, there was only one 
‘correct’ response. The bourgeoisie used their mastery of this required and ‘correct’ 
type of visitor meaning to differentiate themselves from the lower classes. The central 
point here, the consequence of this for the modernist museum trope, is the labelling of 
these visitor responses, visitors meanings, as either ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’. The 
modernist museum is not interested in its visitors beyond their ‘correct’ understanding 
of the intended museum-message. This museum-centred perspective leaves no room 
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for other meanings than its own, visitors’ main aim being to discover and understand 
that particular perspective. In essence, we may characterise the modernist museum, 
the trope at one extreme of the spectrum, as a space in which a singular meta-narrative 
is laid down for an undifferentiated public, which is required to discover and accept 
this true and ‘correct’ museum-meaning. This perception of the modernist museum 
plays a crucial role in the construction of its complete opposite: the post-museum 
trope, to which we will turn to next.    
 

2.2 The Post-Museum 
Hooper-Greenhill’s perspective on the post-museum is strongly linked to the New 
Museology, a movement picking up pace in the second half of the twentieth century, 
which was aimed at renewing the field of museums by reinventing the institution. In 
the upcoming pages, I will contextualise, sharpen and complement Hooper-Greenhill’s 
original ideas through a New Museological context. Although based in her work, the 
term post-museum will be used here to signify the core elements of a more widely 
supported notion of a future museum. After a brief historical contextualisation of the 
concept, the chapter will move into an exploration of the central tenets of the post-
museum. I will examine the post-museum trope from a reader-centred perspective on 
meaning, which is reframed here as a visitor-centred. 

In speaking about the New Museology, it is possible to follow either one of two 
ways – in the narrowest and strictest sense, The New Museology is a collection of essays, 
edited by Peter Vergo, which was published in 1989.85 Yet, it is perhaps a little less 
restrictive to see the New Museology as a broader movement, in which Vergo’s The New 
Museology plays an important part, as well as lending its name to the larger 
development. Here, the New Museology will be used to signify a broader discourse, of 
which the essays in Vergo’s publication are, too, a part, as well as Hooper-Greenhill’s 
understanding of the post-museum. Central to the New Museology, as is apparent from 
its name, is an opposition to what we might consider to be the old museology. This 
suggested antithetical old museology is related to my understanding of the modernist 
museum. In the following paragraphs, it will become clear that this hostile attitude 
towards the modernist museum is one of the main shared characteristics of the authors 
writing within the New Museology. The movement traces its historical origins back to 
the second half of the twentieth century, and is then taken up by many different 
theorists into varied directions throughout the decennia into the new millennium. 
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Here, two main historical factors will be highlighted which significantly influenced 
thinking about museums in the second half of the twentieth century.  

The first of these propellers of change is a set of different developments which 
may be gathered under the umbrella-term of neo-liberalism. In Neo-Liberalism, 
Culture and Policy, Jim McGuigan defines neo-liberalism as a “revival of the doctrines 
of the free market” in the second half of the twentieth century.86 Within the cultural 
sector we may see the impact of this doctrine through a reinvention of museum visitors 
as consumers. As Hudson points out, after the Second World War, “the lives of those 
who are conventionally referred to as ‘ordinary people’” have changed much, and 
particularly with regards to the amount of money they have to spend.87 This “increase 
in the amount of disposable income” has created higher demands and expectations for 
leisure time.88 In short, there were quantitatively more potential museum visitors, who 
were wealthier and more demanding than before. At the same time, neo-liberalism 
changed the position of the museum with regards to these visitors. With a new focus 
on the market, museums were increasingly seen as businesses that needed to fend for 
themselves, rather than receive money from governments or generous and 
undemanding patrons.89 Perhaps not willingly, and through much “kicking and 
screaming”, yet undeniably, the neo-liberalist language of “branding, consumer 
sovereignty, market reasoning and management” has become prominent in the 
museum which now needs to earn its own income in order to survive.90 The museum 
will need “an ever-increasing flow of visitors”, paying visitors, that will provide the 
funds they used to receive from the government or generous patrons.91 Whilst, perhaps, 
in the past, the museum could afford not paying any attention to its visitor numbers 
and their opinions, the neo-liberalist movement has forced the institution to take the 
public into account.  
 This new and compulsory consideration of its public led the museum, perhaps 
for the first time, to be more reflexive. A similar reflective movement was generated in 
the museum by the impact of the large epistemological change within the humanities 
and the social sciences which we now know as post-modernism.92 Within this shift, we 
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notice a move away from a more positivist framework, or what is then designated as 
modernism, towards a “paradigm which gives primacy to human experience and 
subjectivity”.93 In the new post-modern climate, the universal meta-narrative of 
modernism “has lost much of its authority”, and meanings that were once accepted as 
‘true’ or ‘objective’ are now being critically deconstructed.94 Post-modern thought has 
had a profound impact on the thinking about museums, and Zsofia Frazon argues that 
the post-modern influence on museum theory is what we would, in fact, call the New 
Museology.95 Perhaps it makes sense, then, to move into our discussion of some of the 
central tenets of the New Museology and the post-museum at this point. 
 

2.2.1 Visitor-Centred Meaning Making 
It was argued above that, with regards to the modernist museum, an author-centred, 
or museum-centred, perspective on meaning can be seen as one of its core 
characteristics. The opposing understanding of meaning making processes, reader-
centred or visitor-centred, may be seen as central to my conception of the post-
museum. Barthes’ re-interpretation of meaning, which allows for a multiplicity of 
meanings, is a major influence on the New Museology. Sharon Macdonald, leading 
museum theorist, writes that within the New Museology, the meaning of objects is seen 
as “situated and contextual rather than inherent”.96 This point is also made by Vergo, 
in his contribution to The New Museology, The Reticent Object. He asserts that objects 
are used by the museum to tell a story, and that “the ‘context’ of the exhibition confers 
upon them [the objects] a ‘meaning’”, which then allows the object to become a part of 
a larger narrative.97 Vergo contends that meaning is not naturally given but arbitrarily 
constructed by the museum when they embed an object within the museum context. 
Mieke Bal argues along the same lines, writing that the medium of exhibition “is 
disguised as affirmative-only, as constative and informative, thus obscuring the way in 
which it solicits for the agent an authority that does not go without saying”.98 The way 
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through which a modernist museum exhibition works, presenting a singular museum-
story to a passive visitor, hides the more complex underlying meaning making 
processes. 

As Macdonald points out, this notion of an arbitrarily constructed meaning 
very quickly became linked to questions of representation: “that is, how meanings come 
to be inscribed and by whom, and how some come to be regarded as ‘right’ or taken as 
given”.99 As a result, a questioning of the universal modernist meta-narrative, of the 
ultimate canon-meaning, arose. The “climate of universal knowledge”, which 
characterised the modernist museum, gave way to a space in which there is “no final 
standard for defining true knowledge and great art”.100 Instead, new meanings were 
explored, and especially non-western, postcolonial, and non-male, feminist, critiques 
rose to prominence. In The Decline of the Modernist Museum, Lianne McTavish shows 
how artists invaded the museum space, producing “the most damning critiques” on the 
anthropological, fundamentally colonial, displays.101 Museum meaning was no longer 
accepted as the single truth, and so the New Museology argued for an abolishment of, 
in their view, the authoritative, universal meta-narrative of the modernist museum. 
Instead, as Hooper-Greenhill argues, in the post-museum, the construction of 
knowledge is foregrounded, showing meaning to be “fragmented and multi-vocal” and 
the museum’s voice as “one among many”.102 This multiplicity of meanings is one of the 
core values of the new museum. It is seen in the inclusion of new voices and an 
abandonment of a singular narrative, and, importantly, also in the changing role of the 
museum visitor. This development is very similar to what we have seen in the previous 
chapter, specifically, in Barthes: the death of the author leading to the birth of the 
reader; the end of the singular museum narrative leading to a reassessment of the 
visitor narrative. Next to this more theoretical imperative, as we have seen, the rise of 
neo-liberalism also forced the museum to become aware of its public; visitors became 
consumers, functioning as one of the museum’s most important sources of income. 
Within the New Museology, visitors move from the side-lines to the centre. 
 The post-museum’s understanding of visitors is built on the New Museologists’ 
active rebelling against (what they understand to be) the modernist approach to the 
audience. As mentioned, Hooper-Greenhill refers to the modernist museum’s 
conception of visitors as ‘empty vessels waiting to be filled’. She sketches the audience 
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as passive, “as merely the absorbers of external stimuli”.103 Graham Black, too, uses the 
fairly passive verb ‘absorb’ to refer to modernist museum visitors: “In principle, the 
curator breaks the information to be conveyed down into small digestible pieces 
arranged in a logical order, and the visitors absorb these unquestioningly, in the order 
and manner intended”.104 The post-museum’s reappraisal of visitors as active 
participants is set against an understanding of the modernist museum audience as 
passive. Yet, looking back to the earlier analysis of nineteenth-century museums, we 
may note that visitors were, in fact, not entirely passive. Certainly, the expected 
response to their visit was pre-determined and only one correct outcome would be 
possible, but that outcome did require the visitor to have at least some agency. As we 
have seen from Bennett’s and Prior’s analyses, museums wished for their visitors to 
apply the museum’s evolutionary narrative to their own lives, thus embarking upon a 
process of self-improvement. Looking at the author-centred perspective on meaning 
as outlined in the previous chapter, we may, too, note, that the understanding of the 
reader, here, is also not entirely passive. The reader’s aim is to arrive at the meaning of 
the author, which requires more than a passive attitude but rather an active process of 
‘excluding’. Similarly, the visitor in the modernist museum must actively attempt to 
understand the museum meaning. This strong opposition between ‘passive’ and ‘active’ 
visitors in the modernist and post-museum is then perhaps too stark.  

What is the precise nature of the difference between visitor agency in the 
modernist and post-museum? In their writing, Duncan and Wallach offer the useful 
concept of a script: “The totality of art and architectural form organizes the visitor’s 
experience as a script organizes a performance”.105 The use of the word ‘script’ perhaps 
best describes the modernist museum visitor experience: the visitor was performing, 
but did so very much according to the museum-script. The ultimate aim was to achieve 
a “successful performance of spectatorship”.106 Such a scripted museum visit would 
require visitors to ‘exclude’ their personal contexts in order to arrive at the intended 
museum meaning. The post-museum performance, on the other hand, is not scripted 
according to the rules of the museum. Instead, visitors perform their visit, actively 
creating meaning based on their personal contexts. The acknowledgement and 
encouragement of these personal visitor meanings is what sets the post-museum apart 
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from the modernist museum. Within the post-museum, personal visitor contexts are 
the central way through which visitors create meaning.  

As noted in the previous chapter, within the literary perspective of the 
hermeneutic circle, Heidegger refers to these personal reader-contexts as “fore-
conception” and Gadamer, in a non-pejorative way, as “prejudices”.107 For the context 
of the museum, such pre-existing contexts are often conceived based on the framework 
of constructivism.108 Within constructivism, as envisaged by Swiss developmental 
psychologist Jean Piaget, these pre-existing understandings are conceptualised as 
“schemata”.109 These “knowledge networks” refer to pre-existing information, 
organised into a formal structure.110 Lois Silverman, writing within the context of the 
museum, refers to Piaget in her understanding of the meaning making process: 
“Visitors ‘make meaning’ through a constant process of remembering and connecting. 
As educational theory has long purported, both perception and learning hinge upon the 
accommodation of new information into existing mental structures and frameworks. 
In museums, people attempt to place what they encounter – be it text, object, fact, 
perspective – within the context of their experience”.111 Silverman’s thoughts show a 
visitor-centred perspective on meaning: people employ their “existing mental 
structures and frameworks” or “the context of their experience” in order to create 
meaning. Later, Silverman elaborates on her understanding of these existing 
knowledge networks, by specifying three different “realms of experience” from which 
visitors draw in creating meaning: “(1) special knowledge, (2) expectations and norms, 
and (3) life events and situations”.112 These three realms refer to knowledge regarding 
specific relevant topics (such as art or history) and skills (such as the ability to read an 
artwork); expectations regarding behaviour in museums and, thirdly, personal 
experiences from life (such as relationships or events). This understanding by 
Silverman is similar to the way Zahava Doering views meaning in the museum, and her 
concept of the “entrance narrative”.113 These entrance narratives, so argues Doering, 
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consist of three distinct components: “a basic framework, that is the fundamental way 
that individuals construe and contemplate the world”; “information about a subject 
matter or topic” and, finally, “personal experiences, emotions and memories”.114  
 From these different perspectives offered above we can note that, within the 
visitor-centred perspective on meaning, it is assumed that meaning making processes 
in the museum are influenced by the entrance narratives that people bring to the 
museum. These pre-existing knowledge networks are a combination of visitors’ 
knowledges, attitudes or values, and experiences – in Silverman’s words, all 
components of “memory”.115 Remembering and connecting these earlier knowledges 
and experiences to the new information offered by the museum forms the central 
process through which meaning is made. Drawing on these entrance narratives allows 
visitors to create meanings, through different “responses” or “strategies”, as Silverman 
notes.116 These strategies, which I will reframe as approaches, are central to this 
dissertation. Chapter 5 elaborates on the ways in which visitors employ such entrance 
narratives to create meaning. For now, it may be concluded that, within the post-
museum perspective, this visitor-centred way of looking at meaning is central.  
 

2.2.2 Post-Museum(s)?  
Earlier in this chapter it has been argued that the author-centred perspective on 
meaning is central to the modernist museum trope. Within such a museum, a clear aim 
of the meaning making process exists: in the end, the objective for the visitor is to arrive 
at an understanding of the singular, intended, museum narrative. The previous 
paragraphs explored the fact that a reader- or visitor-centred perspective is at the core 
of the post-museum trope. Although this clearly highlights the significant role of 
visitors’ personal contexts in the meaning making process, it does not necessarily point 
towards a specific goal. As will be shown below, there seems to be no consensus 
regarding the ultimate aim of the museum within the context of the New Museology. 
 A first perspective follows logically from what I have shown above: the 
centrality of personal visitor contexts in meaning making processes. There are some 
who argue that the museum should not only acknowledge these visitor meaning making 
processes, but actively encourage and allow for the audience to create personally 
relevant meanings. Only through creating these personal connections will visitors have 
truly meaningful experiences; which, here, is the ultimate aim of the post-museum. 
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Doering writes: “We hypothesize that the museums or exhibitions visitors find most 
satisfying are those that resonate with their entrance narrative and confirm and enrich 
their existing view of the world”.117 She hypothesises that the “most satisfying” kind of 
experiences for visitors are those which “resonate with their entrance narrative”, or, in 
other words, those experiences which are relevant to the audience. Whereas “most 
satisfying” for visitors is still perhaps a bit vague, Silverman speaks more clearly: the 
aim of the museum is to provide a “meaningful experience” for visitors, which is 
defined by the fact that it is relevant to the audience.118 For Silverman, “relevance is the 
critical goal”, which can be found either in ‘just’ the “personal connections” visitors 
may make, or the fact that these personal connections provide the “groundwork for the 
visitors’ learning process”.119 In other words, it does not really matter whether the 
meaning constructed by the visitor resonates with the intended museum meaning or is 
‘merely’ personal, as long as it is relevant to the creator. 
 In more recent writing we see a consolidation of Silverman’s and Doering’s 
early argument for relevance. Graham Black, for example, writes: “If we want to 
encourage visitors to engage with the collections emotionally and intellectually, and 
gain from the experience, we must use the need for personal relevance as a positive 
element in the approach taken to the presentation”.120 Jane Nielsen, too, argues for the 
“relevant museum”.121 And, perhaps best-known, Nina Simon’s recent and influential 
book The Art of Relevance, where the central argument is the need for the contemporary 
museum to provide relevant experiences for its visitors.122 Within this perspective, the 
post-museum does not, like its modernist brother, require a single specific response 
to its collections – the visitor performance is not ‘scripted’ in a similar way. 
Nevertheless, this understanding of the post-museum does aspire towards a type of 
visitor response: one where visitors are allowed to make use of their existing 
knowledge networks in order to have a meaningful experience, a relevant experience.  

At the same time, another angle on the aim of museums is being argued within 
contemporary museological discourse. This way of thinking is, again, a response to a 
particular understanding of the modernist museum, in this case, concerning its 
supposed neutrality. Stephen Weil writes that the modernist museum may be perceived 
as “a clear, clean, and undistorting lens”, a transparent medium which, simply, clearly, 
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119 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’, p. 165. 
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objectively, transmits the truth to its public.123 It is this view of a museum, as a 
fundamentally neutral conveyor of true knowledge, which is being challenged. Rather 
than pretending to be neutral, so argues Weil, the museum should accept that it is a 
medium which, unavoidably, sends messages too, and should harness that power for 
the “public benefit”.124 This standpoint is summarised aptly by Richard Sandell, in 
whose work it plays a central role: “My contention [is] that museums might consider, 
in some circumstances, substituting their attempts to remain impartial and objective 
(by presenting diverse, sometimes opposing perspectives on particular issues and 
leaving visitors to come to their own conclusions) with approaches which privilege (and 
attempt to engender support for) a particular moral (non-prejudiced) standpoint”.125 
Sandell argues that, rather than attempting to be “impartial and objective”, museums 
should embrace their partiality and use it in an attempt to better society as a whole. His 
work with museums on issues of disabilities and sexualities, serves as an example of 
institutions explicitly abandoning a role of neutrality.126 

This issue of museum neutrality is prominent in contemporary discourse on 
the museum. In 2017, Mike Murawski together with LaTanya Autry, launched the 
“Museums Are Not Neutral” campaign, in which they argue that museums often 
embrace “a myth of neutrality” which allows them “to remain ‘above’ the social and 
political issues that affect our lives”. 127 Instead, so holds Murawski, museums should 
embrace their “potential to be relevant, socially-engaged spaces in our communities, 
acting as agents of positive change”.128 Many academics and museum practitioners take 
up this discussion.. In their writings we see a vision of a future museum, a post-
museum, in which the institution is not neutral, but is, instead, an active shaper of 
public opinion in the social sphere. Nathan Sentance, project officer in First Nations 
programming at the Australian Museum, speaks on his blog, The Archival Decolonist, 
about the harmfulness of seeing the museum as neutral, writing that “to accept them 
[museums] as neutral means to accept the existing distribution of power they enforce 
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and contribute to”.129 The existing distribution of power, so argues Sentance, is 
fundamentally biased towards Western Eurocentric culture and marginalises other 
people such as the First Nations. In a blog titled “Beyond Neutrality”, on the website of 
the Center for the Future of Museums of the American Alliance of Museums, Sean 
Kelley, Senior Vice President of the Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site in 
Philadelphia, questions his heritage site’s neutrality.130 Kelley relates how the State 
Penitentiary Historic Site deliberately let go of its neutrality and ‘picked a side’ in the 
debate on prison policy in the United States. From these discussions, we may see a 
vision of a post-museum as an active agent within society.  

It is difficult to unite these two visions of a post-museum. The first argues for 
the museum as a space in which multiple meanings may co-exist, because, in the end, 
its aim is for the visitor to go home with a personally relevant, meaningful, experience. 
In this way, this vision of the post-museum opposes the modernist museum’s imposing 
of a dominant single narrative by opening up the space for relevant visitor meanings. A 
second perspective on the post-museum also resists the modernist museum, but 
focuses on the kind of singular narrative that this trope stands for: an authoritative 
narrative that privileges whiteness, masculinity and heterosexuality. This post-
museum sees its function in actively opposing such a canon, by providing a space for 
those narratives which, previously, were not allowed a voice within the modernist 
museum. In doing so, they, in the end, construct another intended museum narrative, 
one that advances “human rights and social justice for all”, yet, a single meaning 
nonetheless.131 Like its modernist brother, this perspective sees the post-museum as 
an idealistic institution aiming to better society as a whole.  

Hooper-Greenhill’s original understanding of the post-museum is difficult to 
pinpoint with regards to this particular issue. In Museums and the Interpretation of 
Visual Culture, she writes that the task of the post-museum is “to provide experiences 
that invite visitors to make meaning through deploying and extending their existing 
interpretive strategies and repertoires, using their prior knowledge and their preferred 
learning styles”.132 This would suggest that, ultimately, the aim of the museum is to 
provide visitors with a meaningful experience. Nevertheless, a few pages on we read: 
“Rather than upholding the values of objectivity, rationality, order and distance, the 
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post-museum will negotiate responsiveness, encourage mutually nurturing 
partnerships, and celebrate diversity”.133 Here, the post-museum seems to actively 
work against the modernist museum’s imposed singular narrative. It is almost as if 
Hooper-Greenhill herself is struggling with this issue. Her solution seems to be that 
through presenting multiple narratives, the post-museum is opposing the canon 
upheld by the modernist museum: “By being able to listen critically, museum workers 
can become border-crossers by making different narratives available, by bridging 
between disciplines, by working in the liminal spaces that modernist museum practices 
have produced”.134 Whether or not the museum should serve as an active arbiter on 
these moral issues remains open, as she writes “There are difficult issues to be resolved 
here about […] whether and how to take a stand in relation to moral and ethical 
matters”.135 Aptly, she ends with, “there are no easy answers”.136 

Ultimately, the aim here is not to argue for a more dialogic or activist 
understanding of the post-museum but to create a scale moving from two extremes: 
the modernist and post-museum tropes. From this perspective, the more dialogic 
version of the post-museum in which the relevance of visitor-meanings is paramount 
is perhaps the most extreme kind of post-museum. Sandell’s understanding of a more 
activist post-museum seems to be slightly less radically post-modern. For now, we may 
note that, within contemporary thought on the post-museum, different opinions exists 
as to the ultimate aim of such a museum. 

 

2.2.3 The Post-Museum and Its Challenges 
As was noted, not all museum practitioners and theorists are united in a shared vision 
of the future museum; different visions on what constitutes the post-museum exist. 
However, discussion also exists regarding the legitimacy of the post-museum concept 
as a whole. Hooper-Greenhill writes “The post-museum faces considerable challenges. 
The character of these challenges is beginning to become clear, but the modernist 
values, relations and practices on which most museums are based, and which are not 
regarded as contentious by everyone, are deeply embedded”.137 The post-museum 
exists in opposition to the modernist museum but, as Hooper-Greenhill points out, it 
also exists because of the modernist museum, and it remains a “considerable challenge” 
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to attempt transforming museums which such a strong modernist heritage into to 
post-museums. 

Historically speaking, the New Museology already had a difficult start. In a 
reflective article, Deirdre Stam views the New Museology within the broader genre of 
criticism on museum practice.138 Usually, so argues Stam, such critiques “evoke nothing 
more than a weary yawn” from museum practitioners.139 Yet, because of external 
factors (summarised under the term neo-liberalism, above), the museum was already 
in “crisis”, which led them to look toward the New Museology to “guide them in 
improving their relationships to their social milieu”.140 However, and this is the main 
argument of Stam’s article, the New Museology (at that point) did little to explain 
“exactly how this theoretical framework should be translated into practice”.141 This 
disconnect between the ‘academic’ movement of New Museology and the world of 
museum practice is also explored by Andrea Witcomb and Kristal Buckley. They note 
that in the ICOM Newsletters published between 1989 and 2000, important New 
Museologist publications by Peter Vergo, Tony Bennett, Sharon Macdonald and Carol 
Duncan, were not mentioned nor reviewed. They argue that this is because these 
theorists “who were central to scholarly debate on museums at that time [..] did not 
come from practice”.142 Those working in the field felt that the critics were “out of touch 
with contemporary museum practices, reflecting old-fashioned views of museums”.143 
Witcomb and Buckley argue that the New Museology was part of an academic discourse 
in which textual modes of analysis were common, and this “theoretical toolkit of the 
time” seemed incompatible with a better understanding of “institutional practices and 
contexts”.144 At its beginning, the New Museology was thus mainly an academic 
movement with little implications for practice. 

Furthermore, some, within the museum world, disagreed outright with the 
tenets of the New Museology. Cultural critic Lynne Munson, for example, wrote a 
scathing critique of what she calls “the revisionist museum” in The Public Interest 
journal.145 In her attack on the ideas of the New Museology, “revisionist shenanigans”, 
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Munson ultimately argues for a return to the modernist museum.146 In an editorial in 
the Burlington Magazine by an unnamed author we can, too, discern an attack on the 
New Museology.147 This author echoes the sentiment outlined by Witcomb and Buckley, 
writing in regards to Vergo’s The New Museology, that it “may be a rather arm-chair 
affair”, because “only three of the nine contributors to the volume actually work in 
museums”.148 Citing a Marxist influence as the cause for “this culturally pessimistic 
view of museums”, the unnamed author wishes the museum would return to being a 
space where one can “simply look at great art”.149 

Since these early discussions, some decades have passed. Has the post-
museum completely replaced its modernist opposite? As can be seen above, the ideas 
of the New Museology and the post-museum are current within contemporary museum 
thought, both within the academic discourse as in practice. An important example is 
Nina Simon, Director of The Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History, who is perhaps 
one of the most influential museum thinkers today. She is a museum practitioner who 
writes extensively on the future of the museum, and within her books, The Art of 
Relevance and The Participatory Museum, we can clearly see the reverberation of the 
New Museological ideas.150 Simon’s most recent project, OFBYFOR ALL, was launched 
at the 2018 MuseumNext Conference in London, where over 400 museum professionals 
heard her message about the importance of visitors in the future of the museum.151 
Another example of an initiative taken by a museum practitioner, and taken up within 
the sector, is the aforementioned Museums Are Not Neutral movement. Yet, in a recent 
article, Vikki McCall and Clive Gray look at the influence of the New Museology on 
contemporary museum practice in the United Kingdom.152 In their research, a large 
qualitative study, McCall and Gray asked museum professionals in museums across the 
country about the impact of the ideas of the New Museology on their work. They 
conclude that the New Museology “has had less practical effect than the museology 
literature might anticipate”, and that “a full transition to this ideology has not been 
achieved by any museum service in this study”, although they admit that progress has 
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been made.153 It seems then that although some initiatives have been successful, the 
post-museum does not reign supreme and modernist tendencies may still be seen 
within the museum context.  
 

2.2.4 The Post-Museum Trope 
The aim of the second part of this chapter was to create an understanding of the notion 
which fundamentally opposes the concept of the modernist museum: the post-
museum. The interpretation of the post-museum trope offered here is based on 
Hooper-Greenhill’s original thought in combination with other writings within the 
New Museology. Central to the post-museum is its disregard of a universal, singular 
meaning, which results in an opening up of the space to visitor meanings. Those writing 
from the post-museum perspective often contrast their understanding of visitor 
agency to the role of visitors in the modernist museum. Their interpretation of visitors 
as passive is perhaps too starkly put. Rather, it might be more useful to see the 
modernist museum public as actively following the museum-script, based on excluding 
their personal context, which would allow for an arrival at the intended museum 
meaning. The performance of visitors in the post-museum, on the other hand, is not 
scripted, but depends on visitors’ personal contexts. The concept of these personal 
contexts, knowledge networks or entrance narratives, is central to the post-museum. 
By referring to their earlier knowledges, experiences and values, visitors create 
personally relevant meanings. Most of those writing within the New Museology agree 
on the processes through which meaning is created in the post-museum, and the 
centrality of such personal contexts to meaning making. Nevertheless, theorists are not 
unified in their understanding of the ultimate aim of the post-museum. Some argue 
that museums should allow visitors to create personally relevant meanings, whilst 
others feel that the museum should take a more activist stand and aim to better society.  
 

Conclusion 
The objective for this chapter was to delineate my understanding of two of the core 
concepts in this dissertation: the modernist museum and the post-museum. Built on 
the understanding of museum-centred and visitor-centred meaning set out in Chapter 
1, these key notions are central in the following chapters. An essential premise in the 
interpretation I propose here is the fact that these two types of museums must be 
viewed as tropes, imaginary ideals, at opposite ends of a scale.  
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In the first part of this chapter, I set out to define my understanding of the 
modernist museum by embedding this trope within the historical context of the 
nineteenth century. Historically speaking, the nineteenth-century museum presents a 
puzzling case. Where, on the one hand, the museum may be seen as embedded within 
a more democratic tendency, it is also possible to view the nineteenth-century museum 
as an elitist institution. Although these two perspectives may be in opposition, it is 
possible to unite them within an understanding of the modernist museum. Looking at 
the modernist trope from the perspective of meaning, one of its main characteristics is 
its emphasis on a single, universal, meta-narrative. Meaning is museum-centred, and 
visitors are encouraged to discover the objective and rational truth, the intended 
meaning. This discovery is seen in the transmission approach to meaning: the museum 
knows, transmits universal knowledge, the visitor does not know, and receives. The 
public, within the modernist museum trope, is not defined beyond this lack of 
knowledge, and is simply required to follow the expected script of learning and 
improving. My understanding of the modernist museum, here, characterises it as a 
space in which a singular meta-narrative is laid down for an undifferentiated public, 
which is required to discover and accept this true museum-meaning. 

This interpretation of the modernist museum is key in exploring my 
understanding of the post-museum trope as its complete opposite. Historically, 
Hooper-Greenhill’s understanding of the post-museum may be embedded within the 
context of the larger New Museology movement. In the second half of the twentieth 
century, thinking on museums began changing due to neoliberalist influences as well 
as post-modern ideas. These two currents directed the museum to become more 
reflexive, and, specifically, change their attitudes with regards to its visitors. Contrary 
to the modernist museum, meaning making processes in the post-museum shift from 
museum-centred toward visitor-centred. Rather than getting rid of any ‘prejudices’ in 
order to arrive at ‘objective’ meaning, the post-museum visitor is urged to employ their 
pre-existing knowledge networks in order to create a personally relevant meaning. As 
for the ultimate aim of a post-museum, it is difficult to find consensus within the larger 
New Museological movement. Some argue that the true aim of the future museum is 
for each visitor to find personally relevant meaning – whatever that may be. This idea 
of the post-museum clearly responds to the modernist museum’s imposition of a 
singular, dominant, intended meaning. There are others, however, who focus their 
attention on another aspect of the modernist museum; the content of that single 
narrative. These scholars and practitioners argue that the aim of the post-museum 
should be to oppose that traditional singular story of whiteness, masculinity and 
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heterosexuality with a narrative that favours inclusion. These two contemporary 
perspectives on the post-museum show that we should not work from a unified image 
of the future museum, but rather focus on the scale from modernist to post-museum. 
Also, this discussion illustrates the fact that we may speak of an ideal or imaginary 
modernist or a post-museum, but reality always proves more complex. It is to this 
reality that we will turn next, in an attempt at framing the Allard Pierson and the 
Riverside Museum through the lens of the modernist and post-museum tropes.  
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“The post-museum faces considerable challenges. 
The character of these challenges is beginning to 
become clear, but the modernist values, relations 
and practices on which most museums are based, 

and which are not regarded as contentious by 
everyone, are deeply embedded.” 
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From theory to practice, in search of tangible illustrations of the modernist and post-
museum, we arrive at the case studies of this dissertation. In the previous chapter my 
aim has been to offer an interpretation of two tropes, two imaginary museum-types: 
the modernist and post-museum. The modernist museum may be characterised by its 
museum-centred perspective on meaning, shown through its adherence to a singular, 
authoritative, narrative. The aim visitors within this trope is to ‘correctly’ discover this 
intended narrative. Such a museum is opposed by the post-museum, where meaning 
is considered multiple, and the construction of a personally relevant meaning is key. 
Again, these two types of the museum are imaginary extremes – probably, no 
exemplary modernist or post-museum exists in reality. However, the two tropes may 
be used to characterise particular museum behaviour tending towards either one of the 
extremes. Below, I will argue that the Connecting Early Medieval European Collections 
(CEMEC) project and ‘Crossroads’ exhibition may be placed more towards the 
modernist end of the scale, whereas a manifestation of post-museum ideas could be 
seen in the Riverside Museum.  

3.1 The Allard Pierson and the Modernist Museum 
The following subchapter focuses on the Allard Pierson case study, and in particular 
the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit within the CEMEC project, from the perspectives on meaning 
offered above. I aim to argue that the Allard Pierson originates within a modernist 
frame, but has attempted to become more like a post-museum in recent years. It is 
argued by Wim Hupperetz, director of the Allard Pierson, that ‘Crossroads’ is part of 
this trend.1 Yet, an analysis of the CEMEC project and the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition seems 
to favour a museum-centred perspective once more. The Allard Pierson’s struggle with 
these two opposites makes ‘Crossroads’ such a well-suited case study for this 
dissertation.  

3.1.1 The Allard Pierson 
My discussion on the Allard Pierson’s attitude towards meaning begins with an attempt 
at placing the museum within a larger historical narrative. Although officially only open 
to the public in 1934, the Allard Pierson can be seen as the culmination of a longer 
tradition of collecting, richly described by Theodoor Herman Lunsingh Scheurleer and 

1 Wim M. H. Hupperetz, ‘Een Levende Collectie’, Allard Pierson Mededelingen, 116 (2017), 1 (p. 1). 
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Robert Lunsingh Scheurleer.2 This narrative begins with Robert’s grandfather, 
Constant Willem Lunsingh Scheurleer, a banker from The Hague. In the Allard 
Pierson’s Museum Journal, published by the Friends of the Allard Pierson Society, Het 
Medelingenblad Vereniging van Vrienden van het Allard Pierson Museum, Constant 
Willem’s son, Theodoor Herman, describes the origins of the collections which are at 
the core of the current Allard Pierson.3 Written in 1984, Theodoor Herman uses this 
article to position his father’s collecting activities within the older tradition of 
seventeenth-century collectors of antiquities, or, as referred to above, the owners of 
the studioli.  

Constant Willem Lunsingh Scheurleer (1881-1941) was a banker by profession, 
who was very interested in archaeology and antiquities, and started collecting ancient 
artefacts when he was 28 years old.4 In the description of his father’s collection, 
Theodoor Herman refers to the attic in their house, which Constant Willem had had 
renovated, as “the museum”. This ‘museum’ contained Constant Willem’s collection of 
ancient, mainly Greek and Roman, artefacts, but also functioned as his study, 
accommodating his desk and book-collection as well as the pianoforte.5  Theodoor 
Herman elaborately describes how his father used to work at this desk, writing notes 
and index cards for his collection and conducting research regarding the artefacts. As 
was the case with early seventeenth-century collectors, Constant Willem often invited 
contemporary archaeologists and scholars to his ‘museum’. When the collections of one 
of these collector-friends, F. W. von Bissing, became available, Constant Willem was 
able to acquire it and thereby significantly enlarge his own ‘museum’. Acquiring Von 
Bissing’s objects induced Constant Willem to find new housing for his, by now, much 
larger collection. This led to the opening of the so-called “Museum Scheurleer” or 
“Museum Carnegielaan”, a public museum in The Hague, containing Constant Willem’s 
collection of antiquities.6 According to Theodoor Herman, his father’s motivation in 
opening up his collection to the public was powerfully educational. It was his strongly-
held conviction that the importance of his museum lay in conveying the knowledge 
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regarding the classics, and specifically Greek antiquity, to a more general public.7 This 
belief in the museum’s power to educate the more general public echoes the values 
upheld by the aforementioned nineteenth-century museum men. Constant Willem’s 
emphasis on Greek antiquity as enduringly relevant to our contemporary civilisation 
also mirrors the understanding of modernist narratives presented in this dissertation. 

When Museum Scheurleer was forced to close due to financial reasons, its 
collections were acquired by the “Allard Pierson Foundation”, which had been 
established by banker Jan Lodewijk Pierson in 1929.8  Jan Lodewijk created the Allard 
Pierson Foundation in honour of his father, Allard Pierson (1831-1896) who was a 
theologian as well as professor within the humanities at the University of Amsterdam.9 
The aim of the foundation was to provide financial assistance to the Faculty of 
Humanities at the University of Amsterdam, specifically with regards to research and 
education.10 The Allard Pierson Foundation donated Scheurleer’s collections to the 
University of Amsterdam, after which the objects were housed in a new museum, called 
the Allard Pierson Museum, situated on the Sarphatistraat in Amsterdam in 1934 [Figure 
3.1]. This new museum was very similar to Lunsingh Scheurleer’s museum in The 
Hague, mainly due to the fact that Constant Willem remained actively involved during 
the first years.11 The fact that the museum was now also a part of the university 
strengthened the educational mission already underlying Constant Willem’s original 
museum. Next to that, the first director of the museum was G. A. S. Snijder, who was 
also chair of classical archaeology at the University of Amsterdam. The combination of 
these two functions led to “an involvement of the museum in scientific research and 
education, which has been continued by the different directors, each in their own 
way”.12 Whilst at the Sarphatistraat, the museum worked closely together with the 
university, in matters of research and education, but also in the creation of exhibitions 
for a more general public.13 After about 40 years at this location, the museum was 
required to move because the building had to be demolished. In 1976, the Allard Pierson 
Museum reopened at its current location, the Oude Turfmarkt, in a large neo-classical 
building which used to house De Nederlandsche Bank, a Dutch banking organisation 

 
7 Theodoor Herman Lunsingh Scheurleer, p. 14. 
8 Robert Lunsingh Scheurleer, Toekomst Voor Het Verleden: 75 Jaar Allard Pierson Museum, p. 14. 
9 Robert Lunsingh Scheurleer, ‘Geschiedenis’, p. 8. 
10 Robert Lunsingh Scheurleer, Toekomst Voor Het Verleden: 75 Jaar Allard Pierson Museum, p. 14. 
11 Robert Lunsingh Scheurleer, Toekomst Voor Het Verleden: 75 Jaar Allard Pierson Museum, p. 17. 
12 Robert Lunsingh Scheurleer, ‘Geschiedenis’, p. 12. 
13 Robert Lunsingh Scheurleer, Toekomst Voor Het Verleden: 75 Jaar Allard Pierson Museum, pp. 18–19. 
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[Figure 3.2]. Here, the museum kept its double role in serving the university as well as 
the general public. 14 

Figure 3.1 The Allard Pierson Museum on the Sarphatistraat. Before 1940. 
Een Gids Voor de Collecties van Het Allard Pierson Museum. By Geralda Juriaans-Helle and Herman 
Brijder. Amsterdam: Ter Burg Offset, 2002.

Figure 3.2 The Allard Pierson Museum at the Oude Turfmarkt. After 1967. 
Een Gids Voor de Collecties van Het Allard Pierson Museum. By Geralda Juriaans-Helle and Herman 
Brijder. Amsterdam: Ter Burg Offset, 2002.

14 Robert Lunsingh Scheurleer, Toekomst Voor Het Verleden: 75 Jaar Allard Pierson Museum, p. 21. 
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This brief historical exploration of the Allard Pierson shows the origins of 
today’s organisation. Following the Allard Pierson in seeing Constant Willem Lunsingh 
Scheurleer’s collection as precursor to the contemporary museum, allows a 
characterisation of the early beginnings of the museum as more modernist. Constant 
Willem’s motivation for displaying his collections was clearly educational, emphasising 
the importance for the general public to gain knowledge regarding the classics. The 
knowledge which was presented in the early days of the museum can be seen as 
following the traditional art-historical canon: Greek, Roman and Egyptian antiquities.15 
Presenting the artefacts was done in similar modernist fashion: separated by these 
different ‘high’ cultures, offered in chronological order. Modernist ideas are visible too 
in the museum’s aims: conveying a single canonical narrative to the general public. The 
museum’s emphasis on its educational role through its connection with the university 
further substantiates this reading. In the move of the museum to the Oude Turfmarkt, 
these original aims seem not to have been adjusted drastically.16 Looking at a museum 
guide, which was published in 2002, we still see the same underlying structure 
reflecting the museum’s physical structure: a classical division of the museum’s 
artefacts referring to the Egyptian, Greek, Etruscan, Roman, and, added later, Near 
Eastern cultures.17  The accompanying map makes use of arrows to present the reader 
(and visitor) with the suggested route to follow the chronological narrative the museum 
wishes to present.18 In the 2009 publication Toekomst Voor Het Verleden: 75 Jaar Allard 
Pierson Museum, we, again, see the same structure reflected.19  

However, in recent years, the Allard Pierson has undergone many changes. At 
the beginning of this century, the organisational structure of the museum as well as its 
position within the University of Amsterdam, have shifted. Originally a part of the 
Faculty of Humanities, the museum now belongs to the university’s libraries. At the 
start of 2019, the archaeological collections, forming the core of the Allard Pierson 
Museum, merged with the university’s Special Collections. Now, the museum is known 
simply as Allard Pierson.20 This merger and rebranding is set out in a strategy 
document and other public material such as the museum’s website and several articles 
written by Hupperetz in the Allard Pierson Mededelingen. These materials may be 

 
15 Robert Lunsingh Scheurleer, Toekomst Voor Het Verleden: 75 Jaar Allard Pierson Museum, p. 14. 
16 Wim M. H. Hupperetz, ‘Naar Een Nieuwe Collectiepresentatie’, Allard Pierson Mededelingen, 113 (2016), 1–6 
(p. 1). 
17 Een Gids Voor de Collecties van Het Allard Pierson Museum, ed. by Herman Brijder and Geralda Jurriaans-
Helle (Amsterdam: Ter Burg Offset, Alkmaar, 2002). 
18 Brijder and Jurriaans-Helle, pp. 2–3. 
19 Robert Lunsingh Scheurleer, Toekomst Voor Het Verleden: 75 Jaar Allard Pierson Museum. 
20 ‘Over Ons’. 
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situated within more contemporary thought on museums, inclining towards the 
understanding of a post-museum presented in this dissertation. On their renewed 
website, the Allard Pierson refers to itself as “the museum and the knowledge institute 
for the heritage collections of the University of Amsterdam”, writing that “everything 
we do focuses on connecting the world of the university to society”.21 Through the 
museum’s emphasis on their relationship to the university and knowledge, we may still 
see a reflection of Lunsingh Scheurleer’s original belief in the value of the museum as 
an educational institution. Yet, in their mission, the Allard Pierson also writes that the 
museum aims to be “a relevant and enterprising organisation on the crossroads of 
cultural heritage, education and research”.22 The use of the word “relevant” is 
interesting as it could signify a change in attitude towards this educational mission. It 
certainly implies that the museum is aware of an audience, which is also visible when 
they stress that they wish to connect “the world of the university” to “society”. In a more 
theoretical exploration of the museum’s position on heritage, the Allard Pierson writes 
that they wish to look at heritage from “a more dynamic perspective”.23 For the 
museum, their collections serve as “a reservoir” of “collective memory”, which allows 
for contemporary reflections “which feed into discussions regarding identity issues”.24 
Their aim for their temporary exhibitions is to “connect the heritage collections of the 
University of Amsterdam to the current events in our society”.25 Although the museum 
does not explicitly align itself with a post-museum perspective, their aims of being 
relevant and part of society, correspond to my interpretation of the post-museum 
trope.  

Within the strategy document, the Allard Pierson also shows an awareness of 
its audiences, by referring to two specific types of target audiences: “the core target 
audiences”, and the “bulk target audiences”.26 The “core target audiences” refer to the 
visitors related to the university – students, teachers, researchers, alumni and 
colleagues. The Allard Pierson uses “bulk target audiences” to speak about the general 
public, which they divide in “experienced museum visitors, tourists and school 
groups”.27 These two groups reflect the museum’s original twofold mission: as 
important for the university, as well as the general public. The museum also shows 
their interest in their audience by working with visitor research. In the strategy 

 
21 ‘Over Ons’. 
22 ‘Continuïteit En Vernieuwing: Strategie 2017-2020’ (Allard Pierson, 2016), p. 8. 
23 ‘Continuïteit En Vernieuwing: Strategie 2017-2020’, p. 15. 
24 ‘Continuïteit En Vernieuwing: Strategie 2017-2020’, p. 15. 
25 ‘Continuïteit En Vernieuwing: Strategie 2017-2020’, p. 13. 
26 ‘Continuïteit En Vernieuwing: Strategie 2017-2020’, p. 9. 
27 ‘Continuïteit En Vernieuwing: Strategie 2017-2020’, p. 9. 
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document, they write that “visitor studies are being carried out in order to be able to 
improve the visitor experience”.28 Based on these observations, the Allard Pierson 
appears to be moving away from its more modernist heritage. By emphasising the 
relevance of the museum’s collections to society and its visitors, as well as elaborating 
on an understanding of these audiences, the museum seems to follow a more New 
Museological trend. In an article on the museum’s renovation, Hupperetz writes that 
the aims of the new Allard Pierson are to facilitate “more participation and dialogue”, 
two concepts that are key within this dissertation’s interpretation of the post-
museum.29 He also mentions that the museum no longer works from an understanding 
of “simple one-way traffic from the curator towards the museum visitors”, a notion 
that undeniably reflects post-museum ideas.30  

Moving beyond intent toward practice, a similar trend seems visible. In the 
past ten years, the museum has created exhibitions with fairly conventional 
archaeological topics, such as Troy, Egypt, Rome or Greek Art. Yet, in many of these 
exhibits, the Allard Pierson aimed to create a different visitor experience through the 
inclusion of new media applications. “Eternal Egypt”, for example, featured a large, 
internationally travelling, multimedia show on ancient Egypt which aimed to move 
beyond “the stereotypes of pharaos and mummies”.31 Exhibitions were also created in 
collaboration with different parties. Twice, the Allard Pierson hosted an exhibition 
created by a Dutch TV-show (“DWDD Pop-Up Museum”), where a selection of famous 
Dutch personalities presented their personal ‘museums’. “Troy” (2012-2013) and 
“Meetings with the Orient” (2016-2017) are examples of exhibitions were the museum 
staff worked together with researchers from the University of Amsterdam. Students of 
the MA Museum Studies, too, created (smaller) exhibitions in the Allard Pierson, such 
as “For the Welfare of My Children” (2018) or “Lost in Translation” (2017). Specifically 
those exhibitions created in concert with students seem to problematise traditional 
archaeological narratives. 

Besides creating exhibitions, the Allard Pierson has also taken the lead in 
different types of activities which seem to move beyond the modernist frame. Working 
against a more passive attitude in museums, the Allard Pierson started the Archeo 
Hotspots: a specific room in the museum where visitors are allowed to actively ‘do 

 
28 ‘Continuïteit En Vernieuwing: Strategie 2017-2020’, p. 18. 
29 Wim M. H. Hupperetz, ‘Het Museum Breidt Uit: Nieuwe Aanpassingen Aan Het Gebouw En Aan de 
Inrichting’, Allard Pierson Mededelingen, 114–115 (2017), 1–4 (p. 2). 
30 Wim M. H. Hupperetz, ‘Naar Een Nieuwe Collectiepresentatie’, p. 5. 
31 ‘Eeuwig Egypte Experience’, Allard Pierson Museum, 2013 <https://www.allardpiersonmuseum.nl/gedeelde-
content/evenementen/tentoonstellingen/2013/07/eeuwig-egypte-experience.html> [accessed 16 May 2019]. 
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archaeology’. The public can assist museum employees in working to reconstruct 
archaeological finds from shards, thereby aiming to “increase active participation of 
the public in Dutch archaeological research”.32 In 2016, the Allard Pierson was host to 
the first Dutch edition of Nina Simon’s concept of MuseumCamp, “a creative 
experiment” in which museum professionals were invited to discover new ways to 
incorporate technologies in exhibitions, resulting in an exhibition which was created 
within one weekend.33 This exhibition explicitly emphasised the constructed nature of 
meaning making processes within the museum context. At the start of 2019, a painting 
of the Syrian city of Palmyra was publicly reconstructed in the museum, a process 
which, again, lays bare the ‘hidden’ processes of the museum.34 The museum has also 
tried to actively involve its visitors in the creative process. In the same year, the Allard 
Pierson worked together with Syrian refugees currently living in Amsterdam. In 
“Stories from Near and Far”, the museum created a space for the personal stories told 
by these immigrants.35 

These initiatives seem to illustrate a process where the Allard Pierson is 
actively working towards becoming an institution which fits within my understanding 
of the post-museum. Again, the museum never explicitly aligns itself with the term 
‘post-museum’, but I have attempted to show that in its aims and practices, it may be 
seen as striving towards, what I would designate as, a post-museum discourse. The 
abovementioned examples highlight meaning making processes, involve visitors in the 
creation of exhibitions, and show the museum as working together with different 
partners within society and the university. From this it seems that, although the Allard 
Pierson originated in a more modernist context, it aims to move towards becoming 
more like a post-museum. How do the CEMEC project and the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition 
fit within this suggested trajectory? 

 

 
32 ‘Wat Is Archeo Hotspots?’, Allard Pierson Museum, 2019 <http://www.archeohotspots.nl/over-
archeohotspots/> [accessed 16 June 2019]. 
33 ‘Museum Makers’, Allard Pierson Museum, 2016 <https://www.allardpiersonmuseum.nl/gedeelde-
content/evenementen/tentoonstellingen/2016/07/museummakers.html> [accessed 16 May 2019]. 
34 ‘Openbare Restauratie “De Ruïnes van Palmyra”’, Allard Pierson Museum, 2019 
<https://www.allardpiersonmuseum.nl/gedeelde-content/nieuws/nieuwsberichten/2019/03/restauratie-
palmyra.html> [accessed 16 May 2019]. 
35 ‘Verhalen van Heinde En Verre’, Allard Pierson Museum, 2019 
<https://www.allardpiersonmuseum.nl/gedeelde-content/evenementen/evenementen/2019/04/verhalen-
van-heinde-en-verre.html?origin=7XoSzB0JSoqJd5FDJBTfwQ> [accessed 16 May 2019]. 
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3.1.2 Connecting Early Medieval European Collections and ‘Crossroads’ 
As mentioned in the Introduction, the Allard Pierson has participated in a series of 
European collaborative projects similar to CEMEC, such as V-Must and MeSch.36 With 
regards to the CEMEC project, the Allard Pierson, and in particular its director Wim 
Hupperetz, play a leading role. Although other partners have contributed significantly 
before and during the project, the Allard Pierson provided the project leader and main 
curator of the exhibition, thereby assuming key responsibility for the project. The first 
venue of the project’s travelling exhibition, which serves as the main case study for this 
dissertation, also took place in the Allard Pierson. This exhibition, although created in 
dialogue with curators from other member institutions, was produced by a team within 
the Allard Pierson. Finally, Hupperetz argues that ‘Crossroads’ is a good example of the 
Allard Pierson’s new perspective.37 It is for these reasons that I, in general, approach 
and analyse CEMEC, and in particular the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit, through the context of 
the Allard Pierson. 

The specific aims of the CEMEC project are set out in a proposal, written in 
2015 by Hupperetz, as the project’s application to receive funding from the Creative 
Europe programme.38 Within the context of the CEMEC project, this document is 
known as the project plan. A first aim mentioned within the project plan is CEMEC’s 
ambition to create a new “business model”.39 This core idea of the business model 
centres around the collaborative nature of the CEMEC project.40 CEMEC aims to have 
its collaborative network serve as an example, a “business model”, for other 
collaborative projects within the heritage sector. The way in which CEMEC wishes to 
achieve this network may also be seen as a separate aim. It is written that “in order to 
establish this network, CEMEC will create a mobile exhibition (at 3 venues) and 5 
national presentations with generic curatorial content”.41 This aim is echoed 
subsequently as one of the “crucial” aspects of the project – “an exhibition concept that 
is re-usable, beneficial and sustainable”.42 Later, Hupperetz adds that he considers this 
travelling exhibition to be one of the project’s core features. In a Creative Europe 
report, he writes that launching the exhibition halfway through the project allows for 
evaluation and improvement.43 CEMEC’s third goal is more concerned with the nature 

 
36 ‘About V-Must’; ‘About MeSch Project’. 
37 Wim M. H. Hupperetz, ‘Een Levende Collectie’, p. 1. 
38 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’. 
39 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 3. 
40 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 4. 
41 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 3. 
42 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 3. 
43 Creative Europe: Rediscovering Our Cultural Heritage (Luxembourg, 2018), p. 11. 
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of the collections of the heritage institutions. The name of the project, Collecting Early 
Medieval European Collections, implies that it centres on early medieval collections, 
found in the different museums throughout Europe. These collections, so it is argued, 
are often “presented in a rather isolated way, focusing mainly on regional 
developments”.44 CEMEC wishes to be able to connect these local collections, and allow 
the heritage partners to present them within the wider context of Europe.45 A fourth 
aim may be discovered in the ways through which CEMEC wishes to achieve these 
goals. The plan reads: “New ways of digital data acquisition and sharing (digital) content 
on collections and objects will be an essential part of this project”.46 The project holds 
that “major progress can be made” by including digital elements in physical museum 
exhibitions.47 It is believed that “IT in a museum context” will add greatly to visitor 
experience as well as enhance the understanding of the connections between these 
different and isolated collections. 
 From this introduction we may extract four main aims: creating a business 
model for a network of heritage organisations; creating a travelling exhibition; 
connecting early medieval collections throughout Europe and, fourthly, employing 
digital in order to do so. Here, the second and third goals are of interest: creating a 
travelling exhibition which connects early medieval collections throughout Europe. 
These two connected goals are explored further within the plan. The aim of Activity 5 
is to define and select the content of this travelling exhibition. Here, we see Hupperetz 
outlining a new narrative in contrast with a more traditional narrative. Whereas, in the 
past, “’the Dream of Rome’ and the (Athenian) concept of Democracy” are seen as the 
start of European civilisation, Hupperetz holds that, in fact, “Europe as we now know 
it” emerges from the medieval period.48 Rather than speaking of a period of decline 
after the Roman Empire, the Early Middle Ages must be seen as a time of “new ideas 
mixed with, building on, or sometimes replacing, old ideals” as well as a time where we 
see a “continuation of long-distance connections”.49 This new narrative, focusing on 
the connections between different cultures, is rarely seen in museums, so argues 
Hupperetz. Instead, regional collections on the Early Middle Ages are “studied in 
isolation” and exchange between these various European centres “rarely takes place”.50 
The aim of the exhibition created within CEMEC is to provide this unification of local 

 
44 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 3. 
45 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 3. 
46 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 3. 
47 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 3. 
48 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 7. 
49 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 7. 
50 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 8. 
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narratives into a new overarching narrative, which focuses on connectivity and 
diversity. A little later in the project plan, Hupperetz further defines this narrative by 
offering a structure of eleven themes through which “the various CEMEC collections 
throughout Europe can meaningfully ‘interact’”.51 These themes concern, for example, 
architecture, liturgy, clothing, magic and gender.  
 These initial ideas are given physical shape in ‘Crossroads: Travelling Through 
the Middle Ages’, which was on show at the Allard Pierson from September 2017 until 
April 2018. In the creation of this exhibition, Hupperetz’ original vision was carried 
further, and given physical form, by other actors involved within the project. Their 
ideas on the aims of the exhibition echo Hupperetz’ original intent, but also further 
clarify and embody it. When asked about the ‘main message’ of the exhibit, project 
leader Wietske Donkersloot offers two central aims. In the first place, she argues, the 
exhibit shows that “the Early Middle Ages were not dark ages” and, secondly, “there 
were many encounters between different cultures/peoples”.52 Exhibition project leader 
Caroline Verweij agrees, “The Middle Ages were far less dark than it is commonly held. 
It wasn’t a dark time”. Like Donkersloot, she also mentions “encounters” leading to new 
developments.53 The exhibition curator and marketing and communications officer 
Marleen Smit refer to the Early Middle Ages as a period of “exchange between different 
cultural groups” and highlight the fact that there was much “interaction and exchange 
between different peoples in Europe”.54 The ideas of these key players are reflected in 
the Allard Pierson’s official communication regarding the exhibit. The museum writes: 
“The exhibition unites many unique objects from across the whole Europe, coming 
from a period which is known as the ‘dark ages’. ‘Crossroads’ aims to adjust that cliché 
by offering a fascinating story of migration, contact and exchange – of Europe in the 
making”.55 From this we may note that the central aim of the exhibit is to offer a new, 
alternative, narrative on the Early Middle Ages, which reinterprets it as a period of 
diversity and exchange, rather than as a time of darkness and stagnation.  
 Such an aim can be said to be in line with post-museum thinking. Earlier, I 
have mentioned the post-museum’s dedication to breaking down traditional grand 
narratives. The aims of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit, as expressed by its key players, can 
certainly be said to attempt this. Nevertheless, the way through which such an aim may 

 
51 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 14. 
52 Wietske Donkersloot, ‘Personal Communication’ (Amsterdam, 2018). 
53 Caroline Verweij, ‘Personal Communication’ (Amsterdam, 2018). 
54 Marleen Smit, ‘Personal Communication’ (Amsterdam, 2018); Exhibition curator, ‘Personal 
Communication’ (Amsterdam, 2018). 
55 ‘Crossroads’, Allard Pierson Museum, 2017 <https://www.allardpiersonmuseum.nl/gedeelde-
content/evenementen/tentoonstellingen/2017/09/crossroads.html> [accessed 21 May 2019]. 
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be achieved is, as we have seen, more problematic. In one configuration of the post-
museum, a biased and traditional singular narrative may be broken down by presenting 
an ethically and morally ‘right’ alternative – which is what we can see happening in the 
‘Crossroads’ exhibition. However, from a more extreme post-museum position, it 
could be argued that ‘Crossroads’ would merely be replacing one single narrative with 
another authoritative tradition. Instead of emphasising Rome and viewing the Early 
Middle Ages as ‘dark’, the museum offers another reading in which the period is framed 
as one of diversity and exchange. Such a narrative is certainly more in line with 
contemporary ideas regarding inclusivity and offers an active reorientation and de-
emphasising of the canon. Also, the inclusion of the differing collections and the 
knowledge of different partners within the CEMEC project sounds promising from a 
post-museum perspective. Nevertheless, it could also be said that, ultimately, all these 
different knowledges and voices are united in yet another authoritative reading.  
 This can also be seen in the way key actors speak about the role of visitors with 
regards to this exhibit. Exhibition project leader Verweij, for example, writes that the 
final aim of the exhibit is to “change visitor’s minds with regards to the Middle Ages”.56 
When asked about the role of visitor research within the exhibit, most key actors value 
its ability to ‘check’ whether the public has ‘gotten the message’. Smit writes that, to 
her, one of the aims of the evaluation work is to “see whether your narrative comes 
across”, showing that the goal of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit is to transmit a particular 
narrative, an intended meaning.57 Similarly, Donkersloot, writes that, to her, the aim of 
visitor research is “to discover whether the visitor has understood the message”, again 
implying the existence and importance of ‘the message’, singular.58 The exhibition 
curator also sees visitor studies as a way to find out “which elements in the exhibit are 
and are not appreciated and understood by the visitor”, highlighting, too, visitor’s 
understanding of a main message.59 From this, we may note that, for these key players, 
visitor research becomes important after the exhibition has opened. This attitude is 
echoed in the project plan, where visitor research is consistently referred to as 
“evaluation”.60 Tasked with fulfilling this particular role within the project, I initiated 
an informal front-end visitor study in February 2017, specifically regarding (possible) 
visitor’s attitudes and opinions on the concept of the Early Middle Ages. Although this 
initiative was received favourably by key players, its results did not significantly impact 

 
56 Verweij. 
57 Smit. 
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59 Exhibition curator, ‘Personal Communication’. 
60 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’. 
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any of the decisions regarding the narrative or framing of the exhibition. A fuller 
exploration of the role of visitor research within the CEMEC project can be found in 
Chapter 4. Here, it suffices to highlight the fact that the public is not afforded a central 
role within the process of creating ‘Crossroads’. 
 From this, we may note that, with regards to aims and intentions, the 
‘Crossroads’ exhibition seems to only partially work from a more visitor-centred 
perspective. Although the aim of the exhibit is to break down a traditional kind of 
narrative, the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit, at least in conception, aims to do so by replacing it 
with a new, single, narrative. Presenting another closed, authoritative, meaning seems 
to be less in line with the aforementioned post-museum aims. The way key players 
within the project speak about the exhibit seems to be more author-centred, wanting 
the public to arrive at an understanding of an intended meaning, constructed by the 
museum/author. Visitor research takes on an evaluative role at the end of exhibition, 
rather than a formative role in creating ‘Crossroads’. The impact of these underlying 
ideas are visible in the final physical representation of the originally conceived exhibit 
within the CEMEC plan: ‘Crossroads’. 
 In Figure 3.1, the general structure of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit at its first venue 
in Amsterdam is visible. The exhibition consists of eight rooms where different themes 
are being presented: diversity, heritage of Rome, knowledge, faith, trade and travel, 
identity, warfare and diplomacy, and contact and exchange. Each of these themes is 
presented by a wall text, several showcases containing objects from the partners within 
the CEMEC project, as well as digital elements. The physical structure of the exhibition 
space strongly encourages visitors to take a linear path through the exhibition from 
start to finish. First, the visitor is encouraged to begin the exhibit by reading the 
introduction text and/or engaging with the introduction movie. The next room 
concerns the central theme of diversity in the Early Middle Ages. Here, the wall text 
presents a clear, overarching structure for the different thematic rooms following it: 
“In the rooms ahead we will get to know a number of important European peoples from 
the Early Middle Ages. We will observe the ways that over the course of centuries they 
differed or corresponded in how they dealt with classical Antiquity, with knowledge, 
belief, trade, warfare, diplomacy and with questions of identity”. In this text, the 
museum offers its intended and preferred reading for the entire exhibit: a narrative 
focusing on what differentiates and unites the different peoples living in the Early 
Middle Ages. This reading, although seemingly progressive, may also become slightly 
problematic. An example can be found in the Allard Pierson’s approach towards the 
collections from the Byzantine and Christian Museum in Athens.  During the 
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preparations for the exhibit, it became clear that the Greek partners’ understanding of 
the historical period under discussion differed significantly from most other partners’ 
ideas. These other partners referred to this period as the Early Middle Ages, but, as the 
Greek participants noted, no such concept exists within their perspective on history. 
This became visible, later, in the version of ‘Crossroads’ that appeared in the Byzantine 
and Christian Museum in Athens, from May until October 2018. Here, the exhibit was 
titled ‘Byzantine and the Others in the First Millennium: An Empire of Stability in a 
Turbulent Era’. Clearly, this period is perceived differently from within the Greek 
perspective. However, rather than highlighting these differences, the ‘Crossroads’ 
exhibit presents a singular reading, where all cultures are united under the overarching 
narrative of ‘diversity in the Early Middle Ages’, causing such local differences as 
exemplified by the Greeks, to remain unseen.  
 

 
Figure 3.3 Floorplan Crossroads. 2017. Design by Platvorm Amsterdam.  

 
Such a more modernist attitude towards this example of a multiplicity of meanings can 
also be seen elsewhere. In the process leading up to the exhibition, an idea was coined 
to have different perspectives offered by travellers. The plan was to have historic 
written narratives, created by these travellers, structure the exhibit and, in that way, 
offer personal perspectives, different readings, on experiencing the Early Middle Ages. 
This original concept is still visible in the subtitle of the exhibit (‘Travelling through the 
Middle Ages’) and in the introduction movie, as well as the new media floor projections 
of travellers. Yet, it does not function as the structuring principle of the exhibit itself. 
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Instead, the texts organising the exhibit are presented in a traditional modernist 
fashion; as if written by the objective institute of ‘the museum’, rather than by a group 
of authors. Here, one, seemingly authorless, perspective is presented, rather than 
different meanings.        

Another key element within the post-museum that was discussed above is its 
insistence on relevance. In what way is a narrative regarding the Early Middle Ages 
relevant to a contemporary audience? Donkersloot, project leader, seems to be the only 
one of the key players to comment on this particular issue. She writes that one of the 
aims of the exhibit, in her opinion, is “to make the visitor think about migration and 
inter-cultural connections within contemporary Europe”.61 Certainly, it would be 
possible to mention and highlight such a perspective within the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit - 
contemporary developments within Europe regarding migratory flows, religion and 
the issues surrounding refugees are easily linked to the narrative presented in 
‘Crossroads’. However, the exhibition rarely refers explicitly to such contemporary 
processes. Briefly, in one of the wall texts in the final room, mention is made of the 
“surprising parallels between early medieval Europe and our own time”. Beyond this, 
the exhibit does not actively challenge or invite the visitor to create parallels and engage 
with such contemporary issues. One of the ways in which historical museums may be 
seen to attempt to create links of relevance between past and present, is through 
working with contemporary artists. Such artistic interventions in a historical narrative 
may create an openness which more easily allows visitors to create bridges between 
the now and the past. Although suggestions regarding a collaboration with 
contemporary artists were made, the final exhibit includes few explicit links to the now.  
 Through this analysis of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit as well as the documentation 
provided by the larger CEMEC frame, I have attempted to argue that the exhibition 
presented in Amsterdam is situated more on the modernist end of the spectrum. 
Although, in its recent communication and exhibitions, the Allard Pierson seems to aim 
towards being more visitor-centred, this exhibition shows fewer signs of such an 
approach, even though Hupperetz writes that the Crossroads exhibit “clearly reflects 
the new position of the Allard Pierson”.62 The narrative presented within ‘Crossroads’ 
certainly, and also explicitly, functions in an anti-canonical way, in that it attempts to 
break the traditional way in which the Early Middle Ages were seen. Such an alternative 
meaning is in line with post-museum thinking. Nevertheless, the ways through which 
the Allard Pierson engages with this narrative may be seen as modernist. Instead of 
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giving voice to the existing multiple perspectives, ‘Crossroads’ subsumes these within 
an overarching authoritative narrative. The aim of the exhibit, as stated by its key 
players and in the museum’s official communication, is for the visitor to comprehend 
and accept this new narrative. Although the topic of ‘Crossroads’ would certainly allow 
the museum to present multiple meanings, CEMEC does not do so. ‘Crossroads’ also 
does not actively encourage its visitors to see the contemporary, perhaps personal, 
relevance of its presented narrative. Finally, (non-)visitors have not been invited to 
participate in the creation of the story on display. Looking at the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition 
through the analytical frame of the modernist and post-museum, as defined within this 
dissertation, ‘Crossroads’ may be seen as more modernist in its aims and execution.  
 Such a conclusion, which views the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition from within a 
modernist perspective, is perhaps not surprising. This chapter started with a quote 
from Hooper-Greenhill, where she writes that the values central to the modernist 
museum are “deeply imbedded”.63 Perhaps it would be accurate to say that the 
modernist trope is the default mode of the museum, and, in particular, of exhibition. 
The Allard Pierson’s recent attempt at transformation is an effort that is reflected in 
many other museum contexts, an endeavour to fight against what is considered to be 
common, normal, in the museum. It is in this way that I would suggest reading the case 
offered by CEMEC: an admirable attempt at working against what is considered 
conventional. It is not strange that, in a cultural climate of endlessly having to secure 
funding and continuously having to justify the museum’s existence, such an attempt is 
not entirely successful. Furthermore, the above analysis has not engaged with the use 
of new media in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. Interestingly, it is precisely through these 
digital technologies, so argues Hupperetz in the project plan, that a “new museography” 
will be established.64 Perhaps, then, it is new media which would allow for changed 
transformation? This central question will be further explored in Chapters 6 and 7. 
 

3.2 The Riverside Museum and the Post-Museum  
The ‘Crossroads’ exhibit in the Allard Pierson may be seen as an illustrative example of 
a museum struggling with more modernist tendencies. The Riverside Museum, situated 
in Glasgow, Scotland, offers an entirely different perspective, which will be discussed 
next. The story of the Riverside is part of a larger narrative which concerns the city of 
Glasgow’s relationship to its cultural heritage, an issue which has been explored in 
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great detail by Mark O’Neill. This history, framing the Riverside Museum within the 
larger context of Glasgow Museums, will be the starting point for this analysis. After 
this, the New Museological reinterpretation of these early modernist aims will be 
explored. It will be argued that the Riverside Museum may be seen as the result of an 
active attempt at the creation of a post-museum. I have chosen to include this 
particular museum as my second case study precisely because it offers such a beautiful 
illustration of a museum attempting a visitor-centred perspective to meaning. In my 
opinion, the Riverside Museum offers a wonderful example of an institution  
successfully aiming towards becoming a post-museum.  
 

3.2.1 Glasgow Museums 
Glasgow is a Scottish city of about 600.000 people, which grew large and prosperous 
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as a result of international trade from 
its extensive harbour. In the later Industrial Age the city was able to continue growing 
and became one of the largest industrial hubs in the United Kingdom, specifically with 
regards to transport and shipbuilding. Although, as O’Neill writes, many Glaswegians 
view this “industrial age when Glasgow led the world in shipbuilding and many other 
areas of steam and iron technologies” with nostalgia, it was also the period in which 
many of Glasgow’s later and current problems originate.65 The population of the city  
grew enormously and, with the decline of industrial work in the twentieth century, so 
did unemployment and poverty. During the twentieth century, Glasgow became known 
as the “cancer of the empire”.66 Problems regarding poverty, health and housing have 
remained central to Glasgow in the previous century and, to this day – “the three most 
deprived parliamentary constitutions in the UK are in Glasgow”.67 
 Glasgow Museums, the organisation which runs most of Glasgow’s museums 
on behalf of Glasgow City Council, finds its roots in the more prosperous start of this 
narrative, but continues to play an important role throughout. In 1857, Glasgow 
Corporation, an early incarnation of Glasgow City Council, founded its first museum 
based on a collection of paintings which had been bequeathed to them.68 Apparently, 
the Council “embraced the idea”, because within a decade, in 1870, they had opened a 
second museum. The City Industrial Museum, housed in a converted mansion in 
Kelvingrove Park, was actually the earliest space where the collections now part of the 
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Riverside Museum were publicly displayed.69 The success of this museum led the 
Council to develop a policy for museums, which was, as O’Neill writes, “inspired” by 
the aforementioned museum men like Ruskin and their “writing on the importance of 
art and beauty in everyday life”.70 When the Corporation opened the People’s Palace, 
the relationship between culture and public health was emphasised, and at the opening 
of the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum a councillor argued that the museum was 
“... for the people, for rich and poor, for high and low. More indeed it will minister to 
the humble and needy than to the wealthy…”.71 From this, it may be noted that the 
beginning of Glasgow Museums can be situated within the more democratic narrative 
of the modernist museum. O’Neill also argues that this “official rhetoric of inclusive 
access” was, more than elsewhere, “matched by action” – the museums remained free, 
and the Corporation also created exhibits in the poorer areas of the city.72 
 During the twentieth century, where the historic narrative turns to poverty 
and economic decline, Glasgow City Council remained faithful to its belief in the role 
of culture to be able to improve society. In “Museums and Identity in Glasgow”, O’Neill 
offers a careful analysis of the ways through which some of the different Glaswegian 
museums continue to address social issues and problems.73 Even now, Glasgow 
Museums upholds an explicitly stated objective of continuing “to develop their role as 
agents of social change”.74 This historic relationship between the city of Glasgow and 
the strongly held belief in the power of culture is visible today. About 30% of all visitors 
to Glasgow Museums come from the city of Glasgow itself, showing a strong “local 
tradition of visiting” and a “deep sense of ownership by Glaswegians of their 
museums”.75 Compared to other museums in Scotland, Glasgow Museums attract a far 
more representative population when it comes to economic status, which includes 
some of the poorer inhabitants of the city.76 Based on these early modernist ideas, 
Glasgow still has a “reputation for innovation in deploying culture, including museums, 
to boost local morale and project a positive external image”.77 This belief can also be 
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seen in contemporary City Council museum projects, and is expressed in its central 
conviction that the museums in the city should be accessible to all. Museums owned by 
the City Council are undeniably people-centred, always aiming to “make every 
potential visitor feel welcome”.78Although this conviction originates from within a 
more modernist context, contemporary projects within Glasgow Museums offer a 
transformed approach. The way through which museums in Glasgow aim to achieve 
the centrality of visitors seems very much in line with post-museum ideas. This new 
approach, visible in the Riverside Museum, was first used on a large scale in the 
renovation of the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum. I will discuss these ideas in the 
context of the Kelvingrove, and then track how they have informed the Riverside 
Museum. 
 Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, opened in 1901, has been the most 
popular museum in Glasgow for many years. However, by the end of the previous 
century, it was in desperate need of renovation, and so Glasgow City Council began a 
process of renewal which led to the reopening of the museum in 2006. Underlying this 
renovation was the typically Glaswegian desire to make the museum accessible for all, 
which led the museum to employ what O’Neill refers to as a “visitor-centred, flexibly 
storytelling” approach.79 This approach is clearly informed by post-museum ideas, as 
can be seen in O’Neill’s discussion of this underlying philosophy, which he refers to as 
“a new epistemology for museums”.80 His exploration of this new epistemology is a 
clear reflection of New Museological ideas and therefore I will include it here in full: 
 

“A new epistemology would lead museums to take more responsibility for the 
quality of visitor experiences, not in order to transmit the museum’s message 
more effectively, but to increase their choices and promote growth in terms of 
realizing their potential. It would view knowledge as containing many 
perspectives and involving continuous discovery and revisions on the basis of 
rigorous exploration of evidence, rather than as a reified, universal definitive 
body of fact. It would seek to share authority amongst curators, educators, 
designers, audiences and communities. It would take into account the 
distribution of power in society, locally and globally, and aim to share its 
privileged position as the producer of authoritative knowledge and meanings. 
Ultimately, it would try to break away from an excessively individualistic and 
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dualistic epistemology in order to develop a more participatory and 
collaborative approach across all dimensions of museum knowledge – to 
create visitor-centred and object-based experiences which are made available 
in a demonstrably fair way to all.”81 

 
From O’Neill’s writing, we can distil the main tenets of the post-museum: visitor-
centred, a denial of universal modernist knowledge in favour of viewing meaning as 
many different perspectives, aiming to share authority and power and wishing to be 
more participatory and collaborative. These post-museums aims are given physical 
shape in the Kelvingrove, as O’Neill writes that this renovation is “an attempt at a 
comprehensive experiment in implementing this philosophy”.82 In practice, these 
theoretical ideas are expressed in an approach that works with extensive visitor 
research and what is referred to as a flexible, story-based, perspective. At Kelvingrove, 
stories are at the centre of the museum because they are seen as one of the fundamental 
ways through which visitors create meanings which move beyond knowledge, but 
stimulate “visitors to open themselves to beauty, to imagine the past, to think about 
issues, and to empathize with people who are different from them”.83 Also, so argues 
O’Neill, stories highlight “why the object is important enough to be on display”, thereby 
avoiding “the implicit suggestion that the object is on display not as a result of judgment 
but of some objective impersonal criterion”.84 At Kelvingrove, curators were invited to 
suggest ideas for story displays, and after extensive evaluation with visitors, these were 
reduced to a hundred stories.85 In line with post-museum thinking, these stories are 
self-contained units, and do not belong to an overarching “objective framework”.86 
Instead, fairly radically, the stories are conceptualised as “flexible” – rather than 
creating a permanent display, the aim of Kelvingrove is to change these stories, because 
“different generations have different questions; research reveals new histories”.87 In 
other words, what is relevant to visitors is not permanent but changeable, and so “staff 
will aim to completely replace or change eight story displays in a year”.88 
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 Each of these stories was created in rigorous consultation with visitors. Maria 
Economou, Professor in Information, Museum and Visitor Studies, worked extensively 
with the museum in order to create an “evaluation strategy” which was implemented 
in the Kelvingrove project from its earliest stages.89 This strategy, “the largest exercise 
in public consultation and research” in the history of Glasgow Museums, included 
quantitative surveys of visitors and non-visitors, qualitative focus group research, a 
building usage survey of Kelvingrove, different types of formative evaluation and expert 
advice.90 Furthermore, the museum created three panels which were involved 
extensively in project development, consisting of education professionals, community 
leaders and schoolchildren. Also, three peer groups of museum and subject 
professionals were formed to work and comment on the project.91 Through these 
approaches, target audiences were formed, which are at the core of each of the stories 
created by the curators. These self-contained visitor-informed narratives are the 
central structuring principle within the Kelvingrove, rather than a more modernist 
overarching authoritative meaning. Kelvingrove’s visitor-centred, flexible story-based 
approach, so writes O’Neill, is “based on a number of principles and practices that 
pervade all of Glasgow Museums practice”.92 In the Riverside Museum, Glasgow 
Museums’ next major project, this underlying post-museum perspective can also be 
discerned. 
 

3.2.2 The Riverside Museum 
As noted in the introduction, the Riverside Museum is a purpose-built replacement for 
Glasgow’s Museum of Transport located at Kelvin Hall, which originally opened in 
1988.93 Before that time, Glasgow’s transport museum had been established in the 
tramway workshops on Albert Drive. Here, the museum had originally opened in 1964, 
after the closure of Glasgow’s tramway system in 1962. The collection itself had been 
exhibited before, as mentioned above, in its earliest form at the City Industrial Museum 
in 1870, and then at the International Exhibitions of 1888 and 1901. Before receiving its 
own museum in 1964, the transport collection had been partially on show at the 
Kelvingrove.94 After Kelvingrove, the collections had been exhibited at Kelvin Hall, but, 
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at the start of the twenty-first century, it became clear that this building was unfit to 
house these collections and plans were begun to create a new home for Glasgow’s 
transport and technology collection. 
 The new location for the Museum of Transport was envisaged at a site called 
Pointhouse, situated next to the river Clyde.95 This particular area was well-suited to 
the museum because it had once been the site of a large shipyard – one of many which 
contributed to Glasgow’s wealth and are at the core of the collections of the museum. 
The shipyard closed in 1962 and since then the land had lain derelict. It was donated to 
the city by Glasgow Harbour as the site for a new museum, a project which was part of 
“the wider multi-billion pound Clyde Waterfront regeneration”.96 Internationally 
known prestigious architect Zaha Hadid was engaged to design the “Guggenheim-style 
iconic building”, which has turned into a beautiful “sinuous wave-form structure”, 
serving as a “perfect dynamic counterpoint to an almost entirely static collection that 
is concerned primarily with movement” [Figure 3.4].97 Placing the building in this area 
as part of a larger regeneration project, reminiscent of Bilbao’s Guggenheim, is a typical 
example of the Glaswegian belief in culture’s ability for societal betterment, which I 
have discussed extensively above. The iconic building seems to have been received 
positively by the inhabitants of Glasgow, as well as the wider international museum 
community.98  
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Figure 3.4 Exterior of The Riverside 
Museum. 2018. Photograph by Inge 
Kalle-den Oudsten. 

Figure 3.5 Interior of The Riverside Museum. 2017. Photograph 
by Irid Escent, Wikimedia Commons. Accessed  22-01-2020.  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Riverside_2017120
7_134907_(47658369492).jpg> 

 
The building was finished in 2010, and the museum officially opened in 2011, but already 
in 2002, Lawrence Fitzgerald was appointed Project Manager – Fitzgerald had been 
involved previously in the renovation work on the Kelvingrove. Similarly to what had 
been done at Kelvingrove, the Riverside project began with extensive research “to 
understand what visitors and non-visitors liked or did not like about the old museum 
and what they would like to see at the Riverside Museum”.99 As Kirsty Devine, one of 
the curators involved in the Riverside, writes, the museum felt it had to have “as 
rigorous a knowledge of [their] audience as [they] do about the objects”.100 While the 
museum at Kelvin Hall was still open, extensive research, consisting of focus groups 
and exit surveys, was conducted with visitors and non-visitors alike. As was done at the 
Kelvingrove, target audiences were identified, which were essential to all 
interpretation developed.101A second core element of the Riverside, which it also shares 
with Kelvingrove, is its flexible story-centred approach. The museum contains about a 
150 “self-contained flexible story displays”, a few of which the museum aims to change 
each year.102 Each of these displays is targeted to one of the museum’s core audiences. 
As Fitzgerald notes, “stereotypically museums of technology and transport are 
celebratory and offer tunnel histories. They often only show how things work, were 
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made or operated. Rarely do they consider the downside or failures of technology or 
address other issues of academic and general public interest such as consumption and 
disability.”103 The Riverside actively attempts to counter this (modernist) grand 
narrative through its story-based approach. Their aim is to “people the displays”, as 
Devine puts it.104 Rather than offering a grand, evolutionary and celebratory narrative 
of technological progress, the stories at Riverside focus on “the people who used, 
witnessed, operated and made the objects on display”.105 
 These people-centred narratives have been created by the museum in 
collaboration with its visitors as well as the wider Glaswegian public. The 150 displays 
in the museum “feature 93 interviews, 422 quotes, 189 video/film clips and over 4000 
images” which were all contributed by the community surrounding the Riverside.106 
One of the ways through which the museum collected these stories was through “Big 
Audio Days”, a kind of “group reminiscence sessions” which were held over a period of 
several weeks.107 In these informal sessions, groups of 10-50 people, “drawn from a 
carefully developed analysis of the city to ensure a good spread of each community and 
the demographic groups across the city”, were invited to discuss particular topics 
presented by the museum’s curators.108 For the curators, like Devine, such sessions 
“added to [their] understanding of the topic and how it was understood by these 
selected Glaswegians, how it might be presented, and how it might be perceived by 
Glaswegians when we did present it”.109 An example of such a topic developed in this 
way is the Riverside’s display on the last day the trams drove through Glasgow – this 
display contains many memories contributed by these participants. Devine writes that 
“As well as the factual reporting of the event, we wanted to include people’s perceptions 
and recollections of the day. These may have altered with the passage of time but 
together, they represent a true reflection of how the procession and the trams were 
regarded both now and at the time in Glasgow”.110 Such a statement powerfully reflects 
post-museum thinking, where the Riverside functions as a space where multiple 
meanings (the museum’s “factual reporting of the event” and “people’s perceptions and 
recollections of the day”) may co-exist. 
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 In November 2017, Heather Robertson, currently Curator of Transport and 
Technology at the Riverside Museum, kindly consented to speak to me on her work at 
the museum. In her enthusiastic tour of the museum, Robertson highlighted several of 
the story displays which she had worked on together with particular communities 
related to the museum. In 2014, she curated a display of wheelchairs throughout the 
ages, together with a community of wheelchair users. Part of this display is a small 
video in which contemporary wheelchair users speak about their experiences. 
Robertson notes its importance, saying that “I don’t think we should be talking on 
behalf of people. Films are key in giving people their own voice”.111 One of the co-
curators of the exhibit, Alex Papanikolaou, himself a wheelchair user, comments on 
working with the museum in an interview for a local newspaper, saying that to him, the 
display gives “a real view of what it’s like to be a wheelchair user today”.112 Another 
story pointed out by Robertson is ‘A Fair Life’, which was added to the museum in 2017. 
Here, Robertson worked together with the showpeople community to tell the story of 
fairs in Glasgow. Specifically, this story relates to the museum, because each year, at 
Kelvin Hall, a large Christmas Fair takes place, which plays an important role within 
the Glaswegian community. For Robertson, this story deserved a place in the museum, 
because, “they’re our neighbours”, and she wishes to “capture their story before it no 
longer exists”.113 One of the co-curators for this display, Melvyn Thomas, a 66-year-old 
member of the showpeople community, shares how important the display is to him: 
“I’m looking forward to being able to share stories about our way of life. There shouldn’t 
be prejudice, yet it still goes on. It can feel isolating. These days I have as many friends 
outside the business as in it, but there are people who just don’t want to know us”.114 
Allowing people like Thomas to share their narratives from their own perspectives 
functions as an example of the Riverside Museum actively putting its post-museum 
ideas into practice. Besides its flexible story-telling approach, denial of grand 
narratives and its central emphasis on people, the Riverside also stands out in its use 
of new media technologies. Throughout the galleries, more than a hundred digital 
displays can be found. The role of these new media elements within this post-museum 
context will be explored towards the end of Chapter 7. 

At the start of this subchapter, it was noted that the Riverside can be 
contextualised within the larger frame of Glasgow Museums, an organisation which has 
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clear modernist roots. Arising out of a typical nineteenth-century approach to 
museums, Glasgow Museums has a strongly-held belief in the power of culture to 
better society. In contemporary policy, Glasgow Life seems to have reinterpreted this 
modernist legacy and transformed it into an emphasis on its visitors. Through the case 
of the Kelvingrove Museum and Art Gallery, I have attempted to show that this 
contemporary understanding of the role of museums is very much in line with a post-
museum perspective. This modern translation of “Victorian ideas” focuses on smaller 
people-centred narratives rather than a grand, over-arching, modernist story.115 A 
reinterpretation of modernist ideas can also be seen in the flexible display approach, 
which aims to destabilise the idea of meaning as single and timeless. Within the context 
of the Riverside Museum, I have argued that this post-museum perspective comes to 
fruition in particular in the museum’s efforts in including their communities in 
building the story displays. As was shown through the work of Devine and Robertson, 
curators at the Riverside actively aim to present people’s narratives rather than a 
singular museum truth. From this, I would conclude that the Riverside Museum can be 
interpreted as a museum functioning within a post-museum perspective.  

 

Conclusion 
The aim of this chapter has been to situate the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit and the Riverside 
Museum on the scale from modernist towards post-museum with regards to their 
intentions as well as their practice. The chapter began with a historical analysis of the 
Allard Pierson, which laid bare its modernist roots. Yet, as was argued, since the start 
of the century, the Allard Pierson seems to have changed course. In tune with 
contemporary thought on museums, the museum’s aims have become more visitor-
centred. In their renewed strategy, the connection between its collections and 
audiences has become key. Also, many of the Allard Pierson’s activities may be 
interpreted from within the frame of the post-museum, such as the Archeo Hotspots 
and exhibitions created with students. In its intentions, the CEMEC project may be said 
to be part of this move towards transforming the Allard Pierson to a more visitor-
centred space. Hupperetz writes that the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit “clearly reflects the new 
position of the Allard Pierson”.116 It is interesting, therefore, that the analysis here 
shows that ‘Crossroads’ and CEMEC do not exhibit similar new museological 
tendencies. Presenting an alternative, more inclusive, image of the Early Middle Ages 

 
115 Fitzgerald, ‘Building on Victorian Ideas’. 
116 Wim M. H. Hupperetz, ‘Een Levende Collectie’, p. 1. 
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may fit within a particular understanding of the post-museum, nevertheless, in 
execution, ‘Crossroads’ presents a more closed authoritative narrative. Key players 
within the project also work from a modernist understanding in which the aim of the 
exhibit is to transfer a particular message to its audience. Interestingly, the project plan 
does seem to contain a desire for a “new museography” which may be used to address 
the “essential need to reach new audiences”.117 Such a desire appears to reflect new 
museological and post-museum ideas, and is, interestingly, linked to digital 
technologies. This relationship, between CEMEC’s new media use and ideas regarding 
the transforming museum, will be explored more extensively in Chapter 6 and 7. For 
now, I would conclude that the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, in aims and execution, tends 
more towards the modernist end of the scale. 
 This analysis is contrasted with what may be seen at the Riverside Museum in 
Glasgow. This analysis, too, begins historically, and situates the Riverside Museum 
within the context of Glasgow Museums. Glasgow Museums, like the Allard Pierson, 
originate within a modernist frame centred on educating their visitors. However, they 
have attempted to transform these modernist ideas through a story-based approach 
which aims to stimulate a varied population of visitors to create personally relevant 
meanings. The Riverside Museum is a good example of the fulfilment of these ideas. 
Visitors and non-visitors were consulted at the very foundation of the museum, and 
displays are continuously developed with the input of varied audiences. Rather than 
presenting a singular, overarching meta-narrative, the Riverside Museum aims to tell 
smaller visitor-centred stories. Examples of curatorial practice by Devine and 
Robertson show that these ideals inform contemporary work at the museum. The 
Riverside Museum provides an inspirational illustration of a museum actively working 
towards becoming a post-museum. 
 Naturally, it would not be fair nor fruitful to compare these two case studies in 
a way where one would be judged according to the other’s standards. The ‘Crossroads’ 
exhibit was created in an international partnership which will have brought many 
challenges, from practical and budgetary issues towards matters of cultural 
understanding. The Riverside Museum, on the other hand, was a project in which the 
freedom existed to start wholly anew, as well as aiming for a long-term sustainable 
solution, which naturally includes more financial resources. Yet these two cases do 
illustrate real-life institutions struggling with the challenges associated with 
transforming their modernist roots towards a more visitor-centred approach. 
Characterising the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit as more modernist, and the Riverside Museum 

 
117 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 3. 
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as more post-museum, will allow me to better analyse the role of new media within 
these two different contexts. In Chapters 6 and 7 I will return to these museum contexts 
and, specifically, their approaches with regards to digital technologies. Yet, before 
doing so, Chapters 4 and 5 will further explore the means through which I have 
attempted to study this particular matter.   
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chapter 4  
STUDYING MEANING IN 

THE MUSEUM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
“There is no single golden method for studying 
visitors in depth and understanding the way 

they experience the museum visit and construct 
their own personal meaning of the displays.” 

 
Maria Economou, ‘Evaluation Strategies in the Cultural Sector : The Case of the Kelvingrove Museum and Art 

Gallery in Glasgow’, Museum and Society, 2 (2004), 30–46. 
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If a single, golden, method for studying visitors existed, this chapter would have been 
redundant, since it is concerned with exploring in what ways we might best understand 
visitor experience in the museum. Sadly, or perhaps fortunately, such a magic method 
is myth. Therefore, this chapter presents an exploration of the different techniques I 
employed so as to come nearer the audience’s experience in museums. In particular, I 
have attempted to study visitor meaning making processes in the ‘Crossroads’ 
exhibition at the Allard Pierson in Amsterdam. Ultimately, I am concerned with the role 
which new media play in these processes of meaning. Before involving the digital 
however, this chapter, as well as the next, further explores the ways through which I 
have attempted to study visitor meanings.  

In the first part of this chapter, two different theoretical perspectives will be 
explored, which may structure visitor research in museums. The first of these theories, 
positivism, focuses on evaluating the reception of an intended museum message by 
visitors. Seen in this way, visitor studies allow the museum to improve the ways through 
which they communicate this meaning to their public. It is argued that they key actors 
in the CEMEC project hold such a positivist understanding of audience studies. This 
notion is problematised by bringing in a second research perspective, which is 
informed by an understanding of meaning as multiple. This theory, interpretivism, 
seems more appropriate when attempting to study visitor meanings outside of the 
frame of an intended museum message. The disconnect between these two 
perspectives is at the core of the evaluation programme constructed for the Allard 
Pierson. In attempting to unite both positivist and interpretivist demands, the study of 
the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit functions around the core principle of multiple methodologies. 
A combination of different methods allows for a fuller understanding of visitor 
meanings which may be approached from both a positivist and interpretivist 
perspective. The second part of the chapter moves from the underlying theoretical 
frameworks towards the concrete methodological shapes and their practical 
implementation in the Allard Pierson context. This exploration of the evaluation 
programme includes a discussion of the seven different methods which complement 
each other and are used to build a broad understanding of visitor meaning making 
processes in ‘Crossroads’. In the conclusion, I will also briefly elaborate on the work 
done at the Riverside Museum, a smaller study which aims to sharpen and complement 
the central analyses based on the Allard Pierson case.  
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4.1 Positivism and Interpretivism in Visitor Research 
It is to be expected that any kind of text engaging with visitor studies in the museum 
will ultimately end up with a discussion regarding underlying research theories. We 
may speak about surveys, observations or interviewing, but the fundamental question 
regards the way in which these different methods are used. In the case of visitor 
research, as Margaret Lindauer points out, the most relevant theoretical frameworks 
are positivism and interpretivism.1  One of the ways in which we might discuss these 
two different models is by tracking the development of visitor studies historically, since 
this historical trajectory seems to correspond with a development from more positivist 
to more interpretivist perspective. Yet, as we will see, contemporary visitor studies in 
museum contexts may be informed by either one of these two perspectives – they are 
not bound to their historical contexts.   
 

4.1.1 Positivism 
The historical narrative can be said to commence at the start of the twentieth century 
with the photographs taken by Benjamin Ives Gilman, Secretary of the Museum of Fine 
Arts in Boston, seen in Figure 4.1. Gilman’s research is one of the first examples of a 
visitor study in a museum. 2 In his, by now famous article, Museum Fatigue, he writes:  
 

“The pictures obtained indicate that an inordinate amount of physical effort is 
demanded of the ideal visitor by the present methods in which we offer most 
objects to his inspection. It is at once evident that these methods form an 
effective bar to the adequate fulfilment by museums of the public function they 
aim to perform. Not even the hardiest sight-seer will long go through with the 
contortions which the pictures indicate are needed for any comprehension of 
much of what we display to him. After a brief initial exertion, he will resign 
himself to seeing practically everything imperfectly and by a passing glance. If 
the public is to gain more than a minute fraction of the good from museum 
exhibits which is theirs to give and which now can be gained by the private 
students, radical changes in our methods of exhibition are imperative”.3 

 

 
1 Lindauer, p. 143. 
2 R. Loomis, Museum Visitor Evaluation: New Tool for Management (Nashville: American Association for State 
and Local History, 1987), p. 16. 
3 Benjamin Ives Gilman, ‘Museum Fatigue’, The Scientific Monthly, 2.1 (1916), 62–74 (p. 62). 
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Figure 4.1 A few examples of the photographs taken by Benjamin Ives Gilman. 1916. 
Museum Fatigue. By Gilman, Benjamin Ives. The Scientific Monthly, 1916.  

 
Gilman’s research is a clear attempt at studying the museum visitor in a scientific 
manner – the systematic taking of photographs and the description of the ways in 
which visitors view the objects and labels seems very methodical. Gilman’s aim is to 
show that the way in which objects are displayed in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston 
is not ideal for visitors. The photographs highlight that “an inordinate amount of 
physical effort is demanded” by the visitors in order to view the objects, which then 
results in “museum fatigue”, meaning that the visitor becomes too tired and has to 
“resign himself to seeing practically everything imperfectly and by a passing glance”. 
What is most interesting for my purpose here is the underlying rationale. Gilman 
speaks about “the adequate fulfilment by museums of the public function they 
perform”, and museum fatigue as a barrier to this function. Museum fatigue causes 
visitors to view the objects “imperfectly and by a passing glance”, only gaining a 
“minute fraction of the good from museum exhibits”. These phrases illuminate 
Gilman’s understanding of the museum’s function: now that the museum is open to the 

avelzen
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public, visitors must be able to properly see and understand the museum’s objects and 
texts. Museum fatigue, so writes Gilman, stands in the way of “the visitor who 
endeavours to see exhibits as museum authorities plan to have them seen”.4 Gilman’s 
article ends by providing ways in which display cases may be improved in order to make 
the objects and texts more easily accessible. This study may be seen as an example 
where visitor research is used so that the visitor may better comprehend and 
understand the museum’s intended meaning.  

A few years later, psychologists Edward Robinson and Arthur Melton conduct 
similar research inspired by Gilman’s pioneering work.5 Robinson and Melton also used 
“behaviourally-based” methods, such as “recording visitor pathways and time spent in 
the museum” to study museum visitors.6 To them, museum fatigue was a “concrete 
observable phenomenon” which could be studied, and, if the exhibit “variables” were  
be “manipulated” properly, could be decreased “in a predictable way”.7 Seagream et al. 
refer to this early kind of visitor research as “mandate-driven”, by which they mean to 
say that it “tends to confine any evaluation of the visitor experience to the narrow limits 
of what the museum prescribes should be learned”.8 We see this in Gilman’s work: the 
point of the museum is to view the objects properly, “as museum authorities plan to 
have them seen”, and museum fatigue must be eliminated in order for the visitor to be 
able to do so easily.9 Another way of describing the methods used by Gilman, Robinson 
and Melton is to say that they are embedded within a positivist scientific framework.10 
Lindauer writes: “The aim of positivist research is first to discover empirically and then 
to manipulate predictably aspects of that objective reality”.11 This definition clearly 
applies here: museum fatigue could be observed objectively (Gilman’s photographs are 
‘evidence’), and through particular interventions (like adjusting display cases) be 
eliminated, so that visitors would be able to better comprehend the museum’s meaning. 
These early kinds of audience research are embedded within this positivist framework, 

 
4 Gilman, p. 62. 
5 E. S. Robinson, The Behavior of the Museum Visitor (Washington DC: American Association of Museums, 
1928); A. W. Melton, ‘Visitor Behavior in Museums: Some Early Research in Environmental Design’, Human 
Factors, 14.5 (1933), 393–403. 
6 Lynda Kelly, ‘Evaluation, Research and Communities of Practice: Program Evaluation in Museums’, Archival 
Science, 4.1–2 (2004), 45–69 (p. 52). 
7 Lindauer, p. 139. 
8 Belinda Crawford Seagram, Leslie H. Patten, and Christine W. Lockett, ‘Audience Research and Exhibit 
Development: A Framework’, Museum Management and Curatorship, 12.1 (1993), 29–41 (p. 31). 
9 Gilman, p. 62. 
10 Lindauer, p. 139. 
11 Lindauer, p. 139. 
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building on a context of behaviouralist methodologies, ultimately rooted in the natural 
sciences.12 Museums are treated as though they were “neutral research laboratories”.13  

As Lindauer points out, this positivist way of thinking has, historically, “been 
the dominant, though not ubiquitous, research theory for evaluating museum 
exhibitions”.14 Although Gilman, Robinson and Melton are “celebrated yet isolated 
examples” of a very early kind of visitor research, we can see their continuing influence 
in the second half of the twentieth century, when visitor studies in museums became a 
more widespread phenomenon.15 This new wave of visitor research was partly a 
continuation of the earlier work, now with the inclusion of questionnaires and audience 
surveys.16 Stephen Bitgood’s studies may be seen as an example of a kind of research 
that builds on these earliest pioneer-approaches. Bitgood’s “general value principle” 
works from Robinson’s concepts of “attracting power” and “holding power”.17 Bitgood’s 
observations of visitors focus on how much time they spend looking at particular 
exhibits and the ways in which they move through exhibitions rooms. Bitgood’s study 
serves a similar goal to that of Gilman: eliminating such exhibition elements which keep 
the visitor from “concentrating on the educational messages” provided by the 
museum.18 Here, visitor research is used in order to allow the museum to communicate 
their message most effectively. In the second half of the twentieth century, studies were 
also done which explicitly sought to investigate whether this communication process 
was successful. The central question in much of this work was: has the museum’s 
educational message been communicated effectively?19 An example of this kind of 
research is Chandler Screven’s work, done in the 1970s. Screven argued explicitly for 
setting up museum exhibitions like an “experimental-design strategy”: setting 
“predefined goals” beforehand, learning objectives, which could be measured 
afterwards.20 As Lindauer writes, “He advised exhibit developers to predetermine the 

 
12 Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, ‘Research and Evaluation’, in Museums and Their Visitors (London: Routledge, 
1994), p. 81. 
13 Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, ‘Studying Visitors’, in A Companion to Museum Studies, 2007, pp. 362–76 (p. 364). 
14 Lindauer, p. 139. 
15 Loomis, p. 27; Lee Davidson, ‘Visitor Studies’, in The International Handbooks of Museum Studies: Museum 
Practice, ed. by Conal McCarthy (Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015), pp. 503–27 (pp. 503–27); Hein, 
p. 102. 
16 Kelly, p. 52; Davidson, p. 505. 
17 Robinson; Stephen Bitgood, ‘An Analysis of Visitor Circulation: Movement Patterns and the General Value 
Principle’, Curator: The Museum Journal, 49.4 (2006), 463–75. 
18 Bitgood, p. 473. 
19 Kelly, p. 52. 
20 C. G. Screven, The Measurement and Facilitation of Learning in the Museum Environment: An Experimental 
Analysis (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1974); Davidson, p. 505; Kelly, p. 52; Lindauer, p. 142. 
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percentage of achieved objectives that would constitute an educationally effective 
exhibition”.21  

The aforementioned studies are united in their aims to allow for a better 
comprehension of the intended museum meaning. What factors prevent visitors from 
arriving at the ‘correct’ museum meaning? How can these issues be eliminated?  How 
can we measure whether the visitor has ‘correctly’ understood the intended museum 
meaning? As Davidson writes, ultimately, the goal of these kinds of studies is to 
measure “the retention of exhibition content” and see how this may be improved.22 This 
way of approaching visitor research is also seen in the way key players within the 
CEMEC project speak about the role of their audience studies, which they refer to as 
“evaluation”.23 Referring to visitor research by using the term evaluation already seems 
to imply that the ultimate aim of the study is to assess whether a particular goal has 
been achieved.24 In the previous chapter, discussion briefly touched upon the 
‘Crossroads’ exhibition and its intended aims. Analysis shows that the exhibition has 
been created with a particular aim in mind: changing visitors’ traditional narratives 
regarding the Early Middle Ages. Interviews with key players in the project further 
illustrate that evaluation is employed as a way to discover whether that message has 
been ‘correctly’ received by the public. The exhibition curator writes that to her, the 
point of the evaluation work is to “gain insight into which elements of the exhibition 
are, or are not, valued and understood by the visitors” [italics mine].25 Smit, marketing 
and communication officer, sees the added value of visitor research in, amongst other 
things, “to check whether your [the museum’s] narrative is coming across [to the 
visitor]”, an insight which is shared by the CEMEC project leader, who writes that 
visitor research helps to “discover whether the visitor has gotten the message”.26 Next 
to that, Hupperetz, in the project plan, highlights that these results are then used to 
further improve the next exhibitions: “evaluation will impact the development and 
execution of the subsequent two transnational exhibitions”.27 This is echoed by 
Donkersloot, who notes that the evaluation work done in the CEMEC project helps to 
“analyse what you can do differently/better next time”.28 These observations show that, 
within the framework of the CEMEC project, visitor studies are conceived mainly from 

 
21 Lindauer, p. 142. 
22 Davidson, p. 505. 
23 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 17. 
24 Hooper-Greenhill, ‘Research and Evaluation’, p. 69. 
25 Exhibition curator, ‘Personal Communication’. 
26 Smit; Donkersloot. 
27 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 17. 
28 Donkersloot. 
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a positivist perspective. The aim for “evaluation” is to study whether the public has 
‘correctly’ understood the intended museum meaning. Its results may be used to more 
effectively communicate the intended museum message, so that visitor understanding 
of this narrative may be improved.    
 

4.1.2 Interpretivism 
Visitor research informed by a positivist understanding is useful when focusing on 
audience engagement with the intended museum message, since it allows museums to 
more effectively communicate their narrative. However, when wanting to learn more 
regarding the meanings that visitors create, outside of the framework of such an 
intended museum meaning, a positivist perspective is less suitable. Positivist audience 
research allows for an assessment of visitor meanings as ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’, 
depending on how closely they approach the intended museum meaning. Yet, it is 
difficult to find out more regarding visitor meanings beyond their ‘correctness’ within 
such a framework. When wishing to study meanings from a more visitor-centred 
perspective, a new kind of theoretical structure becomes relevant: interpretivism.29  

More suited to a visitor-centred perspective on meaning, interpretivism 
contends that “in the social realm, there are multiple realities that cannot be fully or 
objectively understood”.30 Within the interpretivist framework, the existence of an 
objective world, outside of human constructs, is denied. For visitor studies, this 
difference is most visible in a focus on “participants’ multiple subjectivities, opinions, 
and perspectives”, as opposed to emphasising the museum meaning as an objective 
reality.31 What I am arguing here is that research methodologies informed by an 
interpretivist understanding are more helpful when wishing to study meaning from a 
visitor-centred perspective. Since the aim of this dissertation is to learn more 
regarding visitor meanings, the framework underlying my proposed methodology is 
informed by such an interpretivist perspective. In practice, this leads me to employ 
methods inspired by ethnographic and anthropological perspectives, such as 

 
29 It is important to remain cautious in linking these different theoretical perspectives to a historical 
timeline. Alma Wittlin, a researcher working in the UK in the 1940s,  is informed by a much more 
interpretivist understanding . At the same time, Bitgood, writing in 2006, works from a positivist perspective. 
Clearly, these two paradigms co-exist within the work on museum visitors. See Alma S. Wittlin, The Museum, 
Its History and Its Tasks in Education (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1949).  
30 Lindauer, p. 143. 
31 Lindauer, p. 143. 
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contextual interviewing and narrative-based methods. 32 Ethnographic perspectives 
are characterised by the fact that they always concern the people to be studied in their 
natural setting, in “the field”.33 Ethnographers try to become integrated within the 
world of their subjects, collecting data which reflect the subject’s point of view.34 One 
of the ways ethnographers gather data, for example, is through “contextual 
interviewing”, where the researcher combines interviewing with observation, 
interviewing respondents “while they are engaged in some activity”.35 In this way, it is 
always attempted to understand the participants from their perspectives, rather than 
through pre-conceived researcher-led notions.  

Another type of methodology which is well-suited to an interpretivist 
perspective is research which focuses on narrative as a way through which meanings 
may be expressed. There are many recent examples within visitor studies where 
scholars, working from different disciplinary backgrounds, employ visitor narratives 
as their central source of data.36 These scholars see narrative as a way through which 
“subjective experience” may be studied outside of the positivist research-frame.37 
Narratives are employed as a way into discovering more about visitor meanings beyond 
the frame of the intended museum meaning. Such theorists see narrative as one of the 
fundamental ways through which humans are able to express meanings. This argument 
is put forth, for example, by American psychologist Jerome Bruner and communication 
theorist Walter Fisher. In Acts of Meaning, Bruner argues that all humans have “a 
readiness or predisposition” to express their meaning in a narrative form.38 Fisher 
writes about what he calls “the narrative paradigm”, the idea that humans should be 
seen as “homo narrans”, that they are “essentially storytellers”.39  Other theorists also 

 
32 Davidson, p. 505; Kate Pontin, ‘Understanding Museum Evaluation’, in The Responsive Museum: Working 
with Audiences in the Twenty-First Century, ed. by Caroline Lang, John Reeve, and Vicky Woollard (Aldershot: 
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2006), p. 118. 
33 Lyn Richards and Janice M. Morse, Readme First for a User’s Guide to Qualitative Methods, 2nd edn 
(Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, 2007), p. 54. 
34 Richards and Morse, p. 55. 
35 Jeanette Blomberg, ‘Ethnographic Field Methods and Their Relation to Design’, in Participatory Design, ed. 
by D. Schuler and A. Namioka (Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1993), p. 134. 
36 Tabitha R White and Anne-marie Hede, ‘Using Narrative Inquiry to Explore the Impact of ARt on 
Individuals’, The Journal of Arts Management, Law, and Society, 38.1 (2008), 19–36; Philipp Schorch, ‘Museum 
Encounters and Narrative Engagements’, in The International Handbook of Museum Studies: Museum Theory., 
2015, pp. 437–57; Athinodoros Chronis, ‘Tourists as Story-Builders: Narrative Construction at a Heritage 
Museum’, Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing, 29.5 (2012), 444–59; Eilean Hooper-Greenhill and others, 
Making Meaning in Art Museums 1: Visitors’ Interpretive Strategies at Wolverhampton Art Gallery, 2001. 
37 Raine, p. 65. 
38 Bruner, p. 45. 
39 Walter A Fisher, ‘Narration as a Human Communication Paradigm: The Case of Public Moral Argument.’, 
Communication Monographs, 51.1 (1984), 1–22. 
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argue that narrative is an important, or even the most important, form through which 
humans express meanings.40  

It is necessary to note here that, within the context of writing on museums, 
narrative is a term broadly employed, and therefore seems to have acquired a large 
amount of definitions over the years. Here, I wish to narrow down the understanding 
of narrative, a perspective informed by theorist Mieke Bal. She writes that “A narrative 
text is a text in which an agent relates (‘tells’) a story in a particular medium, such as 
language, imagery, sound, buildings, or a combination thereof.”41 Narrative, in Bal’s 
writing, is more than just speaking about a series of events, it is that series of events 
but “presented in a certain manner”, told by a certain agent.42  Essential here is the 
emphasis on the narrator, who emplots the sequence of events. It is precisely this 
process of emplotment which makes the narrative a true narrative: “The plot serves to 
make one story out of the multiple incidents or, if you prefer, transforms the many 
incidents into one story.”43 Narrative, within this dissertation, refers to instances where 
a story is related in a particular way by a particular agent, such as a visitor or a museum 
curator. Through the emplotment of a series of events, a visitor creates meaning, 
embodied in the narrative. In conclusion, I would argue that, central to narrative-based 
research is the belief that it is a way through which visitors may express their meanings. 
Similarly, contextual interviewing also emphasises meanings created by visitors. Both 
these types of methods are informed by an interpretivist perspective, which favours a 
multiplicity of meanings over a positivist belief in a singular, authoritative, meaning. 
This interpretivist perspective and its accompanying kinds of methods are most 
suitable for this study, where I attempt an understanding of visitor meanings in 
museum contexts. In what follows, I will explore the ways through which I have 
attempted to unite this interpretivist perspective with more positivist demands central 
to the CEMEC project.  
 

  

 
40 Hayden White, ‘The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality’, Critical Inquiry, 7.1 (1980), 5–27; 
Victor Turner, ‘Social Dramas and Stories about Them’, Critical Inquiry, 7.1 (1980), 141–68. 
41 Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1985), 
p. 5. 
42 Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, p. 5. 
43 Paul Ricoeur, ‘Life in Quest of Narrative’, in On Paul Ricoeur: Narrative and Interpretation., ed. by David 
Wood (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), p. 21. 
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4.2 The Evaluation Programme for ‘Crossroads’   
As was outlined above, the main challenge in studying visitor meanings within the 
CEMEC context would be to find a way which would unite the underlying interpretivist 
and positivist research frameworks. In creating the evaluation programme for 
‘Crossroads’ I have attempted to meet both sets of demands, which resulted in a 
framework built on a combination of different methodologies. This combination of 
different methodologies, born out of necessity, is now at the core of the design I 
propose here. In doing so, I follow in Economou’s footsteps, who argues that “there is 
no single golden method for studying visitors in depth and understanding the way they 
experience the museum visit and construct their own personal meaning of the display. 
[..] although qualitative methods are more likely to be used in this area, it is generally 
better to combine different methods recording different aspects of this multifaceted 
phenomenon”.44 Within the evaluation structure proposed below, I have attempted, like 
Economou, to approach visitor meanings through multiple methodologies in order to 
allow for a broader and fuller understanding of the visitor experience. 

In what follows I wish to move from the underlying theoretical frameworks 
into the practical exploration of this programme. The evaluation design, executed 
between September 2017 and April 2018, consists of a set of seven different types of 
methods. I have attempted to use the pyramidal shape, seen in Figure 4.2, as a visual 
reflection of the relationship between these diverse methodologies. This evaluation 
pyramid relies on the principle that the data collected by each different method is 
strengthened by the other methods within the pyramid. This process is shown in the 
vertical movement visible in the structure. In general, the methodologies move from a 
more quantitative angle, at the base of the pyramid, progressively towards a more 
qualitative approach, at the top of the pyramid. The uppermost methods provide a 
deeper kind of data, but for fewer numbers; however, these results are strengthened 
by the more quantitative data at the base of the pyramid, which provide more general 
information but regarding a larger group of visitors. At the same time, the insights 
gained from the qualitative data may help to focus the analyses of the quantitative data.  

 
44 Economou, p. 37. 
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Figure 4.2 Model of Evaluation Programme. 

 
Before moving into an exploration of these different methods, two brief remarks are 
offered here. First, a note with regards to the concepts of quantitative and qualitative 
data. It seems logical that quantitative data collection methods, such as questionnaires 
and observations, are automatically linked to a more positivist perspective, whereas 
interpretivists may be thought to only employ qualitative methods, like interviewing. 
And, certainly, as Lindauer argues, positivism tends towards quantitative data 
collection, and interpretivism tends towards qualitative data collection.45 Yet, as David 
Silverman clearly sets out in his first chapter of Interpreting Qualitative Data, this is not 
necessarily always the case.46 So, when, in what follows, I make a distinction between 
quantitative and qualitative methods, note that this does not necessarily imply a 
distinction between a more positivist or interpretivist perspective. My argument here 
is that the combination of these different qualitative and quantitative methods may be 
used to answer questions within both the interpretivist and positivist frame. A second 
note regards ethical concerns. At the Faculty of Humanities at the University of 
Amsterdam, any type of research that involves human participants needs approval of 
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46 David Silverman, Interpreting Qualitative Data (London: Sage Publications, 2014). 
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the Ethics Committee.47 I applied for approval of all the data collection methods within 
the evaluation programme in July of 2017, and received permission in August 2017. In 
practice, this resulted in a sign being placed in the Allard Pierson which informed the 
visitors of possible head-counting or observation. Explicit informed consent, in 
accordance with the regulations set out by the Ethics Committee of the University of 
Amsterdam, was asked for the questionnaires and interviews. I have anonymised all 
results and will use pseudonyms when referring to specific participants. In what 
follows, I will explore each of the different methods as I have employed them within the 
context of the ‘Crossroads’ case study. I will follow the trajectory of the pyramidal 
shape, starting at the base with the more quantitative methods.  

 

4.2.1 Predominantly Quantitative Methods  
Head-Counting 
The most basic layer of information in this study is a type of methodology which is 
known as head-counting. In the case of ‘Crossroads’, a head-count was done by the 
employees who were working at the ticket desk. These staff members scanned each 
visitor for a set of basic characteristics, which were then recorded on a printed form 
[Appendix 1]. In this case, the employee recorded the visitor’s gender, age-group, 
language spoken and group composition. The principle of the head-count is that these 
characteristics are assumed by the researcher, ‘guessed’, rather than asked directly to 
the visitor.48 Because of the nature of this research, which is liable to errors, a rather 
large sample had to be collected in order to be able to disregard inevitable errors. The 
kind of data collected through a head-count is very basic and quantitative. By itself, it 
does not offer much regarding visitor opinions or experiences. Nonetheless, 
information gathered through head-counts provides the Allard Pierson with a very 
simple visitor profile. Next to that, this large amount of data offers a fundamental base 
for more qualitative data.  

Initially, the goal was to collect this head-counting data for 2-3 months, which 
would then constitute a reliable sample for the entire duration of the exhibit, originally 
planned for 6 months. However, after early checks of the data-collection process, it 
became clear that it was difficult for the employees working at the desks to produce 
reliable and consistent data for each day of the week. The staff noted that, during the 

 
47 University of Amsterdam Faculty of Humanities, ‘Ethics Committee Faculty of Humanities’, University of 
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busier times of the day, they would be unable to execute the required task. In order to 
still acquire reliable data, it was decided to extend the data-collection period to the 
entire duration of the exhibition. Due to the large size of the sample, it would not be 
problematic that the data collected by the employees would be slightly inconsistent.  
 After collection, the data was digitised and analysed using statistical analysis 
software. A total of 21.205 visitors was scanned. Based on ticket-sales, it is calculated 
that approximately 40.000 people visited the Crossroads exhibition. This means that, 
although the aim for the floor staff was to scan each visitor, only slightly more than half 
of the total amount of visitors has been scanned. This shows the reality of the 
aforementioned problems with regards to the collection of data by the ticket-desk 
employees. Yet due to the large size of the sample, resulting from a change in strategy 
after initial checks, this situation does not pose a problem now.  
 

Brief On-site Digital Survey 
The next layer in the pyramid is a brief on-site digital survey, which was executed 
through the use of a tablet, placed in the final room of the exhibition. The tablet allowed 
individual visitors to fill out the survey by themselves, which took most visitors less 
than a minute. The tablet was placed in the final exhibition room for the entire duration 
of the exhibit, through which 3439 responses were collected. The questionnaire worked 
through an online software platform called Quicktapsurvey.49 This programme 
collected the data, which was then exported and analysed using statistical analysis 
software. This tool was particularly useful, because it allowed for a large amount of data 
to be collected through very little investment from museum employees, contrary to the 
head-count. The kind of data collected is also richer than was provided by the head-
count and provides a useful quantitative basis for further qualitative exploration. 

This survey [Appendix 2] consisted of twelve questions which partly discussed 
visitor experience, and partly concerned visitor demographics. In order to be able to 
build on the data collected through the head-count, this questionnaire, too, asked its 
participants for an age group, as well as group composition. Because the survey was 
only available in Dutch, it did not include a question regarding language or country of 
origin. The questionnaire also included questions regarding visitor experience, asking 
the visitor to grade the exhibit as a whole as well as separate elements within the 
exhibition. Furthermore, it asked the participant whether it had made use of particular 
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elements within the exhibition (such as the introduction movie, for example) and how 
much time was spent in the exhibition.  
 

Longer On-site Paper Survey 
In order to be able to further explore the quantitative layers offered by these first two 
methods, a longer on-site paper questionnaire was also employed [Appendix 3]. This 
paper questionnaire consisted of 23 questions, regarding visitor demographics, 
exhibition content and a few specific questions regarding the image of the museum. 
This questionnaire was one of the methods which was created in active collaboration 
with the museum staff as well as project members. An initial proposal was sent around 
to the project members and the involved museum staff members. The resulting 
comments and suggestions were implemented, including some new questions which 
were developed specifically by the involved museum staff members. As a result, this 
questionnaire contains a mixture of both open-ended and closed questions. The survey 
begins and ends with basic demographic information as well as a part concerning the 
visiting behaviour of the participant. There are several open-ended questions in the 
questionnaire, specifically regarding visitors’ approach to the ‘core message’ of the 
exhibition, as well as visitor experiences concerning the new media applications which 
were part of ‘Crossroads’. A final set of questions is concerned with the visitor’s image 
of the Allard Pierson as a museum.  

For this questionnaire, participants were recruited by museum employees, 
who, at the exit of the exhibition, asked visitors if they were willing to fill out a 
questionnaire. Because of the relatively small amount of visitors to the exhibit, random 
sampling was not attempted, and each visitor exiting the exhibition was asked to 
participate in order to gain sufficient data within the allotted time and budget available 
to the staff members. Visitors were asked to fill out the questionnaires themselves 
rather than through an interview technique, in order to minimise interviewer bias. 
Before filling out the questionnaires, researchers explained the procedure to the 
participants, specifically noting the informed consent form which the visitors had to 
fill out before taking part in the study. In total 242 questionnaires were collected. After 
collection, the questionnaires were digitised and analysed using statistical analysis 
software.   

The data collected through the questionnaires is particularly useful in 
combination with the data collected through the digital survey. This longer paper 
questionnaire asks questions about elements which are also studied using the digital 
survey. The digital survey provides a strong quantitative base, which can then be 
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elaborated upon qualitatively through the open-ended paper questionnaires. For 
example, a particular new media application may have received a 3.5/5 star rating 
through the digital survey, and the paper questionnaires provides explanations as to 
why such a grade might have been given. The data collected in the questionnaire also 
allows for analyses informed by both positivist and interpretivist  perspectives. An 
open-ended question such as “What is the core message of the exhibition, according to 
you?” might be analysed qualitatively and provide information on visitor meanings. 
However, it might also be analysed using statistical methods, and contribute 
information on the percentage of participants that has ‘understood’ the museum’s 
intended message. Although this method has perhaps been most time-consuming for 
the museum staff, the data collected through the paper questionnaire is very rich, both 
quantitatively and qualitatively.  

 

Observations 
It is a truth universally acknowledged, or at least within audience research, that people 
might say something but do something else entirely. Therefore, no museum evaluation 
would be complete without observation – one of the earliest research methodologies. 
Observation adds another dimension to understanding visitor behaviour, and may 
provide useful insights in combination with other methods.50 Due to the limitations of 
this research, I conducted a fairly small and more informal observation, during one 
week of the exhibition. In these observations, I focused specifically on three particular 
elements within the exhibition: an introduction movie and two new media applications. 
For each of these elements, my aim was to collect 60 observations. Because the 
exhibition was not always busy at the time of these observations, random sampling was 
not attempted, and each visitor entering the room concerned was observed. The data 
was collected on a form [Appendix 4]. In order to be able to contextualise the 
observation, a set of basic, demographic, characteristics were noted, as well as amount 
of time spent in the room and interacting with the application. Then, more qualitatively, 
the behaviour of the visitors was observed in their use/non-use of the specific 
application. Afterwards, the data was digitised and analysed using statistical software.   
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4.2.2 Predominantly Qualitative Methods 
Most of the methods mentioned above function best as instruments to gather 
quantitative data. The kind of data they collect is analysed easiest using statistical 
software, which will provide percentages and probabilities. It is possible to use these 
methods to find more information regarding visitor meanings, but it is more difficult. 
Even though questions might be open-ended, they still limit the visitor response to the 
frame provided by the researcher, in the asking of that specific question. In other 
words, most of these methods are best-suited to a more positivist understanding of 
research – where the researcher provides the frame for the participant-response, or, 
quite literally, the boxes to tick. These kinds of methods work for the demands of the 
key players within the CEMEC project, who wish for the research to provide them with 
specific, useable, outcomes. Through setting the agenda for the visitor responses, it is 
possible to limit the data-collection and analyses to those results which are useful for 
the project’s context.  

Yet, in attempting to understand visitor meanings from their own 
perspectives, it is crucial to try and move beyond the frame provided by the researcher. 
Instead of asking the visitor to tick one of the boxes provided, the aim is to have the 
participant draw their own boxes, or circles, for that matter. The kind of methodologies 
used here to achieve these visitor-centred analyses are more qualitative in nature. 
Above, I have highlighted ethnographically-inspired methods such as contextual 
interviewing and narrative-based research as ways through which visitor meanings 
may be approached. The aim is to study visitor meanings outside of the frame 
constructed by the museum or the researcher. These theoretical notions are translated 
here in two two different types of narrative-based interviewing: the accompanied visit 
and a type of photography-led exit interview.  

The analysis of the visitor-constructed narratives which will flow from these 
two methods, is done through the use of qualitative data analysis software programme 
Nvivo. Rather than coding the narratives in categories which are pre-formatted, also 
known as a-priori coding, I have chosen to work from a grounded theory approach. 
Silverman points out that, instead of starting with prior hypotheses, grounded theory 
induces its hypotheses from “close data analysis”.51 Often, grounded theorists also 
engage in further data collection after initial analyses, but due to the limitations of this 
study, I have restricted myself to a final analysis after all data had been collected. I have, 
however, gone through the cycles of initial data analyses, coding narratives into 
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categories emerging from the data, re-analysing the data using these categories, re-
coding, and so on. This process is what characterises grounded theory, until it reaches 
“theoretical saturation”, at which point core patterns and structures have been 
discovered.52 In line with this kind of analysis, I have also refrained from explicitly pre-
structuring the interviews with an emphasis on new media. Although, as a researcher, 
I am interested in the visitor’s engagement with these new media applications, they will 
only become part of the analyses through the ways visitors might or might not engage 
with them. In the next chapter, the coding process and its results will be described in 
more detail. Here, I briefly introduce the two different methods. 

 

Accompanied Visit 
The first of these two types of narrative-led research is the accompanied visit, a method 
based on the work of Athinodoros Chronis and a study done by Hooper-Greenhill and 
several colleagues. Chronis, working within the heritage marketing field, has published 
a series of articles in which he explores the ways through which visitor meanings in 
heritage sites may be approached through spoken visitor-narratives.53 Particularly his 
study at the Nebraska History Museum in Lincoln, Nebraska, is of interest here. At this 
museum, Chronis employs a type of in-depth visitor-led interviewing as a way to 
understand “the personal, subjective experiences” of the visitor.54 In practice, this 
means that Chronis visited the museum with one participant and then “conducted the 
interview at the same time that the consumer was experiencing his visit to the 
museum”.55 This interview did not consist of the researcher asking prepared questions 
to the participant; instead, Chronis started the interview with the broad question “Can 
you describe me your experience as you walk through the museum?” in order to elicit 
“free-flowing consumer-generated text”.56  Essentially, Chronis wished for the 
participant to provide him with a “running commentary” of “everything that he had in 

 
52 David Silverman, p. 124. 
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his mind” when he visited the museum, thus providing the researcher with “a wealth” 
of immediate responses to the exhibition.57 

The way in which Chronis conducts this interview is similar to that of a 2001 
study by Hooper-Greenhill and her colleagues, conducted at the Wolverhampton Art 
Gallery.58 In this slightly larger study, Hooper-Greenhill et al. too employ this kind of 
contextual interviewing, which they refer to as an “accompanied visit”.59 Like Chronis, 
Hooper-Greenhill et al. use this specific research method  in order to understand 
visitors’ “interpretive strategies”, or, the way in which they make meaning.60 
Researchers asked the participants to “think aloud” on their walk through the galleries, 
to “talk about what they saw, thought and felt” about the exhibition.61 The researcher 
did not ask any specific questions but did prompt the visitor to expand on particular 
points when that was necessary. Hooper-Greenhill et al. also point out that they let the 
visitor determine the pace and path of the visit, which permitted the visitor, rather than 
the researcher, “to initiate and direct conversation”.62 

Based on the work of Chronis and Hooper-Greenhill, ten accompanied visits 
were conducted at the Allard Pierson. Participants were recruited through purposive 
sampling.63 As was argued previously, visitors’ pre-existing knowledge networks and 
experiences significantly influence the way in which they create meanings. The sample, 
therefore, includes participants with various levels of museum experience, relevant 
knowledge (historical, archaeological, etc.) and familiarity with new media 
applications. Due to the fairly intensive and lengthy nature of the accompanied visit, 
the sample of participants was created beforehand, rather than through approaching 
visitors directly at the museum. Participants were recruited through the museum’s 
social media accounts, their ‘Friends of the Allard Pierson’- network and through my 
own personal connections, which also created a ‘snowball’-effect.64 Most of the 
participants were single adult visitors; I have included one visit where I walked through 
the exhibition together with two friends who had asked to visit together. 

Before each visit, I spent about 15 minutes with each visitor, explaining the 
study to them, as well as discussing and signing the informed consent forms. During 
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this time, I emphasised the importance of the participant’s personal narrative and 
stressed the fact that there would be no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ things to say during the visit. 
I urged the visitor to speak much as well as freely, and to conduct the visit like they 
would do had I not been present. In the exhibition itself, I let the visitor choose our 
route and how much time would be spent at specific elements. At the start, I would 
again encourage visitors to speak their minds, to provide a running commentary. 
Throughout the visit, I restricted my role to prompting the participant to elaborate 
when necessary. These prompts, inspired by Hooper-Greenhill et al., would range from 
‘Can you elaborate on that?’ to ‘Why do you think that?’ or ‘Why do you spend so much 
time looking at this object?’.65 During each visit I attempted to create a sense of 
familiarity between the participant and me, so that the participant would feel free to 
openly speak about her experiences. Naturally, this personal kind of connection varied 
with each visitor – some participants were less open, whilst other spoke more freely 
and extensively. On average, the accompanied visits lasted 68 minutes, the shortest visit 
being 38 minutes and the longest 90 minutes.  

For this study, the added value of the accompanied visit can be found in the 
fact that it allows the researcher to study visitor meaning making processes while they 
are taking place. The visitor narrative, an expression of meaning, is unfolding in the 
presence of the researcher. With each new encounter of an element in the exhibit, the 
researcher is witness to the visitor’s attempt at creating meaning, incorporating this 
part within their personal pre-existing knowledge networks. Thinking back to Iser’s 
metaphor of the wanderer, this specific methodology seems to function as a physical 
image of that concept: the visitor wandering through the exhibit, in the process of the 
creation of her meaning.66 For this study, this is a very valuable kind of data collection. 
However, we might also supplement the analyses of this kind of in-the-moment 
meaning making with analyses of more ‘finished’ meanings, or perhaps, a moment of 
arrest in the never-ending meaning making process. This is the core element in the 
second narrative-inspired type of methodology, the photography-led exit interview.  

 

Photography-led Exit Interview 
Rather than studying narratives while they unfold, the photography-led exit interviews 
aims to view completed visitor narratives as data. This practice is seen more often in 
contemporary visitor studies in museums. Philipp Schorch, for example, used the 
narratives of about twelve visitors to the Te Papa Museum in New Zealand, as the main 
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body of data for his research.67 Schorch collected these visitor-narratives through 
semi-structured interviews which he conducted after the visits to the museum.68 For 
Schorch, these kinds of visitor narratives, constructed by the participant after the visit, 
are central in attempting to understand audience emotions and feelings. Such post-
visit narratives function as an important addition to understanding visitor meaning 
making processes. Having just experienced the exhibition as a whole, the public would 
be able to present a more ‘finished’ kind of meaning, one in which the experiences are 
already framed within the exhibition in its entirety. However, coming from this more 
ethnographic perspective, I wish to be able to elicit this visitor narrative in such a way 
that allows the participant to be able to speak about their experiences through their 
own contextual frame. Yet, my aim is also for the participant to speak about their 
experiences extensively and elaborately. How would I then structure such an exit 
interview, trying to invade the flow of the visitor narrative as minimally as possible 
whilst at the same time attempting to generate an extensive and detailed visitor 
narrative?  

One possible solution may be found in the work of Peter Anderson and Bonnie 
Cook Roe at the Children’s Museum of Indianapolis.69 Anderson and Cook Roe asked 
adults and children to take an instant camera on their visit to the exhibition, and asked 
them to take photographs “of exhibits that impressed them, for one reason or 
another”.70 The researchers in this study, so write Anderson and Cook Roe, were 
“delighted with the results” – adults and children “talked freely of what happened 
during their visits”, using the photographs as starting points for the discussion.71 This 
approach seems ideally suited to the aims here: the photographs function as prompts 
for the participants to start speaking about their experiences, they also aid the visitors 
in remembering their experiences, and because they are the participant’s own creative 
product they also allow for the visitor to structure the interview and determine the 
topics that will be discussed.72 Elee Kirk and Will Buckingham’s Snapshots of Museum 
Experience: Understanding Child Visitors Through Photography is a more recent example 
of a study where this kind of methodology is used to elicit participant-framed 
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narratives.73 Kirk and Buckingham make use of this kind of methodology to deliberately 
be able “to gain children’s perspectives of the museum through their photographs”.74 
They note that this method is valuable because it helps the participants to remember 
their visit and it was also considered enjoyable by them.75 Importantly, Kirk and 
Buckingham argue that taking photographs in a museum is also a very natural kind of 
activity in a museum setting, that photography is “wholly typical behaviour for museum 
visitors” – it is natural, “commensurate” with the environment itself.76 

In the Allard Pierson, these photography-led exit interviews were conducted 
with ten visitors, recruited in similar fashion to the participants of the accompanied 
visits. The sample consisted of six single visitors and four visitor-pairs. Before each 
visit, I spent about 15 minutes with each participant, explaining the study to them, as 
well as discussing and signing the informed consent forms. The photographs were to 
be taken using a tablet, the use of which I demonstrated at this moment as well. Finally, 
I urged participants to feel free to take photos of anything (be that object or text or 
showcase) that they thought was interesting, exciting, beautiful, boring or otherwise 
noteworthy. After the participant visited the exhibit I conducted the exit interview. 
Here, I asked the participant to swipe through the photographs on the tablet, whilst 
narrating their visit to the exhibition. I encouraged them to speak their mind, as if they 
were telling the story of their visit to a relative or friend after they had come home. I 
emphasised the importance of their personal narratives, and stressed the fact that 
there were no ‘wrong’ or ‘right’ things to say. Similarly to the accompanied visit, I 
restricted my role to prompting when necessary. Most of the time, visitors would 
quickly feel confident and at ease and relate their experiences to me in a narrative form. 
However, sometimes, mostly at the start of the interviews, I would have to prompt them 
to elaborate or explain a bit more extensively. As was noted with the accompanied visit, 
the ‘success’ of these exit interviews, too, varied based on a personal sense of familiarity 
and freedom to speak extensively. On average, these exit interviews lasted 31 minutes, 
the shortest being 23 minutes, the longest 45 minutes.  
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Visitor Books 
A final data collection method may be found at the top of the pyramidal shape of the 
evaluation programme: the analysis of visitor books. As Sharon Macdonald points out 
in her article devoted to this particular methodology, visitor books may form a useful 
addition to a visitor study which combines different methods.77 Because, although 
comments in visitor books are problematic in many ways, they do offer a kind of “visitor 
research against the grain” because these comments are elicited outside of the 
researcher’s frame.78 In this way, so argues Macdonald, these comments provide 
insight into the meaning making processes of visitors from their perspectives. 
Furthermore, visitor books seem to function as a kind of public sphere, almost like “an 
Internet message board”, with the interesting function of visitors being able to respond 
to each other’s comments.79 Naturally, this kind of methodology is a valuable addition 
to this study. However, although these comments may be of added value, we must also 
be weary in our study of visitor books. It is certainly the case that because of the 
possible anonymous nature of the comments, visitors might be more frank and honest 
in their opinions. Yet, this anonymity also deprives the researcher of any ability to 
contextualise the comments; an “interpretive challenge”, as Macdonald puts it.80 Next 
to that, the very nature of the visitor book may elicit only certain opinions: either those 
who are very pleased with the exhibit, or those who have something to complain. This 
bias may result in a visitor book containing a large amount of opinions that are at the 
extreme ends of a spectrum. Finally, as Macdonald points out, visitor books might also 
contain a large amount of less useful comments: “graffiti” by school kids as well as many 
“short evaluative comments” which do not move beyond a mere ‘well done’ or ‘good 
job’.81 

Nevertheless, as Macdonald also shows in her article, with some caution with 
regards to these pitfalls, comments in visitor books may still be a valuable addition to 
any kind of evaluation programme. In particular, the comments founds in these books 
might direct the analyses of the data collected through other methods. Visitor books’ 
anonymity may lead to an honesty in comments which may help to clarify or guide 
other data analyses.82 This study then also includes the data collected from the visitor 
book, which was situated at the end of the Crossroads exhibition for the entire duration 
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of the exhibit. These comments were transcribed and analysed at the end of the 
exhibition. With regards to ethical concerns, I am following Macdonald in her argument 
that the visitor book is clearly a public document, where visitors are free to include 
comments which they know might be read by other visitors or the museum.83 Further, 
I have anonymised all comments in the transcription process and any quotations given 
here cannot lead back to any specific person. 

 

Conclusion  
This chapter began with a theoretical exploration of two research frameworks which 
underlie visitor research in museums: positivism and interpretivism. Originating in the 
beginning of the twentieth century, the positivist perspective centres on museum 
meaning. It allows the museum to evaluate whether visitors have ‘correctly’ understood 
the intended message and aims to offer solutions which aid in communicating such a 
singular meaning more effectively. Based on the information offered in the project plan 
and interviews with key players, it is argued that such an understanding of the aims of 
visitor research is shared by those involved in the CEMEC project. However, as was 
shown, it would be difficult to unite this positivist perspective with this dissertation’s 
aims in studying visitor meanings beyond the framework of the intended museum 
narrative. Instead, an interpretivist theoretical framework would be more suited in 
emphasising visitor perspectives. In attempting to solve this initial disconnect, an 
evaluation programme has been constructed which employs an array of different 
methodologies which allow for analyses from both a positivist and interpretivist angle. 
Through a combination of different methods, from a basic quantitative head-count 
towards narrative-based interviewing techniques, this study aims to approach visitor 
meanings through different perspectives. It is argued that such a combination of 
methods allows for a broader and fuller understanding of visitor meanings.  

This evaluation programme aims for a fairly extensive analysis of the 
‘Crossroads’ exhibition, and it would most likely be impossible to recreate another such 
programme within the framework of a dissertation. Also, my role within the CEMEC 
project allowed for a remarkable degree of freedom and space in designing this 
evaluation study. Naturally, such independence would not be possible in any other 
situation. Nevertheless, a single case study would certainly benefit from a comparison 
to another context, even if such a study would be less extensive. This is the way through 
which I would suggest approaching the work done at the Riverside Museum. Although 
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the study is far less elaborate than the work done in Amsterdam, the interviews 
conducted in Glasgow sharpen and strengthen the analyses at the Allard Pierson. Next 
to that, due to the kind and generous assistance of the staff at the Riverside Museum, it 
is possible to also embed these qualitative methodologies within a quantitative 
framework. As noted in the previous chapter, the Riverside, as part of Glasgow 
Museums, invests extensively in visitor research. The museum has generously provided 
me with several detailed reports of these evaluations, which provide a solid frame for 
the smaller qualitative data study which I was able to carry out.  

In consultation with the Visitor Studies Department at the Riverside, my aim 
was to conduct ten in-depth interviews during a one-week period in February 2018. 
The participants for these interviews were, again, recruited through purposive 
sampling. Based on the visitor profiles which were extracted from the visitor research 
done by the Riverside, ideally the sample would consist of single adult visitors, both 
young and old, as well as some families and a group of teenagers. The museum receives 
visitors from Glasgow, the larger area of Scotland and, internationally, beyond the 
United Kingdom – in my sample I have aimed to include all of these. Most of these 
interviews were scheduled beforehand, participants being approached through the 
social networks of the museum. Due to a last-minute cancellation, I was able to conduct 
nine in-depth interviews, three of which were photography-led exit interviews, the 
other six accompanied visits. Five of these interviews were conducted with single adult 
visitors, one accompanied visit with an elderly couple, one photography-led exit 
interview with a family of three and a final accompanied visit with a father and his 
young son. A final photography-led exit interview took place in collaboration with 
Glasgow Life’s ‘teen panel’ – a group of local teenagers which often assist the museum 
in the preparation of exhibitions. On average, the accompanied visits lasted 47 minutes, 
the longest being 55 minutes, the shortest 38. The exit interviews took 30 minutes on 
average, the shortest being 22 minutes, the longest 45.  

The analyses of these interviews are crucial a crucial part of this dissertation. 
The twenty interviews carried out at the Allard Pierson have been complemented and 
strengthened by the work done at the Riverside. The visitor-constructed narratives 
provided by these two cases will provide an analytical framework of twelve meaning 
making approaches, explored in the next chapter, which will be central in the final two 
chapters of this dissertation. 
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chapter 5 
MEANING MAKING 

APPROACHES  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
“As further research illuminates the range of 

human needs that motivate museum visitors and 
the benefits that can result from visits, we will 

learn much more about the nature of meaning-
making that occurs and that could be facilitated 

within museums.” 
 

Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’, p. 164.  
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In what ways do visitors make meaning in museums? This question constitutes the 
essence of this chapter, which aims to create a framework allowing me to structure my 
analyses of meaning making in the museum contexts of the Allard Pierson and 
Riverside Museum. Based on 29 interviews conducted in Amsterdam and Glasgow, I 
have constructed twelve meaning making approaches, which are central to this 
analytical tool. These twelve approaches, which refer to different ways in which visitors 
may create meaning in a museum context, will be explored from the perspective of 
visitor-centred and museum-centred meanings. In this chapter, it will be argued that 
some of these approaches tend towards a more visitor-centred kind of meaning 
construction, whilst others may be more easily employed within museum-centred 
meaning making.  
 Before moving into an exploration of these different approaches, however, I 
will more fully discuss the process through which these categories were constructed. 
In the previous chapter, I briefly introduced the accompanied visit and exit interviews 
as the main ways through which the data was collected. This study is based on 29 
interviews, twenty of which took place at the Allard Pierson and a further nine at the 
Riverside Museum. As mentioned in the previous chapter, participants were recruited 
through purposive sampling. I have attempted to create a sample which is as varied as 
possible. In the chapter below, I will refer to interviewees by their (fictitious) first 
names; a brief introduction of the participants may be found in Appendix 5. For each 
participant, I collected basic information regarding age and occupation. I also grouped 
participants according to their experience in visiting museums (more than five 
museum visits per year to mark experience) and whether they were visiting the 
museum in question for the first time. I have analysed the use of particular approaches 
based on these different groupings of participants, and, when relevant, I will discuss 
these results below. After transcribing and translating the interviews, I started analysis 
using qualitative data software NVivo. As mentioned previously, working from a 
grounded theory approach meant that I would start constructing codes while working 
through the interviews, rather than beforehand.1 Due to the centrality of the Allard 
Pierson context, I restricted myself to these twenty interviews in the first cycles of 
coding. Only when constructing a preliminary structure of codes did I include the 
Glaswegian case, as a way of reflecting and improving on what was composed from the 
Amsterdam interviews. After many cycles of coding and re-coding, I arrived at the 
structure on which I have built my final analyses. Central to this framework are the two 

 
1 David Silverman, p. 119. 
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main categories which I refer to as ‘meaning making moments’ and ‘meaning making 
approaches’, both of which will be discussed next.  

 

Meaning Making Moments 
Early on in the coding process, it became clear that a logical way to structure the large 
interviews was through dividing them up into meaning making moments. One such 
moment refers to one specific visitor-encounter with a particular museum object. I will 
provide two examples:  

 
That red brooch, number 2, caught my eye, because it’s geometric and it’s 
colourful, basically my catch-words. My Instagram is very.. based around that 
idea, geometrics and colour. (Alexander)  

 
These things.. The.. Like.. Ampullae. I like to look at them, because I do like a.. 
How do I say it.. Cultural link. Because in Sardinia we had the Phoenicians, and 
they also had the tradition of using the ampullae. They’re different, they’re not the 
same. But when I see that, I make a mental link to home. I connect it to that. But I 
don’t think they have any actual connections. But I guess that also what people do 
when they go to a museum and they look to things that are not of their culture and 
then they see something similar and they’re like oohh, hold on a sec, I’ve seen that 
at home. How is that linked? Or is there any link? (Evelina) 

 
These two instances both show a full meaning making moment, from the start of the 
participant’s engagement with the object until they move to the next object. The length 
of these moments, naturally, diverges immensely – sometimes participants stay with 
an object for a brief amount of time and utter only a few words, whilst at other times 
one meaning making moment may consist of 10 minutes of speech. On average, such a 
meaning making moment consists of 123 words. Within the twenty interviews coded at 
the Amsterdam case study, I have extracted 801 unique meaning making moments. 
Each of the twenty interviews has been fully divided up in meaning making moments, 
so these 801 moments cover all collected material. This means that the average 
interview contains about 40 meaning making moments.  

Although the exhibition contained many artefacts, visitor engagement also 
concerns other exhibition elements. Therefore, I have coded all these meaning making 
moments into specific categories, with corresponding subcategories, an overview of 
which can be seen in Figure 5.1. The largest of these categories concerns artefacts, at 
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which approximately 55% of all meaning making moments are coded. 2 Initially, I had 
created subcategories within this category, but during my later analyses the distinction 
between engagement with a single object, a group of objects or an entire showcase, 
seemed less relevant. About 17% of the coded meaning making moments take place at 
new media tools. Because of the centrality of this particular group of encounters, I have 
created subcategories for each different digital application within the exhibit. I did 
group together the small holoboxes and traveller projections, which creates seven 
subcategories for new media. The third largest group of meaning making moments 
refers to those instances in which visitors engage with text, accounting for 16% of all 
moments coded. In the coding process I noted specific types of engagement taking 
place at different types of text, so I have created three subcategories: artefact label, wall 
text, and quotes on wall.  

Besides these three main categories, artefacts, new media and text, I have 
created three smaller categories for meaning making moments. In the coding process, 
I noted that participants also start encounters based on spatial elements or specific 
matters of exhibit design such as the colours of the walls, or the routing of the exhibit. 
A last type of meaning making moment may take place at what I have titled ‘final 
reflection’. At the end of each interview, I left some space for a short debrief with the 
participant. Whereas the interview as a whole was visitor-led, in these moments, I 
asked the participant some specific questions regarding the exhibit as a whole. I have 
coded each of these questions and its corresponding answer as a moment under final 
reflection. A final type of meaning making moment is ‘other’, in which I have coded 
those instances in which, for example, participants seem to make a comment ‘out of 
the blue’, or when they respond to a question I have asked them during the visit.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
2 A brief note concerning the use of the word ‘object’. In referring to participant encounters with particular 
museum elements, whether it be text, new media or object, it makes sense to refer to those elements as a 
‘museum object’ in the broader sense. Anything within the exhibit that sparks engagement would be 
considered a ‘museum object’. Therefore, I have chosen to distinguish between artefacts, to refer to the 
objects in showcases, and thereby keep the use of the word object for the general purpose.  
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Figure 5.1 Meaning Making Moments 

  
% of meaning 
making moments 

average amount 
of words per 
moment 

1 Artefacts  55% 110 

2 New media  17% 153 

 1 CCT  224 

 2 Introduction movie  134 

 3 Kunagota holobox  134 

 4 Small holoboxes  100 

 5 Reliquary lid  194 

 6 Migration floor projection  179 

 7 Traveller projections  104 

3 Text  16% 102 

 Artefact label  95 

 Wall text  114 

 Quotes on wall  74 

4 Spatial 
elements or 
exhibit design 

 5% 82 

5 Other  4% 115 

6 Final 
reflection 

 3% 343 

  

Meaning Making Approaches 
The other crucial category which emerged from working with these interviews is that 
of the meaning making approaches. After having coded the interviews into meaning 
making moments, I began looking at the many ways through which participants engage 
with different objects. In my initial coding cycles, I came up with about 50 of these ways, 
to which I then referred as strategies. After careful re-coding and re-analysis I 
narrowed these down to fewer main categories with several subcategories, which are 
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now designated as meaning making approaches. Following several coding cycles with 
just the Amsterdam interviews, I started including the Glasgow interviews in the coding 
process, to sharpen and strengthen my findings. This finally resulted in twelve main 
approaches and their subcategories; a brief overview, sorted by frequency of use, is 
provided in Figure 5.2.  
 

Figure 5.2 Meaning Making Approaches 

  % of all approaches 
coded 

average 
amount of 
words per 
approach 

1 Personal identity  16% 31 

 Personality traits, habits 
or skills   

 I have an interest in   

 Occupation or education   

 I have no interest in   

 Values or beliefs   

 Nationality    

 Friends or family   

 A thing I own   

2 Creating visit 
narrative  12% 44 

 
Reflection on personal 
meaning making 
strategies 

  

 Link to larger museum 
narrative   

 Refer to elsewhere in 
exhibition   

 Locate place, wayfinding   

3 Emotional 
engagement  11% 24 

 Enjoyment and eye-
opener   
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 Wonder, amazement, 
surprise   

 Amazing that it is still 
preserved   

 Other   

4 Visual 
engagement  9% 27 

5 Previous 
knowledge  9% 47 

6 Engage with 
museum  9% 51 

 Critical engagement   

 Positive engagement   

7 Want more 
information  8% 34 

8 Imagine  8% 37 

9 Personal 
experience  7% 52 

 Compare to other 
museum experience   

 Personal experience   

10 Compare to 
contemporary  5% 39 

11 Hypothesise  4% 40 

12 Take action  2%  24 
 
In all twenty interviews of the Amsterdam case study, I have coded 2572 instances where 
participants used one of these approaches. This means that, on average, a participant 
employed 129 approaches per interview. Per moment, a participant uses approximately 
three approaches. In the nine interviews undertaken at Glasgow, I have coded 356 
meaning making moments and 1082 approaches. In Glasgow, too, the average visitor 
uses about three approaches per meaning making moment, and, like in Amsterdam, 
each interview contains approximately 40 meaning making moments. I have included 
an example which shows a typical meaning making moment concerning an artefact, 
and the way I will have coded the approaches this participant employs:  



133       MEANING MAKING APPROACHES 
 

 

 
I think those textile decorations are beautiful. Then I think that they must have 
walked around in these beautiful robes with lots of decorations, or something. And 
then I think, well, you must be an important kind of person, if you can walk around 
in such richly-decorated clothes. (Carlijn)  

 
We can see Carlijn using the ‘visual engagement’ approach in her first remark, “I think 
those textile decorations are beautiful”. She then continues using the ‘imagine’ 
approach, wondering about what it must have been like to wear such clothes. Towards 
the end, she combines this approach with hypothesising, another approach, 
conjecturing that the wearer of these textiles must have been wealthy.  
 Throughout my work, I have attempted to embed my understanding of these 
twelve approaches within a larger context of research on visitor meanings in the 
museum; a few of these studies inform and support the discussions below. Eilean 
Hooper-Greenhill et al.’s 2001 study at Wolverhampton Art Gallery discusses visitors’ 
“interpretive strategies” which were researched using accompanied visits.3 These 
strategies are similar to my understanding of approaches, and some of Hooper-
Greenhill et al.’s findings correspond to approaches that I also noted. However, the 
Wolverhampton study focuses specifically on the public’s strategies regarding works of 
visual art, whereas my research concerns visitor engagement with all elements in the 
exhibit, including texts and elements of design. In 2012, Jocelyn Dodd et al. carried out 
a large qualitative study on European national museums, in which they also identified 
particular “personal frames of reference” which informed visitors’ meaning making.4 
Most of these “frames of reference” correspond to my ‘personal experience’, ‘previous 
knowledge’ and ‘personal identity’ codes. In her work at nine Smithsonian Museums, 
Zahava Doering has identified several different “satisfying experiences” for visitors, 
some of which overlap with approaches visitors employ in my case studies.5 Closest to 
the ideas developed here is an article by Lois Silverman in which she mentions several 
different “subjective meaning making strategies” which visitors may employ to create 
meaning in museum contexts.6 Many of the strategies to which Silverman refers also 
came to light in this study.  

 
3 Hooper-Greenhill and others. 
4 Jocelyn Dodd and others, ‘Voices from the Museum: Qualitative Research Conducted in Europe’s National 
Museums (EuNaMus Report No 6)’, 2012. 
5 Doering, p. 83. 
6 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’, p. 164. 



MEANING MAKING APPROACHES      134 
 
 Initially, I spoke about the different meaning making ways as ‘strategies’, 
similarly to Hooper-Greenhill et al. and Silverman. Yet such a term seems to imply a 
conscious choice by the participant to engage with an object in a particular way. 
Although, in some cases, as we shall see below, visitors are aware of the ways in which 
they create meaning, this is not always so. Therefore, I moved away from the term 
strategy towards approach. Approach, in the first place, refers to a way, a path, of which 
many different variations may exist – highlighting the personal nature of these 
meaning making approaches. Secondly, the term approach also connotes a sense of 
getting closer – a way of traveling towards something. Here, the meaning making 
approaches signify precisely this process: a visitor using a particular approach, walking 
a particular path, towards understanding, towards meaning.  

The following pages will be used to elaborate on the twelve different 
approaches which were distilled from the 29 interviews conducted in Amsterdam and 
Glasgow. The word ‘distil’ is used purposely here, because it most accurately describes 
the process through which I arrived at these twelve approaches. Informed by grounded 
theory, the different approaches emerged from the interviews through the coding 
process. ‘Distilling’ these approaches has been a solo-effort, and I make no pretence 
regarding any kind of objectivity. Also, based on two case studies, I do not attempt to 
generalise these results and suggest that all visitors in all museums create meanings in 
these ways. However, I do highlight those instances where my results echo data found 
in other studies regarding visitor meanings. In the end, I aim to inspire others to 
consider the usefulness of such an interpretivist kind of audience research as a way of 
studying visitor meanings in the museum. The following discussion of each of the 
approaches is ordered according to frequency of use at the Allard Pierson.   

 

5.1 Personal Identity 
The most used approach, in both the Amsterdam and Glasgow case studies, is the 
‘personal identity’ approach. In Amsterdam, it accounts for approximately 16% of all 
approaches used, which means that it is, on average, used  20 times per interview. In 
Glasgow, 19% of all approaches used can be considered ‘personal identity’, which means 
that it is used 23 times on average per interview. Part of this extensive use may be 
explained by the way the approach has been coded – serving as an overarching category 
for 8 subcategories. What unites these subcategories is the fact that they can all be seen 
as ways through which visitors may identify themselves, through the things they own 
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(1)7, through their connections to friends or family (2)8, through their occupation or 
education (3)9, through their nationality (4)10, through their values or beliefs (5), through 
their personality traits, behaviours or skills (6) and through the things they are 
interested or uninterested in (7 and 8). Each of these subcategories will be discussed in 
more detail below. ‘Personal identity’ exemplifies parts of what I refer to as personal 
contexts throughout this dissertation, and so, naturally, these approaches tend towards 
being visitor-centred. 
 

5.1.1 A Thing I Own 
The smallest of these subcategories is the approach which I have titled ‘a thing I own’, 
referred to by Silverman as “reference to one’s possessions”.11 It is used on average less 
than once per interview, and only 7 out of 20 interviewees in Amsterdam have employed 
this approach. Although it is an approach that is not used often or much, it is worth 
mentioning because it seems to be a typical kind of response in a museum context. A 
natural reaction to the many artefacts in museums would be for a visitor to relate these 
artefacts to those things which are closest to themselves; the objects they own. In some 
cases, these concern religious objects:  
 

I find it amusing because... We have these kinds of icons at home, at my mum’s 
home ... Yeah they just belong. […] We just have them, in our homes, you know … 
A little corner with ... Small icons. I used to have one in my room. (Barend)  

 
Other times, visitors relate to artefacts they themselves wear:  
 

If you think about it... It’s like one of these *points to her bracelets* bracelets, it’s a 
bangle. (Evelina)  

 
And there’s also an Ankh there... That’s the one I am wearing. *points at necklace* 
(Juliet)  

 
Also, participants refer to objects they themselves use:  
 

 
7 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’, p. 164; Doering, p. 83. 
8 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’, p. 164. 
9 Dodd and others, p. 13. 
10 Dodd and others, p. 13. 
11 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’, p. 164. 
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At my job I also have a pair of scissors like that. Yes, to cut fabric, the same thing, 
based on this old one. Funny eh? (Charlotte) 

 
There’s a train going round the top there. But we have a Hornby train set in the 
house, which belongs to my son. (Mary)  

 
Participants refer to things they own as reasons for their interest in a particular 
artefact, or they use the approach within a larger meaning making moment, often when 
narrating a personal experience.  
 

5.1.2 Friends or Family 
Used slightly more often, but also on average only once per interview is the ‘friends or 
family’ approach. This code is never used in isolation; a reference to either friends or a 
family always functions as a small part within a larger meaning making moment. Often, 
referring to friends or family occurs when participants speak about a personal 
experience. Both Bob and Jade refer to their friends and family in relating an 
experience:   
 

 Yes, that is how I collect information. I always make jokes when I’m in a museum 
with friends and they look at all the pottery shards, haha. (Bob) 

 
I really enjoy looking at this. I am a bit of a collector of stones and minerals and 
things. So last Saturday I took my father to a mineral-fair in Purmerend, that is 
kind of a yearly outing we have together, and then we go and buy some stones and 
things, so that’s always enjoyable. (Jade)   

 
It makes sense that when visitors share experiences, they also speak about the people 
they have experienced these events with. Other times, participants refer to their friends 
or family in order to justify their interest or disinterest in something. For example, 
Anneke, Peter and Amelia:  
 

I always take photos of weaponry for my son, because he is very interested in 
weapons, and in helmets and swords, so that is why I am taking photos of these 
objects. He would really enjoy seeing these photographs. (Anneke) 
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It’s always fun seeing an old Ovid. My brother is big fan,  he has told me a lot 
about him, so I enjoyed seeing that text. (Peter) 

 
For Anneke, her son’s interest in weaponry is a reason for her to engage with a helmet 
on display. Likewise, Peter shows an interest in particular objects because he can relate 
the manuscript to his brother. Similarly to ‘a thing I own’, participants refer to their 
friends and family as a way to justify their engagement, or they use the approach within 
a larger meaning making moment, such as narrating a personal experience.  
 

5.1.3 Occupation or Education 
A more common approach is ‘occupation or education’, which is used approximately 3 
times per visit by 16 out of 20 participants. The ‘occupation or education’ approach 
never appears in isolation and is always part of a larger meaning making moment. As 
we have seen before, participants may refer to occupation or education when they 
narrate an experience:  
 

I find the old subway.. I remember, I remember those wooden seats. When I was in 
teacher training in college, it was like that. Take the subway, that was in the 
seventies. (Mary)  

 
In relating her experience of riding the subway, Mary mentions that this was during 
the time that she was in teacher training. Next to that, participants also refer to their 
occupation or education as reasons for engaging with a particular kind of object: 
 

I took a picture of this one because it reminded me of my area of expertise at my 
job, calculations and mathematics .. (Marike)  

 
I used to take textiles as a course, so naturally I really love seeing textiles. (Linde)  

 
Visitors also seem to be aware of the fact that the reason for their interest is related to 
their occupation or education. For example, Marleen, who studied theology and is now 
a minister, or Sam, who works as a registrar at a museum:  
 

It’s so funny because I really am triggered by religious symbols, so that makes me .. 
It means I will stay longer. (Marleen)  
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One of the things which I always make sure to note, and I guess that is my 
background as a museum employee, I always check.. Where does it come from, 
from which museum, where did they bring their objects from. (Sam)  

 
‘Occupation or education’ may be employed as a part of a personal narrative, or in order 
to signify and justify visitor engagement.  
 

5.1.4 Nationality 
The next approach that marks a way through which visitors may identify themselves is 
nationality, or any other type of regional identification, noted also by Dodd et al.12 In 
Amsterdam, this approach is not too common – used only by 9 out 20 participants – on 
average only once per interview. In Glasgow, not surprisingly, this approach is seen 
more often – it is used by all participants and on average 3 times per visit. This 
difference may be explained by the fact that the Riverside Museum is very much a local 
museum, aiming to tell the history of Glasgow, and therefore, participants seem to feel 
the need to point out their relationship to the city. As a way of situating themselves with 
regards to the collection, participants mention whether or not they are Glaswegians: 
 

But we don’t come from Glasgow but we do know a little bit about the history of 
Glasgow and the history of shipbuilding and especially this area on the Clyde. So 
that was quite nice to see.  (Dean)  

 
I’m aware that.. You know coming from Glasgow, Clyde-built, the ships that were 
built in the Clyde, remember there was a time when nearly a third of all ships on 
the planet were built in Glasgow and on the Clyde, the Clyde-bank. (Donald)  

 
Besides these instances, the ‘nationality’ approach functions in a similar way as the 
aforementioned subcategories of ‘personal identity’: justifying an interest in a specific 
kind of object. For example, Alexander, who is Irish, is drawn to the first Irish object he 
sees in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit:  
 

A: My attention is drawn to .. This.  
I: Is it because..  
A: Yeah, because it is Irish. (Alexander) 

 
12 Dodd and others, p. 13. 
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Also, Evelina is interested in a particular type of object because she relates to the 
national, cultural, heritage from which it originates. Similarly, Dutch participants, like 
Gijsbert, engage with objects that have a relationship to the Netherlands:  
 

These things.. The.. Like.. Ampullae. I like to look at them, because I do like a.. 
How do I say it.. Cultural link. Because in Sardinia we had the Phoenicians, and 
they also had the tradition of using the ampullae. They’re different, they’re not the 
same. But when I see that, I make a mental link to home. I connect it to that. But I 
don’t think they have any actual connections. (Evelina)  

 
Well, they found these coins in Echt. Which is funny, that they were found in the 
Netherlands. (Gijsbert)  

 
This approach serves as a starting point for engagement, particularly with regards to 
maps. Maps are present in both exhibitions, and in both case studies, participants try 
to locate their homes on these maps:  
 

Ah we live over there. *points at map* Outside of the river, haha. (Mary)  
 

So I’m from here. *points at map* And then I lived here. *points at map* And 
then.. Here. *points at map* And then here we are. *points at map* (Sophie)  

 
Some of these instances are limited to participants merely pointing out their homes on 
the maps, but in other cases, referring to nationality opens a longer meaning making 
moment. For example, Alexander, in his use of the Cross Culture Timeline, uses his 
nationality as a way of beginning his encounter with the application. Similarly, Juliet’s 
engagement with the migration map starts with her locating England and following that 
narrative:  
 

Okay, so.. Pick, so.. Let’s see if there’s something, ah yeah that’s where I’m from. 
Yes, choose this one. (Alexander)  

 
O and then I have all these pictures of the floor.. Yes, of course I have to look at 
England, you can understand, haha! (Juliet)  
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Like the previously discussed subcategories of ‘personal identity’, ‘nationality’ 
functions as a way through which visitors’ interest may be sparked. ‘Nationality’ allows 
participants to personally relate to an object.  
 

5.1.5 Values or Beliefs 
‘Values or beliefs’, the fifth subcategory of ‘personal identity’, is used on average 2 times 
per interview and employed by 14 out of 20 participants in Amsterdam. This approach 
refers to instances where participants share values or beliefs that they hold deeply. In 
the Allard Pierson, there are cases where visitors are religious and make reference to 
their faith in their encounters. Dirk and Jessica are confronted with instances of 
Christianity from a medieval perspective. They both identify as Christians now, and 
find it hard to merge those two views, causing them to reflect on their own faith: 
 

And what do you think about that, looking from a Christian perspective. Because 
are these really the bones of dead people.. To me it really feels like that is wrong, 
like that is a bad thing. (Dirk)  

 
What I find interesting about this.. That bowl is that, it’s a different way of 
looking at things then I would maybe usually have. Because it says .. Magical bowl 
.. And that does not really remind me of Christianity or the Psalms or something. 
While they did use it to protect against demons and those kinds of things. And ehm 
yes.. I just don’t have that association, really. And of course that is looking at it 
from my perspective, and from how religions function now, and that maybe 
magical things are not really a contemporary thing, and how.. Well maybe they 
are valued less now. And I just find it interesting how, in the past, those things 
could go together. (Jessica)  

 
In both the Allard Pierson and Riverside we also see participants thinking about  their 
values or beliefs which may not necessarily be religious in nature. For example, Linde 
and Mark, who refer on several occasions throughout their visit to particular values 
they hold. In Linde’s case this would be her understanding of “the long line of time”, 
and in Mark’s, his pro-European views:  
 

What I like about these kinds of objects is that they really show ‘the long line of 
time’ to me. (Linde)  
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I love, as you have seen, I really love the feeling of the long amount of time, that 
you are not just a small part of the now, but that there was a lot of time before, 
and there will be a lot of time after. (Linde)  

 
That’s the long line of time again, you see. (Linde)  

 
..  Europe, a European community, I am fully in agreement with that .. (Mark)  
 
This European project, I am pro-Europe ..  (Mark)  
 
Yes, celebrating the diversity of contemporary Europe .. In order to further 
integrate Europe. And I am all for that, you know. My whole life, I mean as a 
child, I already felt Europe to be important .. (Mark)  

  
This repeated mentioning of these values throughout the exhibition shows their 
importance in Linde and Mark’s constructions of their identities. ‘Values or beliefs’ are 
elements of their personal contexts which make particular objects relevant to these 
participants.   
 

5.1.6 Personality Traits, Habits or Skills 
The ‘personality traits, habits or skills’ subcategory forms a larger part of the main 
category than the previously discussed subcategories. In the Amsterdam case study, it 
takes up 23% of the ‘personal identity’ category, and approximately 4% of all approaches 
coded. A common approach, 19 out of 20 interviewees use it, on average, about 5 times 
per interview. This is quite different from the Riverside Museum case study, where it 
is used about once per interview and accounts for less than 1% of all approaches coded. 
The difference here may be explained through looking more closely where this 
approach is used. In the Amsterdam case study, visitors refer to their personality traits, 
habits or skills most often at new media applications and texts.  

It seems that most participants at the Allard Pierson feel the need to justify 
their behaviour with regards to the texts in the exhibition. Some participants explain 
that they always engage with texts, whilst others do the exact opposite: 
 

I would normally stop and read the beginning intro text. But often what I find 
with these kinds of text is that I find it hard to read these because they’re just.. A 
little too wide for my mind. I would prefer the width of like my phone. Sometimes 
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the font is also hard to read, but this one’s ok. It is a bit small. […] Well I’d 
probably only get to about 3/4 of the text and then I stop because I can’t 
concentrate on such large amounts of texts. Maybe because I use computers too 
much, haha. I don’t know if that’s a good thing, haha. (Alexander) 

 
In this case, Alexander elaborates on the way in which he engages with texts by 
referring to his habits, “I would normally stop and read”, which he then justifies by 
referring to his personality traits. He says that he usually does not finish reading the 
text, “because I can’t concentrate on such large amounts of texts”. Similarly, Bob: 
 

So I read this text, because I always read the large texts on the wall. The large 
texts, not the small ones, because they are too small. And I won’t remember any of 
them. So I read the large texts. That’s what I did now. (Bob) 

 
Bob, too, refers to his habits, “I always read the large texts” and then justifies these by 
referring to his personality traits; he does not read the smaller texts, because he knows 
that he “won’t remember any of them”. Marleen, a fervent reader of almost all texts, 
clearly sees her behaviour regarding texts as an identifying factor:  
 

So I will definitely read that. I am definitely the kind of person who always reads a 
lot. (Marleen)  

 
There are no instances of this kind of engagement in the Glasgow case study. This may 
be explained by the fact that the Riverside Museum offers no set overarching story 
which the visitor is invited to follow. There are no clear wall texts which ‘should’ be 
read in order to understand a specific museum narrative. For participants, this lack of 
a kind of ‘path of texts to follow’ seems to lead to less of a need to justify their (dis)-
engagement with text. In the Allard Pierson, however, each theme is clearly marked by 
a wall text with a large title, implying, perhaps, that these are the texts that ‘should’ be 
read. Here, so it seems, participants feel the need to explain their behaviour.  

This particular type of engagement, referring to habits and personality traits 
in order justify a particular type of behaviour, is not only seen at texts but also in 
participants’ engagement with new media. In the first place, ‘personality traits, habits, 
skills’ is employed much at the introduction movie, a case which will be further 
explored in my discussion regarding the subcategory ‘compare to other museum 
experience’, in Section 5.9. Another instance where we see this approach used often is 
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at the Cross Culture Timeline. As will be discussed in Section 7.3 of Chapter 7, the 
version of the CCT shown in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit in Amsterdam, suffered from 
technical issues, which resulted in a fairly difficult user interaction. When using the 
CCT and experiencing these technical difficulties, many participants seem to relate 
these issues to their personality traits. For example, Evelina and Hannah:  
 

Okay so I’m bad with these things.. So I’ll take the blame for this. (Evelina)  
 

But I have to say, it wasn’t really clear or anything. But that might also just be 
because I’m not so great at these kinds of things. (Hannah)  

 
Both these women justify the problems they are having with the CCT by referring to 
the fact that they are just “not so great at these kinds of things”. There are also many 
instances where participants attribute this supposed lack of skill with new media 
applications to their age:  

 
.. I’m sure this is just me .. I mean, I am from a totally different generation, right? 
(Janna)  

 
I can imagine that especially teenagers will know how to deal with these kinds of 
things. (Walter)  

 
So I was standing there with some other guys and I said, yeah, we’re too old for 
this, haha. But I mean I really tried. I honestly think it is a kind of disability, 
because I just did not know what to do. I think if you’ve had a lot of teaching in 
these things, or you’ve worked with projects like this, you will know how to deal 
with it. (Gijsbert)  

 
Janna, Walter and Gijsbert all suggest that it is probably the fact that they are not very 
young which causes their inability to be able to properly deal with the CCT. According 
to them, their lack of ‘computer skills’ can be explained by their age and inexperience 
with such applications. Again, there are no instances of this kind of in the Glaswegian 
case study. This may be explained by the fact that the new media applications in the 
Riverside Museum have been thoroughly tested before being put in the museum, and 
thus seem to exhibit fewer usability issues.  



MEANING MAKING APPROACHES      144 
 

Looking at this particular subcategory in relation to the other subcategories 
previously discussed, we may note that it works slightly differently. The other 
subcategories, such as nationality or occupation, seem to function as signifiers of 
visitors’ interest, or justifications for that interest. Here, visitors also use the approach 
as a way to justify their behaviour – but this behaviour does not always signify interest. 
In the case of texts and the introduction movie, referring to ‘personality traits, habits, 
skills’ may explain both engagement and disengagement. In the case of this approach 
at the CCT, participants employ this approach to justify a difficulty in the engagement. 
From this we may note that ‘personality traits, habits or skills’ may be used to justify a 
particular kind of behaviour which could both signify interest as well as disinterest.  

 

5.1.7 I Have (No) Interest In 
The final two subcategories of ‘personal identity’ are the approaches ‘I have no interest 
in’ and ‘I have an interest in’, which, together, make up about a third of all instances 
coded under ‘personal identity’. Through expressing a liking or disliking for something, 
participants acknowledge that they are a particular ‘kind of person’, thereby relating 
visitors’ interests and disinterests also to personal identity. ‘I have an interest in’ is a 
common approach, 17 out of 20 interviewees in Amsterdam have employed it. It 
accounts for 3% of all approaches coded, which means that visitors use it on average 
approximately 4 times per interview. Some examples:  
 

I find this really interesting, I really enjoy it. Let me see. I just really love music, 
and then this is automatically interesting to me. (Jessica) 

 
I enjoy looking at this. I am kind of a collector of stones and minerals and things 
like that. (Jade)  

 
These visitors explain their engagement with particular objects due to their interest in 
“things like that”. Such instances are different from what I have coded under 
‘enjoyment’ – rather than simply expressing a liking for a specific object and then 
moving on, these references show visitors speaking about a more general interest in 
objects like these. This (subtle) difference becomes clear when we contrast these two 
instances:  
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Yes, the bees. I enjoyed that. (Anneke) 
 

Yes, I absolutely adore manuscripts .. (Marike) 
 
Anneke expresses her enjoyment with regards to this particular instance of seeing bees 
in a narrative about Napoleon. In contrast, Marike articulates her liking for the general 
category of manuscripts – of which she is seeing one instance in particular. The 
difference may also be noticed in how these approaches function. As will be shown in 
Section 5.3.1, the ‘enjoyment’ approach often ends engagement – it functions as a way 
for the participant to say ‘something’, and then move on. In the case of ‘I have an 
interest in’, participants seem to offer a justification for their further engagement. Also, 
‘I have an interest in’ is a recurring kind of approach, meaning that participants may 
repeatedly mention a particular interest during their visit. For example, Alexander, on 
multiple occasions in his interview, expresses his love for a particular kind of design:  
 

I like things that are design and typography and stuff - that’s interesting to me. If 
I’m not really somewhat interested in the historical thing - I just like it because it’s 
got.. Nice design. (Alexander) 

 
I really like geometric patterns and things like that .. (Alexander) 

 
That red brooch, number 2, caught my eye, because it’s geometric and it’s 
colourful, basically my catch-words. My Instagram is very.. Based around that 
idea, geometrics and colour. (Alexander) 

 
Repeatedly, Alexander explains his interest in and engagement with specific objects 
because of his affection for design. He is also identifies himself with this interest, saying 
that geometric and colourful are “basically my catch-words”. Like other identifying 
factors, ‘I have an interest in’ shows participants employing their personal contexts in 
order to justify their engagement.  
 ‘I have no interest in’ is common too, again used by 17 out of 20 interviewees. 
It makes up approximately 2% of all approaches coded and is used, on average, about 3 
times per interview. Participants employ ‘I have no interest in’ when they wish to 
explain their disengagement. Naturally, we see that this approach is most often used in 
isolation and is rarely combined with other approaches. Rather than being a part of a 
larger meaning making moment, ‘I have no interest in’ signifies the end of an 
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engagement. I have coded instances as the ‘I have no interest in’ approach when 
participants refer to the general rather than the specific. For example, Carlijn, who, on 
multiple occasions, expresses a dislike for ancient coins: 
 

Well, this is really just.. Well if I look at this, then I’m thinking, why is this is here, 
this is just a collection of small things that really don’t matter that much. Because 
you can see on the sign that they are coins, but they are just.. A bunch of little 
stones, haha. I’m sure it’ll be worth something but it just looks absolutely useless. 
(Carlijn) 

 
Yes I am not really interested in this. Just more coins and things.. I don’t find it 
very fascinating. (Carlijn) 

 
Right.. What can I say.. Coins.. (Carlijn)  

 
Clearly, Carlijn dislikes the more general category of archaeological coins and refers to 
this part of her identity in order to justify her brief engagement. Some participants 
express a disinterest for other themes like war, motorbikes or shoes:   
 

There are also some more war-like things here, like a sword and things.. And I just 
don’t really find that interesting. (Juliet)  
 
I’m not really interested in motorbikes at all. Ehm, so I think that’s why. Ehm, but 
yeah.. So. I wouldn’t pay much attention, I think it’s just a subject matter I am not 
that interested in. (Samuel)  
 
I suppose I’m walking past the shoemaker because I’m not as interested in shoes .. 
(Emily)  

 
‘I have no interest in’ is an approach through which visitors explain and justify their 
decision not to engage with particular objects in the museum. Like ‘I have an interest 
in’, participants employ their personal contexts in order to legitimise their behaviour. 
Contrary to ‘I have an interest in’, this approach is rarely combined with other 
approaches and often signifies the end of meaning making moments.  

The ‘personal identity’ approach is a large overarching category which 
functions as an umbrella for different kinds of identifying factors that participants may 
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use in the museum context. Within ‘personal identity’, five subcategories work in 
similar ways: ‘a thing I own’, ‘friends or family’, ‘occupation or education’, ‘nationality’ 
and ‘values and beliefs’. These approaches are all ways through which visitors justify 
and explain their interest in and engagement with a particular object in the exhibitions. 
Similarly, ‘I have an interest in’ signifies visitor engagement, whereas ‘I have no interest 
in’ points towards disengagement. Each of these approaches shows visitors employing 
their personal contexts to create meaning in response to what the museum offers 
through exhibition. Because of the personal nature of these approaches, responses to 
the same objects can be incredibly varied. To some members of the public, a magical 
bowl may trigger a train of thought concerning their religious beliefs, whilst others may 
be reminded of their family members upon seeing a piece of weaponry. Due to the 
diversity in the audience’s personal contexts, these approaches show that many 
different kinds of meaning are being created through encounters with a single 
exhibition. As will be discussed more fully my conclusions, this kind of empirical data 
suggests that the modernist museum’s denial of visitor meanings is fundamentally 
flawed. As we can see here, all visitors, at some point during their visit, make use of 
their personal contexts in their creation of meaning.  

‘Personality traits, behaviours or skills’ is an interesting subcategory, perhaps 
set apart slightly from the other subcategories, where we may note visitors engaging 
with the museum narrative in an almost defensive manner. With regards to exhibition 
texts, for example, participants call upon their personality traits so as to justify their 
behaviour in deciding to not, or only partially, engage with these texts. Such behaviour 
seems to imply that the public is aware of an ‘expected’ or ‘required’ response by the 
museum. Similarly, we see this approach at new media instances, where visitors try to 
justify their behaviour with regards to difficult-to-handle digital tools. In both these 
cases, visitors seem aware of an expected museum response and refer to their personal 
contexts in order to vindicate their own, what they might see as ‘errant’, behaviour.   

 

5.2 Creating Visit Narrative 
‘Creating visit narrative’ is an overarching category referring to a set of approaches 
which may all be employed by visitors when they attempt to draw the particular into 
the general. In their interviews, participants attempt to discover and construct a larger 
narrative into which each encounter with a museum object may be fitted. This approach 
is divided into four subcategories. First, a visitor may explicitly (attempt to) link 
exhibition content to a larger museum narrative. Connected to this, participants also 
struggle to find their literal place or location in the exhibition. The construction of a 
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larger narrative becomes clear when participants create links between different parts 
of the exhibit, addressed in a third subcategory. Finally, and specifically within this 
study, visitors may also reflect on their own personal approaches in creating meaning 
in the museum. The general category ‘creating visit narrative’ is an approach that is 
used often by all participants. About 12% of all approaches tagged is ‘creating visit 
narrative’, meaning that on average it is used 16 times per interview.   
 

5.2.1 Linking to Larger Museum Narrative 
‘Linking to larger museum narrative’ forms 32% of the general category ‘creating visit 
narrative’ and 4% of the total amount of approaches coded. On average, it is used 5 times 
per interview by 19 out of 20 participants. ‘Linking to larger museum narrative’ refers 
to instances where visitors try to draw particular encounters into their perception of 
the main message of the exhibition. Many participants in the Allard Pierson study seem 
to expect the museum to start the exhibit with explicitly stating that larger narrative. 
Bob, for example, mentions his reasons for engaging with the introduction movie: 

I wanted to know what the exhibition was about, and receive a general 
introduction. (Bob)  

 
Bob clearly expects the exhibition to have some kind of ‘message’ or ‘main narrative’. 
To him, the exhibition ‘is about’ something – and he is expecting to discover it in this 
introduction movie. This expectation is shared by most other visitors: 
 

Okay I just want to read the main text, just so that I know what this is about. 
(Evelina) 

  
Great, then you know what you’re getting into, what the idea is. (Charlotte)  

 
I always start by reading the introduction. You know, what is the angle, what is it 
about. (Sam)  

 
These visitors anticipate the exhibition to have some sort of ‘point’ or ‘message’, they 
expect it to be ‘about’ something. This sentiment is most often expressed at the start of 
the exhibition, at the introduction movie or introductory text panel. Then, based on 
these initial encounters, participants attempt to create a preliminary version of what 
they perceive to be that museum narrative. Very early on, an initial understanding of 
what the exhibition ‘is about’ is constructed. Throughout the exhibition we can then 
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see the participants adjusting this initial construction which is continuously challenged 
by new encounters. We see this process happening with Alexander, upon coming across 
a piece of Egyptian textile. He wonders: 
 

So are we jumping back in time now? We’re in the 3rd century I think? But we’re 
going broader than Europe. Outside of Europe, to outside European civilisations 
in Europe. (Alexander) 

 
Because of the nature of the accompanied visit, we can visibly see Alexander struggle 
to, quite literally, make sense, create meaning. Apparently, Alexander had thought the 
exhibit to be about Europe within a particular timeframe. Coming across this new piece 
of information, he adjusts this initial understanding so that it encompasses this 
particular object; “but we’re going broader than Europe”. This is an exemplary instance 
where we can see the creation of an overarching kind of meaning taking place – 
Alexander constructing a preliminary narrative, coming across a new piece of 
information, and incorporating that information into his narrative by broadening that 
understanding.  
 Looking at the meaning making moments tagged as ‘final reflection’, it seems 
that most participants feel like they have been able to understand some of the museum 
narrative. When I inquire explicitly about ‘the main message’ of the exhibition, most 
visitors seem to have little trouble with relating their understanding of what the 
exhibition ‘is about’: 
 

I: And what if someone asked you; what is that exhibit about? 
P: Ehm.. It’s about Europe in the Middle Ages, and how we, as a peoples, have 
influenced each other. And enriched each other, but also slaughtered each other. 
And how differences between people are of all times and cultures. (Peter) 

 
There are also a few visitors who express their difficulties in discovering such a main 
narrative: 
 

I: So it’s difficult for you to discover a general message? 
M: Yes. 
I: And what about you, W.? Can you tell me your understanding of the main 
message? 
W: No, I have no idea. (Wouter and Marieke)  
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In Amsterdam, most participants seem to be concerned in some way with a main 
museum narrative. They expect the museum to explicitly mention what the exhibition 
‘is about’ at the start of the exhibit, and actively struggle with their initial understanding 
throughout their visit. In Glasgow this seems to be less so – on average this particular 
approach is used only once during an interview there. One of the reasons through 
which this may be explained concerns the Riverside’s intentional choice to not present 
an explicit museum narrative to the visitor. This absence of a straightforward main 
message is noted by some participants in this study. Sophie and Amelia, for example, 
express their confusion at the lack of a main museum narrative at the start of their visit:  
 

There isn’t really like.. A flow to the museum, is there? Like a way that you should 
continue.. It’s just kind of spread out no? It’s self-guided. I don’t know how I feel 
about that. (Sophie)  

 
I think that, this is a bit of a different museum from the ones I would usually visit, 
with art and a specific order that you’re supposed to follow .. (Amelia)  

 
The Riverside’s lack of explicit narrative guidance, noted by some participants, seems 
to discourage visitors from attempting to discover what the museum ‘is about’. Both 
Sophie and Amelia, after their initial observations, make no further reference to any 
kind of overarching museum meaning. A notable exception to this is Samuel:  
 

We come to the zebra, which I like this. I like, again, not quite sure what it does in 
the Riverside Museum, which I associate as a transport museum, rightly or 
wrongly. Whether they’re trying to do a bit more than that.. But that’s how I box 
it. (Samuel)  

 
I would say these are  a bit.. They’re sort of.. I’m not quite sure what they’re doing 
here. It’s just very .. Out of place. To me it’s not.. It doesn’t really seem part of this 
museum. Same with this, I’m quite interested, I like bird-watching, I like birds, so 
this is quite interesting to me, but I don’t see why the wildlife of the Clyde is in the 
Riverside Museum.. The transport museum. (Samuel)  

 
In these two examples, Samuel comes across particular objects that he feels do not fit 
entirely with, what he perceives to be, the larger narrative of the museum. At the first 
instance, a stuffed zebra, Samuel explicitly mentions his understanding of the larger 
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museum narrative, or “how he boxes it”, as “a transport museum”, but also adds that 
this is his understanding, “rightly or wrongly”. In the second instance, he again 
expresses his difficulties in uniting a display on bird-watching with what he perceives 
to be the main narrative of the museum, which, to him, is related to transport. These 
instances show that, although the Riverside does not explicitly frame their exhibition, 
Samuel does assume that the museum has an intended way of reading, a main narrative. 
However, with the exception of Samuel, no other interviewees in the Glasgow case 
study refer to a larger museum meaning. Based on these few interviews, it seems that 
the lack of an explicit narrative frame offered by the Riverside, discourages most 
participants from reflecting explicitly on such an overarching narrative. This is 
contrary to what we see happening in the case of ‘Crossroads’. 
 ‘Linking to larger museum narrative’ is an approach in which a visitor attempts 
to link new encounters to a personal construction of an intended museum meaning. 
This approach does not necessarily encourage visitors to engage their personal 
contexts. In creating meaning for an object through this approach, participants attempt 
to discover the meaning that was created by the museum for that object, as a part of an 
overarching narrative. Although this is an active process, it does not require much 
personal engagement. In moving away from personal contexts in order to understand 
an intended museum narrative, this approach may tend towards being more museum-
centred.   
 

5.2.2 Wayfinding 
The second subcategory of ‘creating visit narrative’ forms a slightly more prosaic 
counterpart to the approach discussed above, and is not used often. The category 
‘wayfinding’ is concerned with visitors physically locating themselves within the 
exhibition spaces. As can be expected, this approach is most often coded at the instance 
‘spatial elements and exhibit design’. In the case of the Allard Pierson, we can discern 
two main types of wayfinding-dilemmas. The first concerns the start of the exhibition 
– 50% of all meaning making moments coded at this approach takes place in the first 
three rooms of the exhibit. They are mostly of confused participants:  
 

But now I don’t really know where to go. I don’t know if there a specific kind of 
beginning or.. Where I should be going. This is a little confusing. Or does it just not 
matter at all? Ah well. (Carlijn)  

 
There’s no set route..? Or is it..? Ehm.. Maybe I went the wrong way? (Evelina)  
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The lay-out of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit was conceived in such a way that the first few 
rooms, apparently, disorientated many participants. After these initial issues, the 
exhibition followed a set sequence of rooms, which led to little comments or confusion. 
A second case of ‘wayfinding’ instances were coded towards the final rooms of the 
exhibit, where visitors started wondering if they were almost at the end: 
 

Do you know how many rooms there are? (Marleen)  
 

L: I don’t know how many rooms there are still left, but I’m going to go through 
things a little faster. 
C: Yes, me too. [..] 
C: Because where are we? (Linde and Charlotte)  

 
These participants are expressing a desire to know where they are in terms of the entire 
exhibition, because they are starting to notice symptoms of fatigue, and wish to adjust 
their viewing strategies. ‘Wayfinding’ is a type of approach that is combined very little 
with other approaches, thereby not leading to further meaning making. It also requires 
limited personal engagement of the visitor; often being merely a statement of confusion 
or disorientation.  
 

5.2.3 Referring to Elsewhere in the Exhibition  
‘Referring to elsewhere in the exhibition’ forms 23% of the ‘creating visit narrative’-
category, and is used about 4 times on average per interview. Referring back to an 
earlier moment in the exhibition helps participants to frame and understand a current 
encounter: 
 

Hmm, this is interesting. I have never heard of a magical bowl before, that this is 
something that would be used. But you know, it is the same kind of thing, like a 
holy text protecting you against something. (Jade)  

 
Earlier on in her visit, Jade had come across amulets in which holy texts were kept for 
protection. This is something that she related to, referring to an example of a similar 
practice she had come across in one of her anthropology classes. The magical bowl that 
she is confronted with now, however, is new to her – she has never heard of something 
like that before. In this instance we see her creating a meaning for this bowl by 
comparing it to the earlier amulets. The context of what she had learned before in the 
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exhibit provides a framework for her understanding of this new element. We see more 
instances of this approach in the Allard Pierson case study. Janna creates a visual 
comparison between two objects in the exhibit: 
 

Look, that is a beautiful piece, right there, at the bottom, you can also see time in 
it. In that way, this piece looks like the coral all the way at the beginning .. 
(Janna)  

 
Earlier in the exhibition, she noted that the age of an object can be very visible in some 
places, and here she is pointing that out again, by referring back to that earlier instance. 
She is using the first encounter to create a frame for understanding this second 
encounter. In her final reflection, Jade mentions:  
 

I thought it was an interesting exhibit, precisely because you have all these pieces 
coming from different parts of Europe and beyond. And that you can also see 
similarities between these different things, I thought that was very interesting. 
(Jade)   

 
The first instance, where Jade notes the similarities between an amulet and a magic 
bowl, functions as a little piece in her constructing a larger meaning which she shares 
at the end of her visit. Because of this process, I have created this  approach as a 
subcategory of ‘creating visit narrative’. This code shows instances of visitors 
constructing a larger narrative, but indirectly. Rather than linking an encounter 
directly to a supposed overarching theme, the objects are linked to each other, and 
these links then provide the fundament for that overarching narrative. This relation to 
a larger narrative may also explain why this approach is so infrequently seen in the 
Glasgow case study. I have coded only 6 instances of it, and 3 of those references are 
part of the interview with Samuel. Within my sample, Samuel was the only participant 
expressing any engagement with an overarching larger narrative. An example:  
 

You just sort of.. I suppose you can take yourself back in time a bit by actually just 
sitting in here and you can start to think what it’s like. And there’s one, it might be 
the subway train, where it’s got a video playing of the subway, and I really like 
that, sat in there, watching the video.. Really sort of brings the past alive in a 
really nice way. (Samuel)  
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Samuel, enjoying being able to actually sit in an original historic tram, is comparing 
this experience to another element in the exhibit which gives him similar enjoyment. 
Both these instances “really sort of bring the past alive in a really nice way” for Samuel. 
At several other occasions, Samuel expresses how much he likes this particular aspect 
of the museum. Similarly to Janna and Jade, we can see Samuel constructing an 
overarching meaning by creating links between different elements in the exhibition.  
 This approach offers a unique insight into the visitor’s active construction of a 
larger narrative. In its most basic sense, the approach shows a participant creating a 
meaning for an object based on an earlier encounter within the exhibition. Taken 
further, this forging of links between different elements in the exhibition, forms the 
basis for a visitor-constructed overarching meaning. If this narrative is an attempt at 
understanding a museum meaning, this approach may be used in a more museum-
centred way. Yet, as can be seen in Samuel’s case, it may also be more visitor-centred 
in allowing for the construction of a personally relevant meaning.  
 

5.2.4 Reflection on Personal Meaning Making  
A final subcategory of ‘creating visit narrative’ is ‘reflection on personal meaning 
making’, which makes up about 35% of the main category and appears about 6 times on 
average per interview. The simplest type of ‘reflection on personal meaning making’ is 
seen when visitors explain their behaviour to me. This happens most at accompanied 
visits, where visitors use this approach to clarify what they are doing: 
 

I don’t really feel like reading everything, sometimes in general, but not 
everything.. I’d much rather look at things. (Carlijn) 

 
I usually don’t really read the texts. (Marike)  

 
Carlijn and Marike both explain to me why they skip many of the texts during their 
visit. At an ordinary museum visit, perhaps, such reflection would not be so common.  
Yet, due to the nature of this kind of study, where I observe and question visitors 
regarding their behaviour, it seems natural that these participants also become more 
self-aware. I have coded many instances where participants engage in a kind of self-
reflective activity, wondering about their own conduct in the museum and also trying 
to offer explanations. For example, Alexander: 
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That’s the history I kind of know most and that’s probably also the one I’m most 
interested in. Whereas all these things.. In Europe and stuff - it’s interesting in its 
own way, but I think there’s probably so much of it and so much movement that I 
am not very interested in, so I’d probably take just a very cursory look at it and go 
‘ok words are going in..’ but I’m never going to understand the full extent of it so 
there’s almost no point trying to understand the full point of it. (Alexander) 

 
Alexander is explaining to me why he engages more briefly with some elements in the 
exhibit. In doing so, he offers a reflection on one of the approaches he, apparently 
consciously, employs whilst visiting this exhibition. He notices that he is most 
interested in “the history I kind of know most”, whereas he finds it harder to be 
enthusiastic about information that he knows less about already. Evelina, too, shows 
this kind of self-awareness and recognition of the approaches she herself employs in a 
museum context. After a moment in which she connects a museum object to her 
personal heritage, she elaborates: 
 

But I guess that is also what people do when they go to a museum and they look at 
things that are not of their culture and then they see something similar and 
they’re like oohh, hold on a sec, I’ve seen that at home. How is that linked? Or is 
there any link? (Evelina) 

 
She accurately  and eloquently assesses her own meaning making process and 
considers whether other museum visitors may also use similar approaches in their 
visits. There are many occurrences of this kind of self-reflection in which visitors are 
aware of their own meaning making processes in the exhibition. At times, these 
instances have some overlap with other approaches. For example, many visitors refer 
to other museum experiences as a way to explain their current behaviour. For example, 
Anneke: 
 

Yes, I usually read the texts. I also do that when I visit a museum normally, and 
not for a study like this. Then I also take photos of the texts, because then I think, 
well, later I will not remember and then it makes sense to have saved them. 
(Anneke)  
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Anneke refers to other museum encounters to explain her present conduct, and, next 
to that, she is also referring to her habits using markers like “I usually” and “normally”. 
Other visitors, too, refer to their habits in museum visiting: 
 

I always have the tendency to read everything, so I’m not going very fast, haha. 
(Jade) 

 
What I also do very often is.. I start at the store, then I look through the 
publication, to see in a quick overview what I can do in my journey through the 
exhibit. (Janna)  

 
Both Jade and Janna explain their current meaning making approaches through 
referring to habits they have when they visit other museums. In these instances, three 
codes may overlap: ‘personal experience’, ‘personality traits, habits or skills’ and 
‘reflection on personal meaning making’. I have, however, decided to create a specific 
code for these particular instances as a subcategory of ‘creating visit narrative’. Besides 
referring to particular habits in museum contexts, these instances are also examples of 
engagement with, what the visitor perceives to be, the museum narrative. Often, they 
seem to be almost apologetic in nature. Perhaps saying “I don’t really read all the texts”, 
shows an awareness that grasping the intended museum narrative would require 
reading all the texts. We can see this happening in these two examples: 
 

I like seeing these books and I guess if I had read why they’re here it would make 
more sense to me, but I have skipped the captions, a lot. So I’m not making sense 
necessarily of why they’re here .. I’m very, light-touch, I think. (Alexander) 

 
Yes, this is one the things I hadn’t read, maybe it would have been better if I had, 
but I already noticed .. I’ve read so many things! (Jessica)  

 
Alexander and Jessica note that their current lack of understanding probably stems 
from the fact that they did not read all the texts. This engagement with the larger 
museum narrative is what sets the instances coded here apart from other references to 
habits or museum experiences. These visitors invoke their museum-visiting habits to 
justify their behaviour with regards to what they perceive to be the larger museum 
narrative. Employed in this way, this approach may be seen as more museum-centred.  
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In drawing four subcategories discussed above together under one umbrella, 
‘linking to larger museum narrative’ functions as a central subcategory around which 
the other three revolve. Participants, throughout their visit, attempt to construct an 
interpretation of what the exhibition ‘is about’. The nature of this study, and 
specifically, the accompanied visit, grants us a look at how visitors actively construct 
such an understanding. The references coded at ‘referring to elsewhere in the 
exhibition’ show participants building their interpretation of a larger meaning through 
creating connections between smaller elements in the exhibit. Similarly, we may also 
see participants struggling with this museum narrative. In ‘reflection on personal 
meaning making’, visitors comment and reflect on the ways in which they approach the 
exhibition as a whole. Their explanations, often almost apologetic in nature, on why 
they read certain texts or why they do not engage with particular objects show an 
awareness of an ‘intended’ way to engage with the exhibit. We may also see participants 
struggling with a larger narrative in a different way; their search for their physical 
location within the whole of the exhibit, coded at the subcategory ‘wayfinding’.  

Together, these four subcategories provide a set of references which can be 
seen as ways through which participants engage with the museum’s intended narrative. 
Throughout their visit, visitors attempt to create an understanding of this museum 
message without making use of their personal contexts. In attempting to discover the 
museum narrative, personal engagement is abandoned in favour of an active attitude 
in searching for the intended museum meaning. Seen in this way, ‘creating visit 
narrative’ is a more museum-centred approach. However, ‘creating visit narrative’ may 
also be used in a more visitor-centred way. Certain visitors build a personal 
overarching narrative, rather than attempting to discover a museum-centred one. Also, 
participants’ reflections on the ways in which they make meaning require visitors to 
bring in more of their personal contexts. Seen from this perspective, it is possible to 
read some elements of this approach as more visitor-centred. In either case, it is 
important to note that the existence of a narrative, either museum-centred or visitor-
centred, seems to be an expected and perhaps required part of a museum visit for most 
of the audience.  

 

5.3 Emotional Engagement 
‘Emotional engagement’ is the third most used approach in the Amsterdam case study, 
employed by all participants, constituting approximately 11% of all approaches coded. 
The approach is rather brief, averaging only 23 words – much less than the average of 
37 words. In the creation of this code, I have subcategorised according to the emotions 
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that arose out of the interviews. Rather than consisting of more ‘conventional’ emotions 
like anger, sadness or happiness – these subcategories reflect the participants’ 
responses to the exhibition.  
 

5.3.1 Enjoyment and Eye-Opener  
The largest subcategory of the ‘emotional engagement’-approach is formed by the code 
which I have titled ‘enjoyment’ (46%). This approach is very common, used by 20 out of 
20 interviewees, and is used often - about 6 times on average. The fact that this 
approach is so common might be explained by the way in which I decided to code it. 
Emerging from my sample of interviews were three main markers which seemed to 
signify enjoyment, shown here, all three, in this fragment:  
 

And Hungary went all the way there, that was really funny, haha. O and I thought 
it was funny that they illustrated the fights with those little swords, I don’t really 
know how you would have done it otherwise. But yes, that was here, and I really 
enjoyed it. (Hannah)  

 
Hannah uses the word “funny” (or amusing), laughs out loud (signified by the “haha”), 
and literally says “I really enjoyed it”. These three markers seem to be the most 
common ways in which participants in this study signify their enjoyment. I have 
included some further illustrative instances:  

 
And they found this one in the Danube, which I thought was funny, haha. 
(Anneke) 
 
This was funny, including an amusing description that he had a comb in his hair, 
and I can see that quite clearly here. I thought this was an amusing story. 
(Gijsbert) 

 
I enjoyed that. I enjoy seeing such a mosaic. (Diura) 
 
Ironing glass? Haha, that is so funny! I’d never heard of that before. (Jade) 

 
Although this system, arising quite naturally out of my interviews, initially suggested a 
clear-cut way of coding ‘enjoyment’, this approach proceeded to be particularly 
problematic. Because ‘enjoyment’ is a part of ‘emotional engagement’, I had expected 
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to find many instances of a prolonged and personal kind of engagement. It would make 
sense that an emotional response like enjoyment would signify those moments which 
are personally relevant, as can also be seen in Bagnall’s study, for example.13 Yet some 
of the instances coded here might instead give the impression of a rather brief kind of 
engagement with very little personal engagement. Contrary to my expectations, the 
data showed that the use of explicit verbal markers such as “I enjoy that” or “I like that” 
often signifies the end of the meaning making moment. A statement similar to “I like 
that”, on average only about 25 words long, does not generally prolong visitor 
engagement. These findings cause me to question whether coding ‘enjoyment’ in this 
way is an accurate reflection of true visitor ‘enjoyment’. Due to the nature of this study, 
I have to find visible, traceable, markers which allow me to tag ‘enjoyment’, but perhaps 
these signifiers do not serve that purpose. Although such verbal markers may, at times, 
signify actual visitor enjoyment, they also seem to capture some other kind of 
engagement. In many instances, participants’ use of these words may be due to the 
nature of the study, where they are asked to speak continuously about their encounters. 
In some cases, “I like it” might be used by participants to be able to just say ‘something’, 
to fill a silence, to fulfil the ‘requirements’ of the research. Therefore, I would suggest 
that this particular method seems to be limited in its ability to truly grasp visitor 
enjoyment.   
 Perhaps one of the ways to attempt capturing more of this enjoyment, would 
be to include those instances which I had originally coded under ‘eye-opener or 
interesting fact’. Making up about 15% of the main category, and 2% of all approaches 
coded, this code is used approximately 2 times per visit. In its average word-count of 
21 words, it is one of the shortest approaches in this study. When looking at the 
instances coded here, a similar problem may be noted. Many references simply consist 
of a visitor saying “that’s interesting”, and thereby ending the meaning making 
moment. However, in the combination of the two approaches, a more prolonged 
engagement may be noted, for instance:  
 

Well, what I find interesting, enjoyable, is the origin of the word Coptic. I always 
enjoy understanding little language-things like that, I find it a fun fact ..I can take 
a fun fact home, haha. (Marleen)  

 

 
13 Gaynor Bagnall, ‘Performance and Performativity at Heritage Sites’, Museum and Society, 1.2 (2003), 87–103 
(p. 87). 
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Here, Marleen expresses her enjoyment at learning this new fact, and also, explicitly, 
notes that this would be something that she would remember from her visit and 
perhaps share with others, “I can take a fun fact home”. Through this combination with 
the ‘take action’ approach, Marleen’s “I like that” seems to signify a more personally 
relevant kind of meaning.  
 In considering these findings, perhaps, the usefulness of the ‘enjoyment’ and 
‘eye-opener’ approaches as analytical tools must be questioned. An initial attempt was 
made to capture visitors’ enjoyment and interest by identifying explicit markers, such 
as “I enjoy” or “that’s interesting”. Yet, upon further exploring the data, we may wonder 
whether these instances are capable of capturing true enjoyment. Perhaps, the literal 
uses of “I enjoy” or “I like” may function as empty signifiers, a mere ‘something to say’, 
rather than expressing actual enjoyment. This idea is strengthened by the fact that 
these statements are extremely brief, often signify the end of the meaning making 
moment and do not draw upon visitors’ personal contexts. In short, caution is required 
in using these codes in my further analyses. 
 

5.3.2 Amazing That It is Still Preserved 
About 15% of the ‘emotional engagement’ category is made up of a fairly specific and 
particular type of emotion, which is perhaps unique to the museum setting: 
participants’ wonder at the fact that an ancient object has been preserved. Most visitors 
express their awe in few words:  
 

Well, it is just special that something has been preserved so well. (Carlijn) 
Yes that is crazy that all of that is still preserved. But really amazing. (Jessica)  

 
It is unbelievable that it has been preserved for so long. (Linde)  

 
Verbal markers like “special”, “amazing” and “unbelievable” show these participants’ 
responses of wonder at the surviving of these ancient objects. As Silverman notes, 
traditionally, this particular kind of emotional response was thought to be more likely 
coming from unexperienced or “naïve” museum visitors.14 Yet this study does not seem 
to support such ideas. Looking at the numbers provided by the different visitors 
participating in this research, we can note no difference in the use of this response by 
experienced and unexperienced visitors. It is possible, however, to differentiate 

 
14 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Of Us and Other “Things”: The Content and Functions of Talk by Adult Visitor Pairs in 
an Art and a History Museum’ (University of Pennsylvania, 1990), p. 39. 
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between different types of this approach. The aforementioned examples seem to be 
more general expressions of wonder, but the interviews also contain specific 
responses:  
 

This is absolutely astonishing, that glass from that period has been preserved in 
full. (Sam) 

 
Cloths are really fascinating because textiles is really difficult to survive, it is 
really difficult to have textiles. So when you see them all it’s like.. So exciting. It 
survived for like centuries, and it fascinates me. (Evelina) 

 
In these instances, the ‘amazing that this is still preserved!’-responses are informed by 
the participants’ personal contexts. Sam, a museum employee, is aware of the rarity of 
ancient glass surviving the ages unbroken, and his amazement is informed by that 
knowledge. Similarly, Evelina expresses her previous understanding of the fragile 
nature of textiles, which underlies her amazement at the survival of these fragments. It 
seems that possessing knowledge regarding the fragile nature of some objects, may also 
elicit that same sense of wonder which other, perhaps less informed visitors, may also 
experience.  

I have coded only one instance of ‘amazing that it is still preserved’ at the 
Riverside case study. This may be explained by the fact that the exhibition in Glasgow 
can be considered as less object-centred than ‘Crossroads’. Doering, who also notes 
“seeing rare/uncommon/valuable things” as a type of visitor experience in museums, 
categorises it under “object experiences”, rather than cognitive, social or introspective 
experiences.15 Similarly, I would argue that this approach can be seen as triggered 
specifically by a more object-centred kind of exhibit. The initial, natural, response of 
amazement at the object’s preservation may be informed further by visitors’ personal 
contexts, allowing for this approach to be more visitor-centred.  

 

5.3.3 Wonder, Amazement or Surprise 
A third subcategory of ‘emotional engagement’, used on average 2 times per interview, 
refers to participants’ more general responses of wonder, amazement or surprise, a 
visitor response also noted by Silverman.16 With only 19 words on average, this is one 
of the shortest approaches. The briefness of this approach may be explained by the fact 

 
15 Doering, p. 83. 
16 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’, p. 164. 
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that many of the instances coded here at short exclamations of wonder or amazement, 
like Evelina’s, for example: 
 

Oh my god!! So beautiful! (Evelina)  
 
Participants may also note that they are touched by the beauty of the objects on display:  
 

Sometimes, I can be really moved by such objects. (Marike)  
 

I’m really.. I’m so.. I’m so moved by these things. Look at this, Charlotte! How 
beautifully this is made. (Linde)  

 
Next to experiencing wonder or amazement at the sight of beautiful objects, 
participants also experience these emotions when they read about, and imagine, 
particular situations: 
 

That is unbelievable, amazing! Without an airplane! I find that absolutely 
fascinating. (Anneke)  

 
Dirk: And then you think wow, that is insane, looking at how big that thing is. 
Sanne: Yes, the work of monks! 
Dirk: Absolutely amazing. Really. Really very incredible. (Dirk and Sanne)  

 
Anneke expresses her amazement at how far people travelled during the Early Middle 
Ages. Similarly, Sanne and Dirk are amazed when they try to imagine how much time a 
monk would have spent on creating a beautiful manuscript. In Glasgow, too, we see 
instances of wonder at particular situations that occurred in history. Susan, for 
example, encounters some of the objects that people were known to have taken on 
airplanes, which were definite security-threats, like knives and chemicals. She 
expresses her amazement: 
 

I just couldn’t believe people would have taken them, haha. (Susan)  
 
But, interestingly enough, most of the instances of this approach in the Riverside are 
related to objects. It was noted before that the exhibition in Glasgow seems to elicit 
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fewer responses regarding the amazing preservation of objects. Nevertheless, the 
Riverside Museum’s displays do evoke expressions of wonder: 
 

It absolutely just takes my breath away it’s absolutely just huge. So I really just.. It 
impresses me regardless of anything else in here, I really really like this. (Samuel) 

 
Wall of motorbikes! I mean that’s quite impressive! (Emily)  

 
Though not employed often or too commonly, ‘wonder, amazement or surprise’ is an 
approach that participants in both the Allard Pierson and Riverside Museum use in a 
similar fashion. As was the case with ‘enjoyment and eye-opener’, on average, this 
approach is brief. But, unlike ‘enjoyment and eye-opener’, this approach does seem to 
lead to a more personal kind of engagement. Exclamations of wonder or surprise do 
not often end the meaning making moment, but are a part of longer encounters, where 
the approach is combined with others such as ‘compare to contemporary’ or ‘imagine’. 
This approach may tend towards a more visitor-centred kind of meaning.  
  ‘Emotional engagement’ also contains a small subcategory in which all 
remaining emotional approaches are assembled. In the case of the Allard Pierson, 
almost all references coded here concern one particular element in the exhibition: a 
new media application connected to an ancient reliquary lid, further explored in 
Section 7.4 of Chapter 7. Most responses to this digitisation of the medieval processes 
concerning this lid are a mixture of disgust, shock and amusement: 
 

Disgusting, hahahaha. But absolutely amazing. Yes I mean, this is a disgusting 
idea right? Yes. Marinated holy oil, hahaha! I also find it really interesting, I 
mean, why would you want to do that? (Janna)  

 
Oh right, these were the oil things the.. Oil of the saints that had first passed by 
these bones, which I thought was absolutely disgusting but also.. I mean it was a 
great, illustrative eh.. Imitation. (Hannah) 

 
The category also contains few references to other emotions, most of which are more 
negative like sadness or annoyance. We also see these kinds of emotions appearing in 
the Glasgow case study. This particular approach is similar to ‘wonder, amazement or 
surprise’ – although it is short, the references coded are most often part of longer 
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meaning making moments, in which many approaches are combined. Unlike 
‘enjoyment’ or ‘eye-opener’, these other emotional responses rarely end the encounter.  
 The general category of ‘emotional engagement’ is abundantly present in the 
conducted interviews, but, as was seen, it is also a quite problematic approach, 
specifically, the largest subcategory made up by ‘enjoyment’ and ‘eye-opener’. Most of 
the references coded here contain phrases like “I enjoy” or “I find this interesting”, but 
seem to point in the opposite direction. Through employing this kind of wording 
participants often end the meaning making encounter and their personal contexts are 
not called upon. Rather than truly expressing enjoyment or interest, perhaps these 
words signify a kind of empty response, the participant at least having ‘something’ to 
say regarding a particular object. This predicament cautions wariness in using 
quantitative analyses, and necessitates careful qualitative inquiry when discussing this 
approach. The other three subcategories coded here, however, present fewer 
complications. These three approaches refer to emotions of amazement (specifically 
object-centred), wonder, surprise and others. These do not signify the end of meaning 
making encounters, instead, they are often combined with other approaches. These 
emotional responses tend to allow for a more visitor-centred kind of meaning making.   
 

5.4 Visual Engagement 
‘Visual engagement’ is used by all participants in the Amsterdam case study, and it is 
also employed quite frequently;  9% of all approaches coded is ‘visual engagement’, 
which means that on average it is used 12 times per interview.  Hooper-Greenhill et al. 
also note “visual analysis” as an interpretive strategy used by visitors in their study.17 I 
have coded instances as ‘visual engagement’ where the physical characteristics of a 
particular object draw a visitor’s attention. In these cases, the way an object looks is 
cause for participants to engage with that object, it “catches the eye”: 
 

Well, those textiles do draw my attention immediately, just because I’m thinking, 
hey, what is this, it looks beautiful, it has a beautiful design, what you can see. 
(Carlijn) 
 
.. When you walk into the room this one catches the eye. A beautiful, large, object. 
(Jessica)  

 

 
17 Hooper-Greenhill and others, p. 16. 



165       MEANING MAKING APPROACHES 
 

 

With Carlijn and Jessica, the meaning making moment begins because of a visual 
connection. ‘Visual engagement’ also refers to instances where a visual analysis of the 
object structures the further encounter. In Anneke’s case, for example, we can see her 
observation of the physical characteristics of the object building the engagement:   
 

Yes, I think that’s a beautiful bust. You can see that it’s not, that it’s not early-
Roman, that it is very late medieval. A little bit different, the way they have 
pictured the hair. But very expressive. (Anneke) 

 
Anneke’s reflection on the way the sculpted head looks “expressive” is central in her 
meaning making. These visual observations, combined with her already existing 
knowledge, lead her to draw conclusions regarding the dating of the object. The ‘visual 
engagement’ approach also contains further instances which not necessarily have to do 
with the beauty of the artefact: 
 

It's a little bit affected by woodworm, and the nose is no longer there.. (Carlijn) 
 
Sometimes, like in Anneke’ case, participants do think the object beautiful, visually, and 
explore this beauty through observation, trying to give words to why they feel 
something is aesthetically pleasing:  
 

I think that is beautiful because.. You can see the time in it, because it is rounded. 
Do you understand? You can really see its age. (Janna) 

 
Yes, if you look at this from a sculptural perspective, it’s a beautiful object. I really 
think it is so beautiful. And I just love the materiality of this thing. It’s almost like 
a coral. And I just think, looking at it from a sculptural perspective, this is such a 
beautiful object. (Janna)  

 
Janna expresses her admiration of particular objects because of their physical, visual, 
characteristics. Janna, a visual artist herself, seems quite capable of describing an 
artefact’s beauty. But not all participants are able to easily articulate why a particular 
object is striking to them:   
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P: .. Because I thought this is really beautiful, I have to say. 
I: Yes? Why did you think it beautiful? 
P: Why did I think it beautiful? Eh.. I just thought it was beautiful. Yes. (Peter) 

 
Perhaps this difficulty in giving words to why an object is visually pleasing, or 
‘beautiful’, is an explanation for the fairly low average word count for instances coded 
at ‘visual engagement’. There are many cases where participants simply note the beauty 
or prettiness of an object:  
 

And this is an amulet. Also beautiful. (Anneke) 
 
Yes, I thought this was beautiful too. (Marike) 
 
Oh such pretty things. (Evelina)  

 
These references may be illustrations of participants’ inability to describe an object’s 
beauty. Yet, such brief remarks might also remind us of instances coded under 
‘enjoyment’. Does saying “that’s beautiful” function in a similar way as saying “I like”, 
or “that’s interesting”? Do participants perhaps note the beauty of an object as a mere 
‘something to say’? Looking at other markers may help in specific instances like these. 
How long is the entire meaning making moment? Does this approach start or end the 
meaning making moment? Which other approaches occur in the meaning making 
moment? Cautious questions like these are key in referring to instances coded as ‘visual 
engagement’ in later analyses. 
 It is also difficult to place ‘visual engagement’ on a scale from more visitor-
centred to more museum-centred approaches. It could be said that for some 
participants, like Janna, visual analysis is clearly a skill, and, in that way, a part of the 
personal contexts that she employs in order to create meaning. However, when the 
entire meaning making moment consists of a visitor noting that an object is beautiful, 
drawing extensively on existing mental structures and frameworks is not required. 
Therefore, I would suggest that rather than being strongly visitor-centred or museum-
centred, ‘visual engagement’ is a more open approach, which may be employed within 
both contexts.  
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5.5 Previous Knowledge 
The ‘previous knowledge’ approach is used quite often by all participants in the 
Amsterdam case study. Approximately 9% of all approaches coded is ‘previous 
knowledge’, which means that on average, it is used about 12 times per interview. I have 
coded instances as ‘previous knowledge’ when participants employ and share some of 
their already existing understanding in their encounters with an object. Like ‘personal 
identity’, ‘previous knowledge’ is part of my understanding of visitors’ personal 
contexts. Therefore, this approach naturally tends towards being more visitor-centred.  
 ‘Previous knowledge’ may function as one of the ways through which visitors 
may visibly move into a dialogue with meanings offered by the museum. Most often, 
the public’s previous knowledge matches with the information the museum offers. Yet 
there are also instances where visitors change their preconceptions based on the 
museum narrative, or cases where participants challenge the museum meanings. 
Bagnall refers to these different variations in the way participants approach museum 
meanings as either “confirmatory” or “critical or rejective”, and, a middle ground, 
“negotiated”.18 First, I will explore those instances where visitors’ use of their previous 
knowledge causes for confirmatory meaning making moments. For example, Evelina: 
 

Do you know that shoes never had right or left until the 17th century? Yeah, look 
at them. There’s no right or left, they’re exactly the same! (Evelina)  

 
Evelina already possessed some knowledge regarding medieval shoes, and applies this 
to what she sees in the exhibition, confirming what she knows: “Yeah, look at them”. 
This already existing knowledge can be of many different kinds. Sometimes, 
participants know relevant information because of their occupation or education: 
 

G: And oh fun! This is .. This is the Bello Gallico. And then this one of Ovid’s. That 
is the only poet of whom I’ve ever remembered a line of poetry. 
I: Really? Tell me!  
G: Yes, from Metamorphoses. It was about.. I think they were boys that were 
swearing, and then they were changed into frogs, haha! And then they say: 
‘quamuis sint sub aqua, sub aqua maledicere temptant’. And that is a kind of 
onomatopoeia. (Gijsbert)  

 

 
18 Bagnall, p. 89. 
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Gijsbert’s knowledge of this particular line from the Metamorphoses is due to his 
education when he was younger. Participants may also have knowledge because of their 
nationality. For example, Alexander:  
 

Ah yes this looks like an Olm stone. Ah yeah this is like - Irish language, well it’s 
not Irish but from Ireland. (Alexander) 

 
In Glasgow, the fairly recent nature of the collections at the Riverside allows for actual 
experiences with the objects on display. For example, Donald, who possesses 
knowledge regarding a particular type of car because he used to drive it and Susan, who 
shares her knowledge of a particular Glaswegian phenomenon called a sub-crawl: 
 

.. This is a Triumph Herald, that’s the name of this car, that’s the one I learnt to 
drive in, passed my test in, yeah uhu. Fabulous turning circle, only see that in 
taxis, which can virtually turn in their own length, so doing U-turns and things 
was no problem. (Donald)  

 
Have you heard of this sub-crawl.. People did a sub-crawl, so it’s pub-crawl on 
the subway, so you get off at each stop to have a drink and then on the next stop.. 
It’s very.. Yeah most people only make it 5 or 6 stops, I think hahahaha. (Susan)  

 
Whatever the source of the knowledge, in these instances, participants agree with the 
narrative the museum presents, and use their pre-existing knowledge networks as a 
way to frame this museum information in a “confirmatory” way. However, instances 
also occur where the knowledge the participant possesses seems to not entirely fit 
within the museum narrative. Often, this regards particular expectations by 
participants:  
 

Funny, I hadn’t really expected to see Egypt .. When it’s about the Middle Ages, 
because you automatically think of Europe, and not of Egypt. (Marleen) 

 
What also caught my attention is that there seems to be less, or maybe it just 
wasn’t particularly highlighted in this exhibit or I have missed it, there was less 
influence of the Middle East then I thought, or at least.. In this exhibit. (Jessica)  
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In these instances, visitors’ expectations, based on their previous knowledge, seem to 
be challenged by the museum. Neither Marleen nor Jessica explicitly state that they 
disagree with the museum or that the museum has changed their minds. Some 
participants do:  
 

.. I always used to think that nothing really happened in those dark ages, that it 
was a time which was all about stagnation, that the Romans.. The Roman Empire 
was of course completely in decline .. There was no Renaissance or anything at all 
yet. But what I really like about this exhibit is to discover and to learn that this 
image is completely wrong! It’s really fun that that your image changes and that 
something entirely different can take its place. (Linde)  

 
Linde notes that her earlier understanding of the Middle Ages was very different from 
what she has come across in the exhibit, which has led her to change her perspective; 
an example of a more negotiated reading.  I have also coded instances under ‘previous 
knowledge’ where visitors explicitly disagree with the interpretation offered by the 
museum. A brief example in the Allard Pierson, by Alexander: 
 

It doesn’t look particularly Irish to me. It looks more like Viking or something, I 
don’t recognise this as being particularly Irish. (Alexander)  

 
Alexander is critical of the meaning offered by the Allard Pierson. In the Riverside, we 
also see more elaborate and substantial disagreement. Emily offers a fairly 
sophisticated critique on the museum’s narrative regarding aviation during the 
twentieth century. She possesses quite some knowledge about the subject, and notes 
that the Riverside appears to miss out on particular points:  
 

So the Wright brothers, who are mentioned in this panel, are probably the most 
famous names.. You’d think that most people would’ve heard that mentioned on 
television or something. So yeah it’s quite nice that they’re sort of connecting the 
famous for people that may be.. Might not know as much or should.. But I would 
say it’s very male focused, I mean there were lots of women who worked in 
aviation, particularly during the wars and maybe i’ve missed a bit or something, 
but you know if they’re going to cover machinery or mechanics and war-time in 
different places.. There’s absolutely no reason at all that they couldn’t intersect 
that, explore as a permanent contribution not just a temporary exhibition. 
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Because it is very.. Male-focused I suppose, but that’s just stereotypes and.. There 
were women working in these fields, you know, especially during war-time they 
were.. Pilots who were.. I don’t think they.. They didn’t fly in action but they did 
fly in wartime planes and carry supplies and.. So I’d be interested to know that, 
I’d be interested to see who were the other people of different genders who were 
maybe working in this field because they will have existed, they absolutely will 
have existed so where are they? Because a lot of the female-orientated things here 
are dress-making, the baby pram shop.. Ehh, yeah. In terms of explicit overt 
gender related roles. (Emily)  

 
There is a clear disconnect between the narrative that Emily relates, based on her own 
knowledge regarding the subject, and the story that the museum offers. Her pre-
existing mental structures cause Emily to create a meaning that is critical of the 
meaning suggested by the museum. Whether confirmatory, negotiated or critical, like 
Emily’s, the ‘previous knowledge’ approach exemplifies ways through which visitors 
create meanings by employing their pre-existing knowledges and personal contexts. 
Again, the data collected and explored here suggests that a modernist expectation of 
the audience setting aside all their personal contexts, is flawed. Each participant has 
made use of the ‘previous knowledge’ approach on multiple occasions during their visit, 
clearly influencing the ways through which they create meanings based on what the 
exhibition offers. In some cases, using the ‘previous knowledge’ approach even causes 
visitors to disagree with the modernist narrative presented by the museum.   
 

5.6 Engage with Museum 
‘Engage with museum’ is the overarching category that contains ‘critical engagement’ 
and ‘positive engagement’, in essence, two opposing sides of the same coin. This 
category contains references where participants offer either positive or critical 
comments on different aspects within the museum, without elaborately engaging their 
personal contexts.  About 9% of all approaches tagged refer to ‘engage with the 
museum’, it is, on average, used 11 times per visit. Also, it is commonly used, appearing 
in 19 out of 20 interviews. ‘Engage with museum’, as will be argued below, tends 
towards being a more museum-centred approach because visitors focus mostly on the 
museum without active reference to their own personal contexts. I will first discuss the 
‘critical engagement’ approach, the largest subcategory, and then move on to ‘positive 
engagement’.  
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5.6.1 Critical Engagement 
About 70% of the instances coded at ‘engage with museum’ are ‘critical engagement’ 
which means that, on average, this strategy is used 8 times per interview. It is also quite 
long, averaging 58 words, significantly more than the average 37 words per approach. A 
large part of these comments have to do with practical elements in the exhibit. The light 
is too dark, the routing is unclear, the numbering is wrong – these kinds of instances 
are plentiful. A few examples will suffice to illustrate the point: 
 

Hmm, so what I noticed throughout the entire exhibit, was that the numbering 
and placement of the objects wasn’t corresponding. That was really so annoying! 
(Marieke) 

 
You can’t see it on most of the photos I took, but very often, throughout the 
exhibit, objects in a showcase are badly lit. And then a text would refer to a 
specific part of that object, you know hey this is important, and then you were 
unable to see it. (Peter)  

 
Comments like these are also numerous at the different new media applications, where 
instances of ‘critical engagement’ appear more often than at other elements in the 
exhibit. Many remarks here are also practical in nature; focused on the sound, the 
applications not working or just a general sense of confusion. As can be seen from the 
average word-length of this approach, participants may speak extensively on such 
practical matters. Yet, not all instances coded concern lighting or routing; ‘critical 
engagement’ also contains many references on exhibition content or curatorial choices. 
These well-thought-out and extensive criticisms explain the extreme length of 
approaches coded here. However, as will be argued, these longer comments do not 
necessarily involve the visitors’ personal contexts and may be, in fact, quite museum-
centred.   
  In the Amsterdam case study, two interviews stand out due the irregular 
amount of the ‘critical engagement’-approach that these two participants employ. Both 
Peter and Mark made excessive use of this approach in their exit interviews. Whereas I 
have coded 6% of all approaches at ‘critical engagement’, Peter employed this approach 
in 31% of his entire interview, and Mark for 33% of his entire interview. An average 
visitor would use ‘critical engagement’ 8 times in an interview, Peter employed it 23 
times, Mark 22. In both these cases, the comments are long and substantiated, and move 
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beyond mere practicalities. Mark and Peter have clearly paid a lot of attention, and 
attempt to justify their critiques. An example of both: 
 

So it’s nice to see that map, but there seems to be a lot of context missing and also 
in that first room, they introduce like.. 10 different kinds of peoples, and then all 
of a sudden there are all these peoples which are not discussed at all, like ehm.. 
Asturia, and you know, if you don’t know what Asturia is then you are just 
standing there like .. ‘what is this’, and then you just lose sight of it all. So limit 
yourself to the peoples that you do discuss in the exhibit, otherwise it is just 
external noise. (Peter)  

 
.. The whole design is missing its point because that.. I mean that is only getting 
stronger. If it had just been this instance, this room, then you know.. That would 
have been the story. But oh no, there are seven whole themes, all of them.. I mean, 
I just think the whole design is far too grand, for what’s possible you know. (Mark)  

 
Both Peter and Mark offer fair points of critique to the museum. But in these long and 
well-substantiated statements, neither Peter nor Mark has any need to refer to their 
personal narratives. This shows also in their full interviews – on average, a visitor 
employs the ‘personal identity’ approach 20 times per interview – Peter and Mark, 
respectively, use it 8 and 10 times. Similarly, there are far fewer instances of the 
‘previous knowledge’ approach, as well as the ‘personal experience’ approach. Neither 
Peter nor Mark makes use of the ‘imagine’ or ‘hypothesise’ approaches, and both use 
the ‘compare to contemporary’ approaches only twice.  
 Peter and Mark’s interviews exemplify that the use of the ‘critical engagement’ 
approach may discourage visitors from engaging their personal contexts. Offering 
critical comments, although lengthy and substantiated, does not require visitors to 
draw upon their personal narratives. Also, ‘critical engagement’ is one of the few 
approaches that is rarely combined with other codes which could call for more personal 
engagement. From this, we may see ‘critical engagement’ as a more museum-centred 
approach.  
 

5.6.2 Positive Engagement 
In the Allard Pierson study, ‘positive engagement’ forms 31% of the main category and 
approximately 3% of all approaches coded. This code contains many instances where 
participants make positive comments on all sorts of more practical elements of the 
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exhibition, as was also seen in ‘critical engagement’. Similarly, many of these comments 
focus on the new media applications: 
 

By the way, I really like the walls.. I think the colours are nice, peaceful. (Carlijn) 
 

Yes I am a fan of the introduction movie. I really think it was a good opening. 
(Dirk) 

 
I have to say that this visual rendering of these migrations is well done. I really 
liked it. (Marike) 

 
Most of these kinds of comments are brief. However, I have also coded a few instances 
where visitors offer a more elaborate explanation of why they felt the museum did well:  
 

I really like that about this exhibition, that it is not centred on just Europe, but 
how it was connected to other areas. (Jade)  

 
Another positive things is that there is a lot of attention for children and women. 
Society does not solely consist of men, while you may have thought that in the 
past, with all this emphasis on war. So yes, I liked that, not just different cultures 
but also different peoples; men, women, and children are all a part of this exhibit. 
(Sam)  

 
As was seen with regards to its counterpart, ‘positive engagement’ also does not require 
participants to extensively employ their personal contexts. Nevertheless, and perhaps 
this is more clear at these positive instances, sometimes we could, after careful 
analysis, discover the use of these more personal approaches, but rather implicitly. We 
may look at, for example, Sam’s comment regarding the museum’s highlighting of 
children and women. From his positive appraisal of this element of the exhibition, we 
may deduce that, perhaps, equality is an important value of his. Another example is 
Jessica’s assessment of the Cross Culture Timeline: 
 

I like this interactive manner. You keep busy yourself, instead of just looking. Now 
you can decide what kind of information you want to have more of, otherwise I 
will just continue very quickly. This is easier and more interactive than walking 
past the showcases and trying to read everything. (Jessica)  
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Looking carefully at Jessica’s comment, it may be noted that she praises the things that 
she, apparently, finds important. She likes the interactivity that the CCT offers because 
she enjoys being able to decide for herself which information she wants more of. 
Implicitly, Jessica’s positive comment tells us something about what Jessica values. This 
may be true for the more critical engagement as well. This is one of Peter’s comments: 
 

Well it did all look a little bit shabby.. Piece of wood here, piece of wood there.. A 
little run-down with all that glue still visible. How hard is it to correctly size up a 
piece of wood when you’re a construction worker? This could be so much better. 
(Peter)  

 
Based on this comment, apparently, the way an exhibition looks is very important to 
Peter. It is important to such an extent, that he decides to comment on it in his 
interview. Although visitors seem not to actively engage their personal contexts, 
implicitly, we may discover more regarding their entrance narratives. 
 In conclusion, ‘engage with museum’ refers to both positive and critical 
comments which may be brief and regard more practical matters, or more lengthy and 
substantiated. Notably, both these approaches are often used in isolation, and are not 
combined with other codes within the meaning making moment. Neither critical nor 
positive engagement requires visitors to actively call upon their personal contexts. 
Instead, as can be noted specifically in the interviews of Peter and Mark, use of ‘critical 
engagement’ may prevent participants from having to employ their personal contexts. 
However, as can be concluded from studying instances coded at ‘positive engagement’, 
visitor comments are rarely entirely devoid of personal contexts. Yet, a difference exists 
between participants’ active drawing upon pre-existing knowledge networks, or their 
implicit use. Here, I would argue that, in the case of ‘engage with museum’, 
participants’ lack of active use of personal contexts, makes both critical and positive 
engagement more museum-centred.  
 

5.7 Want More Information 
‘Want more information’ is a rather straightforward and unproblematic approach used 
fairly often by all participants in the Amsterdam case study, about 12 times per 
interview. The most basic way in which participants use this approach is when they ask 
questions or communicate confusion, through which they show a desire for more 
information:  
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What are these things? Little jugs or something? Ampoules? What are ampoules? 
(Jade) 

 
But what are these ones for? (Emily)   

 
The shape of the ring, which is a circle.. Has been linked.. This is not clear for me. 
Do they mean the decoration of the stones? The shape of the ring.. (Evelina) 

 
This approach also refers to the many instances where participants explicitly give 
words to their wanting more information: 
 

I’m missing some.. Extra explanations. There are many objects here. And it says 
‘weapons, fragments of a sword, and a touchstone’. And I have no idea what a 
touchstone is. I am really curious as to what that is. (Jessica)  
 
Well these are the projections on the floor again. I really liked the idea of this. But 
then I didn’t quite get.. There wasn’t a sign that explained what it was about. This 
happened more often, there would be projections, and then there would be no 
explanation about what was actually shown. (Wouter) 

 
I was drawn over here because I was interested why they would have.. A thing 
jumping off of the .. Train. But they don’t seem to have the story for it, do they?  I 
want to know why. (Sophie)  

 
Missing “extra explanations”,  wanting “something with information”, expressing a 
desire for “the story for it” – these are all different ways in which participants in 
Amsterdam and Glasgow express their need for extra knowledge. Already in some of 
these instances, we may note participants engaging with the information the museum 
offers in order to find their answers. Jessica, for example, reads the label (“it says”) and 
Wouter, too, is actively looking for explanations (“there wasn’t a sign that explained 
what it was about”). This seems common practice; visitors have a question and look for 
information in text labels or other sources of information: 

 
So this caught my eye and made me think ‘what is this!’ and then I have to read to 
get it. (Alexander)   
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.. Well I was curious as to who all those people were. So then I thought, okay, 
where can I find more information? (Sanne)  

 
Initially, ‘want more information’ seems to function as a more visitor-centred 
approach. When a participant expresses a desire for more knowledge, she seems to 
show her interest in that particular object. However, most of the cases coded under 
‘want more information’ refer to instances where this need is not met. Participants 
seem to express their longing for information precisely at those instances where the 
museum does not meet this desire. Looking closer at the data supports this notion. 
Compared to other approaches, ‘want more information’ is an approach that is used 
mostly in isolation; it is often the only approach coded at a meaning making moment. 
This shows that, when participants are unable to find the information they are looking 
for, the encounter ends. The meaning making moment does not continue with other 
approaches which require the visitor to engage more of their personal contexts. The 
use of ‘want more information’ expresses a desire for deeper engagement, which often 
remains unfulfilled, resulting in a brief encounter rather than a sustained interaction. 
In this way, ‘want more information’ functions like ‘engage with museum’, and in 
particular, those instances where a visitor provides critical feedback.  

Perhaps this approach may be seen as a kind of critique on the museum, in 
failing to provide for the desire of visitors. It may also signify another one of the 
modernist museum’s shortcomings: in its presentation of a singular narrative, the 
modernist museum will never be able to satisfy the information needs of every visitor. 
Because of its disinterest in its audience, it is also unable to predict what types of 
information the public would wish to see. Naturally, in presenting only one story, there 
will be many visitors wishing to know different stories. In the ‘Shifting Image: In Search 
of Johan Maurits’ exhibition, on show at the Mauritshuis in The Hague from April to 
July 2019, digital media is used in an attempt at addressing this question.19 Rather than 
providing the artworks with one label containing one museum meaning, a digital tablet 
is used to provide many different narratives on the artworks, offered by many different 
voices. These stories are presented in such a way that the public is able to choose which 
narrative to read, ranging from the words of an art-historian to those of a famous 
politician. Making use of new media’s affordances to offer such layered meanings, the 
Mauritshuis attempts to provide information that might speak to a larger group of 
visitors, rather than just the one type which would appreciate the single meaning 

 
19 Mauritshuis, ‘Shifting Image - In Search of Johan Maurits’, 2019 
<https://www.mauritshuis.nl/en/discover/exhibitions/shifting-image/> [accessed 22 January 2020]. 
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offered by the museum. Naturally, expecting the museum to offer answers to all 
questions is not feasible, unless it would transform into a database. Nevertheless, as the 
Mauritshuis example shows, digital tools would allow multiple meanings to be 
presented. In this way, such a museum-centred approach like ‘want more information’ 
might be less prevalent.  
 

5.8 Imagine 
The ‘imagine’ approach accounts for approximately 8% of all approaches coded, which 
means that it appears about 10 times per interview. It is used in 16 out of 20 interviews, 
which makes it fairly common – substantiated by the fact that many studies also note 
this as a frequent visitor response.20 For Chronis, visitor imagination even functions as 
a central mechanism in constructing personal meanings.21 Although I do not regard 
‘imagine’ as more essential than other approaches in meaning making processes, it 
does require a very active attitude by the visitor. A participant uses her imagination to 
try and create an idea, an impression, of what something must have felt like or looked 
like, or when she attempts to think about how an artefact was used or made. This 
understanding of imagination emerges very clearly and uniformly from the collected 
data. An example is offered by Dirk, who shares an elaborate imagination on what it 
must have been like to visit an ancient library:  
 

O yes, I really loved this one. Just the idea that you can go into a library and that 
people bring you this chest, and say, ‘you can go and read here, get the 
manuscripts from that box’. I just really love that, also just old books, I find them 
so beautiful. I could really imagine it, just sitting somewhere and reading such a 
book. Beautiful, the chest itself also, very beautiful. (Dirk)   

 
This reference provides a beautiful insight into Dirk’s imagination, giving us a vision of 
what he feels it must have been like to visit an ancient library. Not all instances coded 
as ‘imagine’ are as elaborate as this example. Some focus on a more specific aspect. For 
instance, Marike and Carlijn provide examples of visitors who imagine what something 
must have felt like: 
 

 
20 Hooper-Greenhill and others, p. 24; Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New 
Age’, p. 164; Doering, p. 83. 
21 Chronis, ‘Tourists as Story-Builders: Narrative Construction at a Heritage Museum’. 
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.. I thought, wow, what a large heavy thing, imagine having to wear that, pfew .. 
(Marike) 

 
And then I see that picture and I’m thinking, wow, so many clothes! That must 
have been really hot! But it does look impressive. (Carlijn)    

 
Participants may also imagine what the object must have originally looked like: 
 

And then, just imagine, that in the past they were painted in those very ugly, 
bright colours! (Marike) 

 
Other times, visitors are imaging what something must have been used for22: 
 

And this is a pair of scissors, and I think that these are incredibly unwieldy, so it’s 
a good invention that they make them the way they do today. They must sort of 
slide past each other but.. It’s really very awkward. It’s more like a pair of pliers 
than scissors! (Anneke)  

 
Finally, there are many instances where participants envisage who created an artefact 
and how this was done23:  
 

I mean I can totally imagine how a monk was working on this, all bent over the 
manuscript .. Very .. Precise. (Jade)  

 
Yes, this is where my imagination runs wild, that someone made this, sown it 
together with all these little stitches .. So beautiful. Done with so much love. 
(Charlotte)  

 
‘Imagine’ is a fairly active approach, functioning as a “creative agent”: it requires the 
participant to create, to ‘conjure up,’ an image of the past.24 Naturally, such an image is 
influenced heavily by visitors’ personal contexts – what exactly a library, a monk or a 
seamstress looks like in a visitor’s mind depends strongly on their pre-existing 
knowledge networks. This dependency on existing mental structures in order to create 

 
22 Chronis, ‘Tourists as Story-Builders: Narrative Construction at a Heritage Museum’, p. 451. 
23 Chronis, ‘Tourists as Story-Builders: Narrative Construction at a Heritage Museum’, p. 451. 
24 Chronis, ‘Tourists as Story-Builders: Narrative Construction at a Heritage Museum’, p. 450. 
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meaning allows for this approach to be more visitor-centred. ‘Imagine’ is quite 
uniformly and unambiguously echoed in the data presented by the different interviews. 
Participants offer a wide range of imaginations based on what the museum offers, each 
reflecting their own personal contexts and experiences.  
 

5.9 Personal Experience 
‘Personal experience’ refers to instances where participants create meaning by relating 
the object to an experience they have had, a kind of visitor response often noted in the 
literature. Silverman refers to it as “reminiscence, or the description of specific 
memories and associations”, and calls it a “prevalent ‘personal’ response”.25 Others, 
too, refer to it as “reminiscence”, “previous experiences or life experiences”, or 
“recalling travel/childhood experiences/other memories”.26 This approach denotes a 
more general category, including all types of experiences. Yet, in the coding process, I 
also noticed the frequent occurrence of a particular type of experience, for which I have 
created a separate subcategory; participants referring to experiences in other 
museums. The overarching ‘personal experience’ category comprises about 7% of all 
approaches coded, and is used about 9 times on average per visit. Compared to other 
approaches, this means that ‘personal experience’ is not used often. It is, however, 
commonly used, seen in 20 out of 20 interviews. 
 

5.9.1 Compare to Other Museum Experience 
The subcategory ‘compare to other museum experience’ comprises 40% of the main 
category ‘personal experience’. On average, this approach is used 4 times per visit, but 
also commonly, found in 19 out of 20 interviews. In short, most visitors, at some point 
during their visit, refer to an experience they have had at another museum. In this way 
of creating meaning, visitors use their previous experiences in museums to frame and 
understand their current encounter. Their previous museum experiences may also 
influence their current behaviour. An example where visitors use a previous museum 
encounter to frame their current experience is offered by Dean and Maxime. After their 
visit to the Riverside,  the couple reflects on their experience through comparing it to 
another museum experience:  
 

 
25 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’, p. 164. 
26 Hooper-Greenhill and others, p. 24; Dodd and others, p. 13; Doering, p. 83. 
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M: Yeah we’ve been to the railway museum in California as well, and eh.. Just 
like here it’s you know full of steam engines and retired steam engines and.. […] 
D: Yeah and they could have done with someone sat in there telling stories about 
the train-lives.. Yeah they have that in some places. (Dean and Maxime)  

 
This instance shows how participants may use previous museum experiences to frame 
their current visit, creating understanding in the now. Besides this, previous 
encounters may also influence current behaviour; an excerpt from the exit interview 
with Bob illustrates the point:  
 

Maybe it’s good to.. So my last museum visit was in Dublin.. No, in Berlin, it was 
the city museum of Berlin, and they also had texts on the walls and stuff. But that 
museum was very busy and there was a lot to see and read, and that museum was 
my frame of reference. So I thought, if I read everything and look at everything, 
then I’ll be completely tired at the end of the exhibit. Like last time. But I didn’t 
want that, so I went through the exhibit really quickly. (Bob)  

 
In his exit interview, Bob relates that, the first time he went through the exhibit, he had 
finished in 10 minutes. He had done this very quick visit, because, as he points out 
himself, his “frame of reference” was a very large and crowded museum. Not being 
familiar with the Allard Pierson, and thus not knowing what to expect, Bob had taken a 
previous museum encounter as a way to frame his current experience. Another 
moment where we see participants’ behaviour being influenced by their previous 
museum experiences is at the introduction movie in the Allard Pierson. From the data, 
we may note that ‘compare to other museum experience’ is used often at this particular 
instance. Apparently, most participants seem to take their experiences in other 
museums into account in their decision whether or not to engage with the introduction 
movie. Their previous museum visits influence expectations for the current museum 
visit, which then results in a particular kind of behaviour: 
 

Well, I always have this things with movies in museums, I sort of enter halfway, 
and then I don’t get what it’s about. So either you have to wait, or you just 
continue walking, and usually I just continue walking. (Diura)  

 
Well the little bar showed me that the movie would take 5 minutes maximum, 
which I think is a good time. There are also introduction movies of 15 minutes.. I 
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have seen instances where, that was half an hour! And then I will just skip it 
because that is not why I am visiting an exhibit. (Sam)  

 
An analysis of the data shows that ‘compare to other museum experience’ rarely 
appears by itself, and is most often combined with other approaches. These other 
approaches are similar – they refer to visitors’ habits in museums, and they are 
instances where visitors reflect on their own behaviour.  
 

5.9.2 Personal Experience 
Besides framing current encounters through previous museum experiences, 
participants also refer to more general experiences in order to create meaning. This 
approach is used, on average, 5 times per visit, by 19 out of 20 interviewees. ‘Personal 
experience’ has a 62-word average, making it the longest of all approaches, which 
makes sense  – relating a personal experience in full often takes quite some time. 
Interestingly, referring to a personal experience occurs more in the interviews with 
experienced and repeat-visitors. This might suggest that visitors who are more 
confident in the museum, who feel most at home, also seem more self-assured in 
relating their personal experiences. It may also mean that it is easier for these more 
experienced visitors to relate their personal lives to the exhibition content. Most of the 
references coded under ‘personal experience’ concern visitors relating stories about 
their personal lives, of which they are reminded by a particular encounter. For 
example, archaeologist Walter: 
 

.. I have also been recruited as field-assistant on a dig in Dir Alla in Jordan. Yes, 
there you are, a 21-year old rookie, digging on a hill-ruin. Anyways, there we also 
dug up many of these kinds of pilgrim flasks, only larger. But sometimes you’d get 
scolded because the foreman had broken one of them, because, of course, you can’t 
always see what pops up. But you should really pay attention that things don’t get 
crushed. And so I had one of those pilgrim flasks with a new crack in it, and then I 
was reprimanded quite harshly, haha! (Walter)  

 
In his younger years, Walter had trained as an archaeologist, and seeing these 
particular objects reminds him of this experience. Like Walter’s experience, many 
other narratives related by the participants refer to their education or occupation. For 
example, Anneke, who works as a chemistry teacher in a high school: 
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I had to teach about this in second grade. So I had collected all these different 
types of gold and a mask of Tutankhamun for my presentation, to show my 
students how different gold can look. (Anneke)  

 
In such instances, ‘personal experience’ is combined with ‘personal identity’ – because 
a person has (had) a particular occupation or education, he or she is able to relate a 
specific event from their lives. This does not only regard occupation or education, it 
also concerns specific hobbies or interest. For example, Jade: 
 

I really enjoy looking at this. I am a bit of a collector of stones and minerals and 
things. So last Saturday I took my father to a mineral-fair in Purmerend, that is 
kind of a yearly outing we have together, and then we go and buy some stones and 
things, so that’s always enjoyable. (Jade)   

 
Here, Jade identifies herself as “a bit of a collector of stones and minerals and things”, 
and based on that identifying characteristic, relates a personal story. Besides this 
combination with ‘personal identity’, the references found under ‘personal experience’ 
also often concern particular places participants have visited, noted also by Doering as 
a specific type of experience.27 For example, Jessica, and also Linde:  
 

I think such an icon is really .. Special. I always.. It reminds me of .. I travelled to 
Rome together with my friends from my philosophy minor, and then we visited a 
lot of churches, so we have seen many of these things. (Jessica)  

 
I have visited the archaeological museum in Mitilini. And the way in which those 
Greeks handle their treasure is unbelievable! It’s a fairly small museum and they 
had so many things that a lot of those sculptures were simply put next to the road, 
in the grass! It was really crazy! I have never seen something like that .. 
Unbelievable! They just had too many things. (Linde)  

 
As in the other cases, Jessica and Linde are reminded of an experience they have had 
because of something they encounter in the museum. The experience is not always 
closely linked to what is on display, it might also be more of a personal connection or 

 
27 Doering, p. 83. 
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“association”.28 In these instances, the museum encounter serves as the first 
stimulation for a personal kind of reminiscing. In the case of Linde, the mere mention 
of Mitilini as the find-place for a particular object, leads her to relate an experience she 
has had in Mitilini, which, to our eyes, may perhaps have little to do with that object 
itself.  
 Looking at the Glasgow case study allows for a broadening of my 
understanding of the ‘personal experience’ approach. In the Allard Pierson, ‘personal 
experience’ is 4% of all approaches coded and used 5 times on average per interview, at 
the Riverside Museum it is 11% of all approaches coded and used 14 times on average 
per interview. Like in Amsterdam, the Glaswegian case study contains many instances 
where participants refer to a personal experience which is loosely related to something 
that they come across in the museum. In these cases, the story they narrate is inspired 
by what the museum shows, but the relationship between the object and the story is 
their personal association. However, the study done at the Riverside Museum adds an 
extra kind of ‘personal experience’ which accounts for the larger amount of instances 
coded at this approach. Because the Riverside Museum deals with a history that is more 
recent than the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, the Glaswegian case study also contains many 
instances of visitors referring to their actual experiences with the objects on display. 
Rather than speaking about an experience because they associate that event with what 
they encounter, participants in the Riverside can relate stories in which they have had 
actual contact with objects like the ones on view. Devine refers to this kind of visitor 
response as “nostalgia”, and notes that it occurs often at the Riverside.29 In the 
interview with elderly couple Donald and Mary, I have coded many such instances of 
remembering an experience with the object on display. For example, Donald’s and 
Mary’s encounters with a horse-drawn carriage and the subway:  
 

M: You remember the horse-drawn..  
D: Yes. There was still horse-drawn transport, when I was younger. I am 64, but 
still the odd delivery vehicle would have that.  
M: There also used to go horse-drawn coal trucks, because everyone had a coal 
fire, and the coal-man came in a horse-drawn truck, I remember that. (Mary and 
Donald)  

 

 
28 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’, p. 164; Hooper-Greenhill and 
others, p. 24. 
29 Devine, p. 212. 
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I find the old subway.. I remember, I remember those wooden seats. When I was in 
teacher training in college, it was like that. Take the subway, that was in the 
seventies. They have gone a long way in Glasgow to.. They closed it for a while, 
and then had renovated it all, and then they closed it again in time for the 
Commonwealth Games. (Mary) 

 
The Riverside Museum not only displays recent history, including objects from the 
previous century, but also contemporary practices, referring to artefacts that are still 
in use today. Because of this, most visitors, and not only older participants, have 
memories related to objects on display:  
 

M: The next thing that caught our eye was..  
D: The police car, the old-fashioned police car. We basically worked our way out 
of the tram and.. Yeah it’s a police car. 
I: Why did this one catch your eye? 
D: It was kind of.. My age of car, haha. I was like.. Fourteen or something.. 
M: Nostalgia 
D: Yeah nostalgia 
I: So this is what you remember from when you were younger? 
M: Yep. (Maxime and Dean)  

 
When I was.. There was man who had one of these near me yeah. And he used to 
use that to cycle about.. The Sinclair. (Steven)  

 
L: We still do, sometimes when we walk to school there’s a lollipop-man to help 
you cross. 
J: I drove past my primary school and got a lift from my dad and there was like 
two.. And there’s one at the school and there’s one further along because it’s like a 
really busy road. (Jane and Luc) 

 
The clear relevance of these collections to visitors’ personal lives stimulates the 
participants to employ their personal contexts in the creation of meaning. This process 
is highlighted in these specific instances from the Riverside case study, because visitors 
are able to create clear links of relevance to the objects on display. In  the Allard Pierson 
the process functions in a similar fashion, where an object reminds a participant of a 
personally relevant experience. These associations may be general, but also specifically 
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focused on encounters in other museums. It is clear that, in all these instances, 
‘personal experience’ tends towards being a strongly visitor-centred approach which 
requires the visitor to draw extensively on their personal contexts. 
 

5.10 Compare to Contemporary 
When using the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach, participants relate a museum 
object to a contemporary situation, comparing ‘then’ to ‘now’ and speculating about 
how the situation has changed or stayed the same. In their study on national museums 
in Europe, Dodd et al. also found that “contemporary context” is an important 
“personal frame of reference” for visitors.30 A simple example of this approach may be 
offered by Walter in his response to a text concerning amulets: 
 

Carrying holy texts with you, that still happens nowadays, I’m thinking of the 
Jewish mezuzah, which is attached to a doorpost. (Walter)  

 
Walter is comparing the ancient tradition of amulets containing holy texts, to the 
contemporary practice of Jews to attach mezuzot to their doorposts, literally saying 
“that still happens nowadays”. This approach is fairly common, since 19 out of 20 
participants have employed it in their interview. However, although used by almost 
every participant, it is not used often – of all approaches tagged, 5,4% is coded at 
‘compare to contemporary’. On average, ‘compare to contemporary’ is coded most at 
objects, rather than texts or new media instances. Visitors either comment on the fact 
that these objects are similar or different visually, or in the way they are used. Anneke, 
a 63-year-old Dutch chemistry teacher, provides an example of the first type in her 
encounter with a medieval vase: 
 

Yes, some vases are just still like this! You could.. It used to be copper, but it has 
been a little tarnished, but it would certainly not look out of place in a 
contemporary living room. (Anneke)  

 
Often, the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach is used in combination with a 
reflection on the participants’ values or beliefs. For example, with Carlijn, who is 
religious, comes across a fairly large cross-shaped amulet with an accompanying text 
reads that the amulet was used for ‘daily protection’. Carlijn responds:  

 
30 Dodd and others, p. 12. 
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.. It feels a little bit weird, I guess, because you’re thinking, or because I am 
thinking, ‘well you don’t need that’, something so tangible. So that is very different 
from the way I experience my faith. (Carlijn)  

 
Carlijn’s first response is to compare this ancient expression of faith to her own 
personal experience of her faith, which makes her feel “a little bit weird”. Reflecting on 
her own values, Carlijn feels that she, in her faith, does not need a tangible, physical 
expression of divine protection. Her encounter with this amulet makes her realise that 
this personal conviction, part of her beliefs, is not shared by everyone. Such reflections 
are not limited to religious beliefs, participants may also consider their values 
concerning history and historical processes. For example, Evelina: 
 

It is also good in a moment where you see Europe just like falling apart in the 
nationalist claims, and it’s like.. You know, it’s just really strange. Like when 
people say why do you study history or why do you find history so interesting, it’s 
like, if you don’t understand where you are coming from, you don’t know where 
you’re going. And yeah it becomes really problematic. (Evelina)  

 
Evelina contemplates her understanding of the use of history in general, “if you don’t 
understand where you are coming from, you don’t know where you’re going”, as a 
result of her comparison of medieval and contemporary Europe. These examples show 
the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach being linked to the ‘personal identity’ code, a 
combination which causes visitors to engage their personal contexts. Similarly, visitors 
make use of their pre-existing knowledge to draw a comparison between the past and 
the now:  
 

It’s funny that for example the Finnish and the Estonians and the Letvians 
haven’t really changed, whilst the entire Frankish Empire has changed. Their 
names. (Jessica) 

 
Here, Jessica employs her knowledge of the contemporary geographic situation in 
Europe to engage with the information she is now receiving about medieval Europe. By 
bringing in a comparison with a contemporary situation, visitors like Jessica create a 
frame through which to appraise the information offered by the museum. They are 
dealing with the unfamiliar by drawing it into the familiar. 
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Similarly to what we have seen at ‘personal experience’, the ‘compare to 
contemporary’ code also contains instances where participants narrate personal 
associations with a contemporary situation or object. Silverman also notes these kinds 
of visitor responses, and refers to them as “idiosyncratic associations”, a kind of 
reference that is “unique to the person who thought them”.31  Marleen, for example, is 
reminded of twenty-first century hipster-fashion because of the mention of 
‘longbeards’ in a wall-text:  
 

It is making me laugh.. ‘longbeards’ reminds me of today’s hipsters, hahaha! I’m 
not sure if they are quite as courageous, these hipsters of today, but anyway.. You 
never know, haha! (Marleen)  

 
The ‘compare to contemporary’ approach is used more often by the participants in the 
Riverside Museum. Whereas in Amsterdam about 5,4% of all approaches tagged was 
‘compare to contemporary’, in Glasgow, this comes down to 10%, meaning the approach 
was used 12 times on average, compared to 7 times in the Allard Pierson. As a 
consequence of the relatively small number of interviews done in Glasgow, individual 
cases may have a large impact upon general averages and percentages. In picking apart 
the numbers of ‘compare to contemporary’ in Glasgow, it may be noted that, in total, 
the approach has been coded 107 times. Of these 107 times, 43 instances are coded at 
one exit interview, which clearly has had a substantial influence on the numbers in the 
Riverside as a whole. This interview was conducted with three 14-year-olds, Luc, Emma 
and Jane. Looking at ‘compare to contemporary’ within the context of the entire 
interview, we can calculate that this code accounts for  31% of all approaches coded – a 
much higher percentage than the 10% for all interviews. These three younger 
participants, like those at the Allard Pierson, employ this approach to bridge the gap 
between the collections and their personal frame of reference, helping them to better 
understand what is on display. An example:  

 
J: And it’s nice to see what the cars were like back then. Because now we’ve got 
like really fancy cars with like touchscreen tvs and everything 
E: It’s like retro and everything is so modernised now! 
J: Did they even have music? I don’t think so 
E: Yeah they had radio 

 
31 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Of Us and Other “Things”: The Content and Functions of Talk by Adult Visitor Pairs in 
an Art and a History Museum’, p. 112. 
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L: Yeah they had to have like a bit antennae like coming out of the car. Now you 
don’t, because you have Bluetooth music in the car. (Jane, Luc and Emma) 

 
In this instance, Jane, Luc and Emma broaden their understanding of ancient cars by 
comparing them to contemporary equivalents. To Jane, the experience of driving in a 
car apparently is related to music, so in her attempt at understanding what it must have 
been to drive a car like that, she wonders about the presence of music. Comparing these 
old cars to contemporary cars allows these three teenagers to better understand the 
past. In combining the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach and the ‘imagine’ 
approach, they aim to create a fuller understanding of the past – not only grasping the 
function of the object, but also wishing to familiarise themselves with the experience 
of driving such a car.  
 The way in which these three teenagers employ the ‘compare to contemporary’ 
approach is similar to what we have seen in the Allard Pierson. In the case of the Allard 
Pierson, however, the history on display is medieval history, meaning that it is at quite 
a distance from the contemporary world of visitors. This gap is bridged by participants 
through the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach. The history offered at the Riverside, 
on the other hand, is much more recent, and therefore, more easily relatable. However, 
as can be seen in the case of these teenagers, the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach 
may still be used, even when the past is less distant. For these teenagers, comparing 
history to the now remains a valid way to create a relevant meaning. The way in which 
they employ ‘compare to contemporary’ in their encounters with recent history is 
similar to the way participants in the Allard Pierson use this approach in an exhibit on 
medieval times.  
 Nevertheless, there is a clear distinction in the use of ‘compare to 
contemporary’ between recent history and lived, or experienced, history. Due to the 
nature of the collections at the Riverside, there are many visitors who may still actively 
remember what is on display. In such cases, there seems to be little use for this 
particular way of employing the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach. However, 
interestingly, there are instances at the Riverside Museum where the ‘compare to 
contemporary’ approach is employed by visitors who actively remember the 
encountered object. The most illustrative example is offered by Donald and Mary, who 
are both in their sixties, and can, therefore, personally relate to much of the material 
on display in the Riverside. Yet even though they actively remember particular objects, 
they also employ the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach. Upon seeing a police car 
from the sixties, for example, Mary comments: 
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I remember this. Those ones here, yeah. Strathclyde Police, and now it’s Police 
Scotland. But yeah, I remember. (Mary)  

 
After stating explicitly that she remembers these police cars, Mary continues to 
compare them to their contemporary equivalent, Police Scotland. It seems unlikely that 
Mary is drawing this comparison to help her better understand the object on display, 
since she already actively remembers the car and its function. I would suggest that this 
is one of those instances where we can notice interviewer bias. It is possible that Mary’s 
statement “and now it’s Police Scotland” is meant for me, the interviewer, since I might 
not be aware of this information. This becomes even clearer when we follow the 
conversation a bit further: 
 

D: We called them a jam sandwich. 
M: The jam sandwich, there you are. The police car was called the jam sandwich 
because it had the red line in the middle, so it would make a sandwich. (Donald 
and Mary) 

 
This conversation between Donald and Mary consists of information that they are both 
already aware of, Mary explaining Donald’s remark, clearly, to me. Therefore, it does 
not seem unlikely that the comparison to the contemporary situation was made for my 
benefit, rather than to aid in these participants’ personal understanding. This 
possibility is strengthened by the further behaviour of Donald and Mary on their visit. 
Being aware that I am somewhat of a stranger to Glasgow, they seem to have taken it 
upon themselves to offer me tips and information. I provide two examples here, but the 
interview contains many more instances:  

 
D: Have you been on the Tall Ship? 
I: Not yet, no. 
M: Oh it’s quite interesting! Not a lot to see, but it is interesting.. 10 minutes and 
you’ve seen it. (Donald and Mary) 
D: If you’re ever down in the English city of York.. Go to the Railway Museum, it 
is utterly beyond belief. (Donald) 

 
In these cases, Donald and Mary actively offer pieces of local information to me. Both 
seem to be clearly aware of the fact that their knowledge of Glasgow and its history 
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would be greater than mine, and also, would be of interest to me. During the 
accompanied visit, Donald and Mary almost become ambassadors of Glasgow – 
praising, explaining and offering information. Part of this role are Donald and Mary’s 
explanations in which they employ the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach. Before, 
my understanding of this approach emphasised the fact that it allows visitors to draw 
the distant object within their own, personal, frame of reference – to help them 
understand the object. I would argue that what we are seeing here, with Donald and 
Mary, is similar, only now the participants are not employing the strategy to further 
their own understanding, but rather, to further mine. Donald and Mary compare these 
instances from the past to contemporary situations so that I may better understand 
what is on display. By saying “and now it’s Police Scotland”, Mary is attempting to draw 
the Strathclyde police car into my frame of reference.  
 I noted a similar process in Glasgow, which did not involve me, but centred on 
the relationship between Steven and his 4-year-old son David. As was the case with the 
relationship between me and Mary and Donald, here, clearly, Steven is more 
knowledgeable than David with regards to the collection of the Riverside. In this 
instance, father and son are discussing a display featuring the clothes of a fireman:  

 
S: Now that jacket is not a good a jacket as the fireman’s got now is it, the 
fireman’s got a better jacket. So if there’s a fire, he won’t get burned. Would you 
agree? 
D: Yeah! 
S: Somebody came up with the good idea to make a better jacket, now that was a 
good jacket for them because it was nice and thick, but now he’s got a better one. 
(Steven and David) 

 
This instance shows Steven employing the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach to help 
his son David better understand what is on display. By comparing the older fireman 
jacket to its contemporary counterpart, Steven is drawing the object within David’s 
frame of reference. The comparison between old and new helps David to better 
understand the object, and it seems to be with this goal in mind that Steven employs 
this approach here.  
 This particular kind of use of the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach is more 
pronounced in the Scottish context than in Amsterdam. This may be explained by the 
fact that, at the Riverside, I was clearly an ‘outsider’, nationally and culturally. It would 
be logical for Scottish participants to infer a lack of knowledge on my part, and to 
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therefore assume an explanatory role. In Amsterdam, I introduced myself as an 
employee of the University of Amsterdam, of which the Allard Pierson is a part, thereby 
clearly inviting the participants to ‘my turf’. In this context, the roles would be reversed, 
seen by the many instances in which participants in Amsterdam asked me questions 
regarding the exhibit and the museum. This could explain the absence of this type of 
explanatory use of the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach at the Allard Pierson. 
 My understanding of the ‘compare to contemporary’ approach has been 
broadened by bringing in the Riverside case study. At the Allard Pierson, we see the 
approach being used to bring the unfamiliar past into a familiar frame of reference, 
helping the visitor to better understand the object on display. At the Riverside, it was 
noted that ‘compare to contemporary’ may also be used by participants in order to aid 
their companions in understanding. In both these instances, visitors are required to 
draw on their personal contexts in order to create meaning. A comparison to the now 
requires an activation of personal knowledge networks, regarding contemporary 
experiences or situations. The approach is often used in combination with codes like 
‘previous knowledge’, ‘personal identity’ and ‘values or beliefs’, which, again, highlights 
the participants’ use of their entrance narratives. From this analysis we may conclude 
that ‘compare to contemporary’ tends towards being a more visitor-centred approach.  

	
5.11 Hypothesise 
The ‘hypothesise’ approach refers to instances where a visitor does not actively know 
something, and therefore conjectures a possibility. This particular code has been 
difficult to define and differentiate from approaches around it, in particular the 
‘imagine’ approach. This approach is not used often or commonly, it appears in 13 out 
of 20 interviews and accounts for 4% of all approaches coded. This means that, on 
average, it is used about 6 times per interview. Specifically, this approach refers to 
instances where participants’ hypotheses concern the exhibition content. This 
reference, for example, is not included in my ‘hypothesise’ code: 
 

I like in the signage that they generally include like a personal anecdote. They 
probably, I’m not sure if they do, but they must have some kind of archive, some 
kind of collection, where they’re pulling out these quotes from people. I do 
appreciate that, it makes it again a bit more accessible. Like, actual people owned 
these things, or used these things. (Sophie) 
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Here, Sophie creates an hypothesis regarding the museum’s intentions, rather than the 
exhibition content. Although this is an hypothesis, I have decided to code this reference 
at ‘engage with museum’ because Sophie offers an opinion on the museum’s intentions. 
My understanding of the ‘hypothesise’ approach contains instances where participants 
hypothesise regarding exhibition content. It would perhaps be best to say that this code 
refers specifically those instances in which a visitor conjectures about ‘the past’, as 
offered by the museum. An example: 
 

Now I notice that the eyes have been plastered shut. Maybe there used to be eyes 
there? Can you see? There must have been stones there, presumably. (Janna) 

 
Janna’s conscientious visual observation of a medieval sculpture results in her 
hypothesising regarding the fact whether, originally, this statue had been adorned with 
marble eyes. She does not know for sure, but she is offering a hypothesis regarding the 
original state of the sculpture. Her conjecturing here is signalled by her using of words 
like “maybe”, “must have” and “presumably”.  
 The ‘hypothesise’ approach is rarely used in isolation – in meaning making 
moments, it is often combined with other approaches. One of these combinations 
occurs with the ‘want more information’ approach, where a visitor (implicitly or 
explicitly) expresses a desire for more information. In some instances, visitors create 
an hypothesis before they engage with the information the museum offers. For 
example, Walter:  
 

O look at that, that is funny, would that one be holding a pineapple? Ah, it doesn’t 
say, haha. Too bad! (Walter)  

 
In this instance, Walter’s creation of an hypothesis precedes his noticing the lack of 
information offered by the museum. Walter wants to ‘check’ his conjecture by 
comparing it to the facts offered by the museum. This kind of behaviour occurs more 
often, and some visitors, like Carlijn, are also actively aware of doing it: 
 

And then I think.. O, it must have been owned by rich people, and that is also what 
is says, haha. Often, I first assume something, and then I will check to see if I’m 
right. (Carlijn)  
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In cases like these, visitors create hypotheses which they then wish to compare to the 
information the museum offers. We also see this process happening the other way 
around: when the museum does not offer the specific information required by the 
visitor, she creates an hypothesis. For example, Susan, at the Riverside Museum:  
 

I wondered if they were kind of older, but I didn’t really see the date. Maybe they 
are like.. From the 50s or something, I don’t really know, haha. (Susan)  

 
Susan encounters a collection of prizes that people could win at fairs, but she does not 
know how old they are. Apparently she has looked for the information, but was unable 
to find it, “I didn’t really see the date”, and because of that, offers her own hypothesis. 
Chronis also notes this behaviour in his study, arguing that it emerges when a visitor is 
faced with “an exhibit with no immediate or easy explanation”.32 In the combination of 
the ‘hypothesise’ and ‘want more information’ approaches, we see a process where the 
absence of specific information causes the visitor to conjecture.  
 Combinations with other approaches highlight the processes through which 
visitors create such hypotheses: what are their conjectures based on? An example:   
 

Although I am curious if they are able to tell me who wore such a necklace, 
whether this was.. Just for rich people, or everybody could have worn this, I.. 
Because now, such a necklace could be worn by everybody, but originally it may 
have been intended only for the wealthy.. I find that .. Who wore this, I would like 
to know. (Marleen) 

 
In Marleen’s engagement with a piece of jewellery, we see her use several different 
approaches. Her central question regards the original context of the necklace: who 
would have worn it? The museum does not seem to offer that information, but Marleen 
expresses her desire for that knowledge. Here, we see Marleen using the ‘want more 
information’ approach, as discussed in the section above. Because the museum does 
not provide this information, she hypothesises that, originally it “may have been 
intended only for the wealthy”. This assumption is based on a comparison to a 
contemporary situation – “now, such a necklace could be worn by everybody”. At other 
times, visitors may use their already existing knowledge to justify their hypotheses. 
Dirk, for example: 
 

 
32 Chronis, ‘Tourists as Story-Builders: Narrative Construction at a Heritage Museum’, p. 448. 
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And we thought it was fairly small, also for a baptismal font, because you’d used 
to have a separate chapel, in front of the church, where they would do the 
baptisms. And these baptismal fonts were often big.. They were very big. It could 
have been a small church, but still.. (Dirk) 

 
Dirk, having studied history, is aware that churches used to have separate baptismal 
chapels. He uses this piece of historical knowledge to substantiate his doubts regarding 
whether the object he sees in the museum is in fact, as the museum claims, a baptismal 
font. Participants may also substantiate their hypotheses based on their personal 
experiences. In a lengthy exchange, Linde and Charlotte, for example, wonder about 
how monks were able to create such miniscule illustrations and letters in ancient 
manuscripts: 
 

C: But then you should have.. It is almost impossible with your eyes.. You need 
some kind of lens.. 
L: Yes, I was just wondering, when did they invent the first types of glasses? I 
mean.. Both of us, we have reading glasses, and as soon as you are older than 40 
you need these every once in a while, so you’d think only people with really good 
eyes must have been able to do that.. 
C: I think.. 
L: I don’t know, what do you think, when did they invent the first pair of glasses? 
C: Yes that is an excellent question, a very good question. I can imagine that you 
would do this by looking through a piece of glass.. Well yes did that exist.. Through 
a piece of glass.. 
L: I don’t know, but I’d like to find out! 
C: Or they must have been really young monks with really good eyes. 
L: Ah yes sure, they must have been very young. 
C: And they were just working really close to the text. Unbelievable. 
L: Yes, they must have been these kind of adolescent boys! (Linde and Charlotte)  

 
Here, Linde and Charlotte use their personal experience to substantiate their 
hypotheses. The fact that both need reading glasses to look at the miniscule 
illustrations and texts, make these women wonder how monks must have created such 
manuscripts. Based on their personal experience, they would argue it impossible 
without reading glasses, and so they discuss whether glasses already existed back then. 
And then, they contemplate further, if glasses did not exist yet, they must have been 
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very young to be able to create such small illustrations. These two hypotheses are based 
on Linde’s and Charlotte’s personal experience with reading glasses.  
 ‘Hypothesise’ is also associated often with ‘imagine’, and it remains 
particularly difficult to differentiate between the two approaches when they appear in 
combination. The following two examples serve to illustrate this predicament:  
 

I’m just.. Does it say here .. I’m really curious as to what kind of person would 
wear this, because it looks so beautiful and I can hardly imagine that ehm.. All 
soldiers would own such a helmet, so it must have been a very important person, 
or maybe everybody did own a helmet like this and they were just a very 
important nation or something.. (Jessica)   

 
I like those textile decorations. I can imagine people wearing these robes with all 
these decorations. And then I think, well, you must be an important kind of 
person, if you’re walking around in these richly decorated clothes. (Carlijn)  

 
Jessica’s central concern regards the wearer of the helmet. She offers two hypotheses; 
either very few people wore helmets like these and this object belonged to a very 
important person, or every soldier would wear such a helmet and the nation as a whole 
must have been very important, very wealthy. In providing these two hypotheses, she 
actually uses the words “I can hardly imagine”, which suggests that she is using her 
imagination to substantiate her conjectures. In that imagination, the wearer of such a 
beautiful helmet looks like he would have status and wealth, which is what she offers 
as an hypothesis. Carlijn’s situation is similar; she uses her imagination to envisage 
what people wearing beautifully decorated textiles must have looked like. Like Jessica 
before her, she uses that sense of imagination to hypothesise that these people must 
have been important and wealthy. It is hard to pinpoint the precise moment of 
difference between the two strategies. It seems that, sometimes, the ‘imagine’ and 
‘hypothesise’ approaches overlap. Chronis, too, notes that one of the ways in which 
visitors use imagination is for “filling in a narrative gap by hypothesizing unknown 
information”.33 Yet, as we have seen, there are also many instances where visitors 
employ the ‘imagine’ approach for purposes other than hypothesising. Because the use 
of imagination does not always go together with the visitor creating an hypothesis, I 
have also created a separate category for ‘imagine’.  
 In conclusion, compared to other approaches, ‘hypothesise’ is an approach that 

 
33 Chronis, ‘Tourists as Story-Builders: Narrative Construction at a Heritage Museum’, p. 451. 
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is used rarely in isolation and mostly in combination with other approaches such as 
‘want more information’. Participants also use different approaches to substantiate 
their hypotheses, such as ‘compare to contemporary’, ‘personal experience’ and 
‘previous knowledge’. ‘Hypothesise’ is also often associated with the ‘imagine’ approach 
and, in these instances, the precise difference between the two approaches may be hard 
to pinpoint. The different approaches with which this particular code is often combined 
require visitors to engage their personal contexts. Therefore, ‘hypothesise’ tends 
towards being a more visitor-centred approach.  

	

5.12 Take Action 
‘Take action’ is an approach that is not used commonly nor often; on average it  is used 
2 times per interview. However, when used, this approach does signify a particular 
importance and relevance of the meaning making moment. ‘Take action’ refers to 
instances where visitors undertake a specific kind of action in the museum, or cases 
where participants speak about a desire or an intention to undertake this action, once 
they leave the museum. A particular type of action that appears frequently is the taking 
of photographs. Sometimes, participants do this because they think an object is 
beautiful, and they wish to look at it again at a later time, like Marike:  
 

I also like to, when it’s allowed, to take pictures of objects in museums, to just look 
at them at home, because I think they are beautiful. […]I took another photo of 
this, with my phone. This is one of those pictures that I would like to keep on my 
phone and then I can look at it again in a while, maybe have it as my background 
picture for a while, you know... (Marike) 

 
Participants may also take photos because it might help them remember their visit: 
 

I also take photos when I’m in a museum, not specifically for a study like this, I 
take photos every now and then of the texts, because I’m thinking, well, later I 
won’t remember this, and then it’s useful for me to have these pictures. (Anneke)  

 
Furthermore, ‘take action’ refers to instances where participants express an intention 
to look up more information afterwards. Often, visitors mention this when they are 
particularly interested in an object, or when they cannot find the specific information 
they are looking for:  
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Now what I think we’ll best do is today we’ll watch a YouTube clip on how steam 
works.  I’ll look on YouTube for a good clip and then show him how to do it. 
Somebody else will explain it much better than I will. (Steven)  

 
Yes, and at some point you’re like well.. How exactly does this work, and then you 
look it up at home. And that’s one of the reasons why I write things down or take 
photos, then I have a name or a subject, and then I can try and investigate and see 
if I’m interested. (Juliet)  

 
Besides taking photographs or expressing a desire to find more information, 
participants also express the intention to share what they experience: 
 

.. And this reminded me that I should speak about this with my colleague who does 
the history books .. (Marike) 
 
We should certainly let the ladies of the book club know about this exhibit! (Linde) 
 
Always when I’m in a museum like this, I often think of my grandma, because I 
always write letters to her and now..  I love telling her about museums, so now I 
think I’ll have to write to her about how to make a saddle! (Amelia)  

 
‘Take action’ seems to function as an expression of a participant’s interest in and 
enjoyment of a particular aspect of the exhibition. A visitor may enjoy seeing a 
particular object so much that she wishes to take a photograph which allows her to view 
the object again, or better remember it. The artefact may also spark interest to such an 
extent that the visitor desires to spend more time in the encounter at a later time by 
looking up more information. And, apparently, some elements can make such an 
impression that the visitor wishes to share their experience with those around her. 
These actions show the relevance of a particular object to the visitor, making ‘take 
action’ a more visitor-centred approach.   
 

Conclusion 
After exploring each of the twelve approaches in detail, my final aim here is to analyse 
them together from the perspective of visitor-centred and museum-centred meaning. 
The concepts of visitor-centred and museum-centred meaning are modelled on the 
theoretical ideas of author-centred and reader-centred meaning, as set out in Chapters 
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1 and 2. Within museum-centred meaning, the museum exhibition is an expression of 
authorial intent of the museum, which pretends to be fixed and singular. Within this 
perspective, a visitor is urged to attempt to discover this objective narrative through 
setting aside all preconceptions. Visitor-centred meaning, on the other hand, is 
multiple, as each different member of the audience employs their personal contexts to 
create a personally relevant meaning. Applying these two extremes to the approaches 
outlined above results in viewing the approaches not as essentially and solely visitor-
centred or museum-centred. Instead, I suggest here that particular approaches tend 
towards either more visitor- or museum-centred meanings. Some approaches may 
more easily afford visitors to employ their personal contexts, whilst others are more 
naturally focused on the museum. However, and this is essentially my argument, 
certain approaches allow for more visitor-centred meanings, whilst others more easily 
afford museum-centred meanings. I would suggest, then, to read the following 
paragraphs, where these twelve approaches are ‘categorised’ as either more museum-
centred or visitor-centred, from this perspective. 

Within my analysis, there are few approaches which strongly tend towards 
being more museum-centred. Nevertheless, I would argue that ‘engage with museum’, 
in which visitors provide positive or more critical comments on the museum, is such 
an approach. When visitors employ ‘engage with museum’, their engagement is, as the 
phrasing suggests, centred on the museum. The aim for these visitors is to provide 
positive or negative feedback, specifically for the museum. In such cases, there is little 
need for the public to employ their personal contexts. As the analyses here show, this 
also rarely happens, since ‘engage with the museum’ often occurs in isolation. 
Similarly, ‘want more information’ is not often combined with other approaches and 
usually signifies the end of a meaning making moment. Expressing a desire for further 
information can also be seen as a kind of critique on the museum, which is again, 
external, and does not require visitors to engage their personal contexts. These two 
approaches, ‘engage with museum’ and ‘want more information’ are approaches which 
strongly tend towards museum-centred meanings. 
 On the opposite end of the spectrum we find three approaches which strongly 
afford more visitor-centred meanings. In these cases visitors make use of approaches 
which are synonymous to my understanding of those elements which make up personal 
contexts: ‘personal identity’, ‘previous knowledge’ and ‘personal experience’. The core 
structuring principles in these approaches are different aspects of visitors’ personal 
contexts, see also Section 2.2.1 in Chapter 2. In using ‘personal identity’ to create 
meaning, visitors build understanding based on factors with which they identify 
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themselves, such as their occupation, interests or values. ‘Previous knowledge’ 
exemplifies those instances where audiences use their already existing mental 
structures to frame new museum encounters. And, in employing ‘personal experience’, 
visitors refer to their memories and experiences as ways to create meaning. Clearly, 
these three approaches tend strongly towards the creation of visitor-centred 
meanings. 
 Seven approaches remain which gravitate less powerfully towards either end 
of the spectrum. Two of these, ‘emotional engagement’ and ‘visual engagement’ are, 
more generally speaking, problematic, and may perhaps be less useful as analytical 
tools. Some instances coded at ‘emotional engagement’ may allow for more visitor-
centred meanings, since they seem to function as signifiers of visitor interest. This 
regards emotions of amazement, wonder and surprise. However, instances where 
participants speak about enjoyment or interest are particularly problematic. Similarly, 
with regards to the ‘visual engagement’ approach, it is difficult to work with cases 
where the entire meaning making moment consists of a visitor saying ‘that’s beautiful’. 
Caution is required when using ‘visual engagement’ and ‘emotional engagement’ as 
analytical tools in later chapters. ‘Creating visit narrative’ is an interesting approach 
because it may be used in the creation of more visitor-centred as well as more 
museum-centred meanings. In a more museum-centred reading of this approach, the 
audience’s aim is to discover the museum’s intended narrative. In incorporating each 
new encounter into an overarching narrative, visitors attempt an understanding of 
what the exhibition ‘is about’. Their personal meanings are subordinate to the narrative 
which the museum offers, and the personal contexts which may prevent an accurate 
reading of this meaning are to be dismissed. Yet, a more visitor-centred reading of this 
approach shows the audience using similar processes in order to create a personally 
relevant meaning, rather than attempting to better understand a museum narrative. 
The ambiguity of this approach calls for caution in later analyses. In either case, 
however, the data I collected shows that most participants crave some kind of narrative, 
whether personally constructed or offered by the museum. Visitors want the exhibition 
to ‘be about’ something, it needs to have a meaning.  
 The four remaining approaches are also slightly ambiguous, but I would 
suggest that these do, more easily, allow for a visitor-centred kind of meaning making. 
The ‘compare to contemporary’ approach builds, to a large extent, on visitors’ personal 
contexts: their understanding of ‘the now’ is central in the meaning making moment. 
It is often combined with more visitor-centred approaches like ‘personal identity’, 
‘previous knowledge’ and ‘personal experience’. Similarly, ‘hypothesise’ may tend 
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towards being more visitor-centred due to its combination with such approaches. It 
can be said that the ‘imagine’ approach builds on visitors’ already existing contexts; in 
their construction of a particular image, visitors are influenced by their existing mental 
structures and frameworks. Finally, ‘take action’ also has potential to be more visitor-
centred since it seems to be used particularly at instances which are personally relevant 
to that visitor.   
 In thus analysing these twelve approaches through the framework of more 
visitor-centred or museum-centred meaning, I have attempted to construct an 
analytical tool which I will use in my final analysis of the Allard Pierson and Riverside 
Museum. These twelve approaches may also be used in an argument which challenges 
a modernist understanding of the museum, explored in full in my final conclusions, but 
highlighted here in brief. As was argued in Section 2.1 of Chapter 2, the aim of the 
modernist museum is for each visitor to set aside all personal contexts and attempt to 
understand the museum meaning, free from prejudice and previous knowledge. The 
empirical data collected through the interviews I conducted, as discussed in this 
chapter, suggests that such an understanding is flawed. As evidenced by the rich use of 
approaches like ‘personal identity’, ‘previous knowledge’ and ‘personal experience’, 
each visitor always makes use of their personal contexts to some extent. Ignoring these 
personal meanings, as the modernist museum holds, is ineffective. The historical 
examples set out in Chapter 2, referring to the National Gallery and the exhibition in 
Whitechapel, further illustrate these claims. As was shown, even in a modernist 
context, visitors will create personal meanings. The issue at hand concerns the ways in 
which museums respond to such visitor meanings: are they ignored, or embraced and 
encouraged? Reframed within the framework of this dissertation; does the museum 
encourage visitor-centred meaning making approaches, or are museum-centred 
meaning making approaches prevalent? In particular, does the use of new media allow 
for a change from more museum-centred meaning making towards more visitor-
centred approaches? This key question will be explored in the final two chapters of this 
thesis.  
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chapter 6 
NEW MEDIA AND THE 

MUSEUM 
 
 
 
 

“The Unassailable Voice is the projection of timeless 
authority, uncorrupted by fashion, commercialism, 

or the relentless pace of modern life. The Web, 
however, is a faddish new medium and is constantly 

changing. What it is this afternoon it will not be 
tonight or tomorrow morning.” 

 
Peter Walsh, ‘The Web and the Unassailable Voice’, in Museums in a Digital Age, ed. by Ross Parry (London 

and New York: Routledge, 2010), p. 231. 
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“The Unassailable Voice” of the museum versus the “constantly changing” Web – Peter 
Walsh seems to capture the essence of much of the discussion around the two topics at 
hand here: new media and the museum. A fundamental opposition between the 
modernist museum and new media, where new media will ultimately transform the 
museum, either for better or worse. As always, within academia at least, matters are 
much more nuanced than this narrative suggests. This chapter aims to trace that story: 
of new media and the museum. In the preceding chapters, I have worked towards 
building an analytical tool that will allow me to study the use of new media in the 
‘Crossroads’ exhibition in the Allard Pierson, found in the next chapter. I have set out 
two create a set of concepts, the modernist museum and museum-centred meaning, 
the post-museum and visitor-centred meaning, which have allowed me to characterise 
the relevant museum contexts, the Allard Pierson and the Riverside. Subsequently, the 
shape of the visitor research I conducted there was discussed and in the previous 
chapter the resulting analytical tool was delineated. All is in place, but for a final piece: 
new media. Remembering the rhetoric discussed in the introduction of this 
dissertation, new media within the context of the museum seems full of promise and 
possibility. Will it allow the modernist museum to transform, and become more like a 
post-museum? Can its potential be utilised for renewal of traditional practices? Before 
addressing these core questions, however, this chapter is concerned, firstly, with the 
concept of new media, and secondly, new media in the museum.  

I will begin by framing the discussion on new media through two main 
questions, regarding new media’s  relationship to society and its ‘newness’. In my 
approach to the first matter, I will briefly introduce a historical contextualisation. Here, 
I outline technological determinism and the Social Shaping of Technology perspective 
as two opposite readings of the matter of technology’s relationship to society. A third 
option, offered by Bruno Latour’s understanding of Actor-Network Theory, reframes 
the question through focusing on actors and affordances. Working from this ANT-
context, I will then move into the question of new media’s ‘newness’. Fundamentally, 
new media differs from older media because of its digital nature. This digitality allows 
for many different affordances, but within this dissertation’s emphasis on museum 
visitors, two of these are accentuated: interactivity and a networked structure. These 
two affordances specifically highlight a possibility for a changed relationship between 
consumers and producers, or, reframed, visitors and museums.  

The second part of the chapter concerns the museum’s approach to new 
media. As was shown with Walsh’ quote above, a disconnect between the modernist 
museum and new media may be said to exist. This opposition could be interpreted 
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positively, which would mean that new media would be able to change the modernist 
museum into a post-museum. Those opposing such innovation naturally interpret the 
use of digital technologies in the museum negatively. Through an exploration of these 
two positions, it will be shown that both are informed by a technologically determinist 
perspective. I will end the chapter by arguing that such an understanding, in particular 
its positive side, also informs the CEMEC project. Before moving on to museums, 
however, first: new media. 

 

6.1 An Understanding of New Media 
In 1999, a new journal was launched, titled New Media & Society. In the inaugural issue, 
its editors asked their contributors to reflect on what exactly is ‘new’ about new media.1 
This question shows the first of two central issues within the debate on new media; 
much that is being written about the topic is concerned with new media’s ‘newness’, 
specifically in opposition to older media. The other core issue within discussion on new 
media serves to frame that first question and regards, as the title of the journal implies, 
new media’s relationship to society. In essence, the second core question is: do new 
media determine society, or does society impact new media? This subchapter starts 
with a historical contextualisation of the debate surrounding that question, followed by 
an exploration of an answer informed by the framework of Actor-Network-Theory. 
This discussion is then used to approach the first question, regarding new media’s 
‘newness’. Here, the aim is to provide an understanding of new media for this 
dissertation, which focuses on the relationship between consumer and producer.   
 

6.1.1 Contextualising New Media  
The historical debate regarding the question of the relationship between technology 
and society may be said to begin with what is known as technological determinism and 
moves towards the reaction this provoked; the Social Shaping of Technology point of 
view. These two perspectives are represented here mainly through the work of two 
early key theorists on media, Marshall McLuhan and Raymond Williams, whose original 
views still “echo in the debate”.2 My exploration of this argument begins at the far end 
of the spectrum with Marshall McLuhan, “easily the most well-known (or infamous) 

 
1 Nicholas Jankowski and others, ‘Editorial’, New Media & Society, 1.1 (1999), 5–9. 
2 Lister and others, p. 77. 
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proponent” of technological determinism.3 Within contemporary media studies 
McLuhan is seen as a “provoking, contentious figure”, and most scholars today do not 
agree with his theory on media.4 John Potts writes that McLuhan’s view on 
technological determinism “is at once the most succinct and the most bold of all its 
exponents; he is also [..] deliberately provocative in his statements”.5 Within media 
studies, McLuhan’s work is described as  “elliptical, unsystematic, contradictory and 
playful”, characterised by “sweeping generalisations and [an] epigrammatic style”.6 
McLuhan is perhaps most (in)famous for proclaiming that the “the medium is the 
message”.7 In his 1964 book Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, he writes: “Our 
conventional response to all media, namely that it is how they are used that counts, is 
the numb stance of the technological idiot. For the ‘content’ of a medium is like the 
juicy piece of meat carried by the burglar to distract the watchdog of the mind”.8 In this 
rather extreme statement, McLuhan posits that it is the medium that matters, rather 
than the content. His second point is that this medium has an ability to impact its users. 
He contends that “Hot media are, therefore, low in participation, and cool media are 
high in participation or completion by the audience. Naturally, therefore, a hot medium 
like radio has very different effects on the user from a cool medium like the telephone”.9 
McLuhan is arguing here that the specific characteristics of the medium (in this case, 
whether it is ‘hot’ or ‘cold’) have ‘effects’ on the user, or, in other words, determine a 
particular societal outcome. McLuhan’s argumentation is more complex, but these two 
points are central to an understanding of what we now call technological determinism: 
the medium, rather than the content, has an impact on, determines, society. 

Sonia Livingstone and Leah Lievrouw define technological determinism as “the 
belief that technologies have an overwhelming and inevitable power to drive human 
actions”.10 Sally Wyatt’s understanding of technological determinism includes this idea 
that “technological change causes or determines social change”, and enriches the 
notion by adding that technological determinists also hold that “technological 

 
3 John Potts, ‘Who’s Afraid of Technological Determinism ? Another Look at Medium Theory in Western 
Thought’, The Fibreculture Journal, 2008 <http://twelve.fibreculturejournal.org/fcj-084-who’s-afraid-of-
technological-determinism-another-look-at-medium-theory/> [accessed 11 September 2018]. 
4 Lister and others, p. 78; Lievrouw and Livingstone, ‘Introduction to the First Edition (2002) The Social 
Shaping and Consequences of ICTs’, p. 21. 
5 Potts. 
6 Lister and others, p. 79; Potts. 
7 McLuhan. 
8 McLuhan. 
9 McLuhan. 
10 Lievrouw and Livingstone, ‘Introduction to the First Edition (2002) The Social Shaping and Consequences 
of ICTs’, p. 21. 
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developments take place outside society, independently of social, economic, and 
political forces”.11 This contemporary understanding of technological determinism is 
indebted to McLuhan’s original ideas. It is not hard to imagine that these extreme 
statements by McLuhan were met with serious criticism from within the academic 
world. As Livingstone and Lievrouw write, technological determinism has been subject 
to a “somewhat relentless critique”.12 Within mainstream media studies today, 
technological determinism is “strongly resisted”.13 Nevertheless, later in this chapter, 
we will see that, although prevalent academic discourse dismisses technological 
determinism, it is still a persistent way of speaking about new media within 
contemporary culture and museums. 

The severe and prolific opposition to McLuhan by many different historical 
and contemporary scholars, is indebted to a large extent to Raymond Williams, a Welsh 
media scholar. Martin Lister et al. write that Williams’ arguments against McLuhan 
“became touchstones for media studies’ rejection of any kind of technological 
determinism”, and Livingstone and Lievrouw, too, refer to Williams as a “key figure”.14 
In his book Television, Technology and Cultural Form, Williams spends a chapter on the 
relationship between technology and society.15  He writes, “we often discuss, with 
animation, this or that ‘effect’ of television, or the kinds of social behaviour, the cultural 
and psychological conditions, which television has ‘led to’, without feeling ourselves 
obliged to ask whether it is reasonable to describe any technology as a cause”.16 Here, 
we see Williams beginning to question the idea of technology impacting society, of 
technology having ‘effects’ on society. In his book, he builds his argument on the 
specific case of television, using this example to show that technology is not 
determining society, but is, in fact, determined by society.17 Williams has been 
influential in shaping the theory that is held by those who oppose technological 
determinism, which is known as the Social Shaping of Technology, or SST. SST 
functions as an “umbrella” for many different areas of research and theory, but, as 
Lievrouw points out, “they all share a basic theoretical commitment: that technological 

 
11 Sally Wyatt, ‘Technological Determinism Is Dead; Long Live Technological Determinism’, in The Handbook 
of Science and Technology Studies, ed. by Edward J. Hackett and others (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT 
Press, 2008), pp. 165–80 (p. 168). 
12 Lievrouw and Livingstone, ‘Introduction to the First Edition (2002) The Social Shaping and Consequences 
of ICTs’, p. 21. 
13 Lister and others, p. 72. 
14 Lister and others, p. 72; Lievrouw and Livingstone, ‘Introduction to the First Edition (2002) The Social 
Shaping and Consequences of ICTs’, p. 19. 
15 Raymond Williams, ‘The Technology and The Society’, in Television, Technology and Cultural Form, 1974. 
16 Williams, p. 35. 
17 Potts. 
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determinism is an inadequate description or explanation of technological innovation 
and development, or social change more generally”.18 Those who adhere to SST argue 
that technologies are not a “mysterious black box” that somehow come into existence 
outside of society, but that they are part of a social context and subject to human 
influence.19 Rather than technologies determining society, SST holds that society 
determines technologies. Put in this somewhat oversimplified way, we can see the 
pendulum move from one end of the spectrum to the other. 

Recent scholarship has acknowledged that this complete move away from 
technological determinism towards the other end of the continuum is perhaps similarly 
unconstructive. As Lievrouw notes, some of the adherents of SST have “recognised that 
while they might have reversed the direction of causality, the hypothesis that society 
shapes technology remains an essentially linear explanation”.20 As Potts points out, at 
its extreme, the SST approach “becomes as reductive as McLuhanite technological 
determinism”.21 He refers to an example that Bruno Latour gives: “the steam engine 
becoming, for instance, the ‘mere reflection’ of ‘English capitalism’”.22 Such an example 
shows that the other extreme of the spectrum also does not do justice to the reality of 
the situation. Returning to the metaphor of the pendulum, a third perspective exists, 
which might perhaps be seen as an equilibrium, a middle-ground between the two 
extremes of technological determinism on the one hand and SST on the other. This 
third perspective frames my own understanding of new media.  

 

6.1.2 New Materialism and Actor-Network-Theory 
The third theoretical perspective, which attempts to avoid both technological 
determinism and SST-reductionism, is known as new materialism, an umbrella-term 
for  “a range of contemporary perspectives in the arts, humanities and social 
sciences”.23 As the name implies, these approaches are united in their renewed 
engagement with the materiality of the world. Or, in the words of Joss Hands, the key 
connective theme of new materialism is its belief in “the vitality and autonomy [...] of 

 
18 Leah A. Lievrouw, ‘New Media Design and Development: Diffusion of Innovations v Social Shaping of 
Technology’, in The Handbook of New Media: Updated Student Edition, ed. by Leah A. Lievrouw and Sonia 
Livingstone, 2nd edn (London: SAGE, 2006), pp. 246–65 (p. 248). 
19 Lievrouw, p. 248. 
20 Lievrouw, p. 250. 
21 Potts. 
22 Potts; Latour. 
23 Fox and Alldred, p. 1. 
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matter”.24 The field of new materialism ascribes agency to matter, and emphasises its 
“productivity in concert with the human”.25  Diana Coole and Samantha Frost argue 
that the movement has come into existence as a response to “the more textual 
approaches associated with the so-called cultural turn”, which are now increasingly 
seen as “inadequate for understanding contemporary society”.26 Within media studies 
specifically, new materialism has come to the fore as a response to what Bill Brown 
refers to as the “dematerialization hypothesis”; “a dystopian wonderland where we’re 
left with only traces of a physical world, a world somehow vaporized by electronic 
media”.27 Since the 1980s, so argues Nathalie Casemajor, this “trope of immateriality” 
has met with resistance.28 As both Casemajor and Jussi Parikka note, this resistance is 
visible in the work of German media theorist Friedrich Kittler, the most influential 
scholar in the “German school of media”.29 Kittler’s “media materialism” or “materialist 
media theory” is concerned with the material structures of technology, and, 
specifically, their hardware.30  

This particular type of new materialism, although originating within the media 
studies framework, is not entirely suited to my analyses. Instead, I will engage with a 
different branch of new materialism, emerging from sociology; the body of research 
known as Actor-Network-Theory or ANT, and, specifically, the work of Bruno Latour. 
Actor-Network-Theory was originally developed in the 1980s by Latour, Michel Callon 
and John Law at the Centre de Sociologie de l’Innovation of the École Supérieure des 
Mines in Paris.31 Latour’s understanding of ANT, explored in Reassembling the Social: An 
Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, informs my interpretation of ANT. In particular, 
Latour’s perspective on agency and affordances allows for a particular reading of new 
media which is well-suited to studying visitor meanings in a museum context.  

 
24 Joss Hands, ‘From Cultural to New Materialism and Back: The Enduring Legacy of Raymond Williams’, 
Culture, Theory and Critique, 56.2 (2015), 133–48 (p. 8). 
25 Elizabeth A. St. Pierre, Alecia Y. Jackson, and Lisa A. Mazzei, ‘New Empiricisms and New Materialisms: 
Conditions for New Inquiry’, Cultural Studies - Critical Methodologies, 16.2 (2016), 99–110 (p. 101). 
26 Diana Coole and Samantha Frost, ‘Introducing the New Materialisms’, in New Materialisms: Ontology, 
Agency and Politics, ed. by Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2010), pp. 1–46 (p. 3). 
27 Bill Brown, ‘Materiality’, in Critical Terms for Media Studies, ed. by W. J. T. Mitchell and Mark B. N. Hansen 
(London and Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010), pp. 49–63 (p. 51). 
28 Nathalie Casemajor, ‘Digital Materialisms: Frameworks for Digital Media Studies’, Westminster Papers in 
Culture and Communication, 10.1 (2015), 4–17 (p. 6). 
29 Friedrich Kittler, Literature, Media, Information Systems (Amsterdam: G+B Arts, 1997); Casemajor, p. 7; Jussi 
Parikka, ‘Media Theory and New Materialism’, in What Is Media Archaeology? (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 
pp. 63–90. 
30 Casemajor, p. 7; Parikka, p. 63. 
31 Lievrouw, p. 250. 
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One of the main contributions of ANT is its insistence that all elements within 
a situation must be seen as actors: “any thing that does modify a state of affairs by 
making a difference is an actor”.32 This means that action is not “limited a priori to what 
‘intentional’, ‘meaningful’ humans do”, action is taking place when a situation is 
modified – which can happen due to humans, but also due to “non-humans”.33 ANT’s 
insistence on treating both human and non-human actors as equally capable of 
influencing a situation is perhaps its most controversial standpoint. Latour uses a 
slightly creative yet apt metaphor to make this point: “As if a damning curse had been 
cast unto things, they remain asleep like the servants of some enchanted castle. [...] 
Would it be too childish to say that ANT played the role of the Charming Prince’s kiss 
tenderly touching Sleeping Beauty’s lips?”34 In other words, after many years of 
humanist analyses of society, influenced by theorists like Raymond Williams, ANT has 
de-centred the human and re-emphasised the role of objects – creating a space where 
both the human and non-human are given agency.35 As noted above, this de-centring 
of the human and emancipating of the object is echoed within the larger new materialist 
field, and it seems to solve the problematic reductionism which haunts both 
technological determinism and SST. New materialism is able to avoid this linear fallacy 
by rejecting “a distinction between the physical world and the social constructs of 
human thoughts, meanings and desires”.36 Agency is not ascribed to either technology 
or to society, to matter or to humans, but to both alike. This “flat ontology” views 
humans and matter as equally capable of acting and influencing, both possessing 
agency.37 An important note here is that, although ANT argues for an inclusion of 
objects in the discussion, Latour is adamant to point out that “ANT is not, I repeat is 
not, the establishment of some absurd ‘symmetry between humans and non-
humans’”.38 By this he means that treating both humans and non-humans equally as 
actors within the network does not mean that ANT disregards the differences between 
“human intentional action and a material world of causal relations”.39 In other words, 
although humans and objects are now both seen as actors, they are not necessarily 
capable of the same things. I will return to this point later within the frame of James 
Gibson’s understanding of affordance.    

 
32 Latour, p. 71. 
33 Latour, p. 71. 
34 Latour, p. 73. 
35 Lister and others, pp. 336–37. 
36 Fox and Alldred, p. 3. 
37 Fox and Alldred, p. 3. 
38 Latour, p. 76. 
39 Latour, p. 76. 
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The second key point discussed here is Latour’s understanding of network, 
perhaps one of ANT’s more complicated and most misunderstood elements. Many of 
us will associate the word network with “a thing out there that would have roughly the 
shape of interconnected points, much like a telephone, a freeway, or sewage 
‘network’”.40 Within ANT, however, a network does not designate, perhaps counter-
intuitively for us, a physical thing. It is “a concept”,  something “to designate the flows” 
of relations between different actors, of actions.41 Functioning as “a point-to-point 
connection” between actors, but not made of “any durable substance”, it is merely “the 
trace left behind by some moving agent”.42 Delving a bit deeper into this fairly abstract 
theoretical exploration, we move to Latour’s understanding of agency, which is central 
to his definition of the actor-network.  Latour uses the hyphenated word actor-
network because, in its unification, the term brings forward the precise nature of the 
actor: “An ‘actor’ in the hyphenated expression actor-network is not the source of an 
action but the moving target of a vast array of entities swarming towards it”.43 Or, in 
slightly clearer terms, “an actor is what is made to act by many others”.44 An actor is an 
actor only by virtue of its being within the network, it is the network which allows it to 
act. For Latour, actors possess agency, an ability to act, because they are a part of a 
network. And as we have seen, that agency is available to humans and non-humans 
alike. He writes: “A billiard ball hitting another one on the green felt of a billiard table 
might have exactly as much agency as a ‘person’ directing her ‘gaze’ to the ‘rich human 
world’ of another ‘meaningful face’ in the smoke-filled room of the pub where the 
tables have been set up”.45 Both the billiard ball and the woman in the pub can make 
other actors move, both the billiard ball and the woman in the pub have agency. But 
also, importantly, both the billiard ball and the woman in the pub have agency only 
because they are part of the network.  

Returning then, to our earlier discussion on technological determinism and 
SST, we see that, firstly, Latour argues that both technology and society, non-humans 
and humans, have agency – an ability to act. But, both humans and matter can only do 
so within the context of the network. In the words of Lister et al.: “it is as false to argue 
that a machine on its own has agency as it is to suggest that only humans do; rather it 
is the network as a whole that acts, effects and determines”.46 So the reductionist 
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understanding underlying both technological determinism and SST – this determines 
that – is avoided within ANT, where it is the network (consisting of actors acting) which 
determines. This new materialist rethinking of the roles of humans and matter 
provides the framework for the following discussion on the ‘newness’ of new media.  

 

6.1.3 Digitality 
As mentioned, the second core question within studies on new media regards its 
‘newness’. This problem may also be seen as a matter of understanding: how can we 
define new media, in particular, as distinct from older media? The perspective I suggest 
here is, firstly, built on new media’s digital nature and, secondly, its affordances of 
interactivity and networked structure, which will be discussed in the following section. 
First, I will explore new media’s digital nature, following along with those theorists who 
argue that, in essence, new media are all digital media.47 What does it mean for 
something to be digital? Surely there are many answers to this question, but I am 
guided here by Robin Boast and his recent book The Machine in the Ghost.48 Boast starts 
off by pointing out that most of us think digitality has something to do with “the storage 
of information as 1s and 0s”.49 He is quick to correct this common misunderstanding 
by clarifying that digital media, in actuality, works through electronic ons and offs. But, 
more importantly, Boast’s point is that digitality moves beyond the mere presence of 
these ons and offs. He writes: “what makes the digital, as we use it today, digital is that 
the combination of ons and offs, in very specific albeit complex ways, encodes 
information”.50 So the digital is a medium: a translation of something “into a code of 
ons and offs”.51 And this digital medium, so argues Boast, is fundamentally 
multiplicitous and performative.52  

For a better understanding of these points, it might be helpful to return to the 
question of new media’s ‘newness’, and provide an example comparing digital media to 
older, analogue, media. When recording a piece of music with a digital recorder like 
our phone, we have translated the music (a physical set of vibrations) into a series of 
electrical ons and offs. In the case of analogue media, we would record the music (the 
physical vibrations) using, for example, a phonograph, which would make a physical 
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recording of the sound on a record. Although both the series of electrical ons and offs 
and the recording are, in essence, physical, there is an important difference. If we play 
the physical record, created by the phonograph, what we use to hear the music, is 
exactly the same physical object which we have previously recorded. Playing the record 
again, it is again the exact same recording. Yet, if we play the recording we took with 
our phone, we play a different set of electrical ons and offs than the one that the phone 
created when recording. Playing the recording on our phone again plays a different set 
of electrical ons and offs.  

To Boast, this process illustrates the essential qualities of the digital: 
multiplicity and performativity. The digital is “multiplicitous”: every time we play the 
recording on our phone, it is being created anew, it is being performed.53 Boast writes: 
“Every time you open an object on your digital device, however simple, you are not 
accessing a stable object, but initiating an ongoing algorithmic performance that, 
because of the nature of digital performance, is never exactly the same, and is often 
very different”.54 What this means is that “unlike all the analogue media, in the digital 
the original impression, the original construction and purpose of the object, doesn’t 
really exist, nor does it really matter”.55 In following Boast we can conclude that the 
digital is multiplicitous in nature – it is always changing and performed, never the 
same, ever in process.  

 

6.1.4 Affordances: Interactivity and a Networked Structure 
So far, I have explored new media’s digital nature as an essential quality which 
differentiates it from older media. Following from this, the understanding of new media 
which I would propose here moves beyond this fundamental quality of digitality 
towards its consequences. As a result of its digital nature new media can be said to have 
particular ‘characteristics’, a problematic term reminiscent of technological 
determinism. Instead of speaking of ‘characteristics’ or consequences, I would, like 
Latour, refer to James Gibson, an American psychologist, who offers the concept of 
affordances as an alternative.56 He writes:   
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“The affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it 
provides or furnishes, either for good or ill. The verb to afford is found in the 
dictionary, the noun affordance is not. I have made it up. I mean by it 
something that refers to both the environment and the animal in a way that no 
existing term does. It implies the complementarity of the animal and the 
environment”.57 

 
For my discussion here, the crucial part of Gibson’s understanding of affordance lies in 
the fact that it is twofold: it speaks about the affordance of the object itself (what it can 
do, what it may be allowed to do, its ‘characteristics’) but only in combination with that 
of an actor who engages with the object. Affordance refers to what an object allows a 
specific actor to do with it (or to be done to it), it refers to “both the environment and 
the animal”. Affordance speaks to an object’s  possibilities, but brought to life, to 
potential, by an actor, through the network. In this way, it continuously highlights to 
whom (or to what) it affords, emphasising both the role of the actor and the object. In 
thinking about this concept in relation to new media, different affordances may be 
suggested. The perspectives offered by Martin Lister et al. and Lievrouw and 
Livingstone, are informed by a similar theoretical understanding, and, therefore, I have 
worked mainly from their analyses.58 Lister et al., in New Media: A Critical Introduction, 
highlight several aspects of new media: digitality, interactivity, hypertextuality, 
virtuality, and its networked and simulated nature.59 Lievrouw and Livingstone offer a 
slightly different understanding, proposing to look at new media as recombinant, 
networked, ubiquitous and interactive.60 Looking at these affordances from the context 
of the museum and its visitors, the concepts of  interactivity and a networked structure 
resonate most. Naturally, this is a biased perspective, and in my emphasis on these two 
affordances I do not claim to offer a general definition of new media. Rather, I wish to 
highlight those aspects of new media which will be most relevant to this study due to 
their focus on the relationship between consumers and producers.  

I begin my exploration with interactivity, perhaps one of the most commonly 
cited ‘qualities’ of new media. Lister et al. write: “At the ideological level, interactivity 
has been one of the key ‘value added’ characteristics of new media. Where ‘old’ media 
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offered passive consumption new media offer interactivity”.61 Lievrouw and 
Livingstone, too, contrast new media with mass media: “The immediacy, 
responsiveness and social presence of interaction via new media channels constitute a 
qualitatively and substantively different experience than what was possible via mass 
media”.62 Both these perspectives thus create a contradiction between ‘passive’ old 
media and new media, which may be used in an active sense. This affordance of 
interactivity flows from the digital nature of the medium – because new media are 
digital, they allow for interactivity in a way that older media could not. The affordance 
follows specifically from the modular nature of digital code which affords its users, 
according to Lievrouw and Livingstone, “the means to generate, seek and share content 
selectively, and to interact with other individuals and groups”.63 This sense that new 
media affords a “more powerful” user engagement with media texts is shared by Lister 
et al., who argue that new media allows its audience to turn into active users, with an 
“ability to directly intervene in and change the images and texts that they access”.64 
Lister et al.’s concept of “hypertextuality”, which they treat as a separate characteristic 
of new media, may also be seen as an extension of interactivity. Hypertextuality refers 
to a particular way in which a user may interact with new media. Rather than working 
in a linear, logical sequence, new media affords its users “non-sequential connections 
between all kinds of data”.65 New media affords its users an interactivity which moves 
beyond linearity and provides a freedom to move through the information in different 
ways. Besides affording different actions to its users, new media also allows for a 
change in the behaviour of its producers. Creators may rethink their relationship with 
audiences, because “How do you design an interface that offers navigational choice but 
at the same time delivers a coherent experience?”66 Yet it might also offer opportunities 
where media producers could “collaborate with audiences by finding ways to 
incorporate ‘user-generated content’”.67 

This perspective on interactivity seems fairly straightforward while, in fact, the 
term interactivity is problematic and much contested. Lev Manovich, in his influential 
book The Language of New Media, speaks of the “Myth of Interactivity”.68 According to 
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Manovich, to call new media “interactive” is a tautology, because, so he argues, all new 
media is “by definition interactive” because the simple way in which the user controls 
the computer is interactive.69 Manovich’s point is that the term interactivity needs 
further definition; for example, we could speak of “closed” or “open” interactivity.70 
This approach, pointing to different levels in interactivity, is a valuable contribution to 
our understanding here. Another important clarification with regards to interactivity 
is its relationship to interpretation in general. As was argued, any reader’s relationship 
with any kind of text might be considered interactive because the reader is always 
actively constructing an interpretation. Lister et al. write that “Under conditions of 
interactivity this problem does not disappear but it is multiplied exponentially”.71  
Interpretation, though not necessarily a “problem”,  is, indeed, “multiplied 
exponentially”, in the sense that it becomes much more pressing, because these 
interpretive processes now takes place out in the open. The user is no longer ‘just’ 
mentally capable of interactivity, new media allows for an interactivity that changes the 
text itself. As Boast writes “We are not just implicated in what we think about the 
performance, we directly influence the performance”.72  

Interactivity is an affordance of new media which may elicit different 
behaviours from actors within the network. Users are allowed a more active behaviour, 
and may change and manipulate the text, while producers may also create differently. 
A second affordance of new media, linked to this interactivity, is its networked 
structure. Lister et al. exemplify the nature of networked media by contrasting “radio 
and television broadcast transmissions and computer media networks”.73 As we have 
seen with the example of the analogue record, traditional media worked by storing 
information on one, fairly stable, source. The way in which this information was then 
communicated was from this one source to many receivers, “one input signal was 
relayed to many points of consumption”.74 In the case of the record: the same music 
would be transmitted to many receivers through radio. This “centralised model”, “one 
to many”, flows from the analogue nature of these types of media, which are, as a result, 
often referred to as ‘mass media’.75 The digital nature of new media allows for a 
different type of communication. Returning to our recording example, imagine that I 
had made my own recording, and wanted to share it with my friends through uploading 
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it to my blog. Because of the digital nature of this recording, my friends would not only 
be able to download and listen to my recording, they would also be able to make 
changes to it, and then upload their version of the recording unto their own blog. This 
possibility exists because, unlike a radio-broadcast of a recording, the digital recording 
I sent is created of a set of distinct ons and offs which my friends would be able to 
adjust. This ability, this power, of the receiver to change the message, allows for a 
fundamental altering of the communication structure. Analogue media’s 
communication structure consisted of one central sender to many receivers, but digital 
media affords a network of many senders, who might also receive, and many receivers, 
who might also send.  

 From this, we may see that the digital nature of new media allows for a 
different communication structure which functions as a network, rather than a linear 
movement from one to many. Within such a network, the relationship between 
consumers and producers may also change. For analogue media, in some cases, this 
relationship could be characterised by a powerful hierarchical structure in which 
information flowed only from the “top or centre of the hierarchy to the bottom or 
periphery”.76 During the twentieth century, so goes the narrative, those who produced 
the content were the ones in power – they were the elite who set canons and 
standards.77 As a result, there was a very clear distinction between the consumers and 
producers.78 Consumers were expected to simply, passively, receive the message as 
analogue media afforded “little or no capacity for messages going the other way, so-
called feedback”.79 Either you produced and sent a message, or you received and 
consumed that message. This is a fairly black and white rendering of a narrative that, 
in some cases, would be true, because analogue media afforded such a relationship 
between producers and consumers.80 The networked nature of digital media affords a 
change in this relationship between consumers and producers through blurring the 
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boundaries between sending and receiving. In new media’s world of Instagram, iMovie 
and GarageBand, anyone can become a content producer – it is no longer solely the 
domain of a creative elite with the equipment and funds to create media content. In 
other words, we see a “multiplication of the sites for production of media texts”.81 The 
digital nature of new media allows for a broadening of content producers. Next to that, 
the networked structure of new media also affords a different type of consumer – no 
longer merely passively receiving content, but actively responding to it. This refers to 
what has been discussed above – an interactive consumer who not only chooses her 
content, but responds and  contributes to this content. In conclusion, new media’s 
affordances of interactivity and a networked structure allow for a changing role of users 
and producers. This process, reframed within the museum context as the relationship 
between the museum and its visitors, is central in the following analysis of the role of 
new media in the museum context.   

 

6.2 New Media and the Museum 
I began this chapter by referring to a quote by Peter Walsh, in which he conceptualised 
the museum as a place where “the Unassailable Voice” reigns as “the projection of 
timeless authority”, a space in ultimate opposition  to the web, “a faddish new medium” 
which is “constantly changing”.82 From this quote, there seems to be a “fundamental 
incompatibility” between the museum and new media.83 Rather crucially, however, 
Walsh’ understanding of the ‘museum’ requires further definition. In fact, we must read 
his statement to mean that new media is fundamentally opposed to the modernist 
museum. This understanding of the museum, as I have discussed extensively in 
Chapter 2, indeed seems to be antithetical to the perspective on new media which I 
have proposed above. The modernist museum’s core qualities of single authority and 
stable knowledge offer a strong contrast to new media’s digital nature, which affords 
an interactivity where subjective meaning is created by users and producers in consort. 
In its opposition to the modernist values, new media is much more aligned with an 
understanding of the post-museum which similarly aims for a changed perception of 
meaning. 
 This compatibility between new media and the post-museum underlies much 
of the discussion surrounding new media in the museum. The use of digital 
technologies has either been lauded, by those who see it as a way to transform the old-
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fashioned modernist museum, or denounced by those who similarly note its 
transformative powers, but who wish for no such change towards a post-museum. In 
the words of Wellington and Oliver, new media  “has been considered both a panacea 
designed to liberate museums from its stuffy confines as well as the enabler of the 
vulgarizing of museums through edutainment”.84 Particularly apt, I think, are Ross 
Parry’s descriptions of the two standpoints as “digital salvation” and “ICT the Trojan 
Horse wheeled into the fortress”.85 In what follows, these two different perspectives are 
explored. Importantly, it will be shown that both are, in essence, variations of a 
technologically determinist perspective which was referred to above. I will end by 
arguing that the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition within the context of the CEMEC project may 
be seen through such a “digital salvation” viewpoint.   
 

6.2.1 Technological Determinism in Museums  
In October 2018, Arts Fundraising & Philanthropy, a British arts funding programme, 
informed its followers on Twitter of a conference organised by the Museums Computer 
Group, called Museums+Tech. Their description of the conference reads: “The event 
will explore whether #digital in museums can open up our institutions to collaboration 
and democratisation”.86 In the phrasing of this sentence, the action, or agency, is 
attributed to digital technologies – the question regards whether digital can open up 
the museum. Also, the tweet links positive values, “collaboration and democratisation” 
as well as “open up”, to digital. This brief example shows a heritage organisation 
attributing positive transformative agency to new media,  illustrating one side of the 
debate regarding new media in the museum. Within this rhetoric, new media are 
associated with terms like “social, grassroots, access, empowerment, information, 
interactivity, ‘new’, conversation, creativity, collaboration, community, democracy, 
revolution, participation, choice”.87 Such an understanding of new media may be seen 
as part of the “Californian Ideology”.88 The Californian Ideology, a concept developed 
by Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron, is a controversial rendering of this belief in 
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new media’s power to change society for the better.89 This  ideology is based on “a 
profound faith in the emancipatory potential of the new information technologies”, a 
“digital utopia”, “where all individuals will be able to express themselves freely within 
cyberspace”.90 Those who argue that new media is fundamentally democratic, believe 
that “the inherent qualities of digital media (with their origins in code) actually favour 
access, malleability, reproducibility and sharing”.91 Within new media “everyone has a 
potential voice, a platform, and access to the means of production”.92 

This belief in new media’s potential to democratise has become prominent in the 
museum sector. As Alison Griffiths writes already in 1999, “For the most part, museum 
directors and curators have embraced new interactive technologies for their promise 
to democratize knowledge”.93 And it is not only museum directors and curators that 
are enthralled by new media’s potential; literature that links new media technologies 
to positive changes within the museum exists in abundance. A few examples will suffice 
to illustrate this point. Carey Jewitt argues that digital technologies offer museums 
“new routes to engagement and participation”.94 Similarly, Matthew Fisher and Beth 
Twiss-Garrity highlight “the power of Web 2.0 tools and services to transform museum 
visitors’ experiences from passive viewing events into interactive, empowering and 
inspiring educational opportunities.”95 And, so holds Jesssie Pallud, using new media in 
the museum will stimulate and enhance learning experiences.96 New media will also 
“attract new and diverse audiences”, according to Karen Hughes and Gianna 
Moscardo.97 And, finally, new media are “transforming the way” in which “we present 
complex research”, so note Marthe de Vet and Jolein van Kregten at Museums and the 
Web, an annual conference devoted to the use of new media in the heritage sector.98  

From this, we may note that the rhetoric surrounding new media’s potential to 
democratise the museum seems strong. Yet, although perhaps less visible, a counter-
movement exists, seen, for example, in the work of Josie Appleton. In 2001, she argued, 
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contentiously, that “the way new technologies have been generally used in museum 
today has, overall, undermined the quality of museum experience”.99 Appleton 
disagrees with new media’s promotion of interactivity, since it blurs “the distinction 
between a considered opinion developed through the study of objects, and an 
immediate and uniformed response”.100 Whereas authors on the other side of the 
debate argue that this blurring of authoritative boundaries is a positive element, 
Appleton finds it harmful. She then argues that new technologies “are being used to 
recreate ‘whole experience’ multimedia displays”, which, firstly, undermine accurate 
historical research and, secondly, devaluate visitor’s imaginations.101 Thirdly, she 
writes that using new media in museums turns them into “funhouses”, which “threaten 
the very basis of museums”, which are about real objects.102 This final argument is 
echoed in Ann Mintz’s article That’s Edutainment, where Mintz worries that “digital 
technology is blurring the line between the traditional public museum and the 
commercial theme park and retail complex”.103 

Appleton and Mintz are part of a group of  “skeptics [who] see new media as 
threatening the authenticity of the artefact, the authority of traditional sources of 
knowledge, and as vulgarizing museums, turning them into commercialized sites for 
‘edutainment’.”104 In their eyes, new media technologies oppose the museum’s values 
of authority and authenticity.105 Jessica Gelt and Debbie Cuthbertson write that “for 
every app-loving, gadget-embracing museum curator or visitor there is a solitude-
craving, analog enthusiast who feels that pixelated screens and interactive devices 
interfere with the very soul of the museum-going experience. Their goal is to stand 
quietly in front of art and ponder its significance and place in history – without 
technological intrusion”.106 To such a “solitude-craving analog enthusiast”, new media 
is “antithetical in character” to “the static, the monumental, the historical permanence 
and materiality” of the museum.107 Hazan, too, notes that the use of new media in the 
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museum is opposed by those who feel that it privileges “information over the object”.108 
It is as if, so argues Fiona Cameron, the digital is antithetical to “the ‘superior’ physical 
counterpart”.109 Much opposition to new media in the museum is thus centred around 
this discussion of the relationship between “museums and notions of materiality”, 
where new media is seen to embody the opposite of materiality, which is cast as a 
central value of the museum.110 Parry writes that the discussion of materiality flows 
into a discussion of authenticity and then, ultimately, authority, because how “could a 
digital resource – so easily edited, so easily reticulated, so easily reproduced – be 
authoritative?”.111 Clearly, opposition to new media in the museum exists and it can take 
many shapes. Andrea Witcomb summarises the main points of the sceptics: “the 
implications are a loss of aura and institutional authority, the loss of the ability to 
distinguish between the real and the copy, the death of the object, and a reduction of 
knowledge to information”.112  

In looking carefully at this debate on new media in the museum context, we can 
clearly identify traces of technological determinism on both sides. The first, commonly 
seen, rhetoric emphasises that new media will make the museum more open, 
democratic and social. “The language of ‘impacts’”, using Lievrouw and Livingstone’s 
apt phrase, is prominent in this discussion.113 New media “augments” the museum, it 
“stimulates” learning encounters, it “impacts” the experiences of young adults, it 
“opens up” the museum.114 Similar terms, ascribing agency to the technology, are used 
by those who oppose new media in the museum.115 From this we can see that 
technological determinism is influential in the rhetoric surrounding new media in the 
museum. In her article, aptly named Technological Determinism is Dead; Long Live 
Technological Determinism, Wyatt observes this too – she writes that “technological 
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determinism persists in the actions taken and justifications given by many actors”.116 
According to Wyatt, this is because this perspective “conforms with a huge majority of 
people’s experiences”, it is, in her words, “the ‘common sense’ explanation”.117 Although 
it is an “anathema to so much contemporary scholarship”, it is clear that technological 
determinism remains relevant within the context of new media in the museum.118 Both 
perspectives outlined above, “digital salvation” and “ICT the Trojan Horse wheeled into 
the fortress”, are informed by a technologically determinist understanding of new 
media. In both these narratives, the “language of impacts” is strongly visible: new media 
will make the museum either better or worse, depending on the author’s standpoint 
with regards to the modernist and post-museum. We may also point to some who 
attempt to view new media in the museum outside of the frame of technological 
determinism, trying not to fall into the “technology trap”.119 In this more nuanced field, 
we find theorists like Michelle Henning, Andrea Witcomb, Peter Walsh and Ross 
Parry.120 Scholars like these avoid attributing agency to new media and see digital as 
one of many interpretive tools within the larger framework of the museum. As will be 
shown towards the end of this dissertation, the Riverside Museum’s use of new media 
functions within such a context. First, however, our discussion moves to the CEMEC 
project, where a rhetoric informed by technological determinism such as referred to 
above, remains visible.  

 

6.3 New Media in the CEMEC Project 
In this subchapter, I aim to argue that a technologically determinist perspective may be 
seen in the way in which new media is approached within Connecting Early Medieval 
European Collections and the accompanying ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. New media is 
given much attention, for example, in a publication by Creative Europe, celebrating the 
European Year of Cultural Heritage, in which the CEMEC project is briefly highlighted. 
The European Commission, here, chooses to present the CEMEC project as “A Digital 
Cultural Heritage Network”, explicitly naming the digital as an important part of the 
project.121 In this publication, the project is branded as employing “cutting-edge 
technology” in order to bring “people, objects and museums” together.122 To the 
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organisation funding CEMEC, this technical element is clearly of particular 
importance. In the introduction to the project plan, where Allard Pierson director Wim 
Hupperetz outlines the main aims of the CEMEC project, we may also note the 
significance of digital media. Hupperetz writes that “new ways of digital data 
acquisition and sharing (digital) content on collections and objects will be an essential 
part of this project”.123 The importance of new media is also visible in the key role of 
the five creative partners from the digital heritage field, who are each assigned several 
of the ‘activities’ which structure the project. For example, one of the ‘activities’ refers 
entirely to the 3D digitisation of essential objects from the museum partner’s 
collections.124 Two of the technical partners, Fraunhofer-IGD and the smaller Dutch 
company Moobels, are part of the project solely in order to carry out this task. In 
practice, this activity resulted in the 3D digitisation of ten key objects from each 
museum’s collection by Moobels. These 3D scans are produced specifically for the use 
of one of the project’s other core elements: “the mobile panoramic setup”, another 
activity specified in the project plan.125 At this point, the mobile panoramic setup has 
evolved into what is known within the project as the Cross Culture Timeline. As is clear 
from the Creative Europe publication, the CCT has become one of the central aspects 
of the CEMEC project – with both Donkersloot, project leader, and Hupperetz 
mentioning they wish to develop it further.126 It has been decided by the project 
partners that the CCT should also be the core focus of the business model, another of 
the project’s activities. The development of the CCT has been the main contribution of 
the Irish company Noho, who also created the introduction movie and several traveller 
projections. The work of the other two technical partners, EVOCA and CNR-ITABC, 
also forms a large part of the project, as seen in meetings and exhibitions.127  

In the project plan, Hupperetz further elaborates upon the precise function of 
these digital technologies within CEMEC. In the introduction we may read that “use of 
IT in a museum context” will “greatly add to user (visitor) experience” as well as 
“enhance our understanding of collections”.128 Hupperetz also writes that the CEMEC 
project wishes to use digital content in order to discard a traditional museological 
approach “in favour of an approach that encourages deep cultural reflection and 
analysis by museum visitors”.129 Whereas a traditional approach, according to the 
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CEMEC project plan, limits the potential for visitors “to understand the lives, 
behaviours and minds of ancient people”, technology will provide visitors with “content 
that will help them recognize the objects, contextualize them, and position them into 
wider narrative or symbolic themes”.130 Together with “museum/curatorial expertise”,  
new media will “lead to a ‘new museography’ that addresses not only the essential need 
to reach new audiences, but will also lead to new ways of collaboration and approaches 
to sharing”.131 Looking at these claims from the perspectives offered above, we may note 
echoes of a more technologically determinist rhetoric. Many positive outcomes are 
explicitly linked to new media, for example, a better visitor experience, an enhanced 
understanding of collections and  “a new museography”. Within the project plan, the 
promises of new media are plenty, and a positive agency is ascribed to the digital 
elements. 

Besides showing signs of a technologically determinist rhetoric, the CEMEC 
project also seems to function within a context of a digital imperative. The notion of 
digital imperative “refers to the belief that the future is digital and that current 
practices need to digitise in order to make this future a reality”.132 Simon Knell and Ross 
Parry argue that such an imperative is visible within the European Commission’s 
heritage funding programmes.133 For the European Union, so contends Knell, the future 
of the museum will have to be digital in order to be able to remain relevant within “an 
increasingly pervasive ‘information society’”.134 Creative Europe’s framing of CEMEC 
as a “Digital Cultural Heritage Network” seems to substantiate this reading – for the 
European Commission, the role of new media in such a project is of particular 
importance.135 The CEMEC project, has had a strong digital element from its initial 
conception captured in the proposal. From the beginning, the collaboration included 
technical partners, and several of the proposed activities concerned new media. It is 
telling that the European Commission has decided to award funding to a project with 
such a strong emphasis on new media. This initial focus on digital technologies has, 
naturally, structured the further development of the project after the grant was 
awarded to this particular proposal. In other words, the project started with a strong 
obligation for particular elements of it to be digital. Rather than working from content 
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to desired tool, a digital imperative has led CEMEC to begin with the requirement of 
new media, after which contents would be designed.  

As a result, an emphasis on new media is also visible within the execution 
project plan, and, in particular, the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. The centrality of the CCT 
has already been noted by Donkersloot and Hupperetz, and is also apparent within the 
project itself. A large part of the resources  of the project were spent on 3D scans of the 
objects for the CCT, as well as the continued development of the application which took 
up an entire room in ‘Crossroads’. Multiple other new media applications were also 
developed, many of which feature prominently in the exhibition, such as the 
introduction movie and migration map. Furthermore, each room within the 
‘Crossroads’ exhibition contains at least one digital element. In the next chapter, I will 
more fully explore each of these different digital elements as well as the aims and 
motivations of those who created them. However, with this brief analysis, I have 
attempted to highlight that these new media tools must be interpreted within the more 
technologically determinist framework outlined above. The CEMEC project can be said 
to work from such a technologically determinist narrative, viewing new media 
positively, as a way to change the museum.  

 

Conclusion 
In order to be able to speak sensibly about the role of digital tools in the context of the 
museum, I began this chapter with an exploration of the concept of new media. My aim 
was to create a workable understanding of this notion, which would allow a fruitful 
analysis of digital in the museum. The first half of the chapter revolved around two 
main questions: the ‘newness’ of new media, and its relationship to society. The matter 
of new media’s relationship to society was discussed first through a more historical 
framework, where technological determinism and SST were offered as alternatives. 
Technological determinism, which would allow new media all sorts of influences on 
society, remains important within contemporary rhetoric in the museum. Yet, within 
the academic discourse, it has been replaced by more nuanced perspectives. One such 
understanding can be found in Latour’s reading of Actor-Network-Theory, where it is 
the network (made up of human and non-human actors alike) which determines. This 
framework provided context for the other central question, regarding the ‘newness’ of 
new media. First, I briefly dwelled upon the digital nature of new media as understood 
by Boast. Then, through employing Gibson’s concept of affordances, I have highlighted 
some of the consequences of new media’s digital nature. I put forward a particular 
understanding of new media in which interactivity and its networked nature play a 
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central role. These key affordances both highlight how new media allows for a changing 
role of users and producers. This process, reframed within the museum context as the 
relationship between the museum and its visitors, is central in my analysis of the role 
of new media in the museum context, which I discussed in the second part of this 
chapter. 

As was mentioned, the prevalent rhetoric argues that using new media in a 
museum context may change this relationship between the visitor and the museum. 
Within the modernist museum, stable knowledge and a more authoritative relationship 
are key, which could be changed by the digital. In other words, new media could allow 
the modernist museum to transform into a post-museum. For some, as was shown, this 
is a desired outcome, whilst, for others, it is something to be discouraged. Nevertheless, 
both these two perspectives, “digital salvation” and “ICT the Trojan Horse wheeled into 
the fortress”, are informed by a technologically determinist understanding of new 
media. In both these narratives, the “language of impacts” is strongly visible: new media 
will make the museum either better or worse, depending on the author’s standpoint 
with regards to the modernist and post-museum. In the final part of this chapter, I 
illustrated that such a technologically determinist understanding of new media is also 
visible within the CEMEC project. Here, digital tools are seen in a positivist light, able 
to change the museum. In the following, final, chapter, I aim to explore in full the 
different new media applications in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, and see whether the 
digital does indeed, allow for such a change.  
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“More, and more diverse, use of IT in a 
museum context will […] greatly add to user 

(visitor) experience..” 
 

Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 3. 
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Does the use of new media allow for more visitor-centred meanings? After many 
theoretical explorations and initial analyses, this final chapter addresses the core 
question of this dissertation. This central issue will be explored in particular at the 
‘Crossroads’ exhibition, which features six different kinds of new media applications. 
The analyses of these digital elements, constituting this chapter, each start with an 
exploration of the context in which these applications were developed. Through 
referring to documentation and actions related to key players within the Connecting 
Early Medieval European Collections project, intentions regarding the different digital 
elements are examined. I will attempt to characterise the original aims for the 
applications through the, by now familiar, dichotomy of the post- and modernist 
museum tropes. After delving into intents and purposes, the final realisation of these 
new media tools will then be explored within the context of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. 
Based on the data available through the elaborate evaluation programme set out in 
Chapter 4, visitor responses at these digital instances will be investigated. These 
analyses will combine the different methodologies in an attempt at evaluating meaning 
making at these moments as either more visitor- or museum-centred.   

These visitor- or museum-centred meaning making processes, at the core of 
this chapter, will be studied at each of the different new media instances in the 
‘Crossroads’ exhibition.  Figure 7.1 offers a plan of the exhibition in which the different 
digital elements are highlighted. The exhibit begins with creative partner Noho’s 
introduction movie, which will be discussed first. Throughout ‘Crossroads’, several 
smaller videos are featured, known within the project as holoboxes, including one 
larger holographic installation. These installations, conceived and created mainly by 
creative partner CNR/EVOCA, are explored next. The third largest new media element 
is the Cross Culture Timeline, again constructed by creative partner Noho. The 
exhibition also contains several smaller digital components, including a migration map, 
traveller projections and an animation of a reliquary lid. These smaller elements are 
discussed in the final part of the chapter.   
 As was argued previously, and again highlighted here by beginning the chapter 
with a quote from the project plan, new media receives much emphasis within CEMEC. 
Key players within the project attribute a transformative power to new media, and this 
chapter aims to investigate whether such change may be seen in visitor meaning 
making processes in ‘Crossroads’.  
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Figure 7.1 Digital Elements in the ‘Crossroads’ Exhibition. 2017. Design by Platvorm Amsterdam.  

 

7.1 Introduction Movie 
My analysis begins at the start of the exhibit, in a small dedicated room directly off the 
first hallway, where a 4-minute long introduction movie may be found. The idea to 
introduce the exhibition by means of a short film seems to have taken shape early on 
in the project. In June 2016, Allard Pierson director Wim Hupperetz notes “We envisage 
a short intro video in our exhibition which explains the geography and the timeline”.1 
This initial proposal takes hold within the project, as the minutes of a meeting held in 
October 2016 read that “the exhibition is introduced by a video, followed by maps and 
objects, showing the diversity of early medieval Europe and its regional cultures”.2 The 
idea is further explored in the spring of 2017 by the exhibition curator who proposes 
structuring the film through referring to medieval travellers and their experiences.3 
Creative partner Noho is tasked with developing the final film, featuring a narrator, 
introducing the historical frame of the exhibition, moving from the end of the Roman 
Empire towards the Early Middle Ages. Interspersed throughout this overarching 
narrative are brief quotes by historical travellers, who are referred to again in the 
exhibition [Figure 7.2 and 7.3].  

 
1 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Introduction Video’ (Basecamp, 2016). 
2 Exhibition curator, ‘Minutes of Meeting October 2016’, 2016. 
3 Exhibition curator, ‘Storyboard Intromovie’, 2017. 

avelzen
Text Box
This image is only available in the printed thesis.



231       NEW MEDIA AND MEANING AT ‘CROSSROADS’ 
 

 

  
Figure 7.2 Still featuring map from the Introduction 
Movie. 2017. Design by Noho.  

Figure 7.3 Still featuring a traveller from the 
Introduction Movie. 2017. Design by Noho. 

 
It can be argued that the introduction movie functions from a fairly museum-centred 
perspective. Although initial ideas centred around ‘giving voice’ to historical travellers, 
the final version of the video features an unidentified, seemingly objective, narrator. 
This narrator provides the visitor with an introduction to the central exhibition 
narrative, beginning with the decline of the Roman Empire and highlighting early 
medieval Europe as a period of diversity and exchange. Although historical travellers 
are included and given voice, their brief stories are incorporated within the 
overarching museum narrative. A more modernist context is also visible in the process 
of developing the introduction movie, where no engagement is shown with an eventual 
audience. Although, as we have seen from their strategy document, the Allard Pierson 
is aware of the kind of visitors they receive, this public is not mentioned in the creative 
process regarding the film.4 In further development of the introduction video by Noho, 
the intended audience does not play a role either. A more modernist attitude may also 
be seen in how the medium of film is employed. The video’s digital character would 
allow for offering different levels of information, structuring knowledge in a more 
layered fashion. Yet such an affordance is not actualised; instead the movie employs a 
linear, one-way, kind of communication, mimicking a more traditional relationship 
between consumer and user. In this way, visitors are denied agency in favour of 
communicating a singular museum narrative. From this, it appears that the 
introduction movie was created from within a more modernist perspective. 

How do visitors to the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit respond to this introduction movie? 
Looking at the data acquired through the digital survey (n=3439), it may be noted that 
86% of visitors has seen (part of) the introduction movie. Based on observation (n=60), 
slightly more than half of these users has seen the entire movie (57%), whilst others have 
seen part of it (43%). This fairly high percentage of engagement with the introduction 

 
4 ‘Continuïteit En Vernieuwing: Strategie 2017-2020’, p. 9. 
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movie may be explained by visitors’ expectations regarding such an introductory film. 
As already briefly explored in Chapter 5, it seems that many visitors expect such a movie 
to explain what the exhibition ‘is about’: 
 

I wanted to know what the exhibition was about, and a general introduction. 
(Bob) 

 
Then you get a bit of a general sense of what the exhibition is about. (Jade)  

 
The approach ‘linking to larger museum narrative’, of which Bob and Jade’s comments 
are examples, is employed more often at the introduction movie than in other elements 
of the exhibition. At this instance, it is combined mostly with ‘compare to other 
museum experience’, highlighting how current behaviour with regards to this 
encounter is influenced by expectations, informed by previous encounters in other 
museums. From this, it seems that most visitors’ expectations with regards to such an 
introduction movie are similar to the intentions of the museum. The high percentage 
of initial engagement with the film also suggests that many visitors would like to receive 
such an introduction. However, looking more closely at the way visitors respond to the 
video problematises the situation.  

The data provided by the interviews suggests that engaging with the museum 
through offering a comment is quite a common approach in the case of the introduction 
movie. ‘Engage with the museum’ accounts for about 30% of all approaches coded at 
this instance, 20% is critical engagement and 10% positive engagement. This is echoed 
in the results of the paper questionnaire (n=242) where about 36% of all comments 
provided are positive. These comments range from “enjoyable” to “educational” to 
“clear”. Some participants also explicitly note that the movie served as a good 
introduction to the exhibit, fulfilling their expectations. About a third of the comments 
offered are more critical. Some (12%) are more practical in nature, referring to matters 
like sound or design. Approximately 22% of participants comment critically with 
regards to the content of the movie, and, specifically, focus on the fact that the film was 
“too superficial”. Rather than meeting expectations of providing a good introduction to 
the exhibit, participants write that “the introduction movie did not provide enough 
information”, “the information provided was too simplistic, seems to be aimed at 
children” and “not very instructive”. Such comments are also echoed within the 
interviews, for example, by Peter: 
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.. I thought this was intended for children. It must have been made for people who 
are introduced to the subject for the first time. (Peter)  

 
With this comment, Peter seems to point towards an essential matter with regards to 
this introduction movie, which might also explain this imbalance in visitor comments, 
namely; its intended audience. In differentiating visitor comments based on particular 
groups, a pattern may be noted which shows a particular type of audience appreciating 
the introduction movie, whilst another specific group of visitors is more critical. The 
digital survey asked participants to rate the introduction movie, resulting in an average 
rating of 3.5/5. In a further exploration of this average rating, we may note a statistically 
significant association between age group and rating [Figure 7.4]. It seems that 
participants in higher age groups give slightly lower ratings to the introduction movie. 
This is echoed in the data provided by the paper questionnaire. Here, a similar 
association is found between age group and the type of comments: participants in 
higher age groups are more likely to regard the introduction movie as “too superficial” 
[Figure 7.5]. The age group variable serves as an indicator of a specific ‘type’ of audience 
which is  currently one of the Allard Pierson’s core audiences. Looking at the data 
collected by the head-count (n=21205), we may note that approximately half of all 
visitors (47%) are over 50 years old, and of this group 94% speaks Dutch and 64% visits 
in a pair. This image is echoed and may be elaborated upon using the descriptives 
offered by the questionnaire. Here, 56% of all visitors are over 50 years old, and of this 
elder group only 5% visits less than 5 museums per year. Also, 92% of these 50+ 
participants are in possession of a ‘Museumkaart’, a Dutch museum pass which allows 
free entry into most museums, and can be seen as a mark of regular cultural 
engagement. Taken together, these variables create an image of the ‘typical’ Allard 
Pierson visitor: an experienced, Dutch, 50+, pair. In the strategy document, the Allard 
Pierson also seems to be aware of this typical visitor, naming the “experienced museum 
visitor” as one of their core audiences.5 
 

 
5 ‘Continuïteit En Vernieuwing: Strategie 2017-2020’, p. 9. 
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Figure 7.4 Age Group and Average Rating Introduction Movie (Digital Survey) 

n = 3439. Chi-Square, p = 0.000. Cramer’s V = 0.098. 

 

 
Figure 7.5 Age Group and “Too Superficial” (Paper Survey)  

n = 237. Chi-Square, p = 0.009. Cramer’s V = 0.220. 
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Interestingly, it is this ‘typical’ Allard Pierson visitor who seems to offer most critical 
comments regarding the introduction movie. Somehow, the film, as created within the 
CEMEC project, does not correspond to their expectations. In contrast, a younger and 
less experienced audience does seem to be able to connect with the film. These varied 
responses can be seen as a result of the way in which the project partners have 
employed this new media tool. CEMEC’s aim was to provide a single introduction to the 
general concept of the exhibition, the main museum narrative. The chosen medium of 
digital video would allow for differentiated communication, but here, it is employed to 
provide one narrative to all visitors. Apparently, without actively reflecting on an 
intended public, the introduction movie now serves as an adequate introduction for 
less experienced visitors, but is seen as too superficial by the Allard Pierson’s largest 
audience group.  
 However, importantly, in neither of these instances, visitors are encouraged to 
draw on their personal contexts in order to create meaning. In their reflections on 
whether the video serves as a proper introduction to the exhibition, neither positive 
nor critical visitors make use of approaches which favour more visitor-centred 
meanings. Instead, the approaches most often employed at the introduction movie are 
‘linking to larger museum narrative’ and ‘engagement with museum’, both of which 
require very little engagement of personal contexts. Participants also make use of 
‘compare to other museum experience’, but this more visitor-centred kind of approach 
is used here to determine visitor behaviour regarding use/non-use of the introduction 
movie. In short, most participants here engage with the film as a way towards 
understanding the intended museum narrative, and then comment on how well they 
think the museum has communicated this meaning. From this, it may be said that the 
way in which this introduction movie is employed in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition allows 
for more museum-centred meanings. Although digital in nature, the film’s more user-
centred affordances are not employed and, in this way, the video does not encourage 
more visitor-centred meaning making. 
 

7.2 Holoboxes 
A second type of new media use in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition is seen at, what is 
referred to as, the holoboxes, a particular type of technology mainly developed by a 
collaboration of two Italian companies; CNR-ITABC and EVOCA. There are four smaller 
holoboxes, one of which was developed by creative partner Moobels, and one larger 
installation, known as the Kunàgota Sword holobox. The term holobox, within this 
context, refers to a type of technology which allows for a projection of holographic 
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elements on and next to historical artefacts in showcases. Within the CEMEC project, 
the first suggestion to employ this holographic technique seems to have been made by 
Hupperetz. In a discussion paper, he proposes employing the technique because of its 
ability to combine digital with physical objects in “a very powerful” way.6 The idea is 
soon taken up by technical partners CNR/EVOCA, proposing to create “a multimedia 
wall” with holographic showcases.7 At this stage, both Hupperetz’ and CNR/EVOCA’s 
contributions emphasise the specific holographic technology, rather than its role 
within the larger exhibition. CNR/EVOCA write: “This solution [the multimedia holobox 
wall], that is quite complex to realize, can be adopted in one room, for a specific group 
of objects. Probably it could be applied to a theme or sub-theme for which it has 
particularly sense [sic], like for instance the Faith, or the Magic”.8 Here, CNR/EVOCA 
focus on the holographic technique, which may then be “applied” to different 
situations. Similar reasoning is seen later on, in the minutes of a meeting in 2016: “After 
discussions on digital applications, it has to be decided where digital applications will 
be introduced in the exhibition related to which theme.”9 At this point, the project 
partners have decided to employ the holobox technology, and now suggestions may be 
made as to its role and place within the exhibition. Such a logic, favouring technology 
over content, may be said to be informed by the digital imperative which was discussed 
in the previous chapter.   
 It can also be argued that the way in which both CNR/EVOCA and Hupperetz 
intend the technology to be used suggests a more modernist understanding of meaning. 
Hupperetz, in his initial proposal, writes: “The goal is to enhance the meaning of 
objects. Therefore the visualization should be adding to the storytelling: it should 
inform visitors about the way an object was made, how it was used or what the 
iconography can tell us.”10 Use of words such as “storytelling” and “inform” imply a 
modernist emphasis on transmitting museum meaning. The kind of meaning, “the way 
an object was made, how it was used, or what the iconography can tell us”, shows a 
layering of information, but still accentuates traditional museum knowledge. 
CNR/EVOCA seem to view the aim of the holoboxes similarly, writing: “In the 
holographic showcase, each object has been presented alternating (a) a short 
presentation, with a more descriptive style, to communicate the basic information; (b) 
a dramaturgy which means a scenario where the object is contextualized in its original 

 
6 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Holobox Concept: Discussion Paper’, 2016. 
7 CNR-ITABC, ‘Integration to the Position Paper’, 2016. 
8 CNR-ITABC, ‘Integration to the Position Paper’, p. 1. 
9 Exhibition curator, ‘Minutes of Meeting October 2016’, p. 2. 
10 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Prototype Holobox’, 2016, p. 1. 
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environment. The dramatized scenarios are useful to create a magic atmosphere but 
also to suggest additional information regarding the function of the objects 
themselves.”11 Again, we may note the reference to traditional museum knowledge, 
highlighting original use and context. In an appendix to the project plan, CNR/EVOCA 
set out their broader philosophy regarding new media in the museum. In this 
philosophy, “Technology will be used to provide visitors with content that will help 
them recognize the objects (especially where fragmentary objects are concerned), 
contextualise them, and position them into wider narrative or symbolic themes.”12 A 
threefold layering of information is suggested: recognising the object, understanding 
its historical context and framing it within a larger narrative. These three layers of 
knowledge will be “provided” to the visitor through technology, and, again, seem to 
reflect more traditional museum meanings. CNR/EVOCA’s museum-centred 
understanding of meaning is further illustrated when they write that the “holobox 
transmits contents”, their use of the word “transmits” recalling the linear 
understanding of meaning making processes favoured by the modernist museum.13 
 After interpreting their motives in this way, it seems striking that CNR/EVOCA, 
in fact, perceive holographic showcases as a way to provide new visitor experiences. 
They argue that the holobox “presents an advancement in the museological sector” 
because it “can take the visitor in the middle of a lively and powerful experience”.14 This 
“lively and powerful experience” seems to consist of “a spectacular and immersive 
feeling”, a “sensory involvement with objects and stories”.15 Although not entirely clear, 
it is suggested that holographic showcases would lead to a more emotional visitor 
experience, which would move beyond a ‘traditional’ museum encounter. The aim of 
the holobox would be, so hold CNR/EVOCA, “to push the user” towards this different 
type of experience.16 Their use of words like “push” and “user” implies that 
CNR/EVOCA’s motivations can be situated within a more technologically determinist 
rhetoric. In their writing, they appear to view new media may as a way to determine a 
particular experience for a visitor. Such an understanding seems to echo a belief in new 
media’s transformative power.    
 When discussing technology’s ability to offer a changed experience to the 
public, CNR/EVOCA do not appear to further explore their notion of the audience. The 

 
11 Eva Pietroni and others, ‘Bringing the Illusion of Reality Inside Museums—A Methodological Proposal for 
an Advanced Museology Using Holographic Showcases’, Informatics, 6.1 (2019), 2 (p. 12). 
12 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 8. 
13 Pietroni and others, pp. 12–13. 
14 Pietroni and others, p. 1. 
15 CNR-ITABC, ‘CEMEC: CNR-ITABC Contribution’, 2016, p. 6; Pietroni and others, p. 2. 
16 Pietroni and others, p. 2. 
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visitor, in the development of these holoboxes, is not defined beyond the role they 
would play in ‘receiving’ such an experience. Interestingly, CNR/EVOCA do have an 
extensive tradition of evaluating their digital applications through audience studies.17 
In the project plan, too, it is highlighted that they will evaluate their contributions to 
the exhibitions within the CEMEC project. They write: “During the development 
process many steps of evaluation of the efficacy and usability of the interfaces on the 
general public will be necessary, to let the designer and developers to choose the right 
solutions. The user experience will be evaluated in terms of design usability, overall 
involvement, efficacy of content, cultural impact in terms of learning”.18 From this we 
may already note that CNR/EVOCA work from a more positivist understanding with 
regards to their visitor research, emphasising “usability”, “efficacy’ and “learning”, 
employing the evaluative work to choose “the right solutions”. This is further 
substantiated when we look more closely at their evaluative strategy, which is based on 
summative quantitative observation and surveys. In their questionnaires, the positivist 
perspective is clear; visitors are asked to provide the correct answer to a series of 
questions regarding the content of these new media applications, such as “To which 
object did the golden Kunàgota sheets belong originally?”.19 CNR/EVOCA use their 
visitor research to discover whether the public has correctly received the intended 
narrative. Also, audience studies are employed as a way to validate the success of their 
applications, for example: “Did you like how the story of the museum objects is told? 
Yes/No.”20 Although CNR/EVOCA employ audience research, their studies are not 
undertaken in such a way that they can critically inform decisions in the development 
stage. Instead, they are interpreted through a more confirmatory and celebratory lens, 
as can be seen in a recent article on the CEMEC case published in Informatics.21  
 Above, I have attempted to argue that these holographic showcases were 
created from within a more modernist context. Initial ideas focused on technology 
rather than content, showing an influence of a digital imperative. Also, a belief in the 
transformative powers of these technologies appears to be present. Crucially, 
CNR/EVOCA and Hupperetz aim for these holoboxes to transmit (layered) museum-
centred meaning, leaving no significant role for the audience in the development of 
these technologies. In what follows, I will further explore the realisation of these initial 
ideas in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, featuring four smaller holoboxes and one large 

 
17 Pietroni and others. 
18 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 10. 
19 CNR-ITABC, ‘User Experience Evaluation: CEMEC Project’, 2017. 
20 CNR-ITABC, ‘User Experience Evaluation: CEMEC Project’. 
21 Pietroni and others. 



239       NEW MEDIA AND MEANING AT ‘CROSSROADS’ 
 

 

holographic installation, referred to as the Kunàgota Holobox. The first of the smaller 
holoboxes, consisting of a two-minute film, concerns an incense burner from the 
collection of the Allard Pierson, and was developed by creative partner Moobels. Here, 
the holographic technique is used to visualise smoke coming from the artefact [Figure 
7.6]. The projection also highlights several illustrations on the original object, visually, 
and through brief descriptive sentences. [Figure 7.7]. This holobox seems most clearly 
linked to Hupperetz’ aims and initial understanding, offering different layers of 
meaning. Three other smaller holoboxes were developed by CNR/EVOCA, regarding a 
brooch from the LVR-Landesmuseum in Bonn, and a belt buckle and brooch from the 
collection of the Hungarian National Museum in Budapest. Whereas the video created 
by Moobels is fairly simple in its execution, the films created by CNR/EVOCA are more 
extensive in length (6 minutes) as well as visual style [Figure 7.8 and 7.9]. CNR/EVOCA’s 
holoboxes also use audio, including voice-over and music. The two types of holoboxes 
do not only differ in style, but also in content. The incense burner offers short ‘bits’ of 
information, highlighting particular elements on the object without a clear larger 
narrative structure. The other holoboxes, created by CNR/EVOCA, have a distinct 
storyline, emphasising the original archaeological context of the objects, and the ways 
through which these artefacts were used and made. These narratives reflect 
CNR/EVOCA’s philosophy of a threefold layering of information consisting of 
recognising the object, understanding its historical context and situating it within a 
larger narrative. In these cases, the holoboxes function rather as small movies, which, 
at times highlight particular aspects on objects.  
 

  
Figure 7.6 Still from holobox on incense burner from 
the Allard Pierson. 2017. Design by Moobels.  

Figure 7.7 Still from holobox on incense burner from 
the Allard Pierson. 2017. Design by Moobels. 
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Figure 7.8 Still from holobox on brooch from Bonn. 
2017. Design by CNR/EVOCA.  

Figure 7.9 Still from holobox on brooch from Bonn. 
2017. Design by CNR/EVOCA. 

  
Figure 7.10 Still from the Kunàgota Sword Holobox. 
2017. Design by CNR/EVOCA. 

Figure 7.11 Still from the Kunàgota Sword Holobox. 
2017. Design by CNR/EVOCA. 

  
Figure 7.12 Still from Phase 1 from the Kunàgota 
Sword Holobox. 2017. Design by CNR/EVOCA. 

Figure 7.13 Still from Phase 2 from the Kunàgota 
Sword Holobox. 2017. Design by CNR/EVOCA. 

  
Figure 7.14 Still from Phase 3 from the Kunàgota 
Sword Holobox. 2017. Design by CNR/EVOCA. 

Figure 7.15 Still from Phase 3 from the Kunàgota 
Sword Holobox. 2017. Design by CNR/EVOCA. 
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The largest of these holographic productions, the Kunàgota Sword installation, may 
also be linked to the more traditional medium of film. This holobox, rather than being 
incorporated into the showcases in the exhibition walls, is presented in its own ‘box’. 
This ‘box’ contains the actual sword of Kunàgota, part of the collection of the Hungarian 
National Museum, around which CNR/EVOCA’s movie is projected. Originally, 
CNR/EVOCA had intended for this film to be seen within a dedicated, dark, room, as 
was tested at the Hungarian National Museum, where visitors sat down in silence, “like 
they were indeed at the cinema”.22 Although this idea was abandoned due to insistence 
by other project partners, CNR/EVOCA’s intention of seeing the Kunàgota Sword 
installation as a film, or “the show”, remains visible. 23 The video includes different 
narrative voice-overs, as well as music, and many different styles of animation [Figures 
7.13-7.15]. At times, the holographic technique is used to highlight particular elements 
on the object with accompanying text, similar to what was seen at the smaller incense 
burner holobox [Figure 7.12]. Beyond these brief moments of using the holographic 
technique, the 7-minute film functions as a traditional movie, visible also  in the 
inclusion of opening and closing credits and titles [Figure 7.10]. In their discussion of 
the Kunàgota Sword in the Informatics article, use of terms like “scene”, “theatrical 
scenography”, “first-person drama”  and “dramatization” also suggests that 
CNR/EVOCA approach this application from the framework of traditional film. 24  They 
have conceptualised a narrative structure built on three phases, each with their own 
aims, which are presented to visitors as chapters [Figure 7.11]. These three “narrative 
phases” build up towards a final conclusion; clearly, the intention is for the visitor to 
experience the full “show”.25 Although, interestingly, CNR/EVOCA claim that “no 
traditional storytelling is used here, nor a linear narrative strategy”, I would argue that 
such a linear narrative strategy is, in fact, central to understanding the Kunàgota Sword 
holobox. 26 
 As I have aimed to demonstrate above, the development of the holobox 
installations may be understood from within a more museum-centred perspective on 
meaning. This modernist context also informs the final configurations, where the 
holoboxes within the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition function as brief films, narrating a 
museum-centred meaning. In particular the Kunàgota Sword installation operates as a 
traditional type of movie. Although holographic technology is used, most of new 

 
22 Pietroni and others, p. 25. 
23 Pietroni and others, p. 15. 
24 Pietroni and others, pp. 15–16. 
25 Pietroni and others, p. 17. 
26 Pietroni and others, p. 16. 
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media’s affordances which could allow for a changed relationship between visitor and 
museum, are not actualised. As was seen with the introduction movie, such a particular 
use of digital film does not employ the medium’s affordances of interactivity or a more 
networked structure. In what follows, I aim to use the visitor research to show that 
using these new media applications in such a way does not afford more visitor-centred 
meaning making. 

An initial analysis of the use of the Kunàgota Sword holobox may be informed 
by the data from observations (n=60).  From this, it may be noted that approximately 
50% of all visitors observed engaged with the holobox. Although the entire movie 
duration is 7 minutes, observation shows that, on average, visitors engage for 1.3 
minutes – 70% of visitors observed engage with the application for less than a minute. 
Compared to what was seen at the introduction movie, the Kunàgota Sword installation 
appears to invite briefer visitor engagement. This may be due, in part, to the fact that 
this application is near the end of the exhibition, which is seen in Linde’s case: 
 

Well and this would be something that I would return to later, when I come back, I 
can take a look at that. Because it’s a waste to just walk by uninterested. [..] I have 
a full head with so many impressions, and there are already so many things to see, 
so many stories, all these influences, all these travels, all these peoples.. (Linde) 

 
The explicit communication of the fairly long duration of the movie also seems to 
withhold some visitors from engagement, like Carlijn: 
 

Oh six minutes? No, that’s far too long! (Carlijn) 
 

When visitors do engage with the Kunàgota Sword holobox, the approach most often 
used (46% of all approaches coded at Kunàgota Sword) is ‘engage with the museum’, 
and, in particular ‘critical engagement’. Looking at the instances coded under ‘critical 
engagement’, it may be noted that most visitors find the application confusing, too long, 
and have problems with its design, being too childish or clumsy: 
 

Yes, I thought this was a very confusing story. That video-presentation. I’m 
thinking.. what is this? [..] They could have said this in one sentence, but it became 
a sort of.. drama, dramatized, and I thought.. well it was far too longwinded. 
(Gijsbert) 
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.. I was waiting for something to happen but nothing happened so I left. (Hanneke) 
 
.. something clumsy was done here. I was thinking well, kids don’t like this, and the 
design is not for adults either, and it’s not art either so.. it’s really nothing is it. 
(Marike) 
 
But I’m always a bit like.. well, this is a fairly serious looking exhibit, and then, 
haha, they make these sort of very childish animated, cartoonish things.. which I 
find strange. (Barend)  

 
Not all visitors are critical of the video. Another approach that is employed slightly more 
than average at this holobox is the ‘enjoyment’ approach. Here, participants mainly 
comment on the fact that they enjoyed the story: 

 
Yes, I’ve seen the whole thing. I thought it was a fascinating story. (Anneke) 

 
I thought it was interesting.. I liked the beginning much more than the ending just 
now. But I liked seeing the whole story. And I liked the animation at the beginning 
– that these pieces sort of ‘come out’ and you think, hey, this is what they’re 
talking about. Very cool. (Jessica)  

 
Coded under ‘enjoyment’ are also more problematic instances, which were referred to 
in Chapter 5, where enjoyment seems to signify ‘something to say’ rather than actual 
enjoyment: 
 

What was it about again..? Oh right, some Avars who took Byzantine gold and put 
it on a sword in a grave ehm.. it was enjoyable, eh yes.. enjoyable. (Peter)  

 
Approaches at the smaller holoboxes mirror what is seen at the Kunàgota Sword 
installation. A large part of approaches used is ‘critical engagement’, where visitors 
mainly refer to practical matters like the videos not working, the height of the 
showcases, the design of the videos or confusion about how to use the accompanying 
headphones.  
 Similarly to what was seen at the introduction movie, the way in which these 
new media applications are used does not appear to allow for changed meaning making 
practices. The videos shown do not seem to encourage visitors to create meanings 
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based on their personal contexts. Rather, participants offer their opinions on the way 
in which the museum meaning is communicated, either liking or disliking this 
particular kind of narrative structuring. Although digital in nature, CEMEC’s approach 
to these technologies makes no use of its accompanying affordances. Rather, these 
holographic showcases are employed as traditional film-installations, presenting a 
closed and linear museum narrative to its viewers. Based on what was observed at the 
interviews, using new media in this manner does not allow for more visitor-centred 
meanings. 
 

7.3 Cross Culture Timeline 
A third instance of new media in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition is the Cross Culture 
Timeline, or CCT. In the project plan, a first version of the CCT is conceptualised, then 
referred to as the “mobile panoramic setup”.27 This initial discussion focuses largely on 
the CCT’s technical aspects and, in particular, the fact that it would allow for different 
customisations featuring projectors as well as larger and smaller screens. Most 
interesting to note here is that, in this first configuration, the CCT was already 
conceived as an interactive application: “An artefact/object interface will allow the user 
to explore the object in 3D with hotspots highlighting particular features. The user can 
then see how this object relates to an array of other objects from different areas of 
influence across Europe, these are highlighted on the map of Europe. The user can also 
call up a matrix of the different objects that relate to the current object and explore 
each in turn”.28 Contrary to what was seen in the development process of the 
introduction movie and the holoboxes, this primary understanding of the CCT clearly 
incorporates an active role for the visitor in using this new media application.  
 This first exploration of the CCT is then further developed by technical partner 
Noho. The structure conceived by Noho is built on a combination of a timeline, a map 
and artefacts. In an initial pilot, undertaken at the Digital Museum Lab at the Allard 
Pierson, visitors would be able to control the application using a tablet [Figure 7.16]. In 
the configuration of the CCT seen at the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition in Amsterdam, the 
tablet controlling the projection on the wall was enlarged and incorporated in a table 
[Figure 7.17-7.18]. A further two touchscreen-tables were added which offered stand-
alone versions of the application. At ‘Crossroads’, visitors would be able to choose 
objects with which to engage, based on their location on the map or their links to other 

 
27 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 15. 
28 Wim Hupperetz, ‘Connecting Early Medieval European Collections: Project Plan’, p. 15. 
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objects. Engaging with an object would open a new screen where object ‘assets’ such as 
3D scans, extra images, video or text, could be further explored by the visitor.  
 

  
Figure 7.16 Initial pilot of the CCT at Digital Museum 
Lab. 2016. Photograph by Inge Kalle-den Oudsten. 
 

Figure 7.17 CCT at ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. 2017. 
Photograph by Monique Kooijmans. Flickr.  
Accessed 22-01-2020. <https://www.flickr.com/ 
photos/kooijmansevents/sets/72157686671145774/> 

 

 

Figure 7.18 CCT at ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. 2017. 
Photograph by Monique Kooijmans. Flickr. Accessed 
22-01-2020. <https://www.flickr.com/photos/ 
kooijmansevents/sets/72157686671145774/> 
 

 

For the CEMEC project, one of the main aims of the CCT is that it shows the diversity 
of the Early Middle Ages, as well as the connections between the different cultures.29 
The objects that are featured in the timeline originate from the collections of the 
museum partners within the project. Each museum has proposed at least ten objects 
for inclusion in the CCT, of which 3D scans were also created. The connections between 
these different artefacts were established by the museum partners. Information for 
each object was input by museum curators in a system similar to a typical museum 

 
29 Creative Europe: Rediscovering Our Cultural Heritage. 

avelzen
Text Box
These images are only available in the printed thesis.

avelzen
Text Box
This image is only availablein the printed thesis.



NEW MEDIA AND MEANING AT ‘CROSSROADS’      246 
 
database: requiring knowledge regarding find-place, dating and material.30 Next to this 
basic information, curators were asked to provide a brief description for each object – 
in practice, this often resulted in the inclusion of the text that would normally be put 
on the artefact label in the exhibition. Museum partners were also encouraged to 
contribute further ‘assets’: the system supported inclusion of all types of extra media 
(video, text, images). With the exception of the Hungarian National Museum, curators 
provided very few of these extra layers of information, other than the required data. 
This process points towards an interesting disconnect between the affordances of the 
medium and the way in which it is employed by the partners within the project. In its 
original conception and execution by Noho, the CCT would allow for museum partners 
to offer many different layers of information, or meanings. Curators could have 
included alternative narratives, videos presenting different stories as well as types of 
information geared towards different audiences. Yet, rather than employing these 
affordances of the CCT as a new media tool, museum partners within the project used 
the CCT from a modernist perspective. They provided museum-centred meanings, 
using the CCT as a kind of digital text label, rather than as a new medium with new 
possibilities.  
 From this, it appears that the CCT offers a blend of more modernist and more 
post-museum approaches. In its original conception as well as its execution by creative 
partner Noho, the medium is conceived as interactive. Knowledge is structured in such 
a way that visitors would be able to create their own pathways through what is offered, 
showing the affordance of hypertextuality. However, the kind of knowledge, provided 
here by the museum partners, is again more modernist. Although the CCT invites 
layered knowledge and diverse meanings, curators within the project have employed it 
to provide a singular museum-centred meaning. Also, the networked structure of this 
new media application is not employed – users are not invited to contribute or share 
contents, which would have easily been possible through the digital nature of the CCT. 
In this way, the CCT, as seen in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, seems to fall between two 
stools. In what ways do visitors engage with this ambivalent application?  
 Looking at the digital survey (n=3439), approximately 60% of participants 
indicate that they have made use of the CCT. From the paper questionnaires (n=242) 
we may extract several reasons for why the other 40% of visitors have failed to engage 
with the CCT [Figure 7.19]. Approximately 20% of non-users note that they were too 
tired to make use of the CCT, mentioning that they had already seen much. A few 
examples of such comments: “I was already satisfied by all the beautiful things I had 

 
30 Frank Lynam, ‘CEMEC Timeline Artefact Data’, 2016. 
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seen”, “Tired of too many impressions!” and “I’d already seen enough”. These 
comments are examples of Gilman’s concept of “museum fatigue” – visitors are 
satisfied towards the end of their visit.31 This idea is strengthened by the fact that, 
within ‘Crossroads’, the CCT is placed in the final room of the exhibit, with a clear exit 
in sight. The concept of “exit gradient” is used to argue that when an exit sign is visible, 
visitors are very likely to move straight toward it, paying less attention to the 
surrounding space.32 A smaller group, about 10% of respondents, note that they did not 
engage with the CCT because it was not available: “The application was in use by other 
people”,  “There was a whole line of people waiting for it” and “Somebody was already 
there”.  

 
 
Figure 7.19 Reasons for disengagement CCT (Paper Survey) 

 

 
The main reason participants provide for their disengagement with the CCT (38% of 
respondents) regards the fact that the application did not work properly, or that they 
did not understand how to make it work for them: “I tried, but I couldn’t understand 

 
31 Gilman. 
32 Bitgood, p. 469. 
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how it worked”, “It didn’t work properly and the controls were unclear”, “I couldn’t get 
the devices to work”. This notion is echoed in the interviews, where ‘want more 
information’ is an approach that is often used. Here, visitors express their confusion at 
how the application is supposed to function. Similarly, the ‘critical engagement’ 
approach is used more regularly at the CCT, again referring to instances where visitors 
are unhappy with regards to the practical functioning of the CCT. Interestingly, many 
participants also use the ‘personality traits, habits or skills’ approach when they speak 
about their difficulties in engaging with the CCT. Some visitors seem to think that they 
are unable to work with the CCT because they lack the proper skills:  

 
Okay, so I’m bad with these things.. so I’ll take the blame for this. (Evelina) 
 
I have to say it wasn’t really clear to me.. but that might also be just because I’m 
not so good with these things. (Hanneke)  

 
Evelina and Hanneke refer to their personality traits as a way of justifying the fact that 
they have difficulties in working with the CCT. In fact, the version of the CCT shown at 
‘Crossroads’ did exhibit many usability issues: the touchscreens were difficult to 
operate and responded badly and the application worked slowly, taking long to load. 
These issues clearly confused many users and discouraged visitors from continuing 
their use. Interestingly, many participants seem to feel that their difficulties in working 
with the CCT were due to their age. These instances are also coded under ‘personality 
traits, habits or skills’:  
 

Yes, I tried this, but it was very difficult for me. [..] And I was standing there with 
a bunch of other people and I said ‘ha, we’re too old for this!’ But I mean I did 
really try. I just think it’s like a disability you know, because I just don’t know how 
or what I should do. I think if you’re educated to use this, and you’ve used it in 
projects and things, then you know how to deal with it. (Gijsbert)  
 
It must be me.. I’m from a totally different generation you know, haha! (Janna)  
 
.. I can imagine that especially teenagers are used to dealing with these kinds of 
things .. (Walter)  
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It appears that these participants feel that their difficulties in working with the CCT 
may be explained due to their age, which is echoed in the findings from the paper 
questionnaire. Looking at the 38% of participants who said that the CCT did not work 
properly, or was too difficult in use, a statistically significant association with age 
groups may be noted (Chi-Square, p = 0.022. Cramer’s V = 0.207). In other words, 
participants in higher age groups are more likely to comment that they had difficulties 
with the usability of the CCT. As can be seen from Figure 7.20, for participants from age 
group 50+, this reason is the most cited reason for their disengagement with the CCT. 
It seems likely that these issues of usability often cited by this particular group are 
influential in a more general satisfaction with regards to the CCT. Within the digital 
survey, a statistically significant association may be seen between age group and 
average rating of the CCT [Figure 7.21]. From this, it may be noted that participants in 
a higher age group are more likely to give a slightly lower rating to the CCT. In general, 
also, there is a statistically significant association between age groups and use of CCT 
[Figure 7.22]. Visitors in higher age groups are thus less likely to engage with the CCT. 
In conclusion, it may be noted here that usability issues with the CCT have significantly 
impacted meaning making. Use of ‘want more information’, ‘critical engagement’ and 
‘personality traits, habits or skills’ together make up about 40% of all approaches coded 
at the CCT. These approaches are used here in a more museum-centred manner, and 
do not encourage visitors to employ their personal contexts. In particular, the CCT’s 
usability issues seem to prevent visitors in higher age groups from deeper engagement.  
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Figure 7.20 Reasons for disengagement with CCT from Age Group 50+ (Paper Survey) 

 

 
Figure 7.21 Association between Average Rating CCT and Age Group (Digital Survey) 
n = 1699. Chi-Square, p = 0.000. Cramer’s V = 0.104. 
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Figure 7.22 Association between CCT Use and Age Group   (Digital Survey) 
n = 2911. Chi-Square, p = 0.000. Cramer’s V = 0.113. 

  
Yet, the usability issues of the CCT do not prevent all visitors from further engagement. 
Beyond the more museum-centred approaches which may be related to these issues, 
other approaches are also used more than average at the CCT. Visitors also employ the 
‘visual engagement’ approach, which mainly refers to instances where they speak about 
the 3D scans or the high-quality photographs of objects that can be found in the CCT. 
In most cases, visitors use ‘visual engagement’ in the more problematic way, 
mentioning that objects are beautiful or pretty, but thereby ending the engagement. In 
some cases, however, ‘visual engagement’ is combined with ‘refer to elsewhere in 
exhibit’, an approach that is also employed quite often at the CCT. In these cases, 
visitors link what they see in the CCT to things they have seen earlier in the exhibition:  
 

But this is really cool, now I do get more information. I really enjoy the fact that I 
do recognise it, and think, o yeah that’s cool, because I hadn’t noticed that on the 
real object.. it probably was too small. (Jessica)  
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But I haven’t seen all of these - so I might go back and look at.. and see if I can 
find some of these things. (Alexander) 

 
Here, we can see Jessica and Alexander creating links between the information in the 
CCT and objects they have or have not seen in the exhibit. Jessica seems to be enjoying 
the fact that she can find more information regarding specific objects that she liked. 
For Alexander, engagement with the CCT provides a reason to go back into the exhibit 
and look at specific artefacts that he would find interesting. This ability to focus on and 
find more information about personal interests is noted also in responses in the 
questionnaire, for example: “I liked that I was able to zoom in unto the things that I find 
interesting” and “A nice tool to look at different timelines at your own pace”. These 
visitors, like Jessica and Alexander, seem to have been able to use the affordances 
offered by the CCT to create personally relevant meanings.  
 The CCT presents a more ambivalent case of new media use in the CEMEC 
project. In intention, the application employs new media’s affordance of interactivity. 
Yet, museum partners engaging with the tool have mainly worked from a modernist 
context, employing it as a digital text label. In practice, some visitors seem to have been 
able to use the CCT in line with the CCT’s more visitor-centred intent. Nevertheless, it 
is difficult to draw substantial conclusions here, because it appears that most visitors 
were unable to engage substantially with the CCT due to its severe usability issues. In 
particular an audience from within the older age group was incapable of significant 
meaning making here. From this, we may note that, potentially, the CCT could allow 
for more visitor-centred engagement, but, in practice, in this exhibition, it did not 
significantly allow for a change in meaning making processes.  
 

7.4 Other New Media Applications 
Besides the three main digital installations (introduction movie, holoboxes and the 
CCT) ‘Crossroads’ also contains several smaller new media applications. Within the 
visitor research, these have received less explicit attention – I have not included 
questions about these in either of the surveys, nor did I carry out observations at these 
digital elements. Participants in interviews did, however, engage with them, and some 
of the applications were spontaneously mentioned by visitors in the paper 
questionnaire. From these materials I have included slightly briefer analyses of these 
other applications below.  
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7.4.1 Migration Map  
The migration map refers to a video projection on the floor of one of the first rooms in 
the exhibit. This room is central to the exhibition narrative, introducing the different 
cultures and peoples which are at the core of the diversity and exchange theme seen 
throughout ‘Crossroads’. These different peoples are each given their own space in 
showcases along the walls of the room, containing a few key objects and an explanatory 
text [Figure 7.23 and 7.24]. The middle of the room features a large, physical, image of a 
map of Europe, situated between all these small introductions to different peoples. On 
this map, a video is projected, showing these different peoples moving through Europe 
through the Early Middle Ages. Part of the projection is a counter showing the 
chronology through years going by.   
 

  
Figure 7.23 Diversity room in ‘Crossroads’. 2017. 
Photograph by Monique Kooijmans. Flickr. 
Accessed 22-01-2020. <https://www.flickr.com/ 
photos/kooijmansevents/sets/72157686671145774> 

Figure 7.24 Diversity room in ‘Crossroads’. 2017. 
Photograph by Monique Kooijmans. Flickr. 
Accessed 22-01-2020. <https://www.flickr.com/ 
photos/kooijmansevents/sets/72157686671145774/> 

 
The original idea to include this floor projection seems to have come after the 
development of the main narrative of the exhibit. Once the idea of this diversity room 
had been put forth by the curatorial team, Hupperetz and Michael Schmauder, curator 
at the LVR-LandesMuseum in Bonn, suggested the inclusion of this application. A first 
version of this migration video had already been used by the LVR-LandesMuseum in 
2009, for which it was developed by German creative producer Architectura Virtualis.33 
In concert with graphic designer Platvorm and project leader Caroline Verweij, it was 
decided to adapt this film for use in the exhibit in Amsterdam, where it would be 
featured on the floor rather than on a video screen, as was the case in Bonn. Based on 
these initial ideas, Architectura Virtualis adjusted the original version of the migration 

 
33 Architectura Virtualis, ‘Migration Period’, 2009 <http://www.architectura-
virtualis.de/dynamischekarten/voelkerwanderung.php?lang=en&img=0> [accessed 10 July 2019]. 
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floor map for the context of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit. Although this process shows little 
consideration for eventual visitors, it does seem to be focused less on the technology 
itself. The idea to include this map came after a narrative was constructed – the tool 
being included because it would perfectly serve to illustrate this meaning. Although it 
is a digital tool, emphasis appears to be on the way through which it affords 
exemplifying the notion of diversity.  
 Based on visitor research, this application seems one of the more successful 
new media elements within the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. Although I had not included a 
question which explicitly addressed this projection, about 26% of participants referred 
positively to the migration map in their surveys. Some spoke about it in answer to a 
final open question, but many referred to this map when asked about whether they had 
engaged with the traveller projections: “I’ve seen a few, especially the one about the 
migrations”, “I did see the one about migrations with the years, not any of the other 
ones”, “I didn’t see any traveller ones, but I did see the one with the large map”. This 
explicit but unasked mentioning of the migration map highlights the fact that many 
participants enjoyed this new media application. Positive responses were, for example: 
“I thought the first projection on the migrations was fascinating! Well done!”, 
“Extraordinarily interesting!” and “Very illustrative!”. Such comments are echoed in the 
interviews, where 16 out of 20 interviewees have engaged with the application. 
Approaches often employed are ‘enjoyment’ and ‘positive engagement with the 
museum’, with many participants referring to the application as interesting, enjoyable 
and fascinating.  
 Another approach that is employed often at the migration map is ‘linking to 
larger museum narrative’. Instances coded here show participants engaging with the 
migration map to help them create an overview of the entire exhibition:   
 

This is pretty useful, such a map. You can sort of orientate yourself as to where 
you can find all the things. (Carlijn)  

 
Ah yes, I like this. This gives you.. I get.. I really enjoy this because I kind of get.. 
how would you say.. I get a bit of a bigger picture of how things work .. (Marleen)  

 
We used this to find out the point, like how does it work, and what is there.. And 
you can see where each different group of people would be, and that’s really good 
for a more general overview. (Marieke)  
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CEMEC’s aim for the migration map, showing the diversity of different peoples within 
the Early Middle Ages and their connections, seems to correspond to the way in which 
participants appreciate and engage with the application. For visitors, the migration 
projection assists in their attempt to understand the larger narrative offered by the 
exhibition. The many positive comments and expressions of enjoyment suggest that 
participants find this application very helpful in achieving this goal. 
 The migration map is an interesting case within this study. It was, like many 
other new media applications within ‘Crossroads’, created with the intent of 
communicating a museum-centred meaning. ‘Crossroads’ aims to show diversity and 
exchange in the Early Middle Ages, and it was decided that this particular tool would 
be best suited in attempting to transmit this message to the public. Visitor research 
shows that, indeed, most visitors employ the migration map in this intended way. The 
many positive comments also show that a large group of the participants appreciate the 
migration map, precisely for this ability to provide an overview and assist in 
understanding the main message. However, these approaches and aims are all, 
essentially, modernist. Although the meaning itself is one of diversity, the way through 
which it is transmitted is museum-centred once more. This is clearly seen in the 
research too: approaches used are museum-centred, grouped around understanding 
the main museum narrative rather than creating personally relevant meanings. New 
media’s affordances are not employed to allow for a changed relationship between 
visitor and museum. So, although some visitors clearly appreciate and value this 
application, fundamentally, it continues to function as a more museum-centred 
application, created and used from within a modernist context.  
 

7.4.2 Traveller Projections 
As was noted, at the start of 2017, the exhibition curator proposed to structure the 
introduction movie by referring to the experiences of medieval travellers. In this same 
presentation, she also argues that “it would be ideal if very short films of every traveller 
could be made for the theme rooms”.34 Similarly to the introduction movie, this project 
was taken up by creative partner Noho. Noho created seven brief animations, each 
featuring one medieval traveller, some of which were also seen in the introduction 
movie. In consultation with graphic designer Platvorm, these brief videos were 
projected on the floors of the exhibit, as can be seen in Figure 7.25 and 7.26. The 
animations are concise and shown without sound or subtitles. They briefly introduce a 

 
34 Exhibition curator, ‘Storyboard Intromovie’. 
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traveller, contextualise this person within the historical timeframe, and mention the 
amount of kilometres travelled. Next, a map is shown featuring the travels of that 
particular historical figure.  
 

  
Figure 7.25 Traveller projections. 2017. Photograph by 
Monique Kooijmans. Flickr. Accessed 22-01-2020. 
<https://www.flickr.com/photos/ 
kooijmansevents/sets/72157686671145774/> 

Figure 7.26 Traveller projections. 2017. Photograph 
by Monique Kooijmans. Flickr. Accessed 22-01-
2020. <https://www.flickr.com/photos/ 
kooijmansevents/sets/72157686671145774/> 

 
These projections may be seen as a way of introducing different voices into the 
exhibition. Each of these historical travellers could be said to offer a different 
perspective on the Early Middle Ages. Such an intention seems to be more in line with 
post-museum aims, but, in execution, these ideas appear less prominent. The final 
videos are very brief and contain little information, merely introducing the traveller 
and his or her journeys. These historical people and their stories are not allowed to 
offer alternative perspectives on the museum narrative. Instead, the little information 
these films do present serves to further illustrate the museum narrative of diversity 
and exchange during these so-called ‘dark ages’. What is emphasised is the fact that 
these people were able to travel such distances at all, rather than their experiences on 
these travels and any alternative perspectives this may offer. 
 About 66% of all participants of the paper questionnaire (n=242) note that they 
have, to some extent, engaged with these projections. The questionnaire included an 
open-ended question regarding visitors’ opinions on these projections, which I have 
categorised, as seen in Figure 7.27. Approximately 63% of the participants who engaged 
with the videos offer general positive comments, like “I enjoyed them”, “beautiful” and 
“very interesting”. Within the interviews, these comments are also seen in the use of 
approaches ‘enjoyment’ and ‘positive engagement’, an example of which is offered 
here:  
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W: This is another one of those travellers..  
I: Oh this is the elephant, right? 
M: Yes, this is the elephant. 
W: Yes, that is just really cool.. yes..  (Marieke and Wouter)  

 
In the interviews, about 20% of all approaches coded at these traveller projections is 
the ‘critical engagement’ approach. In the paper questionnaire, I have also categorised 
the feedback visitors offer. Approximately 4% of participants engaged only briefly with 
these projections, because they thought (mainly based on the design) these videos were 
intended for children. 8% of participants commented on the fact that the films were 
shown on the floor, which was felt to be impractical and confusing. A further 5% felt a 
more general sense of confusion with regards to these animations and their aims. About 
16% of participants elaborates on this confusion by commenting that they wish the 
videos offered more information, mentioning that they currently are too superficial. It 
seems that visitors did not know who these historical travellers were, for example: “I 
liked the lines that showed the journeys but the people who were related to them did 
not mean anything to me” and “I didn’t know any of the people”. It appears that people 
were interested in these travellers but missed further information: “I saw a few because 
I was curious, but then I did not look at them anymore because they did not contain a 
lot of information” and “I liked them, but they might have benefited from some extra 
information so that you could actually learn something about it”. These comments are 
echoed in the interviews, where about 27% of all approaches coded is ‘want more 
information’.  
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Figure 7.27 Comments on traveller projections, categorised. (Paper Survey) 

 
The briefness of these videos and the lack of information they offer seems to prevent 
visitors from further engagement. While the exhibition was still running, these 
comments were also noted by the CEMEC partners and it was decided to add text labels 
on the walls near the projections, containing further information. However, this 
research was carried out after that adjustment, and, based on the response, it seems 
that most visitors did not note these labels. As was seen with other new media elements 
within the exhibition, these traveller projections seem to allow for museum-centred 
meanings rather than visitor-centred meanings. The approaches most employed here 
are ‘want more information’, ‘engage with museum’ and the problematic ‘enjoyment’. 
Although the initial idea of these brief videos could have been employed to offer 
alternative perspectives, the current execution does not realise this potential. 
 

7.4.3 Reliquary Lid 
A final digital element in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition provides an interesting case, since 
it seems to be one of the few instances where meaning making processes are altered. 
This last example refers to an animation which was projected on a wall next to a large 
reliquary lid, an object from the collection of The Royal Museum of Art and History in 
Brussels. This sixth-century marble sarcophagus cover from Syria contains a small hole 
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through which oil was poured. This oil then made contact with the bones of the saint 
which had been entombed in the coffin, and dripped out again at the side of the 
sarcophagus. The oil, now officially holy, would be taken home by pilgrims in little 
flasks,  shown in a display beside the lid. Unfortunately, no photographs of the lid and 
its accompanying display in Amsterdam are available, but a photograph of the lid in the 
exhibit in Athens offers a comparable situation, see Figure 7.28.  
 

 
Figure 7.28 Reliquary Lid, situation in Byzantine and Christian Museum in Athens.  2018. 
Photograph by Nikos Mylonas. Byzantine and Christian Museum. Accessed 22-01-2020. 
< https://www.byzantinemuseum.gr/en/?nid=2326> 

 

 
The video for this object, created by creative partner Moobels, shows an animation of 
this peculiar practice, based on a 3D scan of the lid. In style and execution, this short 
movie is similar to Moobels’ contribution for the small holobox on the incense burner. 
Brief sentences illustrate the process, which is shown through an animation of the 3D 
scan. The initial idea for this video was proposed by the exhibition curator in concert 
with the curators from the venue in Brussels. Here, the choice to employ digital media 
in communicating this particular historical  narrative, seems to have come after the 
decision to include this story and object in the exhibit. As was seen with regards to the 
migration map, the digital nature of the medium was deemed most suitable to tell this 
specific narrative: a brief animated video to illustrate this peculiar process, rather than 
an explanation on a text label.  
 Visitor response to this new media element has only been studied from the 
perspective of the interviews I conducted. Interestingly, here, we see participants 
employing different approaches than the ones most commonly used at other new 
media instances. Although ‘engage with museum’ remains a typical approach (20%), 
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most seen here are ‘imagine’ (25%), ‘compare to contemporary’ (21%)  and ‘emotional 
engagement’ (18%). Out of 20 interviewees, 12 participants have engaged with the 
reliquary lid animation, and nearly all of them employ the ‘emotional engagement’ 
approach. Most first responses to this video are a mixture of disgust, shock and 
enjoyment – the knowledge presented here is new to many visitors, and participants 
are surprised and amused. After this initial emotional response, participants then 
employ the ‘imagine’ and ‘compare to contemporary’ approaches, as a way to draw this 
peculiar and foreign practice into the familiar:  
 

It’s always a bit weird when you start a movie halfway, because now I’m thinking 
that.. that the saint was put in a bunch of oil.. like marinated saint, oil, haha. 
Disgusting, haha! But also really cool. The idea is really disgusting, yes, marinated 
holy oil. I also think it’s really interesting though, why would you do that? I can 
imagine a couple of artworks for this process haha. But what are they going to do 
with that oil? Put it in a salad? And I am also a vegetarian haha, so that’s not 
helping. (Janna) 

 
This is interesting but also a little.. shocking. I mean, I really didn’t know that the 
process went like that, and that they would put that oil in these little flasks. I 
mean.. apparently these people thought that it was really important to consecrate 
such oil by being in contact with that person.. I am really curious as to whether 
that person knew that such a thing would happen to him. I mean, it’s interesting 
isn’t it, that dead people weren’t allowed to stay dead like now.. when you bury 
someone, and then you just leave them.. I mean you visit once every while but.. 
you know that especially with such a saint, he would still be very important and 
then people would actively visit him and then want to take something like that 
with them.. (Jessica)  

 
I have purposely included these fairly lengthy references, because they are good 
illustrations of more visitor-centred meaning making moments. These participants 
refer to their personal contexts in attempting to understand this particular encounter. 
Janna, a visual artist, notes that she can “imagine a couple of artworks for this process”. 
She also, jokingly, refers to her being a vegetarian, because she finds it hard to imagine 
how this oil would be used by such pilgrims. Jessica also uses her imagination in 
attempt to understand why this process took place. Next to that, she creates meaning 
by comparing it to contemporary funerary practices.  
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 Interestingly, these more visitor-centred meaning making moments take place 
at a new media application which does not necessarily makes use of its affordances. 
Like many other digital elements in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, the video shown at the 
reliquary lid can be interpreted from a more traditional movie perspective. Here, new 
media’s affordances of interactivity and a networked structure are not realised – 
instead a linear, closed, narrative is presented to the audience. Yet, as was seen at the 
migration map, the medium used here seems to be particularly suited to narrating this 
specific story. New media is employed to add a particular layer of meaning to the object, 
highlighting the way it was used. Apparently, as can be seen from the interviews, this 
video is very successful in communicating this specific element of information. 
Although this meaning is offered from a museum-centred perspective, without 
preliminary consideration of an audience, it seems to be a layer of knowledge which 
sparks engagement for many visitors – as was seen with the migration map.   
 Yet, unlike what was seen at the migration map, participants do not only enjoy 
and appreciate this particular knowledge offered by the museum, in this instance, it 
also appears to allow for more visitor-centred meaning making. However, as argued 
above, the use of these more visitor-centred approaches does not seem to take place in 
response to the affordances of new media which I have previously highlighted. Perhaps, 
more visitor-centred meaning takes place here because of other affordances which I 
have not discussed? Yet, these more visitor-centred meanings may also be due to other 
factors, which have little to do with new media. Maybe this particular type of museum-
meaning, focusing on historical use, also allows for more visitor-centred responses? 
And perhaps it is simply the remarkable story which seems to spark visitors to create 
meanings? Because my analysis here is built on only 12 interviews, and this application 
does not feature in any of the other methodologies, it is difficult to offer a more 
conclusive statement. The reliquary lid application was not created from within a 
technologically determinist context, but nor was it conceived from a visitor-centred 
approach. The animation does not employ new media’s affordances of interactivity and 
a networked structure, instead it functions as a small narrative presented in a 
traditional movie-like linear and closed fashion. Nevertheless, interestingly, at this 
instance, participants seem to employ more visitor-centred meaning making 
approaches.  
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7.5 New Media and Meaning in ‘Crossroads’ 
In this chapter, I set out to explore meaning making at the different new media 
elements within the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. The first of these analyses featured the 
introduction movie, situated at the start of the exhibit. It was argued that this particular 
video was created within a more modernist context. Its central aim would be for the 
visitor to receive a brief version of the intended museum narrative. The fact that this 
film was created without an intended audience becomes clear when looking at visitor 
response; it appears that the introduction movie is not catered to the kind of visitor 
which forms the core audience of the Allard Pierson. However, whether liking or 
disliking the movie, participants all create more museum-centred meanings through 
employing approaches like ‘engagement with museum’ and ‘create larger visit 
narrative’. The introduction movie does not employ new media’s affordances, and more 
visitor-centred meanings are not encouraged. A similar process is seen at the second 
type of new media application discussed: the holoboxes. An exploration of the aims and 
underlying philosophy of the main developers of these tools, CNR/EVOCA, also shows 
a more modernist intent. In execution, the holoboxes function as traditionally linear 
and closed movies. Again, new media’s affordances are not realised, showing no 
interactivity or ability to incorporate user-created content. Visitor responses are much 
more museum-centred, in particular ‘engagement with museum’, both positive and 
more critical.  
 The analysis of the Cross Culture Timeline is slightly more complex. It is 
shown that the original aims for this particular application were more in line with the 
post-museum. Noho’s concept of the CCT included an interactive role for the audience, 
which would be invited to actively explore knowledge structured in a layered manner. 
Yet, these initial ideas were taken up by the curators within the project from a 
modernist perspective. Although the information offered would be layered, the kind of 
knowledge offered was similar to a traditional text label. In its realisation at the 
Amsterdam venue, the CCT also exhibited many usability issues. It was shown that 
these problems prevented a large part of the audience from meaningful engagement 
with the CCT. Approaches employed are museum-centred, in particular, ‘critical 
engagement’, as well as ‘personality traits, habits or skills’. However, few instances are 
also seen where participants were able to create more visitor-centred meanings. It 
seems that the CCT, potentially, would allow for more of such visitor-centred 
meanings, but that its flawed realisation in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit in Amsterdam 
prevented such engagement.  
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 In the final part of the chapter I explored three further digital elements, less 
prominent in the exhibit and less extensively part of the visitor research. The first of 
these instances is the much-lauded migration map in one of the first rooms of the 
exhibit. Contrary to other new media applications, this digital tool seems to have been 
intended from a less technologically determinist perspective. Instead, new media was 
seen as the right interpretive tool rather than the required tool. The map is received 
positively by many visitors, and it seems to succeed in its aim of illustrating the 
museum’s intended narrative. These aims, however, remain modernist, and visitors 
employ museum-centred approaches at this instance. The traveller projections, seen 
throughout the exhibit, may originally have been intended as more in line with the 
post-museum, by  presenting alternative perspectives. Nevertheless, in their 
realisation in ‘Crossroads’, the movies do not make use of new media’s affordances and 
present brief, linear, narratives. Although most visitors seem to enjoy the films, this 
‘enjoyment’ does not involve personal contexts and is, again, more museum-centred. 
The final new media application discussed provides an interesting case. The reliquary 
lid, again conceived more as a digital tool rather than from a digital imperative, seems 
to be very successful in conveying a particular layer of the museum meaning. Besides 
being successful, it is also an instance where more visitor-centred meanings are visible. 
 The above analyses show that, generally speaking, in most instances of new 
media use in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, museum-centred meaning making prevails. 
Especially at the introduction movie, the holoboxes, the migration map and the 
traveller projections, participants make little use of more visitor-centred meaning 
making approaches. Instead, ‘creating larger visit narrative’ is recurrent, where 
participants attempt to understand the museum meaning. Also, ‘engaging with the 
museum’, both positively and negatively, occurs often, showing visitors offering 
comments on the museum meaning without engaging their personal contexts. Next to 
that, ‘enjoyment’ is seen commonly, a problematic approach, frequently used to signify 
the end of engagement. It was argued that new media instances where these 
approaches were prevalent were created from within a more modernist context. Aims 
centred around transmitting the intended museum narrative without consciously 
considering an eventual audience. In attempting such goals, new media’s affordances 
of interactivity and a networked structure were not employed. The CCT forms an 
exception, where intentions seem to have been more in line with post-museum aims. 
Although an intended audience was not constructed, the visitor is allowed a more active 
attitude. The CCT, as conceived by Noho, makes use of new media’s affordance of 
interactivity and structures its knowledge in a layered manner. However, serious 
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usability issues appear to prevent more visitor-centred meaning making from taking 
place.  
 From this, it may be concluded that, within the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition at the 
Allard Pierson, new media is not employed in such a way that it allows for more visitor-
centred meaning making. Most new media applications created for the CEMEC project 
are envisaged within a more modernist framework. Using new media with such 
intentions, not employing its available affordances, does not alter meaning making 
practices. Instead, at new media instances in ‘Crossroads’, museum-centred meaning 
making prevails. New media, here, does not magically transform the modernist 
museum context into a post-museum. Instead, being employed in this way, it does not 
alter but perpetuates museum-centred meaning making. When used within a 
modernist context such as the CEMEC project, digital tools do not seem to afford a 
different relationship between museum and visitors. My aim in offering such a 
conclusion is not to discuss whether or not the CEMEC project has acted erroneously 
in employing new media in this way. As was repeatedly highlighted, key players within 
the project clearly aimed towards creating a better experience for visitors. In their view, 
new media use would assist in achieving this goal. Such an emphasis is not surprising 
in this particular context, seeing that Creative Europe awards funding based on 
whether projects are innovative. Naturally, an attempt to secure such funding would 
include a focus on digital tools. My intent has been to show that, when making an effort 
to be more visitor-centred, such a focus on new media is possibly not as effective. In 
what follows, I aim to offer an alternative approach, where new media’s affordances 
may perhaps come to better fruition. Rather than working from an emphasis on the 
digital in order to transform the museum, the Riverside Museum prioritises their 
visitor-centred philosophy. Within this overarching public-focused attitude, it is 
conceivable that new media’s affordances may be actualised in such a way that allows 
a supportive role in changing the museum.   
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7.6 An Alternative Approach: New Media at the Riverside Museum 
New media is used extensively in the Riverside Museum, but, contrary to what was seen 
in the CEMEC context, it receives little emphasis by key museum players and in 
documentation. At the Riverside, digital technologies are seen as one of the many 
available interpretive devices, and are always discussed within a context of more 
audience-related concerns. David Scott, digital interpretation manager at Glasgow 
Museums, and Stewart Thompson, museum manager at the Riverside, highlight that 
this is also the way in which curators approach such technologies. All digital 
interpretation in the Riverside works from a system called “StoryPlayer”, where 
curators can upload the created content in an easy way, “like writing an e-mail”, in the 
words of Scott.35 Curators construct their story displays and may, sometimes, choose 
to include new media elements, which they can then easily create using StoryPlayer. In 
speaking about constructing such a new display, Neil Symington, Curator at the 
Riverside, refers to a document structuring the process, where curators choose 
different interpretive methods for the stories, one of which refers to digital.36 For 
Symington, new media simply functions as a type of interpretive device, like text-labels 
or photographs. New media does not receive a particular focus, but is seen as one of 
many tools for interpretation.  

As with all interpretation offered at the Riverside, working with new media 
also includes a focus on visitors. This emphasis on the users of these digital tools is 
visible in a document listing the different types of new media technologies in the 
Riverside Museum, the “Digital Interpretation Overview”.37 Here, the museum writes 
that their 110 digital displays “reflect [their] commitment to providing the most 
appropriate form of interpretation to interpret a display for a target audience”.38 Each 
of the different types of digital displays “were developed for a specific museum 
audience”.39 This way of approaching new media is similar to the way in which the 
Riverside approaches all other displays, as was seen in Section 3.2 of Chapter 3. The 
visitor is given a central place; each different type of digital display is introduced by 
referring immediately to the audience for which it was developed. An example are the 
“eStorybooks”, which are introduced as “single touchscreen interactives developed for 
an Under Fives audience. Emulating traditional, paper storybooks for the same 
audience, these interactives are intended to be controlled by the child themselves, 

 
35 David Scott, ‘Personal Communication’ (Glasgow, 2017). 
36 Neil Symington, ‘Personal Communication’ (Glasgow, 2017). 
37 2011, ‘Riverside Museum: Digital Interpretation Overview’. 
38 2011. 
39 2011. 
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while their carer sits alongside”. Here, the aim is to present “stories of some of the 
Riverside objects” in “an engaging and activity rich experience for the children”.40 In 
the Riverside, use of new media is intricately linked to the museum’s target audiences.   
 The Riverside Museum also explicitly uses some of their digital tools for more 
active engagement with their visitors, making use of new media’s networked structure. 
One type of new media displays in the museum are the Feedback Screens, “which allow 
visitors to provide their own input to the Museum, giving their views on what can be 
done to improve the service”.41 Besides affording such a very basic kind of audience 
research, the Riverside also employs these feedback screens to have visitors directly 
influence their exhibitions. Stewart Thompson elaborates on a specific example of how 
such visitor feedback is incorporated. He relates that one of the bold choices of the new 
museum was to create impressive visual displays such as the car-wall, the velodrome 
and the motorbike-wall. In these displays, old vehicles are put high up on the walls, 
which means that not all of these larger objects can be seen from up close. Based on the 
visitor research done at the old museum, Thompson notes that the museum knew that 
“the car-people wouldn’t like the car-wall”, meaning that a specific type of visitor who 
would be mainly interested in cars, would be disappointed at not being able to see each 
of the vehicles up close.42 The museum employed two digital tools in order to be able 
to meet this specific audience’s needs, see Figures 7.29 and 7.30. Firstly, these 
impressive wall-displays all feature digital interpretation which contains high-quality 
photographs of the objects on display, allowing visitors a closer look. Secondly, these 
screens also have a voting-function. Here, visitors are asked to vote which of the cars 
on the wall should be brought down to the lower, more accessible, level. Once a year, 
the cars on the wall are changed, based on the results taken from the digital display. In 
this way, new media is employed specifically to allow visitors a voice in the museum, 
making use of its networked structure affordance. 
 

 
40 2011. 
41 2011. 
42 Stewart Thompson, ‘Personal Communication’ (Glasgow, 2017). 
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Figure 7.29 Car-wall in the Riverside Museum. 2014. Photograph by Charles01. Wikimedia Commons. 
Accessed 22-01-2020. <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Glasgow_ 
Riverside_Museum_keeps_the_cars_safely_out_of_reach.JPG> 

 

 
Figure 7.30 Car-wall in the Riverside Museum . 2017. Photograph by Irid Escent, Wikimedia Commons. 
Accessed 22-01-2020. <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Riverside_Museum_(Glasgow)# 
/media/File:Riverside_20171207_132441_(33834259388).jpg> 
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This link between new media and audiences in the Riverside is also visible in “eIntros”, 
large touchscreens which serve as introduction and context to some story displays. 
These interactive digital applications, as well as additional audio-visual displays 
throughout the museum, contain “a further 2500 images, many sourced from our 
collections or given to us by volunteers and members of the public in response to 
specific requests” as well as “82 films, both historical and commissioned and 93 
eyewitness personal testimonies”.43 Many of the digital tools in the Riverside are used 
to provide a space for to the material created by the audience. Neil Symington speaks 
about how he worked together with a policeman who drove a Strathclyde Police Car 
which is now part of the museum’s display. In the interview, Symington highlights how 
he constructed the interactive film based on the stories this police officer had shared 
with him.44 Similarly, Heather Robertson, curator, argues that, in her work for the 
museum, “Films are key in giving people their own voice”.45  
 As noted, new media applications are used in abundance in the Riverside 
Museum. Yet, as I have aimed to show above, the museum itself does not over-
emphasise their use of digital tools. Instead, new media is embedded within and subject 
to the museum’s overarching visitor-centred storytelling approach. Digital is used by 
museum curators as one of the tools which allow for putting this audience-centred 
philosophy into practice. New media’s affordances of interactivity and a networked 
structure are employed in such a way that allows visitors to explore at their own pace. 
The audience may browse through many layers of knowledge, containing both curator-
developed as well as visitor-provided information. In this way, visitors may actively 
find information that is relevant to their own meanings. Next to that, new media is 
specifically employed as a way through which visitors may also participate in the 
creation of museum meanings, as may be seen through the Feedback Screens, and, 
specifically, the car-wall. Within the post-museum context of the Riverside Museum, 
new media’s affordances are consciously employed to allow for visitor-centred 
meaning making. 
 At the Allard Pierson case study, I was able to actively study visitor responses 
to the new media elements in the exhibition. It became clear that the modernist context 
through which these applications were conceived did not allow for changed meaning 
making practices. However, the way through which the Riverside Museum employs 
new media, from a post-museum context, would possibly be able to allow for a changed 

 
43 ‘Press Pack: Riverside Museum’, p. 13. 
44 Symington. 
45 Robertson. 
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meaning making. At the Allard Pierson I conducted a thorough study which permits 
fairly substantial conclusions, but at the Riverside my research has been smaller. The 
results from the nine interviews I conducted may therefore provide a suggestion, a 
beginning of research that could still be carried out. In Glasgow, I did not code meaning 
making practices per instance, but merely differentiated between new media elements 
and other types of engagement, such as text or comments on the museum as a whole. 
Looking at the approaches used within these generalised categories, it is perhaps most 
remarkable that there seems to be little difference between the kind of approaches 
employed at new media instances compared to other instances. ‘Enjoyment’ and 
‘positive engagement’ are slightly more common at new media elements, but most 
other approaches are used similarly in both types of instances. Again, drawing any 
sweeping conclusions from these initial results would be ill-considered. Nevertheless, 
this data does seem to corroborate with the Riverside’s intent in using new media: 
mostly, they seem to view the digital as an option in a list of interpretive tools, which 
would indeed then lead to little difference in use of approaches at new media or other 
instances. In working from their visitor-centred philosophy, new media works in 
concert with the other types of interpretation they offer to allow for more visitor-
centred meanings. Although my sample is small, these initial results may be used to 
suggest that new media use within this more post-museum context seems to allow for 
different meaning making than what was seen at museum-centred ‘Crossroads’. 
Preliminary results from the Riverside still leave a possibility for a supportive role of 
new media in the transforming museum – a chance for change
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Many pages ago, I began this dissertation by referring to the magical, transformative, 
power of new media – digital tools as social, empowering, interactive and participatory. 
And surely, so the rhetoric sings, new media will be able to change the old-fashioned 
museum into a space for the future. This claim, of the power of digital technologies to 
transform the museum, has been at the core of this study. What role does new media 
play in audience meaning making in the museum context? Does it allow the public to 
create more visitor-centred meanings? These are the key questions of this thesis, 
which I have aimed to address throughout this work and, in particular, in the context 
of my two case studies at the Allard Pierson and Riverside Museum. However, beyond 
the issue of the role of new media in transforming the museum we may discover a more 
fundamental matter: the necessity of transforming the museum. In these conclusions, I 
aim to briefly summarise my findings as well as situate this work within an argument 
that calls for the need for a transformation of the modernist museum towards the post-
museum. 

In the first two chapters of this thesis, I set out a theoretical framework for 
studying meaning in the museum. Being mainly concerned with visitors, I chose to 
employ the concept of meaning, since it would allow me to highlight the process of 
meaning making as well as the roles of the different actors involved. In Sections 1.1 and 
1.2 of Chapter 1, I located the foundations of my understanding of meaning within 
literary theory and the relationship between signifier and signified, as proposed by De 
Saussure.1 From this, I distilled two perspectives on meaning relevant to the museum: 
author-centred and reader-centred, found in Sections 1.3 and 1.4. In the author-
centred perspective, a traditional and modernist understanding, meaning is ultimately 
determined by the author.2 These ideas are opposed by theorists like Barthes, who 
argue that the author is not able to decide on a final reading, and instead, the reader is 
given this authority.3 In the second chapter, I followed in the footsteps of Hooper-
Greenhill, who uses meaning as a core structuring principle in her characterisation of 
the museum through two tropes: the modernist and post-museum.4 Employing her 
work as a stepping stone, these metaphors were clarified further by describing them 
as working from a museum-centred perspective and a visitor-centred perspective, 
based on the author-centred and reader-centred notions offered in the first chapter. 
As mentioned, my focus is on the role of visitors, who, in this context, are often 

 
1 De Saussure, IX, pp. 67–68. 
2 Hirsch, The Aims of Interpretation; Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation. 
3 Wimsatt and Beardsley; Barthes. 
4 Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture. 
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described as either ‘passive’ or ‘active’.5 Moving beyond this, I have suggested to 
approach their visits as differently ‘scripted’.6 In my interpretation of the modernist 
museum, as found in Section 2.1.3 of Chapter 2, the audience should discard any 
personal contexts in favour of attempting to discover the intended museum narrative. 
In following this script, visitors are to learn as well as improve themselves and society 
as a whole. Within the post-museum, explored in Section 2.2.4 of Chapter 2, the public 
is not required to follow a script designed by the museum, but visitors are encouraged 
to create their own meanings through actively employing their personal contexts.  

In the first chapters of this study, I have aimed to offer the modernist and post-
museum tropes as alternative approaches to the museum without overtly passing 
judgement on either one of these two modes. In these early pages, my intent has been 
to set out the museum-centred and visitor-centred perspectives as possible ways from 
which a museum might work, whilst not necessarily arguing for the superiority of one 
over the other. I attempted this neutrality so as to be able to use these two tropes to 
characterise the Allard Pierson and Riverside Museum case studies, without 
immediately pronouncing a verdict regarding these institutions. In Chapter 3, I 
carefully set out an argument which sees the Allard Pierson context as more modernist, 
whilst the Riverside Museum is offered as an illustration of a post-museum. A collection 
of documentation and interviews with key players, found in Section 3.1.1 of Chapter 3, 
shows that the Allard Pierson is rooted in a modernist history, but has attempted, in 
recent years, to transform towards a more visitor-centred institution. Although Allard 
Pierson director Wim Hupperetz claims that the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, part of the 
Connecting Early Medieval European Collections (CEMEC) project, mirrors that 
development, my analysis, found in Section 3.1.2 of Chapter 3, shows that modernist 
thought is still prevalent in ‘Crossroads’ and CEMEC.7 The Riverside Museum is 
characterised by a similar modernist history, but has successfully transformed into an 
institution which clearly exhibits many post-museum traits, see Section 3.2 of Chapter 
3. In particular, the Riverside may be defined by its emphasis on its publics in aims and 
execution. In the first half of this dissertation I have attempted a fairly balanced 
exposition in which ‘Crossroads’ and the Riverside Museum are placed towards 
opposing ends on the scale from modernist to post-museum. 

 

 
5 Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture, p. 135; Black, p. 129. 
6 Duncan and Wallach. 
7 Wim M. H. Hupperetz, ‘Een Levende Collectie’, p. 1. 
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However, the empirical work conducted for this study, taking central stage in 
the second half of this work, and in particular in Chapter 5, forces me to abandon this 
more neutral stance with regards to the modernist and post-museum. Instead, the 
results of my research have clarified the necessity of moving away from our reliance on 
a modernist understanding of the museum. This argument is, specifically, concerned 
with the modernist museum’s disregard of visitors’ personal contexts. The modernist 
scripted visit assumes and requires the public’s ability to set aside any personal 
contexts in order to be able to arrive at an understanding of the intended museum 
meaning. My interpretation of these personal contexts, discussed in Section 2.2.1 of 
Chapter 2, is a combination of what is found in the museum literature as well as literary 
theory. Museum theorists refer to ‘entrance narratives’ or ‘existing mental structures 
and frameworks’, which echo what other authors refer to as ‘prejudices’ or 
‘preconceptions’ in relation to the hermeneutic circle.8 The reality of these theoretical 
concepts has again become clear through the empirical study I have conducted. In 
identifying the approaches used by visitors in a museum context, those approaches 
which I have labelled ‘personal identity’, ‘personal experience’ and ‘previous 
knowledge’ have been employed multiple times by all participants, see Sections 5.1, 5.5 
and 5.9 of Chapter 5. These findings confirm what has already been argued by others, 
both theoretically and empirically, namely, that visitors actively employ their personal 
contexts in order to create meaning.9 To expect, therefore, that each visitor will be able 
to comprehend a singular, intended, museum meaning in the same way is unrealistic 
and counterproductive. The modernist museum’s required and scripted visitor-
response demands that the audience sets aside all personal contexts in favour of 
understanding the intended meaning. Yet, intending for all visitors to receive the exact 
same message is an unsubstantiated and counterproductive attitude. In practice, what 
happens in a modernist museum where a single message is preached is easily 
summarised: exclusion. In Section 2.1.2 of Chapter 2, I mentioned the examples of the 
Louvre and the exhibition in Whitechapel, where the public felt excluded because they 
were unable to grasp the intended narrative.10 Their inability to understand the 
museum’s meaning was due to the fact that their personal contexts did not match those 
of the museum men who had created the exhibition. In this discussion, the work of 
Pomian and Bourdieu is vital, who argue that the public’s inability to comprehend the 

 
8 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’; Doering; Gadamer; Heidegger. 
9 Lois H. Silverman, ‘Visitor Meaning-Making in Museums for a New Age’; Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and 
the Interpretation of Visual Culture; Hooper-Greenhill, ‘Studying Visitors’; Hooper-Greenhill and others; 
Dodd and others; Doering. 
10 McClellan, The Art Museum: From Boullée to Bilbao, p. 159; Prior, p. 39. 
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museum-narrative, because they are not ‘initiated’ in the right discourse, leads to 
exclusion.11 Pomian’s and Bourdieu’s theoretical notions, and my empirical work on 
personal contexts, illustrate the same point: a modernist museum is a space of 
exclusion. A singular museum-message will only be able to resonate with a single type 
of audience, mirroring those who created that meaning. The personal contexts of the 
producers of the narrative will never be completely similar to the contexts of those who 
aim to understand the meaning, since they are, as the name suggests, entirely personal. 
As a result, the single museum-meaning will only speak to a small group of people who 
are like the people who have constructed the narrative, whose personal contexts are 
similar, who are ‘initiated’ in the right discourse. Therefore, the modernist museum 
trope is ineffective and leads to exclusion. Yet, as was seen in the ‘Crossroads’ case 
study (Section 3.1.2 of Chapter 3), it remains a prevalent belief within the museum 
context.  

If a museum should no longer aim for its visitors to receive a singular, 
objective, narrative, what then? Here, the post-museum alternative comes into play. 
Rather than intending visitors to set aside their personal contexts, the post-museum 
encourages its audience to employ these contexts in order to create a personally 
relevant meaning. Whereas the modernist museum consistently ignores visitor 
meanings, they are embraced and awarded central stage by the post-museum. Within 
such a museum, visitor-centred meaning making is supported, welcomed, nourished 
and encouraged. In practice, there may be different methods to do so; here, I have 
aimed to study the potential of new media as such a tool for transformation. Would 
digital technologies be able to assist in allowing the public to actively employ their 
personal contexts? As was noted in Section 6.2 of Chapter 6, the potential of the digital 
in this field has certainly been recognised. In Section 6.1.4 of Chapter 6, I have argued 
that the digital nature of new media provides particular affordances which may be 
beneficial.12 New media would allow for a networked structure and interactivity which 
might afford a changed relationship between visitor and museum.13 This theoretical 
notion has been approached empirically in this dissertation, in the analyses of the two 
case studies; the Allard Pierson and Riverside Museum, which both employ digital tools 
in their exhibitions. 

 

 
11 Pomian; Bourdieu and Darbel. 
12 Gibson. 
13 Lievrouw and Livingstone, ‘Introduction to the Updated Student Edition’; Lister and others. 
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The way in which I have aimed to study new media in these contexts is set out 
in Chapters 4 and 5, with the actual analyses being found in Chapter 7. The particular 
question which I wish to address concerns the ways in which visitors make meaning, 
and, specifically, the role of new media in these processes. In Section 4.1 of Chapter 4, I 
have argued that such a query is best approached from within an interpretivist 
understanding of visitor research, where participant meanings structure the study. 
Based on this philosophy, I have employed two different types of ethnographically-
inspired interview techniques: a photography-led exit interview as well as an 
accompanied visit, discussed in Section 4.2.2 of Chapter 4.14 In both these types of 
interviewing, participants structure and lead the conversation. I conducted twenty of 
these interviews at the Allard Pierson, and nine in the Riverside Museum. Building on 
this data I constructed an analytical tool of twelve meaning making approaches, set out 
at the beginning of Chapter 5. These approaches (explored in Sections 5.1-5.12 of 
Chapter 5) signify different ways through which participants in my study attempted to 
create meaning, which I then characterised based on the concepts of visitor-centred 
and museum-centred meanings. The public might use any of these approaches to 
create a more visitor-centred or a more museum-centred meaning, but I argue in the 
Conclusion to Chapter 5, that some of these approaches more easily afford either 
visitor-centred or museum-centred meanings. As already noted, approaches like 
‘personal identity’, ‘personal experience’ and ‘previous knowledge’ exemplify my 
understanding of personal contexts and naturally allow for much more visitor-centred 
meanings. However, some approaches, like ‘engage with museum’ and ‘want more 
information’ may more easily afford museum-centred meaning, as they do not 
encourage participants to employ their personal contexts.  

In Chapter 7, I have used these approaches to analyse the different new media 
applications in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition. As mentioned in Section 3.1.1 of Chapter 3, 
based on interviews with key players and documentation, ‘Crossroads’ can be said to 
attempt to offer a changed visitor experience. In Section 6.3 of Chapter 6, I set out that, 
in particular, new media is employed as a way to transform, to such an extent that a 
slightly technologically determinist rhetoric may be observed. Nevertheless, even 
though transformation may have been an aim, a modernist philosophy remains 
pervasive in the execution of the exhibition as well as the digital tools, seen in the 
analyses in Chapter 7. This modernist focus does not seem to cause the CEMEC project 
to actively employ new media’s affordances. Instead, most digital tools in the exhibit 

 
14 Chronis, ‘Tourists as Story-Builders: Narrative Construction at a Heritage Museum’; Hooper-Greenhill and 
others; Anderson and Cook Roe; Kirk and Buckingham. 
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can be interpreted as, perhaps slightly more visually impressive, reiterations of 
traditional film-based media. It is possibly not surprising then that, although 
‘Crossroads’ contains many digital applications, very little effect is seen when looking 
at visitor response. Participants generally do not employ more visitor-centred 
approaches when using these new media tools. In fact, in some instances, we may even 
note more museum-centred approaches being used at interactions with digital 
technologies. In any case, it seems clear that most new media applications in the 
‘Crossroads’ exhibition do not allow for a change in meaning making practices. An 
exception may be offered by the CCT, where some of new media’s affordances are 
employed, but where usability issues prevent a proper analysis (see Section 7.3 of 
Chapter 7).  

From this it can be concluded that new media does not automatically, 
magically, transform a modernist museum into a post-museum. Although, 
theoretically, its affordances would allow for changed meaning making practices, the 
context in which these digital tools are employed is of particular importance. As can be 
seen from the CEMEC case study, if underlying motivations and aims remain 
modernist, new media’s affordances are not employed, and, through this, meaning 
making practices are not altered. Visitors are not encouraged to create personally 
relevant meanings simply because an exhibition includes new media; museum-centred 
meaning making practices will prevail when digital tools are created with modernist 
intentions. Yet, not all hope is lost for new media as a way towards the post-museum. 
A more promising, initial, analysis of the Riverside Museum, set out in Section 7.6 of 
Chapter 7, suggests that new media may be allowed to play a supportive role in the 
pursuit of the post-museum. Perhaps it does not magically transform, but when 
actively employed, its affordances would allow for visitor-centred meaning making. At 
the Riverside Museum, digital tools are utilised to offer layered information including 
visitor-created content, and are also employed as ways to give the public a voice in the 
creation of museum meanings. An example of such a successful new media tool is the 
Feedback Screen found at the museum’s car wall, where many cars are mounted high 
up on a large display. Based on visitor research, the curators knew some audience 
members would be disappointed that they would be unable to view all cars up close. 
For these reasons, the museum set up several Feedback Screens along the car wall. 
These applications allow, in the first place, a close-up view of the vehicles due to high-
resolution photographs, which visitors are able to peruse at their own choosing. Next 
to that, the screens have a ‘voting’ option, where the audience may vote for a car that 
they would like to be brought down to a lower, more accessible, level. Once a year, the 
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cars on the wall are changed, based on the results taken from the digital display. This 
one example shows how new media is employed specifically to allow visitors a voice in 
the museum, making use of its networked structure affordance. In consulting with their 
audience (and non-audiences) beforehand, the Riverside attempts to fight the process 
of exclusion taking place in a modernist museum. Rather than presenting the visitor 
with a message constructed by a single institution, curators at the Riverside aim to 
show multiple narratives which resonate with different types of audiences. Through 
such a simple application as the Feedback Screen, visitors are allowed a voice, a way to 
influence the museum-meaning. This combination of audience research and new 
media may allow the museum to move beyond processes of exclusion towards a space 
of inclusion. In this more hopeful narrative, new media use is not over-emphasised, but 
subordinate to an overarching visitor-centred philosophy. Perhaps such an attitude, 
which works with digital only through a focus on visitors, is what is required to allow 
new media a supportive role in a transformation towards the post-museum.  

In the paragraphs above, I have summarised and set out my main argument. In 
what follows, I wish to highlight a few elements in this study which could provide a 
relevant contribution to the larger museum context. Before doing so, however, it seems 
fair to acknowledge the limitations of this research and offer a few suggestions for 
further study. A first opportunity is offered by the availability of a rich collection of 
visitor data, concerning the two other venues to which the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition has 
travelled. For both the exhibitions in Athens and Bonn, extensive visitor research was 
carried out. Because of the timing of these exhibitions, which was beyond my control, 
I was unable to include this data in my analyses here. Yet, the questionnaires and 
observations undertaken at the Byzantine Christian Museum and the LVR-
LandesMuseum would offer valuable means of comparing meaning making processes 
in different contexts. Currently, this study offers fairly general conclusions regarding 
meaning making at new media instances. Because of the limited amount of participants 
included, it is difficult to differentiate between different types of meaning making by 
different groups. Including data from other venues would allow for more specific kinds 
of conclusions, where meaning making may be differentiated according to age groups, 
level of education, group composition, or other factors. Such differentiation according 
to types of visitors would be a relevant addition to this study. The careful reader may 
also have noted that I refrain from offering any generalisations regarding the twelve 
meaning making approaches I have distilled. Although my findings were mostly 
corroborated by the Riverside case study as well as other studies discussed in the 
literature, my aim has never been to provide a general tool to asses visitor meanings in 
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all types of museums. In expanding this study to other museums, perhaps such a 
generalisation would be more attainable.  
 Aside from these limitations, however, I have attempted to provide valuable 
contributions with regards to the visitor studies field in museums. In Section 4.1 of 
Chapter 4, I set out the differences between a positivist and interpretivist framework 
for audience studies.15 A positivist perspective builds on the idea that a singular 
meaning exists, and attempts to eliminate any obstacles that might prevent visitors 
from understanding this meaning. Clearly, visitor research informed by this positivist 
perspective mirrors a modernist understanding of the museum. However, as was 
shown in Section 4.1.1 of Chapter 4, such a positivist attitude remains very common in 
contemporary audience studies, and, also, within the CEMEC project. Yet, results 
gained from these kinds of studies are mainly employed to better communicate the 
museum meaning, and disregard any different visitor meanings that may come to light 
as ‘incorrect’. In this way, such research has only limited use – as a way to secure 
funding because visitors rated previous exhibits 8/10 or to note, affirmatively, ‘we did 
good’ – and do not provide more nuanced knowledge about visitor meanings and how 
to embrace them. An interpretivist approach to audience studies, as I have shown in 
Section 4.1.2 of Chapter 4, is much more productive within this post-museum context. 
Rather than asking closed questions where answers are either ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, an 
interpretivist approach allows the participant to determine what is important. In this 
way, visitor meanings are emphasised, rather than the museum narrative. In 
attempting a more visitor-centred approach, such audience meanings are key. A 
wonderful example is offered by the Riverside Museum, as set out in Section 3.2 in 
Chapter 3, where audience studies are used as a way to gather visitor narratives which 
are then incorporated in the exhibitions. In the Riverside Museum, visitor research is 
one of the core activities of the museum, taking place throughout the entire process of 
exhibition, not merely as a summative ‘check’. As noted, using audience research in this 
manner attempts to counter processes of exclusion. In involving different kinds of 
(non-)visitors at all stages of the exhibition work aims for a more inclusive space for 
meanings. Such interpretivist research has been the inspiration for my own visitor 
study of the Allard Pierson, where I attempted to further explore its use and feasibility. 
I set up a study which included quantitative measures, such as questionnaires and 
observation (see Section 4.2.1 in Chapter 4), but aimed to employ them from a more 
interpretivist perspective. An example of this, which I also mention in Section 7.5 in 
Chapter 7, regards the digital application of the ‘migration map’. I did not ask any 
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specific questions regarding this map, but added at the end of the questionnaire, quite 
simply, an open-ended question asking for any further comments. Apparently, this 
map was an important part of many visitor meanings, since it was mentioned 
extensively in this final question. This example shows that, even when adopting a 
method which requires minimal effort and time, such as a questionnaire, employing it 
from an interpretivist perspective is still possible, and also provides useful results. I 
have further exemplified interpretivist visitor research in the museum through two 
innovative types of interviewing, which I then transcribed and analysed through open 
coding, discussed in Section 4.2.2 of Chapter 4 and in Chapter 5. In these ways, I hope 
to have been able to show the value of interpretivist visitor studies for the post-museum 
context. For the future museum, positivist audience studies will become less important 
and proficiency regarding interpretivist research will be more valuable. This 
dissertation aims to offer inspiration and expertise on this type of visitor work, for 
those in practice and within academia.    
 A final contribution of this work may be found in its insistence on the 
ineffectiveness and inadequacy of the modernist museum trope, as conceived by 
Hooper-Greenhill. In ending Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture, Hooper-
Greenhill notes that the modernist museum is not yet entirely past, but that its values 
remain “deeply embedded”.16 My analysis of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibit within the Allard 
Pierson context illustrates this point. Although key players attempt a transformation, 
the modernist heritage remains pervasive. Aiming for a renewed audience experience, 
the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition is, in the end, another reiteration of a modernist exhibition 
in which visitor meanings are ignored in favour of a museum-centred narrative. 
Although, within contemporary academic discourse, such museum-centred or author-
centred meaning is considered an anathema, clearly, it remains relevant in practice. 
Not only are modernist ideas embedded within those working in the museum, this 
study has shown that its values also pervade visitor attitudes. In my analysis of the 
introduction movie in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition (Section 7.1 of Chapter 7), I 
highlighted the fact that the public expect this movie to tell them what the exhibition is 
‘about’. Similarly, my study of the ‘creating visit narrative’ approach (Section 5.2 of 
Chapter 5) emphasises the audience’s expectations regarding a narrative offered by the 
museum. This was seen, too, in the Riverside Museum, where visitors expect the 
museum to be ‘about’ something, to tell a story (see Section 5.2.1 of Chapter 5). Such 
expectations confirm to a more modernist understanding of the museum. This suggests 
that, not surprisingly, most people who currently visit the museum indeed continue to 

 
16 Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture, p. 162. 
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conceive the institution as essentially modernist. Also, as was seen in my analysis from 
the digital applications at ‘Crossroads’, many of the Allard Pierson visitors seem to 
enjoy and appreciate those applications which are modernist, such as the migration 
map or reliquary lid (see Section 7.4 of Chapter 7). If museums, then, continue to employ 
quantitatively measured ‘visitor satisfaction’ as a way to determine their policies, there 
will be little incentive for change. In studying only the response of those people who 
already visit the museum, a serious bias will occur. As Bourdieu argues, the modernist 
narrative results in an exclusion of a large group of people; the “false generosity” of the 
museum only invites those who would feel at home in this space.17 Naturally, this group, 
because of their similarity to those producing the museum narrative, would be more 
likely to appreciate and understand its meaning. In the case of the Allard Pierson, such 
a group is clearly visible when looking at general visitor statistics. As set out in Section 
7.1 of Chapter 7, we see this bias happening, where an highly educated, experienced, 
older audience enjoys and appreciates the museum, visible in the way they grade the 
exhibition highly. So, unsurprisingly, when only quantitatively measuring the 
satisfaction of those who already visit the museum, there is little incentive for the 
museum to adjust their modernist approach. This study aims to be such an incentive. 
As argued above, the modernist approach is ineffective and excluding. The 
contemporary museum may continue to broadcast an authoritative narrative, 
reflecting the whiteness, masculinity, education and privilege of those who produced 
it, but in doing so, they will also persist in excluding those whose meanings do not fit 
in with this narrative. Only by accepting the inadequacy of the modernist museum 
trope, will the museum of the future be able to become a space where all visitors 
meanings are welcome to thrive.  
  
 
 
  
  
 
 
 

 
17 Bourdieu and Darbel, p. 113. 
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Appendix 1 Head-Counting Form 

DATE NAME 

 

 

AGE GENDER LANGUAGE GROUP COMPOSITION 

0-
18 

18-
30 

30-
50 

50+ M F Dutch Other 1 2 3+ 

1            

2            

3            

4            

5            

6            

7            

8            

9            

10            

11            

12            

13            

14            

15            

16            

17            

18            

19            

20            
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Appendix 2 Digital Survey 
1. What did you think of the exhibit?  

A. Green thumbs up. 
B. Red thumbs down. 

2. Which theme was most interesting to you?  
Heritage of Rome / Faith / Knowledge / Travel Routes / Identity / Power and warfare  
3. Which theme was least interesting to you? 
Heritage of Rome / Faith / Knowledge / Travel Routes / Identity / Power and warfare 
4. The final room of the exhibit contained a large digital application, the Cross Culture Timeline. Did 
you make use of this new media tool? 
 A. Yes > question 5. 
 B. No > question 6.   
5. How would you rate the Cross Culture Timeline? (0-5 star rating) 
6. Did you see (a part of) the introduction movie?  
 A. Yes > question 7. 
 B. No > question 8. 
7. How would you rate the introduction movie? (0-5 star rating) 
8. How would you grade the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition? (0-10) 
9. How much time did you spend in the exhibition? 
 A. Less than a half hour. 
 B. Between half an hour and an hour.  
 C. Longer than an hour.  
10. How old are you?  
11. Which nationality are you?   
 A. Dutch 
 B. Other 
11. How did you visit the exhibition?  
 A. By myself 
 B. With one other person 
 C. With more than one other person 
12. Do you think you will visit this museum again?  
 A. Yes 
 B. No 	
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Appendix 3 Paper Survey 
QUESTIONNAIRE RESEARCH PROJECT 
“MEANING MAKING IN THE CROSSROADS EXHIBITION”  
Thank you very much for participating in this visitor research! We appreciate you taking some time to 
help us improve our exhibitions and understanding. Filling out the questionnaire will take about 10 
minutes. 
What is the goal of this research? 
This questionnaire is part of a larger research project undertaken at the University of Amsterdam, at 
the Amsterdam School for Heritage, Memory and Material Culture. This project aims to understand 
more fully how visitors create meaning in museum exhibitions. 
This specific questionnaire, however, will be most helpful to the Allard Pierson Museum. The museum 
is curious to know more about your experience in the exhibition today, so that they may learn from 
you and hopefully improve in the future. Next to that, the Crossroads exhibition will also travel to 
several other venues in Europe, and it would be great if we could use your experiences to 
continuously update and improve the exhibition for future visitors. 
How will the results be used?  
The results of this survey will be used by the Allard Pierson Museum. Next to that, the information 
might also be shared in an academic context, such as articles, presentations or conferences. Naturally, 
your anonymity is guaranteed - we will not share any personal information without your express 
consent. 
Any other questions? 
If you have any questions regarding this survey, please feel free to contact the research project leader, 
Inge Kalle-den Oudsten (i.kalle-denoudsten@uva.nl). For any complaints or questions regarding the 
ethics of this research, you may contact the Ethics Committee of the University of Amsterdam via 
commissie-ethiek-fgw@uva.nl or 020-5253054 (Kloveniersburgwal 48, 1012 CX Amsterdam).   
Informed Consent 
“I hereby declare that I have been clearly informed about the nature of this research and the methods 
used, as described above. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction. 
I have consented to participate in this research on an entirely voluntary basis. I retain the right to 
revoke this consent without having to provide any reasons for my decision, and am aware that I am 
entitled to discontinue the experiment at any time, after which the information I will have provided 
will be destroyed. If my research results are used in scientific publications or made public in any 
other way, they will be fully anonymised. My personal information may not be viewed by third parties 
without my express permission.”  
Signed in two-fold. 
Signature of Participant 
“I have explained the research in further detail and hereby declare my willingness to answer any 
further questions to the best of my ability.”    
Name of Researcher     Signature  
ABOUT YOUR VISIT 
With these questions we would like to put your museum visit today in a broader context. 
1. How often have you been to the Allard Pierson Museum? 
� This is the first time.   
� Less than 3 times.   
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� More than 3 times. 
2. Are you planning on visiting this museum again in the future?  
 � Yes. 
 � No. 
3. Do you own a “Museumkaart”? 
 � Yes. 
 � No. 
4. How often do you visit a museum?  
 � Less than 5 times a year. 
 � Approximately 5-10 times a year. 
 � More than 10 times a year. 
5. How did you hear about this exhibit? You can choose multiple answers. 
 � Via the internet, like Facebook, Twitter, a website, or a newsletter. 
 � Via a commercial on the street like a billboard or at a bus stop. 
 � Via an advertisement in a newspaper or magazine. 
 � Via someone else. 
 � I did not hear about this exhibition before I came here. 
 � In a different way:   
6. How did you visit the museum today? 
 � I went by myself. 
 � I went here with one other person. 
 � I went here with two other people or more. 
ABOUT THE EXHIBITION 
We would like to hear more about your experiences in the Crossroads exhibition. We want to keep on 
improving our museum, so we’d also like to hear if things were not to your liking. In short: please feel 
free to tell us honestly about your experiences, even if they were not that positive!  
1. What, do you think, is the core message of the exhibition?  
2. Write down a description of “the Early Middle Ages” in one sentence.  
3. Did you learn something new about the Early Middle Ages through this exhibition? If yes, what did 
you learn?  
4. Did you see (part of) the introduction movie? Why, or why not? What did you think about it?   
5. Did you see (some of) the projections on the floor, about the travellers? Why, or why not? What did 
you think about these projections?  
6. The final room of the exhibition featured a large digital application called the Cross Culture 
Timeline. Did you use it? Why, or why not? What did you think about it?  
7. Can you give an estimate of the amount of time you spent in the exhibition today?  
8. Would you recommend this exhibition to someone else? Why, or why not?  
9. How would you grade this exhibition, on a scale from 1-10? Why?  
I would give this exhibition an …… because:  
ABOUT THE MUSEUM 
The previous questions were all about the CROSSROADS exhibition. The following questions will be 
more about the Allard Pierson Museum in general.  
1. How would you describe the Allard Pierson Museum?   
2. Does the CROSSROADS exhibition fit within your image of the Allard Pierson? Why, why not?  
3. What does the name “Allard Pierson” make you think of? 
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SOME MORE ABOUT YOU 
In order to better understand your answers, it is useful if we have some basic information about you. 
Could you maybe tell us something about yourself?  
1. How old are you?  
� 0-18   
� 18-30   
� 30-50 
� 50+ 
2. Which nationality do you have?  
3. Where do you currently live? (City, country) 
4. What kind of job or education do you (or did you) have?  
FINALLY 
If there is anything else you’d like to tell us, about the exhibition or the museum, please comment it 
down below. Feel free!  

 

Appendix 4 Observation Sheet 
4.1 Observation Sheet Introduction Movie 
DATE 
VISITOR 
☐ man  ☐ woman 
☐ 0-18  ☐ 18-30 ☐ 30-55 ☐ 55+ 
☐ single ☐ pair  ☐ group 
TIMING + PHASE OF MOVIE 

 start use stop use 

visitor   

movie   

 
NOTES 
Talking or interacting? 
From where? 
To where?  
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4.2 Observation Sheet Kunàgota Sword Holobox 
DATE 
VISITOR 
☐ man  ☐ woman 
☐ 0-18  ☐ 18-30 ☐ 30-55 ☐ 55+ 
☐ single ☐ pair  ☐ group 
TIMING 

 enter room start use stop use exit room 

visitor     

movie     

 
NOTES 
Talking or interacting? 
From where? 
To where? 

4.3 Observation Sheet Cross Culture Timeline 
DATE 
VISITOR 
☐ man  ☐ woman 
☐ 0-18  ☐ 18-30 ☐ 30-55 ☐ 55+ 
☐ single ☐ pair  ☐ group 
TIMING 

enter start use stop use exit 

    

 
TYPE OF USE 
☐ looking, not using 
☐ looking, someone else is using 
☐ using 
☐ using, someone else is looking 
☐ not looking, not using 
NOTES 
Talking or interacting? 
From where? 
To where?  
Which elements were used: image/video/3D/text? 
 

 	



289       APPENDICES 
 

 

Appendix 5 Description Interview Participants 
Amsterdam: Accompanied Visits 
Alexander. A 37-year-old Irish male, studied history in university and currently works in 
the heritage sector in the Netherlands. Alexander is an experienced museum visitor, and 
has also visited the Allard Pierson before.  
Carlijn. Carlijn is a Dutch 23-year-old woman, currently in medical school studying to 
become a doctor. She has no particular interest in culture or heritage, and rarely visits 
museums. She has never visited the Allard Pierson before.  
Charlotte and Linde. Charlotte is a Dutch 59-year-old retired woman, who used to work 
as a creative therapist. Her good friend Linde is a 63-year-old retired woman, who used to 
work with furniture textiles. Both Charlotte and Linde are experienced museum visitors 
who have been to the Allard Pierson before.   
Evelina. Evelina is a 29-year-old Italian-Polish heritage student, currently studying at the 
University of Amsterdam. She has degrees in history and art history, and is particularly 
interested in culture and heritage. She is a very experienced museum visitor and has been 
to the Allard Pierson before.  
Janna. Janna is a female 46-year-old Dutch visual artist, a sculptor. She is a very 
experienced museum visitor and has been to the Allard Pierson before.  
Jessica. Jessica is a 22-year-old female Dutch creative therapist. Jessica is interested in 
culture and heritage, but is not an experienced museum visitor. She has never visited the 
Allard Pierson before.  
Jade. Jade is a 22-year-old female Dutch anthropology student. Jade is interested in culture 
and heritage, and is an experienced museum visitor. She has not visited the Allard Pierson 
before.  
Marleen. Marleen is a 26-year-old female Dutch minister, having studied theology in 
university. She interested in culture and heritage and an experienced museum visitor. She 
has never visited the Allard Pierson before.  
Sam. Sam is a Dutch 60-year-old male museum registrar. Naturally, Sam is an 
experienced museum visitor who has been to the Allard Pierson before.  
Walter. Walter is a 77-year-old Dutch male. Currently, Walter is retired, but in the past he 
has worked on various posts in the Dutch ministry, having also studied archaeology when 
he was younger and much more recently. Walter very interested in culture and heritage, 
and is a very experienced museum visitor. He is, also, a member of the Allard Pierson’s 
‘Friends’ organisation.  
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Amsterdam: Exit Interviews 
Anneke. A 63-year-old Dutch female, university-educated, currently working as a 
chemistry teacher in a high school. Anneke is an experienced museum visitor, and has also 
visited the Allard Pierson before. 
Barend and Hannah. Barend is 26-year-old Dutch-Russian university student, currently 
studying philosophy. Barend is not an experienced museum visitor, and has not visited the 
Allard Pierson before. Hannah is his 22-year-old Dutch girlfriend, in her final years of her 
literature MA. Hannah is a more experienced museum visitor, but this is her first time 
visiting the Allard Pierson.   
Bob. Bob is a male 25-year-old Dutch civil servant, working within the social sector. Bob 
studied sociology at university, and has no particular interest in heritage or culture. He is 
not a very experienced museum visitor, and has never visited the Allard Pierson before.  
Sanne and Dirk. Sanne is a 23-year-old Dutch management student, currently in 
university. She has no particular interest in culture or heritage and rarely visits museums. 
She has never been to the Allard Pierson before. Her boyfriend Dirk is a 24-year-old 
management trainee, who has studied history in university. Dirk is not an experienced 
museum visitor either, and has never been to the Allard Pierson before.  
Gijsbert. Gijsbert is a 60-year-old Dutch male, currently unemployed, who used to work 
as an editor. Gijsbert studied literature in university. Gijsbert is an experienced museum 
visitor who has never visited the Allard Pierson before.  
Juliet. Juliet is a female 52-year-old British management assistant, who has been living in 
the Netherlands for more than 30 years. Juliet has a particular interest in history and 
culture, and has visited many museums, including the Allard Pierson. 
Mark. Mark is a 52-year-old Dutch male, currently unemployed. Mark has received 
training in and worked in the film and television sector. He is not an experienced museum 
visitor and has never been to the Allard Pierson before.  
Wouter and Marieke. Wouter is a 23-year-old male Dutch university student, currently 
studying management. Wouter is not interested in culture or heritage, and an 
inexperienced museum visitor, who has never been to the Allard Pierson before. His 22-
year-old Dutch girlfriend is Marieke, currently studying psychology in university. She, too, 
is an inexperienced museum visitor and has not visited the Allard Pierson before.  
Peter. Peter is a 26-year-old Dutch male heritage student. Peter is very interested in 
culture and heritage and an experienced museum visitor who has visited the Allard 
Pierson before.  
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Glasgow: Accompanied Visits 
Sophie. Sophie is a 25-year-old American female. Currently, she is pursuing a PhD at the 
University of Glasgow in the heritage field. She is an experienced museum visitor who has 
visited the Riverside Museum before.  
Steven and David. Steven is a 41-year-old Scottish male, who works at the Royal Mail. He 
has no particular interest in culture or heritage, but has visited the Riverside Museum 
many times before, usually with his son David. David is a 4-year-old Scottish boy who 
loves fire trucks.  
Emily. Emily is a 32-year-old Scottish female. She has studied film and history in 
university, and currently works as a marketing and communications employee at a 
Glaswegian museum. She is an experienced museum visitor and has visited the Riverside 
Museum before.  
Samuel. Samuel is a 44-year-old English male. Currently, Samuel works as a software 
developer, but he has studied history in university. He is an experienced museum visitor 
who often visits the Riverside Museum with his family.  
Donald and Mary. Donald and Mary are an elderly married couple. Donald, originally from 
Glasgow, is a 64-year-old retired university professor, who used to work in the life 
sciences. His wife Mary, Scottish and 64 years old, is an English teacher. Donald and Mary 
are experienced museum visitors and have visited the Riverside Museum many times 
before.  
Amelia. Amelia is a 20-year-old Dutch female, currently studying Art History and Theatre 
at the University of Glasgow. Amelia is an experienced museum visitor, and has visited the 
Riverside Museum before.  
 

Glasgow: Exit Interviews 
Luc, Emma and Jane. Luc, Emma and Jane are all members of Glasgow Life’s ‘Teen Panel’, 
and often work with the museums to provide their feedback. All three are Scottish 14-
year-olds who currently attend high school in Glasgow. Luc, Emma and Jane have an 
interest in arts and culture, but are not very experienced museum visitors. They have 
visited the Riverside Museum before.  
Frederick, Dean and Maxime. Dean and Maxime are a married couple, who visit the 
Riverside Museum for the first time with their 5-year-old son Frederick. Dean is a 35-year-
old Scottish male, his wife Maxime is a 36-year-old Asian-American. Dean and Maxime 
have no particular interest in culture or heritage, but are visiting the museum because 
Frederick loves trains.  
Susan. Susan is a female 34-year-old Scottish retail employee. Susan does not often visit 
museums, but she has been to the Riverside Museum several times.   
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SUMMARY 
 
 
 

A Chance for Change? New Media and Visitor Meanings in the Transforming 
Museum 
 
Social, grassroots, access, empowerment, interactivity, community, democracy, 
collaboration, participation, choice, creativity – terms like these signify a rhetoric that 
may exist with regards to new media. In the context of museums, digital technologies 
have often been heralded for their supposed ability to transform the ‘old-fashioned’ 
museum. This dissertation is concerned with exactly this question: what is the role of 
new media in the changing museum? Could digital technologies assist in the 
transformation of the ‘old’ museum towards the museum of the future? 

Naturally, terms such as the ‘old museum’, the ‘museum of the future’ and ‘new 
media’ need further delineation before being effective. The first, more theoretical, 
chapters in this study provide these demarcations as well as additional exploration and 
contextualisation of the relevant concepts. More specifically, I am interested in the role 
of digital technologies in the ways in which visitors make meaning in the museum. 
Chapter 1 is concerned with this concept of meaning, and approaches it from within 
the framework of literary theory. Most famous, perhaps, is De Saussure’s 
understanding of the concept, which is built on the twin-notions of signifier and 
signified, together forming the sign, or, meaning. The central problem with regards to 
meaning is found in the relationship between the signifier and signified, which De 
Saussure so famously designates as ‘arbitrary’. If this is, indeed, so, then who is the 
arbiter? Who, ultimately, establishes meaning? The first of two answers is the 
traditional, or modernist, approach, not as favoured within academia but still relevant 
in the contemporary museum context. Represented here by Hirsch, the author-centred 
perspective on meaning holds that it is the author who ultimately determines the 
meaning of a text. He is able to embed the text with his intent, and it is the role of the 
reader to rid herself of all prejudice in order to arrive at this single meaning. This 
approach is opposed in a revolution led by Barthes, who, in The Death of the Author, 
proposes the opposite: it is no longer the author, but the reader who determines 
meaning. A brief detour into the hermeneutic field allows for a further exploration of 
the role of the reader within this process. Rather than attempting to eliminate any 
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prejudice, theorists like Gadamer, Heidegger and Iser argue that a reader must actively 
employ her personal contexts and through these preconceptions create a personal 
meaning. In this reader-centred perspective, the reader becomes an active participant, 
creating a virtual meaning in conversation with the text. These two attitudes with 
regards to meaning, author-centred and reader-centred, are the first building blocks 
of this dissertation. 

In the next chapter, these literary concepts are brought into a discussion 
centred on the museum. Rather than referring to muddy terms such as the ‘old-
fashioned museum’ and the ‘museum of the future’, I have chosen to work with two 
notions proposed by Hooper-Greenhill: the modernist and post-museum. These are 
then embedded within the larger theoretical discussion on the past and future 
museum, and in this way assimilated within this study’s theoretical framework. A key 
characteristic of Hooper-Greenhill’s understanding of these two concepts is the fact 
that they must be seen as ‘tropes’: imaginary metaphors, situated on opposite ends of 
a scale. Rather than existing in reality, these two theoretical concepts offer an analytical 
tool which allows a characterisation of concrete museums, found in Chapter 3. First, 
the modernist museum is explored from within the historical context of the 
nineteenth-century museum, where this trope’s roots may be found. The nineteenth-
century museum is notoriously hard to delineate, perhaps best defined by its 
ambiguous nature. On the one hand, a democratic (here meaning: accessible to all) 
strand may be discovered. Exemplified in London’s South Kensington Museum, British 
‘museum men’ held the strong belief that museums could be used to better society for 
all. Seen in this way, museums were tools of education, specifically opened up to the 
lower classes so as to allow them to learn and improve. On the other hand, however, an 
elitist strand may be found, flowing from the museum’s seventeenth-century 
precursors such as the studioli, elite collections and princely galleries. I have united 
these three different and unique institutions in two ways: they were intended for an 
elite public and they were part of a political game of power, exclusion and distinction. 
These characteristics are visible in the elitist understanding of the nineteenth-century 
museum, which was used by the bourgeoisie to set themselves apart from the lower 
classes. Referring to such theorists as Bourdieu and Pomian, nineteenth-century 
museums may be seen as spaces which highlighted the differences between the rich 
and the poor. Although the Louvre, for example, was open to the public, lower classes 
were ridiculed because of their ‘ignorance’ and incapability to ‘correctly’ understand 
the collections. These two seemingly opposing images of the nineteenth-century 
museum, one of democracy and one of distinction, can be united in a single image of 
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the modernist museum trope. A first unifying characteristic regards this museum’s 
narrative, which is an objective, neutral, singular, Truth, concerned ultimately with 
progress and evolution. This corresponds to the author-centred perspective on 
meaning, whereby authorial intent is found in the museum. The modernist museum 
presents its narrative as the only narrative and hides any signals of arbitrary 
construction. Secondly, the modernist museum may be characterised by a particular 
attitude towards its public. Visitors in the modernist museum are seen as ‘empty 
vessels waiting to be filled’, tasked with following the museum ‘script’ which will 
ultimately lead to learning and improvement. In order to be able to arrive at this 
intended museum meaning, any personal contexts must be discarded in favour of 
seeking the museum’s message. In this way the modernist museum trope, which finds 
its roots in the nineteenth-century museum, may be characterised by an author-
centred approach to meaning where a singular, objective, narrative is presented and 
visitors are tasked with fulfilling the requirement of learning and improving.  

On the other end of the spectrum the post-museum trope is located, which is 
based in the second half of the twentieth century, when neoliberalism and post-
modernism forced the museum to begin reflecting on its own practices. Rather than 
restricting my understanding of the post-museum trope to Hooper-Greenhill’s work, 
I have embedded her thinking in the larger movement known as the New Museology. 
The core characteristic of this post-museum is its emphasis on visitors. Rather than 
upholding a museum-centred understanding of meaning, this museum is truly visitor-
centred. Accepting and promoting a multiplicity of meanings, the post-museum 
encourages its publics to use their personal contexts in creating meanings. Key here is 
the concept of personal contexts, which I approach through a combination of the work 
of hermeneutic scholars and museum theorists. In speaking of ‘personal contexts’ I 
refer to those ‘entrance narratives’ or ‘prejudices’, previous knowledges and 
experiences, which each visitor brings to their visit. These personal contexts are the 
fundamental movement behind the post-museum’s insistence on a multiplicity of 
meanings. Although this is one of the core values of the post-museum, it is not entirely 
uncontested. In its most extreme shape, the post-museum’s aim is for each visitor to 
create a personally relevant meaning. In this way, the museum is responding to a 
modernist insistence on a single, objective, narrative. However, in some manifestations 
of the post-museum, it is the content of the modernist’s museum singular narrative 
that is being disputed. In particular, these theorists oppose the modernist museum’s 
supposed ‘objectivity’, and its privileging of whiteness, masculinity and 
heterosexuality. This kind of post-museum, exemplified in the Museums are Not 
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Neutral movement and the work by Sandell, aims to offer an alternative narrative which 
celebrates diversity and inclusion. The differences between this more dialogic and 
activist understanding of the post-museum again highlight the necessity of viewing 
these tropes as extreme ends on a scale where more and less absolute positions are 
possible.  

The theoretical concepts of modernist and post-museum are reflected within 
the two concrete museum contexts offered by the case studies of this dissertation: the 
Allard Pierson and the Riverside Museum. The first case concerns the ‘Crossroads’ 
exhibition, held in the Allard Pierson in Amsterdam from September 2017 until April 
2018. This exhibition was part of an EU-funded project called Connecting Early 
Medieval European Collections (CEMEC). The Allard Pierson functioned as the lead 
partner of the project as well as the first venue of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, and 
therefore I approach this exhibition from within the Allard Pierson context. In its 
history, we may find an almost perfect modernist museum: based on the archaeological 
collections of a wealthy intellectual named Constant Willem Lunsingh Scheurleer, the 
museum was originally strongly educational. Lunsingh Scheurleer had intended for his 
collection to convey knowledge of the classics to the uneducated public, clearly 
mirroring modernist values. These seem to have stayed with the museum until the 
beginning of this century, after which the Allard Pierson has begun to exhibit a more 
visitor-centred attitude in its aims and practice. Under the direction of Wim Hupperetz, 
the museum is renewing and transforming, seen in such initiatives as MuseumCamp 
and the Archeo Hotspots. The CEMEC project seems to be part of this move towards a 
more visitor-centred approach, and Hupperetz notes that the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, 
one of the key aims of CEMEC, is a good reflection of the museum’s new direction. In 
the project plan, a core document in the CEMEC context, we may also remark some of 
its innovative aims. Also, in its correction of the image of the Early Middle Ages as ‘dark 
ages’, CEMEC seems to resist a modernist narrative. However, through interviews with 
key players as well as an analysis of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, it becomes clear that 
modernist values remain pervasive. Most key players wish for the exhibit to transfer an 
intended meaning to the public; they want their visitors to understand the message 
they have constructed. Also, alternative meanings that come to light during the creation 
of the exhibition are subsumed under this single, authoritative, perspective. 
Furthermore, the exhibition remains firmly in the past, not attempting to connect to 
contemporary audiences through linking to current events. Additionally, in the 
construction of the exhibition, members of the public have not been consulted. These 
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points, explored in full in Chapter 3, seem to embed the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition within 
a more modernist narrative.  

The Riverside Museum, my second and smaller case study, offers an alternative 
approach. Situated in Glasgow, Scotland, the Riverside Museum exhibits a collection 
related to transport and the city’s social history. When looking at the history of this 
museum, a similar modernist story is visible. Part of Glasgow City Council, 
predecessors of the Riverside Museum originally intended to educate the public and to 
help improve the city and, in particular, the working classes. However, in recent years, 
this vision has been transformed into a much more visitor-centred approach. Set out 
in several essays by O’Neill, this perspective is characterised by a denial of grand, 
modernist, narratives in favour of telling several smaller, people-centred, stories. Also, 
the audience is to play a central role in the construction of any kind of exhibition. This 
philosophy is illustrated perfectly in the Riverside Museum, which does not boast an 
overarching modernist narrative of evolution and progress in the history of transport. 
Instead the museum and its objects are anchored in the lives of Glaswegian people. 
Curators like Kirsty Devine, Neil Johnson-Symington and Heather Robertson actively 
include the public in the creation of their displays, constructing small-scale thematic 
exhibitions which reflect and include the different communities that are found in the 
city of Glasgow. Based on this, we may view the Riverside Museum as striving towards 
becoming a contemporary post-museum.   

The aim of this dissertation is to study the role of new media in the visitor 
meaning making processes in the Allard Pierson and Riverside Museum contexts. In 
Chapter 4, I set out to find ways and methodologies through which such a study may be 
approached. I outline two different theoretical modes which underlie most visitor 
research in museums, according to Lindauer. First, a positivist approach, which views 
audience research as a way to discover whether the public has properly understood the 
intended museum message. This type of thinking may be seen at the start of the 
twentieth century, in studies by Gilman, Robinson and Melton. Through ‘scientific 
experiments’, these early researchers sought to identify problems which were keeping 
the visitors from correctly receiving the narrative offered by the museum. 
Methodologies often associated with this kind of framework are observation and 
closed-ended questionnaires. When looking at the opinions of key players within the 
CEMEC project regarding visitor studies, most echo this kind of positivist 
understanding. Contrary to this, the aims of this dissertation are best achieved by 
working from an interpretivist frame of research. Interpretivism does not favour a 
single objective truth, but instead accepts a multiplicity of meanings. Its intentions are 
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to discover these different narratives as relevant meanings in itself, rather than seeing 
them only in relation to the museum meaning. Methodologies that are more easily 
combined with interpretivism are often ethnographically-inspired such as visitor-
centred types of interviewing. Since this research is part of the CEMEC project, I have 
attempted to combine the demands set by both contexts, and have created an 
evaluation programme which incorporates seven different methodologies. This 
programme moves from more quantitative measures, such as head-counting and two 
different types of questionnaires as well as observation, towards more qualitative 
methodologies, such as photography-led exit interviews and accompanied visits as well 
as an analysis of the visitor books. In my analyses I have combined these different 
methods as a way to best capture a full picture of visitor experience in the ‘Crossroads’ 
exhibition. At the Riverside Museum, I have conducted a smaller number of interviews 
and embedded these within a quantitative framework provided by the visitor research 
the museum has conducted over the years.  

Based on the data collected through these different methodologies, but in 
particular the interviews, I constructed an analytical tool which plays a central role in 
my investigation of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition and the Riverside Museum. The 
analytical tool is built through a process of open coding the transcriptions of, first, the 
twenty interviews at the Allard Pierson, and then refined and strengthened through a 
further comparison with the nine interviews conducted at the Riverside Museum. The 
tool is built on two core concepts: meaning making moments and meaning making 
approaches. Each visitor encounter with a museum object, be it artefact, text, new 
media or other exhibition element, is characterised as a meaning making moment. In 
these moments, visitors make use of different approaches as a way to create meaning 
in relation to what is offered by the museum through its exhibition. These approaches 
are ways through which the visitor comes closer to an understanding of the object. Set 
out in Chapter 5, I have distilled twelve different approaches from the data collected, 
which also contain subcategories. After describing and exploring each of these 
approaches, I have attempted to ‘categorise’ them as more museum-centred or more 
visitor-centred. By referring to these approaches in this manner, I wish to convey that 
some approaches more easily tend towards visitor-centred meaning creation, whilst 
others more easily allow for museum-centred meaning making. Some approaches 
afford visitors to create a meaning that is personally relevant to them, whilst others 
tend to encourage the public to discard their personal contexts in favour of an 
authoritative museum meaning.  
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The first of the approaches that favours museum-centred meaning making 
would be ‘engage with museum’, in which a visitor provides critical or positive 
comments on the museum. In this case, visitor engagement is centred on the museum 
and the public is not required to engage their personal contexts. ‘Want more 
information’ is a second museum-centred approach. In similar fashion to ‘engage with 
museum’, visitors comment on the museum’s lack of information on a particular 
subject, but the encounter remains at that and does not develop further. On the other 
hand of the spectrum are three approaches which strongly afford more visitor-centred 
meanings; ‘personal identity’, ‘previous knowledge’ and ‘personal experience’. These 
approaches are very clearly visitor-centred since their core structuring principles refer 
to visitors’ personal contexts. In ‘personal identity’, visitors build understanding based 
on factors with which they identify themselves, such as their occupation, interest or 
values. ‘Previous knowledge’ exemplifies those instances where audiences use their 
already existing mental structures to frame new museum encounters. And, in 
employing ‘personal experience’, visitors refer to their memories and experiences as 
ways to create meaning. These three approaches fairly clearly afford more visitor-
centred meanings. The seven remaining approaches tend less strongly towards either 
end of the spectrum. Two of these, ‘emotional engagement’ and ‘visual engagement’, 
are, more generally speaking, problematic, and may perhaps be less useful as analytical 
tools. ‘Creating visit narrative’ is an interesting approach because it may be used in the 
creation of more visitor-centred as well as more museum-centred meanings. Visitors 
may either attempt to understand the museum-centred narrative through abandoning 
their personal contexts, or they might actively employ their previous knowledges in 
order to create a personally relevant narrative. A further four approaches are slightly 
ambiguous, but I would suggest that these do, more easily, allow for a visitor-centred 
kind of meaning making. The ‘compare to contemporary’ approach seems to build for 
a large extent on visitors’ personal contexts, in particular their understanding of ‘the 
now’. Similarly, ‘hypothesise’ may tend towards being more visitor-centred because it 
is often combined with approaches such as ‘previous knowledge’ and ‘personal 
experience’. It can be said that the ‘imagine’ approach depends on visitors’ already 
existing contexts; in their construction of a particular image, publics are influenced by 
their existing mental structures and frameworks. Finally, ‘take action’ also has 
potential to be more visitor-centred since it seems to be used particularly at instances 
which are personally relevant to that participant. These twelve approaches form the 
central analytical tool in my discussion of the role of new media in the ‘Crossroads’ 
exhibition and the Riverside Museum.  
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In advance of this analysis, however, a brief stop is required at the concept of 
‘new media’, a final piece in the puzzle of this dissertation. As mentioned, a rhetoric 
exists which connects new media to a promising ideals such as democracy, 
participation and interactivity. These ideas are often echoed in the museum context, 
where transformative powers are ascribed to digital technologies. Before further 
assessing this rhetoric, the concept of new media must be explored more fully. My 
discussion on new media is framed within a context on the relationship between 
technology and society. Historically, three approaches to this issue may be identified. 
The first is perhaps best embodied by McLuhan and his infamous statement of ‘the 
medium is the message!’. According to McLuhan, and those who adhere to 
technological determinism, technology, or the medium, is able to determine, influence, 
society. This understanding is severely opposed within the academic world, for 
example by Livingstone and Lievrouw, who adhere to what is known as the Social 
Shaping of Technology (SST) view. SST holds that it is not technology which determines, 
but it is society which has agency. A third perspective is offered by Latour in his 
understanding of Actor-Network-Theory (ANT), where he proposes that both 
technology and society, media and humans, have agency. In this ‘flat ontology’, both 
humans and matter are capable of acting and influencing. It is from this ANT 
perspective that I would approach new media, because it refocuses our attention to 
what new media allows, or affords, rather than in what ways new media determines or 
is determined. I combine this understanding with Boast’s  argument that new media’s 
newness is found in its digital nature: the fact that it encodes information in a series of 
‘ons’ and ‘offs’. This digitality allows for certain ‘affordances’ (a concept by Gibson) such 
as interactivity and a networked structure. These affordances permit a different 
relationship between user and producer, reader and author, visitor and museum. It is 
in this way that I would suggest approaching the relationship between new media and 
the museum: new media may afford the museum and its visitors certain possibilities, 
but it certainly does not determine.  

Most of those writing within the museum context, however, do not approach 
new media and the museum from this perspective. In fact, many museum theorists and 
practitioners seem to work from a technologically determinist perspective. In some 
cases, a positive relationship is described: where digital technologies will be able to 
change the museum from an old-fashioned institution towards a museum of the future. 
Such a “Californian Ideology” ascribes near messianic power to new media which will 
certainly democratise and open up the museum, making it a space of interactivity and 
participation. Yet, an opposite rhetoric also exists in which the digital is damned as a 
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force which will turn the museum into a place of entertainment rather than education, 
desecrating the sacred halls of an august institution. When looking at the case of the 
‘Crossroads’ exhibition, we may discover such a technologically determinist rhetoric, 
one which ascribes mostly positive outcomes to employing new media in the museum. 
The CEMEC project plan contains many instances where digital technologies are 
connected to positive outcomes, leading to an improved visitor experience. 
Furthermore, CEMEC, from its initial conception captured in the proposal, has had a 
strong digital element and may be said to function within what is known as a ‘digital 
imperative’. From the beginning, the collaboration included technical partners, and 
several of the proposed activities concerned new media. The project started with a 
strong obligation for particular elements of it to be digital. In conclusion, new media 
seems to play an important role within the CEMEC project, it is central from the 
beginning, and is attributed positive transformative qualities.  

In the final chapter of this dissertation, I have analysed the role of new media 
in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, as part of the CEMEC project, and contrasted it with a 
smaller study at the Riverside Museum. As was noted in Chapter 6, key players within 
the CEMEC project aim to use digital technologies as a way to transform visitor 
experience. Here, I have attempted to investigate this claim. What is the role of new 
media in the context of the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition? I have structured my analysis based 
on the different digital elements in the exhibition, studying the underlying aims and 
intents, after which I have further investigated the visitor response to these 
applications. The ‘Crossroads’ exhibition contains several digital tools, including an 
introduction movie, several holoboxes, a larger application called the Cross Culture 
Timeline and several smaller installations. My analyses of these elements show that, in 
most instances of new media use in the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, museum-centred 
meaning making prevails. From this, it may be concluded that, within the ‘Crossroads’ 
exhibition at the Allard Pierson, digital technologies are not employed in such a way 
that they allow for more visitor-centred meaning making to take place. Most new media 
applications created for the CEMEC project are envisaged within a more modernist 
framework. Using digital technologies with such intentions, not employing available 
affordances, does not allow for a change in meaning making practices. New media, 
here, does not magically transform the modernist museum context into a post-
museum. Instead, being employed in this way, it does not alter but perpetuates 
museum-centred meaning making. When used within a modernist context such as the 
CEMEC project, digital tools do not seem to afford a different relationship between the 
museum and its visitors.   
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An alternative approach may be found in the context of the Riverside Museum, 
where new media’s affordances perhaps come to better fruition. Digital technologies 
are used extensively in the Riverside Museum, but, contrary to what was seen in the 
CEMEC context, they receive little emphasis by key museum players and in 
documentation. At the Riverside, digital tools are seen as one of the many available 
interpretive devices, and are always discussed within a context of more audience-
related concerns. Rather than working from an emphasis on the digital in order to 
transform the museum, the Riverside Museum prioritises their visitor-centred 
philosophy. In the Riverside, use of new media is intricately linked to the museum’s 
target audiences. Digital is used by museum curators as one of the tools which allow 
for putting this audience-centred philosophy into practice. The Riverside Museum also 
explicitly uses some of their digital tools for more active engagement with their visitors, 
making use of new media’s networked structure. An example of such a new media 
display are the Feedback Screens, where visitors are allowed to provide input and are 
able to directly influence what is on view in the museum. The visitor research I 
undertook at the Riverside was too limited to draw any truly substantial conclusions, 
nevertheless, initial indications based on the interviews do suggest that the way in 
which this museum employs new media could allow for more visitor-centred meaning 
making. These preliminary results leave a possibility for a supportive role of new media 
in the transforming museum – a chance for change. Ultimately, new media is not a 
magical tool that automatically changes an old-fashioned museum into a post-
museum. As the ‘Crossroads’ case study shows, when employed from within a 
modernist framework, digital tools cannot significantly alter meaning making 
practices. However, a more visitor-centred approach, as seen at the Riverside, which 
employs new media’s affordances, may encourage visitors to use their personal 
contexts in their meaning making. In this way, digital technologies may still present a 
chance for change.  

Towards the end of my dissertation, in the conclusions, I address a key 
question that envelops the entire work: is such change necessary? Should the 
modernist museum transform towards a post-museum? Based on the empirical 
findings of this study, I situate myself within the larger movement of those who argue 
that the modernist museum is, indeed, ineffective. Museums should certainly attempt 
to move towards the post-museum end of the scale, because the modernist ideal has 
failed. In the first place, following a line of argumentation set out by Bourdieu and 
Pomian, the modernist mode leads to exclusion. A single narrative will only resonate 
with those members of the public who are similar to the producers of the intended 
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meaning, and will exclude other visitors who are not ‘initiated’ in this world. Secondly, 
the modernist museum’s scripted visit assumes and requires the public’s ability to set 
aside any personal contexts in order to be able to arrive at understanding the intended 
museum meaning. Yet, the empirical findings of this study, as presented in Chapter 5, 
show that such a desire is ineffective. Every participant in my study has, on multiple 
occasions during their visit, made use of meaning making approaches such as ‘personal 
identity’, ‘previous knowledge’ and ‘personal experience’. These findings confirm what 
has already been argued by others, both theoretically and empirically, namely, that 
visitors actively employ their personal contexts in order to create meaning. To expect, 
therefore, that each visitor will be able to understand a singular, intended, museum 
meaning in the same way, is unrealistic. I would argue that the pursuit of such 
expectations should be abandoned. Instead museums should refocus on finding ways 
through which they might encourage visitors to create personally relevant meanings. 
This study has shown that, when used from within a visitor-centred philosophy, new 
media’s affordances might be employed in such a way, and, perhaps, offer a chance for 
change.  
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A Chance for Change? Nieuwe media en publieksbetekenis in het veranderende 
museum  

 
Sociaal, grassroots, toegankelijk, empowering, interactief, community, democratisch, 
samenwerking, participatie, keuze, creativiteit – termen zoals deze verwijzen naar een 
veelgehoorde retoriek met betrekking tot nieuwe media. In de context van het museum 
wordt digitale technologie vaak geroemd vanwege het veronderstelde vermogen om 
het ouderwetse museum te transformeren en zo van zijn stoffige imago te ontdoen. In 
deze dissertatie staat precies die vraag centraal: wat is de rol van nieuwe media in het 
veranderende museum? Kan digitale technologie helpen in de transformatie van het 
ouderwetse museum naar het museum van de toekomst?  

Voor een correct begrip moeten concepten als het ‘ouderwetse museum’, het 
‘museum van de toekomst’ en ‘nieuwe media’ natuurlijk helder gedefinieerd worden. 
Deze en andere concepten die ik in mijn proefschrift veelvuldig hanteer, zet ik in de 
eerste, meer theoretische hoofdstukken uiteen. Ik ben geïnteresseerd in de 
verschillende manieren waarop bezoekers betekenis creëren in het museum, in het 
bijzonder in de rol van digitale technologie daarin. In hoofdstuk 1 staat het begrip 
‘betekenis’ centraal, dat ik in eerste instantie benader vanuit het perspectief van de 
literaire theorie. Het meest beroemd is wellicht de methode van De Saussure, wiens 
ideeën over betekenis gebaseerd zijn op zijn concepten signifiant (significant) en signifié 
(significaat), die samen de tekeneenheid, ofwel betekenis, vormen. Het centrale 
vraagstuk rondom betekenis wordt gevonden in de relatie tussen significant en 
significaat, die De Saussure als arbitrair bestempelt. Als dit inderdaad zo is, wie is dan 
de arbiter? Wie bepaalt uiteindelijk wat de betekenis van iets is? De antwoorden die 
hierop zijn geformuleerd kunnen we in twee stromingen onderbrengen: een 
auteursgericht en een lezersgericht perspectief. Het eerste, ook wel de traditionele of 
modernistische houding,  is niet erg in zwang binnen het wetenschappelijk discours, 
maar zeker nog relevant in de hedendaagse museumcontext. Volgens het 
auteursgerichte perspectief op betekenis, hier vertegenwoordigd door Hirsch, bepaalt 
de auteur uiteindelijk zelf de betekenis van een tekst. Hij is in staat om zijn intentie in 
de tekst te leggen waarna de lezer  zich van al zijn vooroordelen dient te ontdoen zodat 
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hij deze unieke betekenis kan begrijpen. Hier tegenover staat het lezersgerichte 
perspectief, vertegenwoordigd door Barthes, leider van een revolutie die juist het 
tegenovergestelde beweert. In La Mort de l’Auteur (De dood van de auteur) betoogt 
Barthes dat de auteur niet langer de betekenis vaststelt, maar dat deze macht nu bij de 
lezer ligt. De rol van de lezer wordt duidelijker via een korte zijweg naar de 
hermeneutiek. Theoretici zoals Gadamer, Heidegger en Iser menen dat een lezer 
persoonlijke betekenis kan creëren juist door gebruik te maken van zijn persoonlijke 
context, bestaande uit de eigen vooroordelen, kennis en ervaringen. Hierdoor verwordt 
de lezer tot actief deelnemer die een virtuele betekenis maakt in samenspraak met de 
tekst. Deze twee houdingen ten opzichte van betekenis – auteursgericht en 
lezersgericht – zijn de eerste bouwstenen van dit onderzoek.   

In het tweede hoofdstuk integreer ik deze concepten uit de literaire theorie in 
de context van het museum met behulp van twee concepten van Hooper-Greenhill, het 
modernistisch museum en het post-museum. Deze concepten moeten gezien worden 
als metaforen of denkbeeldige constructen die we kunnen plaatsen op de 
tegenovergestelde uiteinden van een spectrum. Zij bestaan niet werkelijk, maar 
vormen analytische hulpmiddelen die het mogelijk maken om concrete musea te 
karakteriseren, zoals ik dat in hoofdstuk 3 doe. Allereerst bespreek ik het 
modernistisch museum vanuit de historische context van het negentiende-eeuwse 
museum. Negentiende-eeuwse musea zijn lastig te typeren, maar wellicht kun je het 
instituut het best definiëren door zijn dubbelzinnige karakter. Enerzijds kan er een 
democratische invloed worden ontdekt, een term die hier gebruikt wordt om de fysieke 
openheid van het museum aan te duiden. Sommige Britse ‘museum men’ geloofden dat 
musea de samenleving voor iedereen konden verbeteren. Volgens hen functioneerden 
musea als instrumenten van instructie, speciaal opengesteld voor de lagere klassen om 
hen, en via hen de gehele samenleving, te verheffen. Het South Kensington Museum in 
Londen is hier een goed voorbeeld van. Het modernistisch museum kan ook worden 
bekeken vanuit een meer elitaire invalshoek, waarvan de basis kan worden gevonden 
in zijn zeventiende-eeuwse voorlopers, zoals de studioli, elite-collecties en prinselijke 
galerijen. Deze drie verschillende type instellingen zijn op twee manieren te verenigen: 
ze waren bedoeld voor een elitair publiek en ze maakten deel uit van een politiek spel 
van macht, uitsluiting en distinctie. Deze kenmerken zijn duidelijk terug te vinden in 
de negentiende-eeuwse musea die door de bourgeoisie gebruikt werden om zich juist te 
kunnen onderscheiden van de lagere klassen. Door het werk van theoretici als 
Bourdieu en Pomian kunnen we negentiende-eeuwse musea zien als plaatsen waar de 
verschillen tussen arm en rijk juist werden benadrukt. Het Louvre, bijvoorbeeld, was 
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open voor publiek, maar toch werden de lagere klassen buitengesloten vanwege hun 
onwetendheid en onvermogen om de collecties correct te begrijpen. Deze twee 
ogenschijnlijk tegengestelde visies op het negentiende-eeuwse museum, één van 
democratie en één van distinctie, komen samen in de metafoor van het modernistisch 
museum. Een eerste verbindende eigenschap betreft het narratief van dit museum, een 
verhaal van vooruitgang en evolutie, dat gepresenteerd wordt als de objectieve, 
neutrale en enige waarheid. Dit komt overeen met het auteursgerichte perspectief, 
waarbij de intentie van de auteur correspondeert met het verhaal van het museum. Het 
modernistisch museum presenteert zijn narratief als het enig mogelijke verhaal, en 
verbergt en ontkent enige arbitraire constructie. Daarnaast kun je het modernistisch 
museum kenmerken aan de hand van zijn houding ten aanzien van het publiek. In dit 
museum worden bezoekers gezien als ‘empty vessels waiting to be filled’ (lege vaten die 
slechts wachten om gevuld te worden). Hun enige taak is het volgen van het script van 
het museum, wat uiteindelijk zal leiden tot het ontvangen van kennis en het verrijken 
van hun leven. Om tot deze beoogde museumbetekenis te kunnen komen, moet de 
bezoeker alle persoonlijke context opzijzetten, zodat hij de boodschap van het museum 
correct kan begrijpen. Kortom, het modernistisch museum wordt gekenmerkt door een 
auteursgerichte benaderingswijze, waarbij een ogenschijnlijk neutraal en objectief 
verhaal wordt gepresenteerd en van bezoekers wordt gevraagd het museumscript te 
volgen zodat zij kennis zullen opdoen en de samenleving als geheel zal verbeteren.   

 Aan de andere kant van het spectrum bevindt zich de post-museum 
metafoor, waarvan de basis kan worden gevonden in de tweede helft van de twintigste 
eeuw. Onder invloed van het neoliberalisme en het postmodernisme begon het 
museum te reflecteren op zijn eigen rol, een bredere beweging bekend als de New 
Museology. Het belangrijkste aspect van het post-museum binnen de context van de 
New Museology is de nadruk op de bezoeker. In plaats van een museumgericht 
perspectief op betekenis te handhaven waarin het verhaal van het museum centraal 
staat, is het post-museum publieksgericht. Het accepteert en promoot een veelheid aan 
betekenissen en moedigt zijn publiek aan om hun persoonlijke context te gebruiken in 
betekenisgeving. Dat concept van persoonlijke context is cruciaal in het post-museum 
en ik benader het in dit proefschrift vanuit de hermeneutiek in combinatie met 
museumtheorie. Ik gebruik de term persoonlijke context om te verwijzen naar entrance 
narratives of prejudices: eerder opgedane kennis en ervaringen die elke bezoeker 
tijdens een museumbezoek met zich meebrengt. De realiteit van deze persoonlijke 
context is één van de meest belangrijke redenen waarom het post-museum aandringt 
op het bestaan van een veelvoud van betekenissen. Hoewel deze verscheidenheid aan 
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betekenissen één van de kernwaarden van het post-museum is, is deze niet volledig 
onbetwist. In zijn meest extreme vorm heeft het post-museum als doel dat elke 
bezoeker naar huis gaat met een persoonlijk relevante betekenis. Hiermee reageert het 
museum op het modernistisch benadrukken van een objectief, enkelvoudig narratief. 
Echter, in sommige manifestaties van het post-museum ligt de nadruk sterker op het 
aanvechten van de inhoud van dat enkelvoudige verhaal. De theoretici van deze laatste 
vorm verzetten zich in het bijzonder tegen de veronderstelde objectiviteit van het 
modernistische museum en de manier waarop betekenissen van blankheid, 
masculiniteit en heteroseksualiteit worden bevoorrecht. Deze variatie van het post-
museum, die we zien in de Museums Are Not Neutral-beweging en in het werk van 
Sandell, heeft als doel een alternatief verhaal te bieden dat diversiteit en inclusie 
vooropstelt. De verschillen tussen deze twee alternatieve benaderingen van het post-
museum, als dialogisch of meer activistisch, benadrukken opnieuw de noodzaak om de 
metaforen van het modernistisch museum en het post-museum als twee uitersten te 
beschouwen waartussen meer en minder absolute posities mogelijk zijn. 

De centrale theoretische concepten, het modernistisch museum en het post-
museum, maak ik zichtbaar in de concrete context van de twee case studies in dit 
proefschrift: het Allard Pierson en het Riverside Museum. De eerste case study betreft 
de tentoonstelling ‘Crossroads’, te zien in het Allard Pierson in Amsterdam van 
september 2017 tot april 2018. Deze tentoonstelling was onderdeel van een door de 
Europese Unie gefinancierd project genaamd Connecting Early Medieval European 
Collections (CEMEC). Het Allard Pierson was de aanvoerder van het project, 
verantwoordelijk voor de projectleider en hoofdcurator, en de ‘Crossroads’-
tentoonstelling was ook eerst in Amsterdam te zien. Daarom benader ik de opzet van 
de ‘Crossroads’-tentoonstelling vanuit de bredere context van het Allard Pierson. In de 
geschiedenis van dit instituut is een bijna perfect modernistisch museum te herkennen: 
gebaseerd op de archeologische collecties van de rijke intellectueel Constant Willem 
Lunsingh Scheurleer was het museum oorspronkelijk sterk educatief. Lunsingh 
Scheurleer wilde met zijn collectie de kennis van de klassieken overbrengen op een 
ongeschoold publiek, waarbij de modernistische waarden duidelijk worden 
weerspiegeld. Tot het begin van deze eeuw blijven deze ideeën zichtbaar, waarna het 
Allard Pierson een meer publieksgerichte koers gaat volgen. Onder leiding van 
directeur Wim Hupperetz vernieuwt en transformeert het museum, wat zichtbaar 
wordt in initiatieven zoals MuseumCamp en Archeo Hotspots. Het CEMEC-project 
maakt deel uit van deze vernieuwende koers, en Hupperetz merkt op dat de 
‘Crossroads’-tentoonstelling, één van de belangrijkste uitkomsten van CEMEC, een 
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goede weerspiegeling is van de nieuwe richting van het Allard Pierson. In het 
projectplan, een kerndocument binnen het CEMEC project, zijn de innovatieve 
doelstellingen beschreven, en in interviews met belangrijke betrokkenen komen deze 
ook terug. Ook blijkt CEMEC weerstand te willen bieden aan het eenzijdige 
modernistisch narratief; de belangrijkste boodschap van Crossroads is een correctie 
van het beeld van de vroege middeleeuwen als ‘dark ages’. Echter, via interviews met 
relevante spelers en na analyse van de tentoonstelling wordt duidelijk dat de 
modernistische waarden ook in deze context niet geheel verdwenen zijn. De meeste 
betrokkenen hopen dat hun tentoonstelling het door hen beoogde narratief aan het 
publiek overdraagt; ze willen dat bezoekers de boodschap begrijpen die zij hebben 
geconstrueerd. Ook worden alternatieve betekenissen die aan het licht komen tijdens 
de oprichting van de tentoonstelling aan de kant geschoven ten gunste van dit 
autoritaire, eenzijdige perspectief. Bovendien blijft de tentoonstelling stevig in het 
verleden hangen door niet expliciet verbinding te maken met haar hedendaagse 
publiek, bijvoorbeeld door te refereren aan actuele gebeurtenissen. Tot slot speelde het 
publiek geen rol in het proces rondom de totstandkoming van de tentoonstelling en 
werden er geen bezoekers geraadpleegd over initiële tentoonstellingsconcepten of 
ideeën. Een volledige uitwerking is te vinden in hoofdstuk 3, waar ik concludeer dat de 
‘Crossroads’-tentoonstelling onderdeel is van een meer modernistisch verhaal.   

Mijn tweede case study, het Riverside Museum, toont een alternatieve aanpak. 
Het Riverside Museum, gelegen in Glasgow te Schotland, vertelt het verhaal van de rol 
van transport in de geschiedenis van de stad. Wanneer we naar de geschiedenis van dit 
museum kijken, is een modernistische invloed zichtbaar, zoals ook in het Allard 
Pierson. Het Riverside Museum en zijn voorgangers zijn onderdeel van Glasgow City 
Council. Deze gemeenteraad geloofde dat musea de stad zouden verbeteren, en met 
name de lagere klassen zouden verheffen uit hun armoede. De laatste jaren is deze visie 
echter gewijzigd in een andere aanpak, die zich op een andere wijze op bezoekers richt. 
Dit perspectief, uiteengezet in verschillende essays van O'Neill, kenmerkt zich door een 
ontkenning van één groots modernistisch narratief en focust in plaats daarvan op 
meerdere kleine, menselijke verhalen. Daarnaast speelt het publiek een centrale rol in 
het ontwikkelen van tentoonstellingen. De huidige koers van het Riverside Museum is 
een perfecte illustratie van deze filosofie. Het museum vertelt geen overkoepelend 
modernistisch verhaal van evolutie en vooruitgang in de geschiedenis van transport. In 
plaats daarvan staan de levens van de inwoners van Glasgow, de Glaswegians, centraal. 
Curatoren zoals Kirsty Devine, Neil Johnson-Symington en Heather Robertson 
betrekken het publiek actief bij het maken van hun opstellingen. Zij maken 
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kleinschalige thematische tentoonstellingen die een afspiegeling vormen van de 
verschillende gemeenschappen uit Glasgow. Op basis hiervan kunnen we het Riverside 
Museum beschouwen als een museum dat ernaar streeft een post-museum te zijn.   

Het doel van dit proefschrift is om de rol van nieuwe media in het post-
museum te analyseren, en vooral met betrekking tot de betekenisgevingsprocessen van 
de bezoekers. In hoofdstuk 4 beschrijf ik mijn zoektocht naar manieren en methoden 
waarop ik een dergelijke studie zou kunnen benaderen. Allereerst schets ik in navolging 
van Lindauer twee verschillende theoretische perspectieven die aan het meeste 
bezoekersonderzoek in musea ten grondslag liggen. In de eerste plaats kunnen we een 
positivistische benadering waarnemen, die publieksonderzoek ziet als een manier om 
te ontdekken of het publiek de beoogde museumboodschap goed heeft begrepen. Deze 
manier van denken komt aan het begin van de twintigste eeuw naar voren in studies 
van Gilman, Robinson en Melton. Door middel van wetenschappelijke experimenten 
probeerden deze onderzoekers problemen te identificeren die de bezoekers ervan 
zouden weerhouden het enige ‘correcte’ museumverhaal te ontdekken. Methoden die 
vaak worden geassocieerd met dit perspectief zijn observaties en gesloten 
vragenlijsten. Wanneer we kijken naar de meningen van belangrijke spelers binnen het 
CEMEC-project met betrekking tot publieksonderzoek kunnen we zien dat de meesten 
deze positivistische benadering volgen. Echter, de doelstellingen van deze dissertatie 
worden het best onderzocht vanuit een meer interpretivistisch onderzoekskader. Eén 
van de belangrijkste kernwaarden binnen het interpretivisme is het accepteren van een 
veelvoud aan betekenissen en het ontkennen van het bestaan van een enkele, objectieve 
waarheid. Interpretivisme wordt ingezet om deze verschillende bezoekersverhalen te 
kunnen benaderen als relevante betekenissen op zichzelf, in plaats van ze alleen te zien 
in relatie tot de eenduidige betekenis die het museum beoogt over te dragen. 
Methodologieën die vaak worden gecombineerd met interpretivisme zijn etnografisch 
geïnspireerd, zoals bepaalde soorten participant-geleide interviews. Omdat mijn 
onderzoek deel uitmaakt van het CEMEC-project, heb ik geprobeerd de positivistische 
en interpretivistische benaderingen te combineren in mijn constructie van een 
evaluatieprogramma met zeven verschillende methoden. Dit programma bevat 
kwantitatieve methoden, zoals head-counting, vragenlijsten en observatie, maar ook 
kwalitatieve methoden, zoals exit interviews op basis van foto’s, accompanied visits en 
een analyse van de gastenboeken. In mijn analyses heb ik deze verschillende methoden 
gecombineerd om een volledig beeld te krijgen van de bezoekerservaring in de 
‘Crossroads’-tentoonstelling. In het Riverside Museum heb ik een kleiner aantal 
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interviews gehouden en deze ingebed in een kwantitatief kader op basis van het 
bezoekersonderzoek dat het museum door de jaren heen heeft uitgevoerd. 

Op grond van de gegevens die ik heb verzameld via deze verschillende 
methoden, en in het bijzonder de interviews, heb ik een analytisch hulpmiddel 
geconstrueerd dat een centrale rol speelt in mijn onderzoek naar de ‘Crossroads’-
tentoonstelling en het Riverside Museum. Deze analytische tool is gebouwd door een 
proces van ‘open coding’ , een specifieke methode van interviews coderen. Eerst heb ik 
de twintig interviews in het Allard Pierson gecodeerd, en vervolgens dat werk verfijnd 
en versterkt door de negen interviews in het Riverside Museum te incorporeren. Mijn 
analytische tool is gebaseerd op twee kernconcepten: meaning making moments 
(momenten van betekenisgeving), en meaning making approaches (benaderingen tot 
betekenisgeving). Eén moment van betekenisgeving refereert aan de interactie van een 
bezoeker met betrekking tot één museumobject, of het nu een artefact, tekst, nieuwe 
media of een ander tentoonstellingselement is. Op deze momenten gebruiken 
bezoekers verschillende benaderingen om betekenis te creëren. Deze benaderingen tot 
betekenisgeving zijn manieren waarop de bezoeker dichter bij een betekenis van het 
object komt. In hoofdstuk 5 is te lezen hoe ik twaalf verschillende benaderingen uit de 
interviewdata heb gedistilleerd. Nadat ik deze benaderingen heb beschreven en 
verkend, heb ik geprobeerd deze te categoriseren in ‘meer museumgericht’ of ‘meer 
publieksgericht’. Door op deze manier naar de benaderingen te verwijzen, wil ik 
duidelijk maken dat sommige benaderingen gemakkelijker neigen naar 
publieksgerichte betekenisgeving, terwijl andere benaderingen meer museumgerichte 
betekenisgeving mogelijk maken. Sommige benaderingen bieden bezoekers de 
mogelijkheid om een betekenis te creëren die voor hen persoonlijk relevant is, terwijl 
anderen het publiek aanmoedigen hun persoonlijke context te negeren ten gunste van 
een gezaghebbende museumbetekenis. Ik bespreek hier kort de twaalf verschillende 
benaderingen om aan te geven uit welke elementen mijn analytische tool bestaat. 

De eerste van deze meer museumgerichte benaderingen tot betekenisgeving 
is ‘engage with museum’ (feedback op het museum) waarbij een bezoeker kritisch of 
positief commentaar geeft op het museum. In dit geval is de bezoeker veelal gericht op 
het museum door het geven van positief of negatief commentaar waarbij het niet nodig 
is om hun persoonlijke context te betrekken. ‘Want more information’ (wil meer 
informatie) is een tweede benadering waarbij het museum centraal staat. Ook hier 
geven bezoekers commentaar op het museum, specifiek over het gebrek aan 
informatie. In deze gevallen blijft de encounter (het moment van betekenisgeving) bij dit 
commentaar, en ontwikkelt zich meestal niet verder tot een meer substantieel moment 
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van betekenisgeving. Aan de andere kant van het spectrum staan drie benaderingen die 
duidelijk meer bezoekersgerichte betekenis verlenen: ‘personal identity’ (persoonlijke 
identiteit), ‘previous knowledge’ (al bestaande kennis) en ‘personal experience’ 
(persoonlijke ervaringen). Deze benaderingen zijn zeer evident gericht op bezoekers; 
hun fundament is dat wat ik versta onder persoonlijke context. In ‘personal identity’ 
creëren bezoekers betekenis op basis van eigenschappen waarmee ze zichzelf 
identificeren, zoals hun beroep of interesses. Als het gaat om ‘previous knowledge’ 
gebruikt het publiek haar reeds bestaande mentale structuren in nieuwe encounters in 
het museum. En door ‘personal experience’ te gebruiken, verwijzen bezoekers naar hun 
herinneringen en ervaringen als manieren om betekenis te creëren. Deze drie 
benaderingen staan de bezoekers vrij duidelijk toe om meer publieksgerichte betekenis 
te geven. De zeven resterende benaderingen neigen minder sterk naar één van beide 
uiteinden van het spectrum. Twee hiervan, ‘emotional engagement’ (het betrekken van 
emoties) en ‘visual engagement’ (een visuele benadering), zijn überhaupt wat 
problematisch en zijn wellicht minder nuttig als analytische tools omdat ze moeilijk te 
meten zijn. Een interessante benadering is ‘creating visit narrative’ (het creëren van een 
narratief over het bezoek), omdat deze benadering kan worden gebruikt bij het creëren 
van zowel meer publieksgerichte als meer museumgerichte betekenis. Enerzijds 
kunnen bezoekers proberen om het narratief van het museum te begrijpen door hun 
persoonlijke context aan de kant te zetten, anderzijds kunnen ze hun bestaande kennis 
en ervaring actief gebruiken om een persoonlijk relevant verhaal te creëren. Ten slotte 
zijn er nog vier benaderingen die wellicht ook een meer publieksgerichte 
betekenisgeving makkelijker mogelijk maken. De benadering ‘compare to contemporary’ 
(vergelijken met het nu) lijkt grotendeels voort te bouwen op de persoonlijke context 
van bezoekers, in het bijzonder hun begrip van het nu. Evenzo kan ‘hypothesise’ (een 
hypothese maken) als publieksgericht worden gezien, omdat deze benadering vaak 
wordt gecombineerd met ‘previous knowledge’ en ‘personal experience’. Je zou kunnen 
stellen dat de ‘imagine’-benadering (een voorstelling maken) afhangt van de 
persoonlijke context van de bezoekers; in hun constructie van een bepaald beeld wordt 
het publiek beïnvloed door hun bestaande kennis en ervaringen. Ten slotte heeft ‘take 
action’ (actie ondernemen) ook de potentie om meer publieksgericht te zijn; in de data 
zien we deze benadering vooral in momenten die persoonlijk relevant zijn voor de 
participant. Deze twaalf benaderingen vormen tezamen de centrale analytische tool in 
mijn discussie over de rol van nieuwe media in de ‘Crossroads’-tentoonstelling en het 
Riverside Museum. 
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Voordat we overgaan op deze analyse is het echter belangrijk om aandacht te 
geven aan het concept nieuwe media, het laatste en centrale aspect van dit proefschrift. 
Zoals hierboven opgemerkt, worden nieuwe media vaak geassocieerd met 
veelbelovende idealen als democratie, participatie en interactiviteit. Deze ideeën spelen 
ook een prominente rol in de context van het museum, waar een transformerende 
kracht wordt toegeschreven aan digitale technologie. Alvorens deze retoriek verder te 
exploreren sta ik eerst stil bij het concept nieuwe media. Ik contextualiseer deze 
discussie vanuit de relatie tussen technologie en de samenleving, waarop historisch 
gezien drie benaderingen mogelijk zijn. De eerste wordt wellicht het best 
vertegenwoordigd door McLuhan en zijn beruchte uitspraak “the medium is the 
message”. Volgens McLuhan en andere volgers van het technologisch determinisme, is 
het medium technologie in staat om de samenleving te bepalen, te beïnvloeden. Door 
academici wordt dit perspectief als verouderd gezien en veelvuldig bestreden, 
bijvoorbeeld door Livingstone en Lievrouw, die beide tot de Social Shaping of Technology 
(SST)-stroming behoren. SST meent dat het niet de technologie is die bepalend is, maar 
dat de samenleving, de mens, agency heeft. Een derde perspectief vinden we in Latour 
en zijn uitwerking van Actor-Network Theory (ANT). Daarin stelt hij dat zowel 
technologie als de maatschappij, media en mensen, agency hebben. In deze ‘flat 
ontology’ (een ‘platte’ ontologie, verwijzend naar gelijkheid) zijn zowel mens als materie 
in staat om te handelen en te beïnvloeden. In mijn dissertatie benader ik nieuwe media 
vanuit dit ANT-perspectief, omdat het onze aandacht richt op wat nieuwe media 
mogelijk maakt of veroorlooft in plaats van op welke manieren nieuwe media wordt 
bepaald of bepaalt. Ik combineer dit perspectief met het werk van Boast, waarin hij 
betoogt dat het digitale karakter van nieuwe media haar onderscheidend maakt ten 
opzichte van oude media; het feit dat het informatie codeert in een reeks van ‘aan’ en 
‘uit’. Deze digitality maakt bepaalde ‘affordances’ (mogelijkheden, toepassingen, een 
concept van Gibson) mogelijk, zoals interactiviteit en een networked structure. Dankzij 
deze affordances is er een andere relatie mogelijk tussen gebruiker en producent, lezer 
en auteur, bezoeker en museum. Op deze manier benader ik de relatie tussen nieuwe 
media en het museum: nieuwe media determineert niets, maar kan het museum wel 
bepaalde mogelijkheden bieden.  

De meeste mensen die in de context van het museum schrijven, benaderen 
nieuwe media en het museum echter niet vanuit dit perspectief. Veel museumtheoretici 
lijken te werken vanuit een technologisch-deterministische invalshoek. In sommige 
gevallen beschrijft men een positieve relatie: waar digitale technologie het museum kan 
veranderen van een ouderwetse instelling naar een museum van de toekomst. Zo’n 



SAMENVATTING      328 
 
‘Californian Ideology’ ziet nieuwe media vanuit een bijna messiaans perspectief: digitale 
technologie zal het museum democratiseren en veranderen in een plaats van 
interactiviteit en participatie. Er is echter ook een tegenovergestelde tendens, waarin 
het digitale haast wordt verdoemd omdat het het museum onvermijdelijk zal 
veranderen in een plaats van entertainment in plaats van educatie. Ook met betrekking 
tot de ‘Crossroads’-tentoonstelling kunnen we een dergelijke technologisch-
deterministische houding ontdekken, die vooral positieve resultaten toeschrijft aan het 
gebruik van nieuwe media in het museum. Het CEMEC-projectplan bevat veel 
voorbeelden waarin digitale technologie wordt verbonden aan positieve resultaten, wat 
leidt tot een verbeterde bezoekerservaring. Bovendien heeft CEMEC, vanaf het 
allereerste concept, een sterke focus op het digitale, en zou je kunnen zeggen dat het 
functioneert binnen een ‘digital imperative’. Vanaf het begin speelden technische 
partners een belangrijke rol in de samenwerking, en verschillende van de voorgestelde 
activiteiten betreffen nieuwe media. Met andere woorden, in het project zien we een 
sterke verplichting om bepaalde elementen digitaal toe te passen. Concluderend 
kunnen we vaststellen dat nieuwe media een significante rol spelen binnen het 
CEMEC-project; het digitale staat vanaf het begin centraal en wordt positieve 
transformerende eigenschappen toegewezen.  

In het laatste hoofdstuk van dit proefschrift analyseer ik de rol van nieuwe 
media in de ‘Crossroads’ tentoonstelling en vergelijk deze met een kleinere studie in 
het Riverside Museum. In hoofdstuk 6 merkte ik op dat belangrijke spelers binnen het 
CEMEC-project digitale technologie willen gebruiken als een manier om de 
bezoekerservaring te transformeren. In het laatste hoofdstuk probeer deze claim te 
onderzoeken. Wat is de rol van nieuwe media in de context van de ‘Crossroads’-
tentoonstelling? Ik heb mijn analyse gestructureerd op basis van de verschillende 
digitale elementen in de tentoonstelling. Van deze applicaties heb ik de onderliggende 
doelen en intenties bestudeerd, waarna ik de reactie van bezoekers op deze nieuwe 
media tools verder heb onderzocht. ‘Crossroads’ bevat verschillende digitale 
hulpmiddelen, waaronder een introductiefilm, verschillende holoboxen, een grotere 
applicatie genaamd de Cross Culture Timeline en verschillende kleinere installaties. 
Mijn analyse van deze elementen laat zien dat, in de meeste gevallen, een 
museumgerichte benadering tot betekenisgeving de overhand heeft. Hieruit 
concludeer ik dat binnen de ‘Crossroads’-tentoonstelling in het Allard Pierson digitale 
technologie niet op zo'n manier wordt gebruikt dat ze meer publieksgerichte 
betekenisgeving mogelijk maakt. De meeste nieuwe mediatoepassingen die voor het 
CEMEC-project zijn gemaakt, zijn opgezet en uitgewerkt in een modernistische 
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context. Het gebruik van digitale technologie vanuit zulke intenties, waardoor de 
beschikbare affordances niet worden ingezet, leidt niet tot verandering in 
museumgerichte betekenisgeving, of anders gezegd, de modernistische 
museumcontext wordt hier niet op magische wijze getransformeerd door het gebruik 
van nieuwe media. In plaats daarvan houdt het gebruik van digitale technologie op deze 
manier de museumgerichte betekenisgeving in stand. Digitale tools, opgezet en 
uitgewerkt vanuit een modernistische context zoals het CEMEC-project, bieden geen 
mogelijkheid tot een veranderde relatie tussen het museum en zijn bezoekers.  

Een alternatieve aanpak kan worden gevonden in de context van het Riverside 
Museum, waar de affordances van nieuwe media wellicht beter tot hun recht komen. 
Digitale technologie wordt veelvuldig gebruikt in het Riverside Museum, maar in 
tegenstelling tot wat werd gezien in de context van CEMEC krijgen nieuwe media 
weinig nadruk van belangrijke museumspelers en in documentatie. In het Riverside 
Museum worden digitale tools gezien als één van de vele beschikbare middelen voor 
interpretatie, en worden nieuwe media altijd gebruikt en benaderd vanuit een meer 
publieksgerichte houding. Het Riverside Museum geeft prioriteit aan deze 
publieksgerichte filosofie in plaats van de transformerende rol van het digitale te 
benadrukken. In het museum in Glasgow wordt het gebruik van nieuwe media altijd 
verbonden aan de verschillende doelgroepen van het museum. Het digitale wordt door 
curatoren gebruikt als één van de hulpmiddelen waarmee deze publieksgerichte 
filosofie in de praktijk kan worden gebracht. Het Riverside Museum maakt ook expliciet 
gebruik van nieuwe media om hun bezoekers actiever te betrekken bij het museum, 
waarbij ze gebruikmaken van de networked structure van digitale technologie. Een 
voorbeeld hiervan zijn de ‘Feedback Screens’ waar bezoekers input mogen geven en 
direct kunnen beïnvloeden wat er in het museum te zien is. Het publieksonderzoek dat 
ik in het Riverside Museum heb uitgevoerd helpt ons voorzichtige conclusies te 
trekken, want de eerste indicaties op basis van mijn interviews suggereren dat de 
manier waarop dit museum nieuwe media gebruikt meer publieksgerichte 
betekenisgeving mogelijk maakt. Deze voorlopige resultaten laten de mogelijkheid 
open waarbij nieuwe media een ondersteunende rol toekomt in het transformerende 
museum – a chance for change! Digitale technologie is geen magisch middel dat een 
modernistisch museum snel verandert in een post-museum. Als digitale tools vanuit 
een modernistische visie worden gebruikt, zoals in de ‘Crossroads’-case study, kunnen 
nieuwe media museumgerichte betekenisgeving niet wezenlijk veranderen. Echter, 
wanneer er vanuit een meer publieksgerichte visie wordt gewerkt, zoals in het 
Riverside Museum, kunnen de affordances van digitale technologie worden ingezet om 



SAMENVATTING      330 
 
een meer publieksgerichte betekenisgeving te faciliteren. Op deze manier hebben 
nieuwe media nog altijd de potentie om bij te dragen aan verandering. 

In de conclusie van mijn proefschrift ga ik in op de kernvraag waarop mijn hele 
onderzoek steunt: is die verandering eigenlijk wel nodig? Moet het modernistisch 
museum daadwerkelijk transformeren naar een post-museum? Op basis van mijn 
empirische bevindingen voegt deze studie zich bij het discours dat beweert dat het idee 
van het modernistisch museum inderdaad ineffectief is. Musea moeten proberen te 
transformeren naar een post-museum, omdat keer op keer wordt bewezen dat het 
modernistisch ideaal niet werkt. In de eerste plaats leidt het modernistisch museum 
tot exclusie, zoals door Bourdieu en Pomian wordt beargumenteerd. Een enkelvoudig 
narratief zal alleen resoneren met bezoekers die lijken op de conservatoren die het 
narratief construeerden; alle andere bezoekers, die niet ‘geïnitieerd’ zijn in die wereld, 
worden buitengesloten. Ten tweede veronderstelt (en vereist) het modernistisch 
museum dat de bezoeker in staat is al zijn persoonlijke context opzij te zetten, om zo 
de beoogde betekenis van het museum te begrijpen. De empirische bevindingen van 
mijn studie, zoals gepresenteerd in hoofdstuk 5, tonen echter aan dat dit proces niet zo 
werkt. Elke deelnemer aan mijn onderzoek heeft in interviews meerdere keren gebruik 
gemaakt van publieksgerichte benaderingen tot betekenis, zoals ‘personal identity’, 
‘previous knowledge’ en ‘personal experience’. Deze bevindingen bevestigen wat al door 
anderen is beargumenteerd, zowel theoretisch als empirisch, namelijk dat bezoekers 
hun persoonlijke context actief gebruiken om betekenis te creëren. Hierom is het 
onrealistisch om te verwachten dat iedere bezoeker de beoogde museumbetekenis op 
dezelfde manier kan begrijpen. Op basis hiervan lijkt het wijs om het nastreven van 
dergelijke verwachtingen op te geven. In plaats daarvan moeten musea zich focussen 
op het vinden van manieren waarop ze hun bezoekers kunnen aanmoedigen om 
persoonlijk relevante betekenis te creëren. Mijn studie toont aan dat de affordances van 
nieuwe media zo’n mogelijkheid bieden, mits ze ingezet worden vanuit een 
publieksgerichte filosofie. Wellicht biedt digitale technologie dus a chance for change.  
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A Chance for Change? New Media and Visitor Meanings in the Transforming 
Museum is an original study into the role of new media in visitor meaning 

making processes in the museum. This dissertation maps visitor meanings 
in two museum contexts; the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition at the Allard Pierson 
in Amsterdam and the Riverside Museum in Glasgow. Using an innovative 

combination of different quantitative and qualitative methods, visitor meanings 
are studied from multiple perspectives. Particularly creative is the use of two 

ethnographically-inspired techniques; the accompanied visit and photography-
led exit interviews. From these two methods twelve types of meaning making are 

distilled which then serve as the main analytical tool in this study. 

This dissertation aims to question an existing and popular rhetoric which 
attributes transformative power to new media. Can digital technologies be used 

to propel the old-fashioned museum into the future? This research concludes 
that new media, in itself, does not contain any transformative power. When used 

in a context which still adheres to modernist, traditional, museum values, the 
digital’s potentially useful affordances are not employed. In such a context, which 

may be found at the ‘Crossroads’ exhibition, new media is not able to contribute 
to a transformation. Yet, this study ends on a hopeful note. The Riverside 

Museum works from a strongly visitor-centred perspective and does not adhere 
to a technologically determinist rhetoric. Their use of digital technology allows 

its affordances to contribute to a more visitor-centred environment. In other 
words, new media may still offer a chance for change. 




