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  Introduction

  




  Gabriel Alcalde

  Jusèp Boya

  Xavier Roigé


  At the dawn of the 21st century, museums of society seem to be undergoing a renaissance, with projects generating a whole new museological scene. Despite the differences, the most innovative projects being developed at the moment can be characterized by their interdisciplinary nature, by basing their projects on temporary, rather than permanent exhibitions, by embracing concepts which imply a multidisciplinary approach to aspects which are simultaneously social, historical, scientific and technological, and ceasing to represent only the past, in order to reflect also on the present and its problems. The new vision consists of an interdisciplinary view of societies in which the terms “societies” or “civilisations” set out a new discourse through which the museum seeks to reflect more on society than on traditions.


  As part of the “Plan for Museums” drawn up by the Catalan Department of Culture and Media approved by the Museum Board in 2007, work has been undertaken to develop a Catalan museum of archaeology, history and ethnology which would have the same general approach as that taken by the museums of society. With this project in mind it was considered a valuable idea to organize a conference focused on presenting and analysing the new museum of society models being developed around the world, which would provide both food for thought and examples to be debated over within the context of the development of the new museum. At the same time, this conference would serve to introduce the Catalan project to renowned experts from around the world with broad experience in museums of society.


  The conference entitled “Museums of Today. The new museums of society” was held in Barcelona on 11th and 12th February 2010 in the Great Hall of the Faculty of Geography and History of the University of Barcelona. It was organized jointly by the University of Barcelona (Master’s in Management of Cultural Heritage),[1] the Catalan Institute of Research into Cultural Heritage, and the Catalan Government (General Management of Cultural Heritage in the Department of Culture and Media).[2]


  The conference, which made it possible to present some of the most prestigious museums in the world, and to debate on some of the broad issues raised by them, was structured around four broad areas providing an insight into these new museum models: “Demonstrating Cultural Diversity”, “Museums and Identities”, Pluridisciplinarity and Interdisciplinarity” and “From the present to the past”. The participants were Jusèp Boya (Project Director, National Museum of History, Geography and Ethnology of Calalonia, Generalitat de Catalunya, in 2010), Jane Carmichael (Director of Collections, National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh), Michel Côté (Director, Musée des Confluences, Lyon, in 2010), Louise Douglas (Assistant Director Audiences, programs and associations, National Museum of Australia, Canberra), Marie Émond (Director of Exhibitions, Musée de la civilisation, Quebec), Hans Ottomayer (President Foundation Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin), Victor Rabinovitch (Chairman and Executive Director of Canadian Museum of Civilization, Gatineau-Ottawa), Lejo Schenk (Director of Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam), Bernard Schiele (Department of Communications, Director of Inter-University Research centre on Science and Technology, University of Quebec in Montreal) and Susana Soto (Assistant Director of San Telmo Museum, San Sebastian).


  A large number of people, around 250, were able to debate on the general situation of museums of society, and also on the plan for the Catalan National Museum of History, Archaeology and Ethnology. This book, which brings together all the lectures given at the conference, is being published with the aim of disseminating the content of the conference. The texts reveal the profound debate over the development of these museums and the challenges faced by them, and give us some pointers which may be taken into account by the Catalan project.
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  Society museums and their identities in the era of globalization

  




  Bernard Schiele


  Communications Department, Interuniversity Research Center on Science and Technology, Université du Québec à Montréal


  Museums: a proliferation of assorted institutions


  For Baudelaire, keen and astute observer of the cultural life of his time, “modernity” is “the transitory, the fleeting, the contingent, it is one half of art, the other being the eternal and the immoveable” (Baudelaire, [1863] 1943: 19). Modernity is what appears fragmented, ephemeral and chaotic. And the world of museums, which is not isolated but part of this world, contributes to this movement with its ever growing stock of museums and a proliferation of temporary exhibitions, on endlessly diverse themes: from the Fascinating Egyptian Mummies exhibition which describes mummification and funerary rituals in ancient Egypt, currently at the Musée de la Civilisation in Quebec City, Canada, to the Imagine exhibition at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts last spring, commemorating the 40th anniversary of the John Lennon/Yoko Ono Bed-in in Montreal in 1969, by way of the Bon appétit show at the Cité des Sciences et de l’Industrie in Paris, aimed at teaching young people good eating habits. These exhibitions also include innovative programs packed with activities and events ranging from the Ontario Science Centre’s simulated lunar mission to overnight camping at Ottawa’s Aviation Museum. There’s nothing unusual here, since all museums nowadays offer rich and varied programming geared to entertaining and satisfying their different categories of visitors.


  This current effervescence in the museum field is also evidenced in the growing diversity of institutions, all striving to be different and affirm their individual personalities. Which tends to shatter the accepted notion of the museum. Virtually anything can claim status as a museum: reconstituted villages, such as Canada’s Upper Canada Village, which invites visitors to discover rural life in Ontario in 1860; Denmark’s Roskilde archeology site which includes an archeological workshop, a naval site, an educational centre, a museum of Viking ships excavated at the site, exhibits, movie theatre, and a port museum; or the Rancho La Brea Tar Pits, in the heart of Los Angeles, where visitors can observe on-site researchers and volunteers excavating asphalt pits or assembling fossils in the museum’s glass-walled Fishbowl Lab. And so on…


  There are museums everywhere, offering just about everything. The spectrum ranges from the most traditional adherents to the most far out. Consider, for instance, the Wakefield Coal Mining Museum in the county of Yorkshire, England, and the Number 1 Warehouse on the West India Quay in the port of London, dedicated to the treatment of slaves, Texas Prison Museum, or Miami’s Coral Castle Museum… the list is endless. And so, what we once deemed the museum’s “identity” is today dispersed into a myriad of “identities” whose respective projects are not easily reconcilable. All this co-exists within the museum field, and demands yet more.


  Today’s visit: an invitation to multiple experiences


  This recomposition of museum facilities, a movement begun in the 1960s, was accompanied by a radical transformation of traditional functions, the addition of new ones, and a complete organizational make-over.


  On the one hand, what museum today doesn’t offer visitors a whole range of activities and services? Activities such as: guided tours, presentations, simulations, special hands-on learning events like the Classes Villettes at the Cité des Sciences et de l’Industrie in Paris which receives teachers and students on site for projects related to the exhibitions… And services such as: restaurants, boutiques, rest areas, libraries, audiovisual library, hotels integrated into the museum complex like the Guangdong Science Center in Canton, China… Of course it’s all fully advertised and publicized on the websites, so much so that the experience of the visit, if we indeed pursue that activity, begins well before actually attending the exhibition. By consulting the La Brea site for scientific information on the specimens displayed, visitors can prepare beforehand by printing out useful information. Similarly, a visit can be extended: after viewing Imagine, individuals can upload their own photos onto the exhibition website, in a sense appropriating it twofold -- at the time of the visit itself, and then perpetuating it with their own input. As we know, learning requires more than a single contact with information; it’s a progressive process that draws on a number of sources. This way, the exhibition experience goes beyond a single visit, it becomes enriched, adding more convergent information so that the exhibition itself becomes just one source of information among others.


  So the notion of the visit experience itself, which now goes well beyond the exhibition format, begins and then folds back on itself. Today’s exhibition uses different types of approach to reach different categories of the public. But most of all, it presents different perspectives on a given theme, offering several angles of approach with more situational scenarios. Each person’s experience of the visit suddenly becomes radically transformed. The visit becomes increasingly part of an all-encompassing cognitive effort, modulated according to each one’s interests. L’âge des choses légères, a recent exhibition on new lifestyles at La Cité advocating sustainable development as a daily reality, integrated three cognitive paths into its format. At the end visitors were invited to assess their “ecological weight”, and then calculate it again via a blog. They also had access to a website and extensive documentation on sustainable development.


  On the other hand, in parallel with these broadening functions the museum’s organizational structure has metamorphosed to meet the complexification of the museum institution. Administrative services that didn’t exist 30 years ago, or were merely embryonic, now play a key role in the life of these institutions. Departments for advertising, marketing, planning, education, international relations, exhibitions, among others, have emerged alongside the more traditional departments of conservation, collections research, acquisition… where these functions are still meaningful in some museums. Lastly, the funding methods and structure have also changed radically. With governments progressively distancing themselves, museums (at least those used to relying on government support) have had to learn to work with different forms of sponsorship and support.


  For want of a better name, what we still call a museum today is something entirely different


  Briefly stated, what we still call a “museum” today is, for want of a better word, but a distant cousin to the institution that came into being in the 19th century, and which essentially continued until the turn of the 1980s. The “museum” of today is a radically new institution. We don’t yet know what to call it, nor how to define its “identity”.


  But it’s perhaps worth noting that never in history has there been an “essence” of the museum – a primary “idea”, already existing, indelibly established – with the same identity from one period to the next; which may have evolved in line with circumstances, but with no fundamental change in nature; as if it were the same entity, with each successive stage carrying forth the preceding. No, the history of the museum is not that of a linear and continuous development from the initial germ of the project, with the contemporary form being the most complete yet. On the contrary, the history of the “museum” has been a series of different formats, discontinuous, each one corresponding to specific historical conditions (Hooper-Greenhill, 1992). The misnomer “museum” has been respectively given to past forms, just as today, for want of a better word, we present a “museum” which is something entirely different.


  In this vein we could show that the “museum” (so-called) and society have always “inter-related”, and their “realities” through history have changed many times. Museums have always had to change how they work and what they do, in keeping with the context, power struggles, and the social, economic, and political forces at play” (Hooper-Greenhill, 1992: 1). In short, they have had to reinvent themselves, and in so doing, to become different; and in becoming different, to each time rethink their relationship to knowledge, culture and the world; and hence, to invent other forms of dissemination in line with their modernity.


  To know the museum: know how it differs from earlier eras


  Baudelaire tried to discern the germ of originality and the power of an artistic work. “No doubt it is an excellent discipline to study the old masters, in order to learn how to paint”, he wrote “but it can be no more than a superfluous exercise if your aim is to understand the beauty of the present day” (Baudelaire, [1863] 1943: 20). And the “beauty of the present” is precisely the “transitory, the fleeting, the contingent” unique to an era. “Each age has its carriage, its expression and its smile” he added. “The aim […] is to extract from fashion the poetry that resides in its historical envelope, to distil the eternal from the transitory” (Baudelaire, 1943: 18) to establish the “memory of the present”. So we must examine our present-day museums if we wish to see there the imprint of our modernity and perceive what makes them unique. Put simply, to understand what makes the contemporary museum a unique institution we must decipher what today’s museums have in common with each other and also what distinguishes them from preceding eras.


  To describe this museum environment in all its complexity would require an effort well beyond the scope of this contribution. At the risk of simplifying, I will confine myself to sketching what I feel are the distinctive features of the present configuration.


  An accelerated development and professionalism


  The changes that took place in the second half of the 20th century were so profound and so definitive as to give the contemporary world a radically different order from that which prevailed up to the end of the Second World War. It was a veritable “revolution”, to use Hobsbawn’s word (Hobsbawn, [1994] 2003: 380). What did it consist of? Two words summarize its newness: “speed” and “universality”. The advanced societies, already accustomed to changes, saw this rate of change accelerate; for other societies, it was the suddenness of these changes.


  This revolution was also characterized by a “transformation of quantitative material growth into qualitative upheavals of life” (Hobsbawn, 2003: 380). Three aspects must be kept in mind. First a long period of economic growth, of industrial expansion and full employment, called the “Trente glorieuses” (“The Glorious Thirty”) in France, and the “Golden Age” in the Anglo-Saxon countries – which extended grosso modo up to the mid-1970s (Fourastié, [1979] 1980). Its effects first appeared in Europe in the early 1960s. The production line system adapted rapidly to a mass market, including (as this contribution proposes) the leisure sector with an expanding tourism and the emergence of a cultural products market. Long-Play albums (LPs) dating from 1948, the first transistor-radio stations at the end of the 1950s, tape cassettes in the 1960s… were already indicating the sprint to a communications utopia (Breton, 1997), which would very quickly replace what had replaced the Enlightenment, until the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 took with it this “philosophical, intellectual and cultural edifice built over the past two centuries” (Laïdi, 1999: 15).


  At least two elements must be considered in order to grasp the impact of this “revolution” on the evolution of the museum field. On the one hand, museums would gain enormously from this prosperity and the anticipation of a future leisure society (Dumazedier, 1962). There was rapid growth in the number of museums, an initial growth spurt that would long continue, and still does today, if at a slower pace. Look, for instance, at the wealth of cultural facilities that Paris has acquired over the past thirty years, and the operating budgets required by each one. The report by the French Ministry of Culture and Communications marking its fifty years of existence stated that “it’s impossible to enumerate here all the constructions and renovations that have marked the last half century. Never before in our country have we built or renovated so many museums as during this period”.[1] In twenty years, Montreal, a city whose scale, with a population of two million, does not compare to Paris, added to its stock of museums a Cosmodome, a Biodome, an Insectarium, the Pointe-à-Caillière archeology museum, an enlargement to the Museum of Fine Arts, a Contemporary Art Museum, an enlargement to the McCord Museum of Canadian history, the Armand-Frappier Museum… This race for museums is seen elsewhere too, in tune with economic growth, as is the present case in China. In just a few years, Beijing also gained new cultural facilities, including the opening in September 2010 of a science museum with exhibition space four times greater than at the Cité, replacing the former one deemed outmoded, a Capital Museum in 2008, a Contemporary Art Museum in 2000 (the China Millennium Museum), a Railway Museum, as well as Aviation and Postal museums… not to mention the renovation of cultural installations at The Forbidden City, The Summer Palace, the Temple of Heaven… and Berlin today boasts 200 museums!


  On the other hand, the growth in numbers of museums is accompanied by an expanding museum mandate. They must learn to play many roles at the same time. And governments, though still interested in culture but basically leaving the requisite dialogue to those involved, nonetheless play a role in many countries by creating a Ministry of Culture, or equivalent, and subsequently formulating policies, laws and regulations that increasingly define the development of the sector and the exercise of new and emerging professions.


  The same evolution can be seen in Canada and Québec, since, as in France, “from simple presentation spaces for collections”, museums, beginning in the 1970s, “have become institutions with a significant scientific, educational and heritage role, their influence on the territory’s tourism policies and cultural development reaffirmed”.[2] They “have been renovated, they have developed, their funding often increased, their reserves extended, their dissemination activities intensified and their public has grown”. Along with this has come the “need to rethink the distribution of tasks and to isolate certain functions” (Davallon, 1996: 177-188). Museums have therefore professionalized in pace with their expanding mission and their increasing impact.


  A radical transformation in lifestyles


  These developments in the museum field are very impressive, but alone are insufficient to explain the change in the institution itself. For this, one must also consider three lifestyle transformations that occurred in parallel, and without which museums would not have been reshaped this way.


  The most profound and most “spectacular” was the urbanization of society, to the detriment of the farming community (Hobsbawn, 2003: 319-418). Urbanization went hand in hand with developments in public transportation and the explosion in numbers of automobiles, thereby spawning decentralized “centers”, with shopping malls as the salient feature (Garreau, 1991). The result was the urban society we know so well, and that we all live and experience today.


  The other evolution was the “rapid rise in professional activities”, and the corresponding mass development of university education to fill this need.[3] The changes in the museum sphere would have been impossible without the confluence of economic growth, urbanization, the rise of professional activities and the entry into universities of population strata that had traditionally been excluded. The concentration in cities of strata of highly educated individuals enjoying high incomes was significant in the evolution of cultural practices, and in creating a cultural demand to fill leisure time. Museums were not alone in responding to this demand by increasing and diversifying the cultural offering. Television, movies (which eventually recovered after the arrival of TV), publishing (with the paperback), theatre and the performing arts, theme parks, etc. developed rapidly and gave birth to what are now conveniently called the culture industries.


  Incidentally, industrialization and the development of science and technology were also determining factors, but this is not the place to discuss them. The same goes for the massive entry of women into the workforce, including married women, their access to higher education – key to “responsible professions” – their increased presence in the economy, in short, everything that made them a “major political force”, asserted by the feminist movement.[4] Concomitantly, this required an adjusted relationship between the sexes in respect to social roles and rights in the public and private spheres. The feminization of cultural jobs, especially marked in the museum field, is implicit in this shift.


  From then on, the rapidly growing number of students also became a significant social force and a “new factor in culture as in political life” (Hobsbawn, 2003: 392). This became abundantly apparent in 1968, a time when “The Glorious Thirty” was at a peak, with unprecedented security, comfort and affluence, and hopes of an even better new society. This movement, our final element to consider, also impacted the “cultural revolution” which was witnessing a radical transformation in social norms and moral conventions. This cultural revolution fomented family and household crises, and in the Western countries, an abrupt and accelerated change in the “structure between the sexes and the generations” (Hobsbawn, 2003: 419). “What was previously forbidden became permissible, by religion as well as law, and also by moral custom, convention and general social opinion” (Hobsbawn, 2003: 423). The Bed-in in Montreal, second episode of the Yoko Ono-John Lennon honeymoon from May 26 to June 2nd, in Room 1742 of Montreal’s Queen Elizabeth Hotel, and commemorated by the Imagine exhibition mentioned earlier, would have been unthinkable in Québec without the climate of freedom bestowed by Québec’s own cultural revolution called the Quiet Revolution (1960-1965) – a fact which the Museum of Fine Arts took great pains to tell its visitors.


  Moreover, the evolving relations between the generations contributed to the rise of a youth culture, aware of its identity, independent, and “extraordinarily powerful”. Purveyed through the “personal contacts of international tourism” (Hobsbawn, 2003: 427) and university life, blue jeans and rock ‘n’ roll exemplified the advent of a world youth culture. The Warhol Live exhibition presented two years ago at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, like last year’s Imagine show, first and foremost plumbed the sensibilities of world culture and the reminiscences of this cultural revolution. It did so in two ways, of course by reactivating experiences for visitors to the exhibitions (who doesn’t know the Beatles? the Rolling Stones? the Mamas and the Papas?), but most of all by revealing once again precisely what this music signified above all else: an upheaval in values that established and legitimated a mass culture against an elitist culture.[5] Presenting Warhol Live and Imagine in a fine arts museum could not be more revealing in this regard.


  A reversal of the order of cultural legitimacies


  This upheaval is monumental since it reversed the order of cultural legitimacies. The cultural models imposed from top to bottom by the traditional elites, those who historically held sway on legitimate expression,[6] were replaced by those of popular culture. Progressively they came to shape the contemporary cultural matrix and set the tone of the culture market. Without this reversal, the exhibition devoted to Astérix would have been unthinkable – this comic strip character immensely popular in France – presented in 1997 at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. And similarly, Quebec City’s Musée de la civilisation whose programming draws primarily on this cultural base would never have come into being. Furthermore, the controversy that surrounded the opening of the Mémoires show, whose critics denounced the strategy of relegating the “object” to the periphery thus making it incidental, and a museum programming defined around daily activities of the “human being” decried by these same critics, speaks volumes for the repercussions this cultural revolution caused in the museum field (Schiele, 2009: 99-140).


  These years of protest also elicited a radical re-questioning of the museum. Its detractors, sign of the times, saw the museum as prisoner of the object, of history, of tradition, of the past. They proclaimed its death “in short order” (Varine, [1969] 1992: 49-68). Hugues de Varine, quoting Mao Tse Tung and Lenin, called for “putting the past to the service of the present” (Varine, 1992: 57) by a “veritable cultural revolution”. In fact this revolution was already underway: there had been earlier hints of what would later (around 1980) be called the “New Museology”. And the two former Directors General of ICOM, Hugues de Varine and Georges Henri Rivière, knew better than anyone since they were well aware of various random experiments such as at the Anacostia Neighborhood Museum (Washington) created by the Smithsonian in 1967, the National Museum of Niger, in Niamey, the Casa del Museo in Mexico… These experiments shared a common aim to make the object peripheral to the museum event and instead focus on the social or natural reality, as lived (Desvallées, 1992: 15-39), in a word: the human condition. The Exploratorium in San Francisco and the Ontario Science Centre which opened its doors in 1969 (and inspired the 1986 Cité des Sciences et de l’Industrie in Paris), also demonstrate this focus on interactivity, mediation and communication in order to “decenter” visitors in respect to themselves, to others, and to their environment, social or physical.


  Democratization of the museum


  Ultimately, it is this cultural revolution that really led to the museum’s transformation. It forced the museum to recast itself around the idea of democratization.


  What did this entail? It meant “abolishing the distance between the public and the content of the museum, reconstituting it to make it perceptible to some, keeping it available as a source of delight for others” (Desvallées, 1992: 19). In short, not only did the museum now have to be open to everyone, but everyone must sense their place there. The visitor became the focus of the museum event. On the one hand, exhibitions are very broadly conceived and produced to let visitors “participate” in the scenarios designed for them. Hence the underlying meaning of the frequently heard phrase “to communicate with the visitors”. But the principal aim of the exhibitions is to present infinite variations on the human condition. In other words, the objects – artifacts if you prefer – now become less important than the gamut of human activities related to them and from which they may be interpreted by the visitors. Their sole meaning derives from the social or human reality they in turn represent and relate to. For example, the exhibition Fascinating Egyptian Mummies, already mentioned, aims, via these artifacts of ancient Egypt to give visitors “the chance to see ancient mummies and objects up close and discover different facets of ancient Egyptian culture in the afterlife and funerary rites”.[7] Similarly Human Copyright presents specimens and artifacts for the sole purpose of bolstering its premise: to anticipate the future capacity of humans to think in terms of their possible replacement by “robots as intelligent as humans, or even more so”.[8] It echoes the exhibition Seuls dans l’univers? De la fiction à la réalité presented at the Cité in 2006-2007 which, like Human Copyright, showed an absolute otherness: space is the possible presence of an “other being” radically different, just as the robot is the “other”, that is, another-subject. Human Copyright raises the question of the future of human identity, that is, the question of “sameness” in future thinking of robots; while Seuls dans l’univers? also posed the question of “sameness”, but expressed it in an “other being”, living elsewhere in space (Jurdant, [1973] 2009: 113 and cont). In short, for us to fit into the new cultural horizon, the museum now portrays “man”; man as “the living being”, who maintains a “symbolic” relationship “with his past, to things, to others” (Foucault, 1966).


  To accommodate their visitors, museums have become multi-faceted, and their various dimensions characterize the museums’ contemporary offering, be they museums of art, civilization, society or science. All are aiming to diversify their exhibitions, programs, activities and events in order to create a multi-sensorial and multi-communicational environment – multi-somethings of some sort – constantly soliciting visitors and increasing the potential focal points. Every effort is made to entice, stimulate, captivate and rivet their attention, to motivate them, spark their interest or mobilize their cognitive styles. More than ever, museums have adopted the precepts of MacLuhan (MacLuhan, Parker & Barzun, 1969) who contended that all forms of media must contribute to achieve the objectives of dissemination. Today he would certainly add Multimedia and Internet to these forms.[9]


  A true upheaval of the museum


  These changes were spectacular. They completely redesigned the landscape of the museum. But that, paradoxically, may not be the crux of the matter. The upheaval goes deeper. I will briefly examine two aspects of these upheavals before concluding. The first deals with the commodification (in the English sense of the term) of knowledge, art and culture. The second examines what can be called the reversal of the poles of legitimacy.


  The museum of the Enlightenment directed visitors’ to view the “Beautiful”, the “True”, the “Authentic”. Its entire aim was to promote an encounter with the “Beautiful”, the “True” and the “Authentic” in order to initiate a process of inner transformation in the visitor. To initiate, instruct and educate… terms that denoted a voluntary impulsion to pull away from one’s condition, to voluntarily choose a genuine secularized process of transcendence. Since the spirit of the Enlightenment, taking a leaf from classical humanism, “was founded on the metaphor of interiority”. “Man was a being […] endowed with an ‘interior’ […] whose content determined the personality” (Breton, 1997: 54). To wish to act on this “interior” was to wish, so to speak, to be reborn, to become other. The duty of the museum was therefore to provoke an encounter with a higher order, with a universal, to spark the visitor’s awareness, to mobilize his understanding and commitment to be transformed, to change one’s personality.


  “The New Utopia”, ours, now embedded in the museum event, provides […] an alternative metaphor to the man “directed from within”: the “new man”, modern man, is primarily a “communicating being”. His interior is entirely exterior. The messages he receives do not come from a mythic interiority but rather from his “environment” (Breton, 1997: 55; freely translated).


  It is this reversal, this shift from interiority to exteriority in “man’s representations […] that thus constitute a keystone of modern communication” (Breton, 1997: 56; freely translated). It is also one of the founding principles of the contemporary museum, certainly the one that distinguishes it from previous museum forms. The Enlightenment utopia no longer applies! And the museum is no longer striving to reveal the invisible concealed behind the visible since the “new man” […] draws his energy and vitality not from incarnate qualities that come from his own depths, but from his capability, as a “connected” individual, connected to “vast systems of communication” to collect, process, analyze the information he needs in order to live (Breton, 1997: 56; freely translated).


  In other words: to be, one must be up-to-date. And to be up-to-date, means first and foremost to maintain contact with the networks. The success of Facebook and Twitter alone clearly attests to this disruption of polarity.[10]


  Furthermore, the Enlightenment museums had to set aside the contingent to focus on the essential. That was their role. The Palais de la Découverte in Paris offered a clearly defined experience to its visitors, one leading to a discovery. This involved recreating the conditions of scientific discovery so that visitors could in turn relive a unique flash of thinking, and be thus inspired to go beyond themselves. The researcher’s life was propelled solely by the intellectual effort converging towards discovery. Nothing else mattered. In our modernity, what were details or trifles in former times are now what’s important. An exhibition on evolution will take the utmost care to reconstitute the trappings and layout of Darwin’s work room, as at Shanghai’s Science Museum, rather than presenting the ideas and concepts mobilized in and by the intellectual effort that led to his discovery of the “Tree of Life”.[11] The crucial contact with knowledge, art or culture no longer addresses how this vital relationship came about. Depicted in a thousand facets of life. Diffracted into multiple discourses, appreciated, real or induced, as trends dictate, by urban visitors whose tastes and expectations are ceaselessly redefined, at the ebb and flow of current interests and the changing dynamics of social networks. In short, presentations of knowledge, art, and culture are now devised as renewable commodities and consumables at the whim of fashion. Will this recent upheaval be but a passing thing?


  “The beginning and end of tradition” wrote Hannah Arendt in The Crisis in Culture have in common that the elementary problems of politics are never as distinctly revealed in their immediacy and simple urgency as when they are formulated for the first time and when ultimately revived (Arendt, 1972: 29).


  “The beginning” continues Arendt “is like the ‘fundamental agreement’ whose infinite modulations are heard throughout the history of Western thought” (Arendt, 1972: 29). Arendt’s reflection, whose starting point is the allegory of Plato’s cave, encompassed the entire development of Western thought, and more specifically for the premise of this contribution, that which is the development of knowledge. For Plato, the vivre-ensemble des hommes (societal man) relegates to “obscurity”, “confusion” and “deception”; the access to knowledge – to the truth – demanding to “turn away” from “society”, to retreat from it “to discover the clear sky of eternal ideas” (Arendt, 1972: 29). With Kant – and his famous: “Sapere Aude! Have courage to use your own reason!” (Kant, [1784] 1991: 43) – the Enlightenment remained faithful to this ideal. And, the new situation confronting the contemporary museums could describe itself thus: on the one hand, the production of truth, contrary to the Platonic injunction, is now presented through vivre-ensemble. The human condition is the focus of the knowledge commodity. As pointed out earlier, the museum must therefore show life in all its manifestations and forms. Man is at the center of the premise that addresses itself back to him. Simply put, the museum today speaks of man, to man. The whole treatment of the environmental question by museums is illuminating in this regard (Davallon, Grandmont & Schiele, 1992). However, and here’s the paradox, this discourse on “society” happens in a communications utopia that projects the interior to the exterior to build a “network of meanings where the image, the form, the appearance […]”, in short the contingent, “will serve to describe what happens in man and his behaviour” (Breton, 1997: 55). The exhibition Forever Blue presented at Quebec City’s Musée de la civilisation in 2003 perfectly illustrates this paradox. It assembled a wide range of objects whose only common feature was the colour blue, such that the complexity could not be seen – or apprehended – but was merely dispersed or diffracted in punctum, in detachable elements, all having the same symbolic value, hence all inter-changeable. “Blue sky, blue sea, blue mystery…, announced the press release, colour of infinity, or water, of cold, of love, of peace, power, faith, freedom, of joy, sadness, purity, calm, well-being … The exhibition […] invites you to plunge into a surprising universe whose fascination is this colour of multiple origins and a thousand shades and nuances. Bold and intriguing, the exhibition reveals historical, social, emotional and mythological aspects. Presented by Québec Blue Cross with the participation of Hugo Boss, Pfizer and Les Ailes de la Mode”.[12]


  The new institution, still called a museum, is therefore (one might say) a sort of antithesis of that which came before. Judiciously accommodating its visitors as they so demand, it finds itself in a perpetual “double bind” – in Bateson’s sense – obliged to constantly acknowledge the vivre-ensemble while each time only staging the fleeting, the short-lived, the transitory… That is, evading the object of its premise to highlight what is merely appearance.


  So the question we ask ourselves is the following: What discourse does this new museum effort have for man? What vision of man does it present to us? To draft an answer, the question must be rephrased within what can be described as a reversal of poles of legitimacy. A few words on the development of science museums[13] will help us grasp our objective.


  From the end of the Renaissance, the emancipation of Reason accompanied by the rise of scientific thinking led to the invention of the museum. And as science developed, the museum evolved. The reason of 18th century Enlightenment was the “original and primitive power that leads us to discover truth, to establish and guarantee it. This operation of guaranteeing truth is the germinal and indispensable condition of any real certainty”. Scientific thinking developed to the point of articulating the will to understand the universe and a faith in a reason “one and the same for any thinking subject, for any nation, era, or culture” (Cassirer, [1932] 1997: 41-48). The museum tradition is based on this intellectual foundation; its traditional mandate has been to guarantee, to disseminate and to propagate it. Despite the inevitable structural transformations of museums during the 19th and 20th centuries, the reference knowledge guiding their discourse (and that governing the displaying of collections) had until now always come out of the scientific community (or the artistic community for art museums), and was always controlled by it.


  An upheaval in perspective began in the 1950s, as noted in Hannah Arendt’s The Crisis in Culture published in 1954. At the source of this upheaval was the crisis in values already mentioned, the push for a communications utopia, the reshaping of the knowledge field around the question of man – a movement discernible since the 18th century – (Foucault, 1966, 1969), a reshaping speeded by the development of the human sciences at the turn of the 1960s, and by the new museology movement that would extend to the society museums. The combined effect of these factors would lead to a contesting of the role of science in society during the 1970s. Its impact in the museum world served to destabilize the traditional hold by the scientific community on the museum field, a destabilization that would have repercussions on the conception of the mission of the contemporary museum.


  In Canada, two events, the boycott of the exhibition The Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of Canada’s First Peoples, presented at the Glenbow Museum in Alberta in 1988 on the occasion of the Olympic Winter Games, and the controversy surrounding the Into the Heart of Africa show at the Royal Ontario Museum in 1989, crystallized the debate and highlighted the issues. It did so in the first case by contesting the exhibition’s sponsor, deemed hypocritical to be funding an exhibition on the First Nations when it was doing explorations on land claimed by the First Nations. This in turn called the museum’s decisions into question. In the second case, the exhibition was denounced as racist. The curator’s choices and decisions were contested, resulting in a Task Force on Museums and First Peoples, supported by the Canadian Museums Association and the Assembly of First Nations. It was equally represented by the First Nations and museum professionals. The principal recommendation, applied by all member museums, stipulated that the Aboriginal population had the right to be consulted when dealing with their own culture and history.[14] There was no objection to this, it seemed eminently natural to have those concerned participate in their own exhibition and the public discourse about themselves.


  However, the rupture was decisive because the legitimacy of the museum no longer operated. It required the agreement of those concerned. Suddenly, the scientific discourse, developed through ethnology and anthropology, was put into a relativist perspective; the communities had to be included. We are talking about Canada here but we could also mention the controversy surrounding the exhibition Science in American Life at the National Museum of American History, or the one stirred by The Crossroads: The End of World War II, The Atomic Bomb and the Origins of the Cold War exhibition, which never came to fruition. The Canadian episode was indeed part of a much broader movement that called into question the museum institution’s monopoly on legitimate expression, and that of the scientific community too. Nor were the science museums spared. Also controversial was the A Question of Truth exhibition, already mentioned, which aimed to deconstruct scientific discourse by showing how the excesses of ideology-laden rationality could lead to horror: examples included deconstructing the pseudo-science apparatus that had been developed by the Nazis to justify their racist theories. Some saw in it a scientism denounced and ultimately debunked, while others saw the affirmation of an anti-science relativism.[15] So, like a sketchy answer to the question, the new museum event now offers us a voice, or a series of voices, rather than a full docket of discourse. It is now only one voice among others.
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