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of initiatives including a proliferation of museum
satellite facilities and programs. Some similar
trends can be seen in other cultural arenas. For
example, in my back yard, the Baltimore
Symphony now plays full seasons in two locations
- the Joseph Meyerhoff Symphony Hall in down-
town Baltimore and The Music Center at
Strathmore, a new (2005) multipurpose
music/educational facility in Montgomery County,
MD, actually much closer to Washington, DC,
than to Baltimore.

This paper presents a selection of examples of
museum satellite facilities with some detail on a
few of the more interesting ones.

First, I am differentiating satellite museums from
clusters of museums operated by a single
umbrella entity such as the Smithsonian's muse-
ums and zoo in Washington, DC, the Carnegie
Museums of Pittsburgh, the various sites of the
Wildlife Conservation Society in New York City,
Cranbrook Educational Community in Bloomfield
Hills, MI, and the Audubon Nature Institute in
New Orleans, LA. I also am excluding temporary
facilities occupied while the main facility was

SSAATTEELLLLIITTEE  MMUUSSEEUUMMSS  --
GGOOIINNGG  TTOO  WWHHEERREE

TTHHEEYY  AARREE
RRoobbeerrtt  MMaacc  WWeesstt

There is an increasing realization that museums
and other cultural organizations need to make
more efforts to go to where their actual (and
potential) audiences are, rather than expecting
people with busier and fuller lives to make their
way in to the traditional downtown locations.
Simultaneously, there is a substantial change in
the organization of urban areas, with the "urban-
ization" of what were originally bedroom suburbs
into self-contained communities. The planned
communities of Seaside, Florida, Columbia,
Maryland, and Celebration, Florida led the initia-
tive now characterized as the "New Urbanism."

The conjunction of the museum world realizing
that it needs to be more proactive in its availabili-
ty to its audiences, and both older urban neigh-
borhoods and suburban communities and newer
planned developments realizing the desirability of
having quality cultural venues has led to a variety

See “Satellite” continued on page 9 
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um I wish to characterize as "essential." (This may
be wishful thinking. We may, in the end, have to
settle for "useful"). 

I contend that most museums are "important" but
not "essential" establishments. I acknowledge that
the customary museum continues to be valuable
for some, beloved by its adherents, and defended
against transformation by those who understand
and celebrate its value. Nevertheless, I propose
that there is room for another kind of museum,
one that arises not from organized presentations
by those in control, but one that puts control into
the hands of the user. 

"People are somewhat exhausted after 25 years
of blockbuster exhibits being served up with these
heavy tomes and yammering 'acousti-guides' and
all the learned labels. These days, they want the
opportunity to escape that kind of directed discov-
ery" (Ramirez, 2001).

I suggest that while some useful experimenting

TTHHEE  EESSSSEENNTTIIAALL
MMUUSSEEUUMM

EEllaaiinnee  HHeeuummaannnn  GGuurriiaann

"Ethnologists, anthropologists, folklorists, econo-
mists, engineers, consumers and users never see
objects. They see only plans, actions, behaviours,
arrangements, habits, heuristics, abilities, collec-
tions of practices of which certain portions seem a
little more durable and others a little more tran-
sient, though one can never say which one, steel
or memory, things or words, stones or laws, guar-
antees the longer duration" (Latour, 2000: 10).

IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn

What if our profession created a museum in
which visitors could comfortably search for
answers to their own questions regardless of the
importance placed on such questions by others?
This paper will explore the philosophy behind
and the ingredients and procedures necessary to
produce such a museum. This new type of muse-
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with such control shifts within museums is
already afoot, most especially in resource
centers and study storage  embedded
within galleries, there is no current cate-
gory of museum in which the visitor is
intended to be the prime assembler of
content, based on his or her own need.  

I am interested in transforming how users
think of museum visits -- from an "occa-
sional day-out" to a "drop-in service." I
believe small local museums are the best
candidates for enabling this transforma-
tion because they can program more
nimbly and with less fuss then can highly
visited larger establishments. If and when
these small neighborhood museums
come to be regarded as a useful stop in
the ordinary day of the local citizen, I
believe that, like the library in that very
same community, the museum will have
become essential.

In this new museum, the staff's role will be
changed. Their current responsibility as
the controlling authority determining the
choice of displayed objects, interpretation,
and expressed viewpoint will be dimin-
ished and their role as facilitator will be
expanded. 

We know that many potential visitors
have not felt interested, welcome, or
included by traditional museums, and
have demonstrated their indifference by
not attending. I believe there is a correla-
tion between the intellectual control by
staff and the lack of relevance seen by
many of our citizens.

The essential museum would begin with
four assumptions: 1) all people have
questions, curiosity, and insights about a
variety of matters large and small; 2) sat-
isfaction of internalized questions is linked
to more than fact acquisition and can
include aesthetic pleasure, social interac-
tion, and personal validation (recognition
and memory); 3) a museum could be a
useful place to explore these; and 4) visi-
tors can turn their interest into satisfied
discovery if the appropriate tools are pre-
sent and easy to use.  

Unfettered browsing of objects will be the
main organizing motif in this museum
and to facilitate that, the majority of the

museum's objects will be on view. The
technique of visual storage installation will
be expanded and take on renewed
importance.  

Attendant information, broadly collected,
will be considered almost as important as
the objects themselves, and thus a data-
base with a branching program of multi-
ple topics will be available within easy
reach. To access the database, a techno-
logical finding aid will be on hand so that
the visitor can successfully sort through
the multiplicity of available data. Visitors
in this new museum, visitors once satis-
fied with their own search, can offer the
results of their investigation or their
queries to subsequent visitors. Everyone
who enters has the possibility of becom-
ing both investigator and facilitator.  

Once the mission of such a museum is
established, the staff will concentrate on
acquiring and researching relevant
objects, locating, collecting and collating
associated information from a broad
array of sources, and facilitating the pub-
lic's access to same. While this sounds like
the standard curatorial job, the basic
mediating role of the curator will have
changed. The curator will not select the
objects for view, nor determine appropri-
ate topics. Instead almost all information
and objects will be made available and
the user will mentally combine them as
he or she sees fit. The museum will
become a visual non-judgmental reposi-
tory in which many intellectual directions
are possible. No topic will be off limits
and no idea will be rejected by the staff
as unworthy. The museum will grow with
the input of its users.  

Before the reader finds this model too
radical, consider that this is not dissimilar
from the way shopping malls, the inter-
net, or libraries currently operate.  I wish
to align the essential museum with these
models.

WWhhyy  CCrreeaattee  AA  NNeeww  KKiinndd  OOff  MMuusseeuumm??

Why create a new kind of museum? In
part because surveys have continued to
show that museum visitors remain a
narrow segment of our society. Try as
we wish to broaden the user group
through many different strategies, we
have, by and large, failed to make an
appreciable dent.  

Museum visitors remain predominantly
well-educated and relatively affluent,
while the majority of our citizens remain
outside our doors.  So I began to consid-
er how else museums might operate if
they really wanted to broaden their audi-
ences; that is, if they wanted the profile of
visitors to include more people from the
lower, middle, and working class, and
more users who fit in minority, immigrant,
adolescent, high-school credentialed, and
drop-out groups than is currently the
case. If the rhetoric about museums con-
tinues to suggest that museums are inher-
ently important civic spaces, then we must
propose new strategies that would involve
more of the citizenry.

In the last half century, curators, who are
generally steeped in museum traditions,
have seen their role criticized and in
response they have generally changed
their voice and intention from that of a
benevolent but authoritarian leader into
that of a benign and helpful teacher. They
have incorporated new strategies of exhi-
bition technique and given credence to
the theories involving various learning
modalities (Gardner, 1983; Hein, 1998). 

Overall the traditional museum has gen-
erally become less "stuffy" with added visi-
tor amenities that encourage seating, eat-
ing, researching, shopping, and socializ-
ing. These changes have helped most
museums evolve from being formal "tem-
ples" of contemplation into more inviting
gathering places. The iconic museum has
begun to look different from its turn-of-
the-century forebear.  

To enlarge the audience from the contin-
uing relatively static profile, many have
previously encouraged additional
approaches: expanding collections to
include works created by under-repre-
sented peoples; adding exhibition subject
matter to appeal to specific disenfran-
chised audiences; utilizing exhibition tech-
niques that appeal to many ages, inter-
ests and learning styles; and fostering
mixed-use spaces in response to theories
of city planners (especially those of Jane
Jacobs) (Jacobs, 1961). I suggested that
museums should combine these steps
with continued thorough-going communi-
ty liaison work (Gurian, 2001, Gurian,
2005b).  Most recently I have advocated
for free admission as an important audi-
ence building strategy (Gurian, 2005a).

“Essential,” continued from front cover
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Reluctantly, I now concede that these
measures, while good, will not perma-
nently expand the audience very much.  I
am newly convinced that the potential for
broadening the profile of the attendees
visiting the traditional museum is limited.
Instead, museums of inclusion may be
possible only if the object-focused mission
is separated from the equally traditional
but less well understood intellectual con-
trol of staff, and a new mission is substi-
tuted that satisfies a range of personal
motivation by facilitating individual
inquiry. In short, while I am not advocat-
ing that all museums need to change in
this way, I am saying that the role, poten-
tial relevance, and impact of the tradition-
al museum, while useful, is more limited
than I had formerly believed. 

I concede that the public wants, and may
even need these time-honored, often
iconic, museums.  I remain a member of
that public.  However, the history of these
museums is intertwined with the history of
social and economic power. Described by
Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach as the
"Universal Survey Museum" -one which
operates as a ritual experience intended to
transmit the notions of cultural excel-
lence -they state: "The museum's primary
function is ideological. It is meant to
impress upon those who use or pass
through it society's most revered beliefs
and values." "The visitor moves through a
programmed experience that casts him in

the role of an ideal citizen - a member of
an idealized 'public' and heir to an ideal,
civilized past." "Even in their smallest
details… museums reveal their real func-
tion, which is to reinforce among some
people the feeling of belonging and among
others, the feeling of exclusion" (Duncan
and Wallach, 2004 pp. 52, 54, 62).

If the view of Duncan and Wallach is only
partially correct then it is not just object
choice or intimidating architecture that is
keeping the majority of the public from
feeling welcomed in museums, it is the
nexus between those objects, what is said
about them, and by whom. 

LLiibbrraarryy

Have you ever wondered why some con-
temporary collecting institutions, like
libraries, serve an audience both larger
and more diverse than museums while
others, for example archives, do not? I
believe that the library's easy access and
intention to provide non-prescriptive ser-
vice for its users are differences that
deserve to be explored and emulated. I
suggest that the perception of the library
as a helping rather than teaching institu-
tion interests a broader array of users. I
propose that there is a link between the
public's greater use and appreciation of
libraries and the fact that they are funded
as a matter of course (rather than excep-
tion) by politicians. Changing museums

so that they too serve a broader audi-
ence may result in enhanced funding
opportunities.

The process for acquiring library materials
uses a system equivalent to museums -
but unlike museums, each item once
accessioned is treated and presented in
much the same way one from another.
Except for occasional holdings of rare
books, there is no value-laden hierarchy
imposed on the collection or access there-
to. Most importantly for purposes of this
paper, within a broad array of possibili-
ties, the determination of the topic for
research is in the mind of the user rather
than pre-selected by the librarian. 

Most library filing and access systems are
ubiquitous. When visiting a new library,
most patrons, having made use of anoth-
er library, can easily find their way and for
those not completely acclimated, there is
the help-desk where a librarian is avail-
able if needed, but unobtrusive if not. 

In order to facilitate queries, libraries use
knowledge locator systems - i.e. cata-
logues - that once understood allow
users to find information they seek, in a
manner and time that fits within their ordi-
nary day. Additionally, there are helping
aids embedded in the catalogue (such as
key words) that allow the inexperienced

89
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user to succeed. So, unlike museums visits
where the unfamiliar attendee tries to see
"everything," library patrons can, if they
wish, drop-in casually, focused on an
errand that can be completed quickly.
And because the library is free and is
usually close-by, this pattern can be
repeated often.

In their past histories, both libraries and
museums were seen as august, quiet,
imposing places.  Why has the library
"democratized" more than the museum,
and why do both the citizen user and the
politician funder feel that the library is
more "essential" and worthy of more sus-
tained support than the museum? 

A central feature of public librarianship
in the United States is that librarians
have worked to develop a climate of
openness by defining library policies to
create an institution where all are wel-
come. In 1990 the American Library
Association adopted the policy, "Library
Services for the Poor," in which it is stat-
ed, "it is crucial that libraries recognize
their role in enabling poor people to
participate fully in a democratic society,
by utilizing a wide variety of available
resources and strategies." (ALA
Handbook of Organization, 1999-
2000, policy 61). This policy was
adopted because there had been a
shifting level of emphasis in the inter-
pretation of "openness" since the estab-
lishment of the public library. Open
doors are very different from proactive
service (de la Peña McCook, 2001:28).

While museum and library rhetoric relat-
ing to public access written post World
War II might have sounded the same,
libraries took on the process of transform-
ing themselves much more seriously and
continuously.  Libraries "examined how
the set of techniques, developed and pro-
moted by the Public Library Association,
allowed public librarians to engage in
user-oriented planning, community-spe-
cific role setting, and self-evaluation" (de
la Peña McCook, 2001: 34). Perhaps
museum personnel are also ready to turn
the museum writings of the past into a set
of actions that will produce the same
inclusive outcomes. 

SShhooppppiinngg  MMaallllss  AAnnootthheerr  UUsseeffuull  MMooddeell

Moving on to another example, shopping
malls display materials chosen by others
and placed in a visually pleasing and
stimulating environment. Like the contem-
porary museum, the mall incorporates
additional amenities that facilitate brows-
ing, strolling, and eating, and offer ancil-
lary activities such as performances and
social and civic events. The mall and the
museum are both mixed-use spaces. Yet
in the aggregate mall users are of a
much broader demographic than even
the patrons of libraries.  

While specific marketplace ambiances dif-
fer worldwide, all people, no matter what
class or culture, are experienced shoppers
and browsers. It is a skill everyone has
learned from infancy. By extension, early
training in museum use, as espoused by
many, may continue to have relevance in
audience development. However, except
for an occasional school class visit, most
young museum visitors are the children of
the current users. Aligning museum-going
with known elements of shopping practice
might expand that.

Two avenues to explore more fully may
be the study of shopper's behavior (moti-
vational theory) and scrutinizing the mall's
systems created to satisfy that need. In
reviewing papers on consumer motiva-
tion, there appears to be a predictable
sequence. The shopper decides that he or
she "needs" something and determines
the possible location to fulfill that need.
That need leads to intention - the plan-
ning to go to that location - and then
action. Once the shopper arrives, he or
she begins a search which involves locat-
ing, browsing, and comparing.  The
material is laid out to be visually inspect-
ed, and often touched; shoppers process
their experience, combining and recom-
bining what they are seeing until they
make a self-directed decision: to buy or
not to buy.

The system is codified and relatively easy
to learn. The grouping of merchandise is
often repeated shop to shop (for example
by size, by types, or by price.) The pur-
chase system is well-marked, easy to find
and often separated from the inspection
of merchandise.  The wayfinding system
is replicated in many locations. And there
are browsing aids and amenities to be

found in convenient places.  

One can argue that the placement of arti-
cles in shops is as carefully controlled as the
exhibitions presented in museums. I would
not contest that, given many marketing
studies that substantiate that position. Yet I
would point out that people, because of
comfort in their role as experienced shop-
pers, feel empowered to by-pass the shop-
initiated preferred outcome and operate
instead on their own. Those shops that wish
to have more restricted clientele intentional-
ly impose barriers to free exploration, much
like traditional museums.

As unrelated as we might wish these activ-
ities to be, I am suggesting that the shop-
ping and library experience have some
important elements in common with each
other and these might usefully become
embedded in the new type of museum I
am proposing - i.e. ubiquitous systems,
free exploration, and a large volume of
visual material on view. Most importantly,
the decision to frequent a library or a mall
originates from an internalized impulse,
question, or need (a quest if you will) that
is sufficient to lead to action. 

I understand that associating museums
with shopping may offend some and that
there are important differences as well.
Nevertheless, I expect that when con-
sumer motivation theory is better under-
stood and the physical facility of the
museum adjusted to satisfy the individ-
ual's broader needs, the public will
change the way they think about the use-
fulness of museums. 

WWhhaatt  DDooeess  AA  MMuusseeuumm  HHaavvee  --
CCoolllleeccttiioonnss!!

After this encomium to other venues,
what is the special reason one would go
to a museum at all, you might ask? The
museum's comparative advantage
remains the visual, and sometimes tactile,
access to special physical things (some of
them natural, some unique and original,
and some purpose-built environments).
The museum remains one of the few
places where one can come face-to-face
with hard-to-find, sometimes beautiful,
and potentially intriguing stuff. It is the
physicality of realia that makes museums
special. 

While current technology makes it possi-

“Essential,” continued from previous page
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ble to see almost any item on a computer
screen, the computer cannot accurately
reproduce the nuances, especially of
scale and texture, that individuals absorb
in the actual presence of the objects. It is
the "evidence" in its tangible form that the
public values.  

VViissiibbllee  SSttoorraaggee

If the public wants access to things, then it
stands to reason that museums should
provide access to lots of things. In fact why
not set up visual investigation of all, or
almost all of what the museum holds? The
exhibition method currently in use which
attempts that is a technique called study,
open, or visible storage and there are con-
temporary examples in many places.
However the scale of these vis-à-vis the
square footage allocated to prepared or
"curated" exhibitions is small. In this model
I suggest the amount of visual storage will
be substantial.

I understand that when browsing amidst
organized displays in today's typical muse-
um, the visitor is already participating in a
limited "free choice learning" space (Falk
and Dierking, 2000). Most exhibitions are
currently organized to allow visitors to
wander at their own speed, and in their
own pattern. I am also aware that some
organizing structure is a comfort for the
novice user, so I am not suggesting ran-
dom placement of objects. In the essential
museum there would be "light arrange-
ment" -a framework -which might
generally mimic the museum's own collec-
tions storage strategy, i.e. by topic, by
material, by culture or by artist.  

Some portion of the collection and dis-
play square footage could be reserved for
changing installations in response to a
timely idea. As an analogy, we have all
visited libraries that shelve detective nov-
els together alphabetically by author, yet
some books from that section are
removed to appear, for example, in a
shelf of new acquisitions, in the librarian’s
choice of "good reads," or picks related to
a current movie or holiday.    

This paper, in some ways, extols a return
to a very old-fashioned role for museums
- publicly available visual storage. It is
ironic that after a quarter century of nar-
rative exhibition development, museums,
to follow this line of reasoning, would

have to focus again on the non-narrative
aspect of their collections and pay
renewed attention to collections care and
collections management systems. 

Prior to the advent of modern exhibition
techniques in the 1950's museums often
had much of their collections on view with
very little interpretation. Some visitors
found that boring; others, bewildering. So
why return to it now? What would be dif-
ferent from and better than those previ-
ous static displays?

To confess, I never found those installa-
tions tiresome. I have found that even
without any of the associated information
available, these old-fashioned visual stor-
age installations were often the source of
magic and wonder. Wandering in the
aisles of the Museum of Comparative
Zoology in the mid-60's with my own
then small children was a delight.  Their
interest roving between cases and their
associated flights of fancy are indelible
experiences for this museum writer. 

But I am in the minority. For most people,
uninterpreted collections were mystifying.
This new proposal adds a critical ingredi-
ent: information - lots of it, connected to
the objects on view. 

IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn  SSyysstteemm  NNeeeeddeedd

In the past, most object-centered muse-
ums contained only terse labels using
highly refined and often technical words.
There was no accompanying easy-to-
understand omnibus system which held
both information about the objects and
cross-disciplinary references.  Instead,
techniques such as user-friendly finding-
aid systems existed in libraries, as card-
catalogues with key words.  

Comparable systems are rarely available
to museum visitors. To be fair, without
technology these systems were at best
clumsy. While the technology needed to
create a fully responsive system for muse-
um use is not yet fully developed, there
are experimental prototypes in various
facilities that museums could employ to
start down this road.

I am proposing coupling the power of the
object's physical presence with the speed
of the Internet and am suggesting that
the result would encourage the visitor to

find out more than just the information
the museum has about a subject of inter-
est. I am eager that the proprietary infor-
mation held within individual museums
be combined with related information
from other sources for the public to use. It
is the availability of linked (and often
unexpected) information connected to the
physical objects and made readily avail-
able on the spot through an electronic
search engine that would make the
museum fully interesting to the visitor.  

The fundamental difference between what
I am now recommending and what has
been tried in the past is a freer relation-
ship between the object and its many pos-
sible spokespersons. I am interested in
making museum collections, and all asso-
ciated information, accessible in ways that
are analogous to browsing in the stacks.
Further I am interested in expanding our
information system to become like
Wikipedia (with all its faults) -- a collection
of accumulated explorations.

The object becomes the fulcrum around
which all kinds of information are
arrayed for an individual's exploration
with the potential for cross-disciplinary
connections like those referred to by Ian
Wedde as "discourse spillage," in which
he whimsically suggests we could go to
"an exhibition about war for information
about bicycles" (Wedde, 2005: 286). 

Originally, museums held collections
records that were hand written and con-
tained only a small amount of informa-
tion -- the name of the object, the history
of ownership, the dimensions and materi-
al, and some attribution as to the maker.
But what of the stories?  Stories (as in oral
histories) even when fondly appreciated
by curators or registrars did not seem
appropriate to record, and many were
lost. That is changing in some quarters.
Information now linked to cultural arti-
facts of indigenous people often contains
associated stories. I am suggesting that
the essential museum, in order to be
encyclopedic, should gather and include
such stories. Janet Hoskins in her volume
Biographical Objects, has said, "What I
discovered, quite to my surprise, was that
I could not collect the histories of objects
and the life histories of persons separate-
ly. People and the things they valued were

See “Essemtial,” continued on following page 
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so complexly intertwined they could not
be disentangled" (Hoskins, 1998: 2). 

In collecting stories as relevant and useful
data, the museum would have to become
comfortable with transcribing seemingly
antagonistic, competing, or overlapping
knowledge systems often described as
"differing world-views," commonly polar-
ized between "science" and "myth." The
internet, as an example, contains "accu-
rate," personal, and potentially faulty
information.  The internet makes opinion
blogs, factual reporting, and skewed
viewpoints all available at the same time.
It is up to users to decide what they wish
to see and how to regard it. Accordingly,
users sometimes go to their choice of
"reliable" third parties to differentiate
between and choose among the informa-
tion gathered. That is why some folks use
Consumer Reports when deciding on the
right dishwasher to purchase. In the
essential museum, the curator would be
one of several "reliable" commentators
whose views would always be available
as part of the record.

There is a vigorous discussion among
those who favor a fully open internet, try-
ing to find the best path between inaccu-
rate, offensive and slanderous material
on the one hand, and censorship that
impedes individual freedoms on the
other. The museum interested in such an
allied information system would have to
wade into that murky stream and get wet.
I do not find such a prospect sufficient to
deny the public such broader informa-
tion. It is the mixing of unique proprietary
information and the associated rumina-
tion by others that would make visiting a
museum a new and intriguing experi-
ence. One of the quickest and cheapest
ways to begin this process would be to
have the internet itself easily available in
the exhibition space.  

What I am proposing is the creation of a
visual and technological support system
that allows individuals to delight in the
adventure of making individualized con-
nections amidst real things. I am interest-
ed in supporting the visitor whose quest
may be information gathering but equally
others who come with more subjective
goals. "While studies show that some visi-
tors may seek and experience relaxation,

social bonding, self-identity, self-esteem,
and other outcomes from the museum
experience, it is still relatively rare that
museums choose to focus explicitly on
facilitating outcomes other than cognitive
gain….What museums can uniquely offer
is an opportunity for individuals to
encounter collections of evocative arti-
facts, and a laboratory for understanding
the powerful connections between people
and things"  (Silverman, 2002: 75, 77).

I am suggesting that this become a two-
way street with these self-same visitors
leaving some imprint behind that allows
others to enjoy and participate in their
new discovery. Technology makes that
possible. As an example, young people
are creating and downloading personal-
ized tours of museums on their Ipods and
giving them to friends. 

EEsssseennttiiaall  RReeffeerreennccee  TTooooll

To fulfill the need as I describe it, the
essential museum will have to create an
understandable reference aid that is repli-
cated, at least in general outlines, in many
other museums. Like the Dewey Decimal
System, imperfect as it may be, there are
a number of such models or analogous
systems. The phone book is available in
most households to be consulted when
needed. The internet utilized by the com-
puter literate is currently even more conve-
nient, and is used often to find answers to
questions in a timely manner.  On the
internet, Google's search engine is not
much different than Yahoo's.  Every rail-
road has a timetable quite like each
other's, and every newspaper reader can
find a set of useful and timely information
(such as the weather forecast or the start-
ing times of movies) within every issue.
Individual members of the public having
learned how to use finding aids in one
context can assume that they will be avail-
able in other related venues.   

Museums would have to invent and then
generally adopt such a transferable sys-
tem. Some within our profession have
been working on collections manage-
ment systems based on agreed tax-
onomies and these might prove useful. In
effect, the system may partially exist.
However, regardless of the current state
of these electronic finding-aids, they are
not generally known by or available to
the museum visitor. 

CCoolllleeccttiioonnss  CCaarree

A renewed focus on visual storage could
be useful at this time in our history. A
report on the state of American collec-
tions concludes that they are in substan-
tial disrepair (Heritage Preservation,
2005). Much of the museum community
has not adequately financed the care for
their collections because, compared to
other activities, collection care has not
risen to a high priority. This lack of funds
may be exacerbated because grant fun-
ders, politicians and the public do not
currently see a connection between col-
lections care and public service.  Funders
are right to believe that once collections
are conserved they will most likely be
locked away again awaiting some an
uncertain rebirth in an exhibition in the
unknown future. Addressing collections
care for its own sake has not made for a
compelling case. 

Further, there is unfocused collecting in
many museums compounded by prob-
lematic deassessioning decisions that can
provoke public controversy. So in addition
to substantial collections care, the system I
am proposing also requires a focused
mission with rigorous decision-making
about which collections to retain. In this
transformed museum where the objects fit
within the mission, where most objects
are visible (and perhaps sometimes
touched), and where abundant attendant
information is available, collections care
would rise to higher priority for funding. 

TThhee  RRoollee  OOff  TThhee  CCuurraattoorr  IInn  TThhee  EEsssseennttiiaall
MMuusseeuumm

To transform the museum, those in lead-
ership positions will have to take delight in
helping patrons learn what they wish. This
will require staff to rethink their role, their
passion and their skill set. I am respectful
of the scholarship curators have amassed
and do not suggest that they discard it,
but I am recommending a change their
role from teacher and transmitter to facili-
tator and assister.  "Clearly, in this kind of
contestable, unstable and multi-user
knowledge domain, the museum-based
researcher needs disenchantment as well
sympathy, intellectual rigor as well as rela-
tivist flexibility, in order to find and dissem-
inate the narratives about collections that
will entertain and inform audiences, and
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add to the nation's useful store of scholar-
ship" (Wedde, 2005 p. 287).

Exhibitions other than open storage
should be continued, but these exhibitions
should occupy a smaller percentage of
the available square footage than cur-
rently allocated and their content and
installation design should be adapted to
allow for frequent change. Rather than
exhibitions that take years to develop,
cost a great deal of money and remain
unchanging for decades, I am suggesting
that the developer's identity be revealed in
smaller exhibitions that are more person-
alized and involve open and evolving
dialogue with the public. 

Having struggled for decades to get muse-
ums to see education as a priority, I am
now suggesting that the word needs a
changed definition -- from one that implies
the inter-relationship between teacher and
student to one that clearly denotes the
facilitation of individual inquiry. In the
essential museum, fostering individualized
learning will be listed first in the mission
preceding the usual "collecting, preserving,
exhibiting, and researching" menu.

To help create prepared staff who
embrace this new concept, museum
trainers will have to rethink their course
offerings, elevating customer focused
assistance to a valued endeavor. Students
would study such topics as motivation
theory, inquiry-based technology, and
oral history in addition to their subject
matter scholarship.

SSppaaccee  AAnndd  DDeessiiggnn  CCoonnssiiddeerraattiioonnss
NNeecceessssaarryy  TToo  IImmpplleemmeenntt  TThhiiss  NNeeww
MMuusseeuumm  MMooddeell

To be welcoming, this new visible storage
and knowledge system will need to be
coupled with responsive space design.
Attention will be paid to creating comfort-
able physical amenities including access
to terminals, research tables and imple-
ments for close looking that fit the needs
of visitors.  These will be combined with
platforms for storytellers or performers,
and added interactive elements of interest
to families.

The shopping mall and the library have
space elements worth emulating. Their
designs intentionally allow patrons to
enter anonymously, and to sit and stroll

without committing to organized activity.
These amenities allow 'lurkers' - unfamil-
iar users - to figure out the services and
customs required without drawing atten-
tion to themselves. Access to facilities such
as toilets is available without entrance
fees, and malls and (increasingly
libraries) offer opportunities to socialize
while eating. 

In a paper entitled "Free at Last" I wrote, "I
have reluctantly but unequivocally come
to the conclusion that the first encounter
with the ticket taker may be the single
greatest impediment to making our
museums fully accessible (Gurian,
2005a). I believe that the essential muse-
um, like the library and the mall, must be
free to enter. 

Library designs include other special ele-
ments that also fit within this new model.
They include:
• Spaces both for small group interaction

and for private contemplation that don't
interfere with each other.

• Help desks that are in a physical loca-
tion that can be easily seen, but do not
require the visitor to interact. 

• Front doors that are convenient to pub-
lic transportation and foot traffic as well
as parking for the automobile.

• Hours of operation that suit neighbor-
hood users.

• Acceptance of behavior, clothing choice,
sound level, and styles of interaction
that are consistent with norms of cour-
tesy within the individuals' community.

• And unobtrusive security systems. 

SSmmaallll  MMuusseeuummss

I believe that the museums most receptive
to this transformation will be the smaller
natural history, cultural, and local history
museums. It is these rather unprepossess-
ing and certainly underfunded places that
hold the most promise for me. I suggest
we leave the great, national, omnibus,
encyclopedic museums alone to continue
on their valued way. I do suggest, howev-
er, that the open storage that many are
installing become more fulsome with the
adding of the kind of information overlay
and finding aids suggested throughout
this paper. 

In the small museum the audiences, cur-
rent and potential, are local, and can get
to the museum easily and often. The col-

lection has local relevance but is usually
neither rare nor valuable enough to need
intrusive security. The associated stories
are easier to find because they often
reside in local memory. And these institu-
tions have particular importance to local
schools.  These local museums have the
advantage of being below the radar
screen and thus can experiment with less
risk. They can become relevant to the
people who use them with more ease
than large museums. 

Over the last century there have been
many examples of smaller museums
which have experimented.  They often
had charismatic directors with vision and
talented devoted staff.  These institutions
became the incubators of new ideas
which were later emulated when deemed
to be safe and no longer novel.  

In the United States, some of these historic
experiments are well known - the New
Museum under the direction of Marsha
Tucker, the Exploratorium under Frank
Oppenheimer, the Wing Luke Museum
under Ron Chew, the African Art Museum
under Susan Vogel, the Newark Museum
under John Cotton Dana, the Boston
Children's Museum under Michael Spock,
and the Anacostia Neighborhood Museum
under John Kinard.  Many of them have
successfully continued under new leader-
ship. However once famous, the pressure
to maintain that high regard has some-
times blunted their ability to experiment. 

There are local history museums in many
countries that are taking on new forms of
experimentation. They serve their local
public without fanfare. The annual
Gulbenkian prize list always includes a
few in the United Kingdom. The Molndahl
Museum in Sweden and the children's art
museum in Rosario, Argentina, are two of
my current favorites. Many of the ideas in
this paper have been inspired by these
two museums.

Ron Chew, the director of the Wing Luke
Museum, has written, "At the small muse-
um, there are no inflated expectations, no
pretensions, and no awful waits. The
exhibitions may be small and somewhat
idiosyncratic, but they mirror the small,
somewhat idiosyncratic world we know,
close to home" (Chew, 2002).

See “Essential,” continued on following page 
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FFuunnddiinngg  AAnndd  AApppprroobbaattiioonn

It is my hope that with this important
transformation, local governmental agen-
cies will begin to see that these newly
dynamic institutions right in their own
backyard, are serving a real public need
and should be supported.  They will see
the essential local museum as a service
that is as relevant and constant as the
local library.  

And as this new form emerges, it is my
hope that the museum community will
begin to value the unique position of
these small local museums, create a sep-
arate niche that has criteria all its own
and begin to develop a rhetoric that no
longer compares them with the much
larger iconic museums. 

SSuummmmaarryy

In summary, to create more inclusive
museums I believe that we must change
our basic mindset and emulate aspects of
those institutions deemed essential by a
large cross-section of our citizenry. These
include libraries and shopping malls. In
order to be regarded as essential, muse-
ums would have to understand, respect
and facilitate each visitor's individual
quest and applaud a broad motivation
for entering.

In order to become essential, the muse-
um will provide visible access to holdings
in a lightly organized manner, concen-
trate on access to information systems
that are easy to understand, repeatable,
and transferable. In addition to making
the object and the associated proprietary
information available, the museum will
accumulate and merge information that
resides elsewhere - in books, records,
movies, slides, etc, - so that each object
becomes the impetus for unexpected
exploration.  Finally, museums would
have to include ways for the public to add
information to the system and respond to
the information left by others.  

Physical layouts and concomitant training
will be needed to ensure visitor's ease
upon entry, welcoming attitudes among
staff, help available only when needed,
and clear ways to learn how to use the
system by simply watching.  

This proposal turns museums upside
down, transferring authority to the visitor
and transforming the staff, who have
been knowledge accumulators, pre-
servers, and translators, into knowledge
brokers and sharers.  Some museums
have experimented with bits and pieces of
this in the past. I am certain that this new
system could -and should -be creat-
ed, wholesale, in the future.  
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NNootteess  
1 Museum of Anthropology (MOA),
University of British Columbia,
Vancouver, CA piloted open storage in
the 1970's which continues and has
13,000 objects on view. MOA and
works with students to produce small
occasional exhibitions within this visible
storage.
http://www.moa.ubc.ca/exhibits/per-
manent_exhibits.php The experiment
started a small trend with many adher-
ents and new examples being pro-
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posed. Among large institutions, the
British Museum of Natural History and
the Hermitage in Leningrad have rela-
tively new installations. Augmenting vis-
ible storage with ancillary information
was the logical next step.  As an exam-
ple, in 2001, the New York Historical
Society opened a whole floor devoted
to open storage augmented with addi-
tional information downloadable into
hand-held pda's and computers
embedded in the space.  

2 See the Institute of Museum and Library
Services conferences called "Webwise" for
a list of topics on organized Metadata
and public access to cross-platform
archival records for example. "What
approaches do cultural heritage institu-
tions use to support collection discovery?
How can cultural heritage institutions
learn from one another and adapt
behaviors of the different curatorial tradi-
tions to improve discovery and open up
our collections?" - Institute of Museum
and Library Services. Webwise 2006. Los
Angeles, CA: IMLS, 2006

3 NISO Framework Advisory Group.  A
Framework of Guidance For Building
Good Digital Collections.  Bethesda, MD:
National Information Standards
Organization, 2nd edition, 2004.
http://www.niso.org/framework/frame-
work2.pdf for a working definition of
"metadata" and its uses. 

Elaine Heumann Gurian is a consultant
and advisor to museums and visitor cen-
ters that are beginning, building, or rein-
venting themselves. She may be reached
at egurian@egurian.com. 

"The Essential Museum" by Elaine Gurian,
as it appears in The Manual of Museum
Learning, edited by Barry Lord, is reprint-
ed here with the kind permission of Alta
Mira Press."

being renovated or rebuilt (such as Liberty
Science Center, Jersey City, NJ, and the
California Academy of Sciences in San
Francisco) as well as university museums
that have dispersed galleries in various
campus buildings. I also am not including
state, county, and city park systems and
the National Park Service.

Several prominent art museums have
major international satellites. The
Guggenheim Museum of New York oper-
ates the Bilbao in Spain, the Peggy
Guggenheim Collection in Venice, Italy
and the Deutsche Guggenheim in the
Deutsche Bank Building on Unter den
Linden in Berlin, Germany. It closed the
Las Vegas Guggenheim Hermitage in the
Venetian Resort-Hotel-Casino in Las
Vegas on May 11, 2008. A new
Guggenheim Hermitage Museum is to be
built in Vilnius, Lithuania with architect
Zaha Hadid. 

Guggenheim Bilbao by Frank Gehry

The Musée du Louvre of Paris is develop-
ing a branch in Lens, Pas-de-Calais (far
northern France), to open in 2009. It will
be followed in 2010 by a museum in
downtown Abu Dhabi in exchange for a
payment from the emirate of € 832,000
(US$1.3 billion). The Louvre Abu Dhabi
will occupy 24,000 square meters
(260,000 square feet) covered by a roof
in the shape of a flying saucer. France
has agreed to rotate between 200 and
300 artworks from several French muse-
ums through the Louvre Abu Dhabi dur-
ing a 10-year period. Besides Lens, the
Louvre will occupy an annex in Atlanta's
High Museum until 2009, and is extend-
ing collaborations into Iran, Syria, Sudan,
Turkmenistan, and the new member
nations of the European Union.

The Centre Pompidou, also in Paris, will
open a branch in Metz, northeastern
France in 2009 and a second branch in
Shanghai, China by the end of 2010. It
also is participating in the Louvre's Abu
Dhabi project.

The Hermitage Museum of St. Petersburg,
Russia, operates a satellite in a former
retirement home in Amsterdam, The
Netherlands, and there periodically are
news items about it seeking another inter-
national site.

The Hermitage Amsterdam on an Amsterdam
canal

Most satellite museum initiatives are not
as ambitious as those described above,
rather concentrated on better availability
to local or regional audiences.

Staying with art museums for a little
longer, New York's Whitney Museum of
American Art has released detailed plans
for a Renzo Piano 185,000 square foot
building in the Meatpacking District of
downtown Manhattan. This "satellite" will
be significantly larger than the flagship
facility and will include rooftop galleries at
several levels. Also in New York is per-
haps the earliest satellite museum, the
Cloisters, an operation of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art that is dedi-
cated to medieval European art and
architecture.

The James A. Michener Art Museum of
Doylestown, PA, operates a satellite about
ten miles away in New Hope, PA. Both
facilities focus on the art and heritage of
the tradition-rich Bucks County area.

To wrap up on art museums, there are
very tentative discussions for a $600 mil-
lion redevelopment of a parking structure

See “Satellite,” continued on following page 
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