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ABSTRACT

Museums and Mediaplon: Locating the Exhibition Experience -

. ' Jennifer Fisher

This thesls explores the phenomena'of exhibitions as
communications media. The term "museum" has been used to
refer to sites of speclfied architecture where material
cultgre is presented for bublic Qiewing. As such, museums
can include not only national art galleriesmor natural
history mu?fgms, but artist—fun’centreé and the Walt Disney

theme parksl Exhibition discourses operate as sets of

statements which, in conteitualiziﬁg artifacts,~med1ate them
4

in various ways. To this end, museums are examined in light

of thelr discursive functlions and practices. The

determining -aspects of taste, tourlism, the museum tradition,
i

.

institutional. practices, the rhetoric of curatorship, and
the roles of patronage, the public, audience and viewer are

considered in relationship to their'framing of exhibitions.
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- CHAPTER I .

INTRODUCTION

. This thesis 1s concerned with exhibitions as -
communisations media. Exhibitions can generally be defined
as- the presentation of meaningful arrangements of objects to
people at institutional sites. The term museums will
henceforth be used to refer to exhibition contexts which are"
marked by architectural forms and 1nsf1tutiona1 practices.
As such, museums can lnclude communication apparatuses
outside those traditibnally termed "miseum," whether "Art,"
'Histoty;" "Wax," or "Ripléy's Believe It or Not," to
describe all institutions which function as framing deviceps .
which fove people thrdugh exhibition experiences. As such,
museums can include galleries, zoos, artist-run centres or
even/the Walt Disney Theme Parks. Museumé, then, exist as
sites of specified architecture where particular practices

articulate space in specific ways for the consumﬁtion of

artifacts.




%

S Exhibitions at marked sites whidh.frame particular
/

experiences will be examined in their discursive functions.

Victor Burgin points out:

- In viewing the institution in its discursive
) aspect we should not confine the concept of
discursivity merely to language itself. For

example -- to speak of the academy -- the
architecture of the lecture theatre, the
; arrangement of chalrs in a classroom, are also

"statements" in a discursive formatlion. Foucault
. cites, as an example of the discursive
"statement," the empty space which forms the
margin on the page of an official report -- made
wide in order to receive the comments of a
superior. 1In the contemporary art institution,
all works are made with, in effect, a "margin,"
which awalts the inscription of the master
narrative, or the critical Jjudgement, (most often
they amount to the same thing) (Burgin,1985:26).

Similarly, Allen Sekula deflines dilscourse as "..sin the most
general sense, the context of the utterance, the conditions.
\ that constrain and support 1ts meaning, that determine its
semantic target" (Sekulé,1984:4). Exhibition discours%,
then, exists as overall sets of statements which operaf; as
iarge scale contextuallizations.at dlfferent kinds of

f L~ 3
’

]
exhibition sites. Such distinctions include assumptions

about culture, taste or class, as well as pracﬁices implicit
in the exhibiting institution itself. These constitute
eye;ything that provides the context for the main attrgction
15 of the artifacts themselves. To use a common analytlcal
distinction from the study of art, exhibiFion discourse {is
‘in effect the overall "negative space" of exhibition. At the
level of discourse, distinctions are formed and exist as

seemingly invisible yet powerfully determining factors in
2




»

the ;xhibition experience. It 1is my 1ntention®1n this thesdis
to reveal the nature of these distinctions, to question whét
is often éssumed to be—;bvious in exhibitions. Exposing the
assumptions which de%efmine anQ'inform parﬁicﬁlar exhibition
contexts implicitly unmasks their ideological functions.1 - P
;he areas of analysis cut across a number of discursive
categories and their‘practices:'questions concerning taste;
tourisﬁ, the museun traditioh, institutional critique, |
patronage, and communications £heory. |

In relation to these quesiions of determinism, the
active role of the visitor/reader must be conside;ed. The
exhibition event involves a play between the visitor's
.s8ubjection -- to the text presented as a meaningful | -
relationship of elements -- and free choice -- the viewer's
decisions involving the time spent, the selection of objects
of focus and a route through the exhibition itself. Within -~
the study of mass communication, gxhibitfons are significant
because the viewer has the opportunity to create his/her own
text. By a process of Inductively exploring-the
rélationship between. the exhibition discourse and the
visitor's jexperience, I hope to chart some of the territory

often conscious to many of us, and thus provide a base for

¥

1. It is important to note here that exhibitions are
not specifically ldeological in themselves, but exist
within, and are conditioned by, an overall system of social
networks.



becoming aware of our assumptions involved in reading

exhibitiond.
. The museum tradition provides an appropriate starting

point for the examination ofﬁexhibitidns. From their
beginnings, a principle role of museums within the overail
culturé in which .they exist has been one of selection.
Museums originated with bdth the dayelépment of citlies and
the impiemenQation of literady.'mThe earliest known museum
was founded in Egypt during the fogrth century‘by Pfolemy
Philadelphus as an extension of the great library at
Alekandria (Mumford,1961:109). This liék between the library
and the mhseum reflects thelr common origins in the

-

func;ions of classification and assimilation of material
culture. ’

pufing the eighteenth century, museums dé@eioped '
concurrently with other media which were used-to order
knowledge, such as'kncyclopediaé (as personal libraries) and
stamp albums (like minlature museums). The nineteenth
century marked the museum age. Publlic exhibitlions of all™
kinds proliferated during the urbanization of Europe and
North America. In Mumford's anthropomorpﬁic view of the
city, museums function as ofbans of digestion for its vast
culturél resources (Mumford,1961:562). Here digestion can
refer not only to selection processes, but also to ‘those of

L9

transformation. In creating contexts for the viewing of

il

objects, museums mediate what they present.

-~




This paper focusesg on locating and grounding exhibition .t

'

o

texts as events. Exhibitions exist within a range of

-,

intersecting practices particﬁlarly the cultural, the-
\inat4tutional ahd the social. Each play‘a role in mediatihg
.the exhibtﬁion experience ib’posltioning the visitor in
particular wayé. ‘

In Cﬂ;pter II1 exhibitions are examined in their -
medliating functions as communications media. The
legislation of meaninévis desgriﬁed as it is tled to
discoursés‘surroundlng taste. Taste will ‘be shown'to be
socially determined and reflected in particular formations.
Second; what I have termed the "monument" and "forum"
functions implicit in the formations of exhibition discourse -
wlll be defined and explained.

Chapter IfI grounds the discussioﬁ of exhibition
discourse In a description of practices within exhibiting
institutions. The communication of soclally shared - ' .
assumptions will be analyzed as it:occurs at the level of »
the institutional apbaratus, in practices of structuiing the
exhibition continuum, and within the profession 6f '

curatorship itself.

In Chapter IV, the question of how such practices

Y

-~

determine modes of engagement will be addressed. The social
‘articulations involved in the relationship between the
exhiblition and its reception will be describéd’ First, the

terminology used to describe viewers as "audience" ors
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"%rblic" wjfi be defined énd‘differentlated. ihen, the roi;

of the viewer will be explored cqﬂsiderlng,not only how5 '

exhibitions determine the consciousness of the viewer, but

also the viewer's creative role in the exhibition

L}
experience. .
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CHAPTER 11

THE EXHIBITION MEDIUM

I am interested to encourage an analysis of art,
but through the pleasure of looking, that's all.
I would like to see us be a little more
anthropological 1n the way we assess our own
cultural production. I feel that art now -
functions to keep people apart, to reinforce and
maintain class boundaries, and to encourage
exclusion and inequality through the cult of
"taste." I think this 1s wrong; yes, I .am
moralistic about this. I hope that my work might
play some role in the analysis of this situation,
and I hope it does so by bringing some pleasure
into the digcovery that the problem does not
necessarily lie with art but with those forces
which work to leglislate its meaning
(McCollum,1985:44).

This statement by artist Allan McCollum raises the

problemefic’of the ”legislation".of meaning, as ‘it is tled

to class and more specifically taste.

for a paradigm shift ﬁrom an "educatlonal" definition of

culture to one that is ”anthrobologlcal.”-‘These two notions

of culture are traditionally aptagonistic On the one hand,

an educational

from assumptions centered in academlc scholarshlp From this

»

8

He asserts the need

notion of culture ngag;ihga soclal behaviour




Qiew, only culture sanctioned by elite discourses of the .
achemy or museum is worthy of serious consideration. MOn
the othe{‘hand, an anthropologlcsi\definition of cuiE;;e

. describes the habitual practices, Spjects, institutions énd
other systems of integration 1ln a gibep soclety or
subculture (Fergquson,1985:108). Here the researcher makes no

“assumptlons about being objective, but rather, is concerned

with the identification Bf speclific models qhd gites.

This chapter will set out to f£irst describe taste as
it is determined by the social formations surrounding
exhibitions. The location of the préctices of taste cultures
at Q;rious institutions allows for deconstruction of their
diécursive fpnctions. After this, the course of the thesis,

e — —~

establishes metaphoric modéls which can be used to describe

*

the functions of exhibition. The art musipm tradition will
.l be used as a basis for analysis, providing a firm well-known
reference point ehabllné the articulatlon of the practices
at other exhibition sites as well. Methodologicaliy, this
chapter is the resu}t of an inductive procéss which seeks to
+—chart the nature and function ok the exhibition medium.
Using an ethnographic approach to éulturai analysis, the
argument will be honed by locating the commonalitief,

distinctions and spaces between exhibition discourse at

various sites, o

0



The Determinations of Taste
lTasté cultures can be described as social groups which
share a particular sensibility. Orleptatlons of taste plhy
a fundamental role/ln determiqing the exhibition expetienc;.
AsQumptlons of taste are nelther‘nétural or innate, but are’
socially 'constructed. Taste cultures, as discursive
formations in the overall culture, can be ideologlically
unmasked py looking at how they appear to be "natural."

The most commonly known taste culture withln_the art
museum tradition i1s that of connoisseurship, which has been
used to legifimate a par%lcularly privlléged point of view.
"A connolsseur is someone who positions him/herself as an
expert judge in matters of taste, especlally in the arts.

Generally connolsseurs tackle questions concerning the

" authenticity and attribution of works of art (painting and

sculpture épecifigally) placing ;hem in time and place‘and
ascribing tpem to an author on the basis of formal elements.
The word "&onnoisseu;" derives from the French word
"conpaltre," to know. Hence connoisseurship functlions as an
epistemological frame determining thtA"art" is.

The task of connoisseurshlp fequires long, intimate or
primaiy experience with original workg of art
(Kleinbauer,1971:43-45). Judgments concerning taste by
connoigseurs ("those-in-the-know") warrant further
_1nvé§tlgation becausé only a privilegedifew can_have sucﬁ

intimate visual knowledge. Access to the world's great

10




collections in the past was by noble birth, wealth, or

p£ox1m1ty to“;ither of thede two categories. Even today,
articulations?i of "good" and "bad" taste are closely tied to
the tradition of connolisseurship. ‘

A genealogy of the word "taste" undertakén bf Dick
Hebdige traces its evolution into a legitimating factor at
the root‘of particular ideologies. According to him, the
word "taste" originally denoted physiological sensatlions
such as the sensations of the palate in response to food.

By the eighteenth century "taste" evolved to describe both ")
aspécts of sociefy‘and aeéébetic forms. On the one hand it B
described social jddgments concerning the rules and codes of

polite socliety ("good taste"), while on the q;her it

515cerned the formal values of aesthetic objects. What is
particularly signif}cant is that the "laws"“ ahd "rules"® -
which were Invoked to authorize such judgments were seen as
"Godgiven, universal a;d timeless" (Belsey,1980:4). where
judgments of taste are legitimated using such ultimate

p;fﬂciples, their deconstruction exposes assumpéions rooted

in notions of privileée and superlority.

Hebdige points out how taste cultures define

themselves to some degree by the rejection of other taste

cultures. Value and recognition are created, particularly in
- the art world, by the creation of difference. "Taste is a
purely negative category constlituted ln the refusal of

adjacent taste formations" (Hebdige,1985:3). This sets in

11
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motion a process where institutional definition is sharpened
in rejection ¢f the "othér," usuallQ those who embody
opposing values: capitalism vs. socialism; private vs
public; central vs. marginal. Similarly, Martha Rosler
asserts: "The tfﬁth is that like all forms of
coﬁnbisseurship, the soclal value of high art depends
absolutely on the existence of a distinction between a ﬁigh’
and low culture." (Rosler,1984:312). At the same time an
economic 1oglc is created. A commercial, establishment art
gallery would never consider showling Gay Asian Vidéo.
Conversely, a commun;ty“based artist-run centre would not be
interested in exhibiting and selling the watercolours of
popular willd life‘paintef. Such activities would be
considered abnormal to each institution, the cha;acteristlc
response to a proposal of thilis nature being ridicule and
overt rejection. On Fhe one hand, the commercial gallery
would f£ind an exhibition of Gay Asian Video a bad prosbect

for sales, while the artist-run centre would reject wildlife

painting as "too commercial." }In short, these activities

would be considered outside the sensiblllity, taste or

particular discourse of the gallery. Hence,|the discourses

of the two gallg;ies can be viewad as being socially
determined, and defined in relatlon to opposing taste
cultures. ‘

Plerre Bourdleu has established a system of

correlations between the cultural values [(ie. taste

12
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prefqrences in food, musictlphofography, fiction etc.), the
education and the social oriéin of the consumer. Cultural
disposition,/values and competence correspond to the nature —_
\ fof the cultural goods consumed. Bourdieu locates such
consumption as occurring either‘mat#rlally, by the purchase
of particular objects, or symbolicglly, by participgtion
within a specific_audience. The assumption and expression of
"taste," then, is soclally determined by class. He;e he
distinguishes between the "aesthetic disposition,"
characteristic of the wealthy classes and elite art, and the
i "popular aesthetic," referring to the working classes and

£
popular art. Such distinctions between high and low culture

form a dialectic which, in opposition to an "other," enable
an articulation of taste as soclal expression 1 Extensive
education and/oxr bourgeois social origin would guaréntee, in
most bases,‘the capacity to adopt the "aesthetic
dispositlion." Such pre-conditions would enable the
development not only of the necessary perception for the
"aesthetic disposition,” but the linguistic tools which
enable its expression. Bourdleu terms the incorporation of
knowledge in this process as "cultural capital.”" Cultural

capital,(;ﬁgn, as the result of academic tralning or soclal

1. Bourdleu's distinction between high and popular
culture gives ideal types which are useful for the
analytical framework of this~fhesis. 7Tt is not my intention
to valorize one over the other but rather to look at how
they function-in relation to each other with a view to ’
revealing their inherent assumptions,

13
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conditioning,/ becomes the basis for perceptual 66mpetence
regarding g/;ork of .art. Bourdieu notes that removal from
economic A;cesslty, for example in bbu:geols adolescents and
. women,/iﬁdléated a propensiéy towards aesthetics and
aest?ﬁ%lcism. The "aesthetic disposition," then, presupposes
ecqﬁomic security as the taste culture of a soclially

piivlleged position. Ultlmatel}, the "inspired encounter™

./ :
/with a work of art is not available to anyone by virtue of

// their natural perceptual ablility, but I's specifically

determined by thelir soclal—egonomic class (Bourdieu, 1980:
225-254).

Tae motivating intention in the display of an a;tlf?ct
is in itself the product of soclal nérms and conventions and
determines whether it will.be perceived as an "art" object

or a "utilitarian” object. On the whole, Bourdieu

distinguishes the intent of the "aesthetic disposition,"” . .. .

which favours form over content, from that of the "“popular
aesthetic" which subordinates form to functlion. The
distinctions between these taste cultures reveal their

underlying assumptions:
'~
Locating the Aesthétic Disposition
Bourdieu's "aesthetic disposition," characterizing
connoisseurship, is based on the assumption that aesthetic

pleasure should be dispassionate, disinterested, critically

, FY R -
detaéhe@ and rooted in a relationship defined by distance.

Y
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Its "pure gaze" implies a break with the world, a systematic

refusal of involvement with human passions, emotions and
feelings. He notes that the modernist avant-garde rejected
themes which were inherently accessible or pleasurable in
favour of an ae§th%t1c which was cleansed of any
identification with the art gpbject.

The aesthetic disposition which tends to bracket
off the nature and function of the object
represented and to exclude any "naive" reagtion --
horror at the horrible, desire for the des?zable,
plous for the sacred -- along with all purely
ethical responses, in order to concentrate solely
upon the mode of representation, the style,
perceived and appreciated in comparison with other
styles, is one dimension of a total relaticn to
the world and others, a life style, in which the
effects of particular conditions of existence are
expressed in mis-recognizable form (Bourdieu,
1980:251).

The aesthetic disposition,'thefeducated vision, is not
k|
only demanded by the art museum, but has been
institutionalized by it. The museum frames objects,
promoting thelr status as "art." The Juxtaposition of
objects in art huseums demands attention to form over
function, %echnique over content. The\museum, in providing a
context for the "épre gaze," creates a ‘cacophonic rupturing
of the meanings orlglnally assoclated with objects. A
crucifix or funeral mask loses its original sacred function v
in the art museum.
A crucifix stood for Christ, a funeral mask for ' < °
the dead; and the idea of their being someday
brought together in the same museum, in order that
we might study their lines and masses, would have
struck their makers as nothing more or less than a
profanation (Malraux, in Solomon,1979:564).

15



Within the aesthetic &isposition, the original meanings of
onects give way to an emphasis on their formal aesthetic
values hlthin\spe exhlp{tion context. Thus the original
functions of obizgfs in providiﬁg a means of identification
are superceded by the notion of "art." The work of art {n
the museum context serves the interests of art-for—art}s-
sakg‘yhe;e beauty is formally defln;d by the form,
structure, and sequence of objects within the architecéural
frame. The pleas&zg of the "pure gaze" exists in
recognizing the object within the f£ine art tihdltion as a v
c;hnoisseur. The suspension of dilsbellief In a direct
"reiationship with the object is not encouraged. Rather, the
"pure gaze" refuses identification which is viewad as
facile. Ipdeed; it 1s within the museum context that Kant's
notion of separatiod of “the pleasures® £r9m "that which
gives pleasure” is assured (Hebdige,1985:9-11). Although
gdeﬁtificatlon is denied in such a dissolution of reallsm,2
it is not absent. Rathér, 1t shlfts from a representative
to aﬁ abstract level; from "the thing represented” (the
pleasures) to "the means of representation" (that which ‘
gives pleasure). The that which gives pleasure 1? the
discourse surrounding the aesthetic discourse ltself,,be it

that of modernism, art history or critical theory. As such,

A

2. By "realism" I mean the immediate comprehensibility
. of figurative images by the majority of people in Western

culture.
\.15
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'1dent}£1cation!becomes a privilege of those in-the-know,

educated or trained to‘enable-discursive identification.

I
\ . !

Locating the Popular Aesthetic
Where the "aesthetic disposition" denies overt
\
identification, the "popular aesthetic" celebrates human
identification with realism, the body, the emotional and

sentimental aspects of life (Hebdige 1985 14). As such, the

f o~

popular aesthetic constitutes a discourse of pleasure Its
/

corresponaing "naive gaze" (Bourdieu,1980:238) priVlleges

the function of the object over its form. 1In contxagt with
the distancing of the ﬁpure,gaze," participation occurs in
dfrect_%centification yith the work's content. The popular
aesthetic eﬁcourages suspension of diibelief to take place

\ in relatlion to works which are imﬁediately comprehensible.
L 4

The individual is afﬁowed to become lost in the collective
experience of the’exhibitlon. To illustrate this, Bourdieu
"describes the department store as the parad;gmatic Ypoor
man's gallerp."

The department store is, in a sense, the poor
man's gallery: not only because it presents
objects which belong to the familiar world, whose
use 18 known, which could be inserted into
everyday decor,!which can be named and judged with
everyday words (warm/cold; plain/fancy;
gaudy/dull; comfortable/austere, etc.) but more
specifically, there people do not feel themselves
measured against transcendent norms, the
principles of the lifestyle of a supposedly higher
class, but feel free to judge freely, in the name

- of the legitimate arbitrariness of tastes and
colours (Bourdieu, 1980: 238).

17
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/ The deliberate "naive gaze" offers more immediate

4Ib satisfactions than the formally oriented "pure gaze." Taste
/ is oriented towazds people enacting rathex than perceiving
/ their roles. Thus, the-p pulag;ﬁpectacle assures the
_ transmission of cultural meanii@%ﬁhnd customs by both
’ individual and collective participation. 3 \!
/ ‘ Bourdieu's definition of taste cultures 1dcates the; in
%/ either high culture (the museum) or popular culture (the
' (department store). Taste,-rather than being inherent, is
presented as a goclal accompiishmént. Bourdieu's
conslderation of the social production ofwtaste provides a
basis for the-larxrger question of discursive framing at
exhibltion sites. .
There exist a plethora of designed architectural sites
where a3, speciflic "gaze" oriented to taste consumption has
ﬁa , been framed: segregated off from the everyday wﬁrld for the
production of ég%cific experiences. Exhibition.sites
+ provide places within socliety where a multiﬁlici?y of
discourses overlap and {ntersect. An historical museum, for
example, could present more than one exhibition discourse
simultaneously. Antique paintings prized by connoiiseyrs

could be presented simultaneously with a- more "popular"

‘ exhibition of clothing from Hollywood £ilms.

t

3. In this way Bourdieu's popular aesthetic is similar
to John Dewey's notion of the emancipatory quality of a
social and utilitarian art which overcomes alienation by a
process of doing and undergoing.

-4
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The following section will examine two sites of
exhibition, each representing the institutionalization opfr;a
taste culture. Germain Bazin, a proponent of the “aésthetfc
disposition,"” laments the popularizing of exhibitions at the-
world famous Louvre, while Tony Benett and Grahame
'rhou;pson's conslc;eration of Blackpool Pleasure Beach in
England exploies ‘an embodiment of the "popular aesthetic" at
a site‘ designed for the s;nse pleasures. Where the Louvre
presents the "aesthetic disposition” in the continuum of its
one-of-a-kind art colléétlon, the Pleasure Beach presents
sinulated environments which re-represent aspects of popular
culture, | !

v To/ some degreg the "aesthetic disposition" and the
"popular aesthetic"™ define themselves by rejectlng each
ofher. Bourdieu claims that the "popular aesthetic" is.
characteristic of the working classes and constantly obliged
to define itself in terms of dominant aesthetics. ] |

Popular taste 1is predicated on a knowledge that. it

is both ralded and despised by its "betters"™ and

that the difficulty of avant garde art and ,

legitimate taste despite the protestations of

thelir adherents that they long to "educate” and

"elevate” the public and “"popularize® the
classics, derives, on the contrary,

precisely from
th:_uu_m_knp_ths_mm:_o.uk (Hebdige,1985:14).

Such Bxgluslvlty is evident in Bazin's book The Museum Age,

which demonstrates the-institutionalized "aesthetic
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disposition” of his experience at the-Louvze.‘ He laments
the museum's shift from directing its programmes to an |
audience of connolsseurs, to a more popular ozientation. He
views the masses as having "stolen" the museum from the
connoisseurs which originally founded it.

The coﬁtempozary museum is, paradoxically, least

geared to the individual most likely to understand -

it. But does the general public at least profit

from it? (Bazin,1967:276). ,
Bazin's patronizing and contemptuous view of the pépukgr
audienée exemplifies the aesthetic disposition's refusal of
the pépular aesthetic. He views the museum's ‘orientation to-
a public outside the connoisseurs as providing "predigested
culture” which satisfies only superficiai motives for
cocktail éonVersatiBn ﬂHe perceives this as a ahlft from
excluslve scholarLy appreclatiqn of the museum "notebook in
hand" to a "hedonlstic esthetic." Here the elltlstw
appreciation of abstract discourse ("that which glves
pleasure”) is defined adhinat atrect involvement with the

sense pleasures ("the '‘pleasures"). Hence Bazin considers

4. The Louvre is the symbol of high culture. Three
quarters of the objects housed.at the Louvre came from
former Royal collections. Under Louls XIV, the royal
collections were opened to artists to enable them study

© works of quality. Henceforth, the collections began to form

a background for lntellectual and artistic activities such
as annual exhibitions.- Wwith the French Revolution of 1792~
93, "the king's property was nationalized, The Republican
government declded that the palace of the Louvre should be
opened as a public museum. The ‘Louvre ultlmately became a _
symbol of ‘hationalism and patriotism, whose treasures
belonged to "the people" (Wittlin,1949:118).

- D
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"the aesthetic disposition" as Lthe only valid epistemology.

His view presumes that the.populaz hedonistic aesthetic is

’liresponplble.

The public rejects knowledge and the attendant
responsibllity for a hedonistic aésthetic. But
what does it matter? All the efforts are worth it
for the few who do care. As for the rest, as long
as they are distracted, that is able to £ozget
themselves for a while, that suffices
(Bazin,1967:276).

~ Throwing up his *hands in elitist frustration, Bazin laments

fhe accommodati®n of the pobulariaesghetig as the proverbial
castinglof pearls before swine. gis attitude clearly
patronizes the mass audience, "...let them distract
themselves for a while."™ The a;sumption'here is that the
public's taste, because it does not incorporate a scholarly,
initiated,” elitist discourse, is invalid. What jis worth 1it,

‘his ultimate concern, is reaching thdsq few connoléseurs who

"do care. Bazin shows ﬁo\concern for the alienation which is

. \
produced by the aesthetic disposition in relation to a mass

audiené@. Where soclalization and/or education gives the

<

melite audience an understanding of the intention behind

works of art, those unaware of such aesthetic codes would
AN f :

feel incapable of making distinctions between good and bad

art, and might therefore find formally oriented work

dlsconcert@ng. - -~
)

Ultim&tely, the aquect position of the viewer at the

Louvre is framed by laws of behaviour which do not invite l

transgression. One must consent to accepting a particular
» ~ ﬁ -
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*discursive point of view, that of the aesthetic disposition,

in order to hgve the experience lnﬁended by lhe-curatprs.
It Is in opposition to the assumed superiorlty‘of the
discourse of high art that popular culture 'takes its stance.
Hebdige states, "gnowiné that it is despised by high
culture, its moo? is one of insolence, carnivalland category
inversion® (1985:114). Popular culture underminés the laws
of elite culture 'by reversal, carnival and parody which

[ ]

ultimately produce a sort of emancipatory laughter.

in England reveal such a popular exhibition dlscéprse. In

Thompson anz Bennett's descriptions of Blackpool Beach .
contrast with th@ abstracted, alienated mode of
identification particular to the aesthetic disposlglon,
Blackpool Beach was speblffcally deplq?ed to evoke the sense
pleasures. As an early workiné-class version of Disneyland,
Blackpool Pleasure'agach presents the spectacle of a modern
carnivai. The experience of Blackpool Beach can be
described in terms of fun, amusement and play, and
especlally of pleasure and gonsumption (Thompson,1983:125):

The site occupled by the Pleasure Beach was originally
a gypsy camp during the mid-nineteenth ce;éury. In the
summer gypsies would offer traditional ehtertalnments
fncludlng astrology, fortune telling, palmistry, phrenology
etc. Mechanical rides were dev?loped in the 1880s. As the
century turned, the gypsies were evicted in efforts to give

bleasu:e "an alr of bourgeois respectability

\
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‘(Bennett,1983:40). However, the nature ‘of the carnival )

remained. Each ride at Blackpool Beach presents a slmul%ted
reality which presents a context for identifitation in

participating in particular sensations, rules or themes.
A

+Like the iaying out of a deck of tarot cards, the magic of '
Blaékpooi exists in both upright and inverted positions. On
the one hand,opportunit;es exist for idgntlficgtion with the o
rituals of commerce in the straight purchase of cohmoditlesi. '
While on the other, the inversions of carnival provide

opportunities to free oneself from the normal and

acceptable. For example, at Blackpool the normal behaviour

of tryiné to avoid hltting'another car is reversed 1n the

- bumper car ride where the object is to hit the next guy.

]

Thus, the authority of soclal laws are inverted or suspended o

at‘the pleasure beach. Participation in the carnival exists

as one transgresses the normal order of things.

(a carnival)...is a rebellious event in which
prohibitions and their transgression co-exist and
s0 specify an ambiguous representation. Carnival
is a play without a stage. The participant, both
actor and audience, looses a sense of
individuality by passing through a zero point of
carnivalesque activity and splitting into a
subject of spectacle and the object of the game.
The player is rendered into a double. This is not
simply parody, which would tend to reinforce the
law of the acceptable. This laughter 1is more -

. provocative and serious - it undermines that law
by laughing at it (Thompson,1983:133).

Here the invitation to pa{gqubate in transgressing the
dominant order of things promotes identification. The

carnival celebrates the emotional aspects of life

. 23



characterlstlcnof the bobular‘aeathetic. Blackpool Beach, .
in institutionalizing thé popular aesthetic, is a carnival
ﬁqtchﬂallows for flsaures within discourse, and’thua, change
and tradsfornation; gaweber, ultimately the rupture of
hegemony 1is delimited by the codtflcatlon of such pleasures
;for‘consuﬁbtion. As Thqﬁpson points out:

Where the»body may be yhirledﬂupslde down hurled

this way and that...the dominant order remains
- sollidly intact and unwaveringly the rlght way up

(Thompson,1983:153).

' Ultihately, both the "popular aesthetic” and the "aesthetlc :
dispositlon" exist wthln the overall system of commodlty
relations Where the aeathetic disposition” denlea
ldentlficatlon and promotes distance and abstract
relationships with the objects presented, the popular

, " aesthetic pfoToteg and even inverts identlflcatlon. These
two tasté positions can be saen as ideal typea which exist
within an overall cﬁltutal context, both subject to similar
~political and economic forces outside thelir institutional
borders. Existing cont:adicttona within these types at
particular sites are quite revegilng.s For example, popular
art is frequently valorized by ellte art lnstitutlona, as
seen in thi recent trend towards pzesenting street graffiti

as art in a gallery context, or conversely, populatfmedia

apparatuses can present the elite art dibcouzae, as occurs s

5. Whexe such leVelltng of taste is chagactezistlc of
postmodernism, a closer examination of this phenomenon is /
outside the scope of this thesis.
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' when "artists" are depicted on aaytime soap operaé 6n
network TV. .

In sum, "the aestﬁetié disposition" and "the popular
aesthetlé# héve been described heré as models of taste
cultures. While taste cqlturés form significant discursive
formations, they do not,,iﬁ themselves, constitute the
singular discourse of exhibitlions. Bourdieu!s aesthetlic
distinctions are useful as ideal types to consider when
characterizing exhibitions as discursive clusters Vithin the

overall cultural context.

Communication Blas in Exhibitions
‘ Exhibitions mediate the objects they display in two
pariicular Qays. éirst, exhibition sites enshrine ‘
particular values within communities. This I shall re?er to

" as the "monumeﬁtjfuhction." Second, exhibition sites
fungtlon as social forums where discourse 1s created and
disseminated. This, in thrn, wil{ be referred to as the:
"forum-function."” The lIntroduction of.tﬁ;se metaphors for
describing the functions of art institutlions parallels
Harold Innis's theory that communicgtiohs media are blased

by either "time" or "space." 6

, 6. I am using Harold Innis' concepts of time and space
bias metaphorically to describe particular functions of,
exhibition sites. Innis' analysis of communications media
allows an expansion of the "traditional temple versus forum
debate within museology (see Cameron,1971:11-24).
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hccording to Innis, tﬁe bias of coﬁmunicqtlons media by
Qither space or time corresponds with Qartlcular forms of
institutiohs and interests. The distlnqtlons of bias are
inherent in the material of the medlumfitself. On the one
hand, media that are durable and difficult to transport,
such a clay or stone, would be "time bfnding." Due to
their durability throughoui time, they would perpetuate-a
concern with history and tradition. In turn, this would
support hierarchical forms of organization, which favour
conéractlonlst (ie. drawing power to themselves) types of
institutions. On the other hand,fmedia that are light and
- less durable, such as paper or tglevision, would
characterize a "space bias." Space blas is characterized by
" the quick transmission of information through space which
favours expansionist types of’ofganlzatlons typical of
technlcai and secular institutions. In addition, space bias
favours an orientation to the present or future. 1In short,
where the qualities of time biased media characterize the
sacred, moral and historical, those of space blased media:
evoke the secular, technical and the "now." A metaphoric
examination of these functions within exhibitions provides

models for the ways display mediates objects.

" The Monument-function of Exhibjtion Sites
According to Innis, the durability of "time blased"

media fosters a concern with the history, rituals and
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'traditions of a particular soclety. Expressions of povei

sustained ;n static form, in turn} correspond to the growth

of ‘hierarchical organizations, particularly types of elite
priesthoods. The "lﬁage" of a museum can be seen to

characterize such expressions in a social context. Indeed,

the architecture cf any exhibiting institution functlons—as'

-a time bound monument emphasizing the r{tualistic and mythic ’
function of consolidating valued objects. While this

monument-function exists in the exhibitions of both elite

' and popular culture (for example, Cinderella's castle at

Walt Disney World functions as a monument), the following
section describes its functions in relation to the museum
tradition.

Carol Duncan and Allan Wallach characterize the
architecture of museums as "ceremonial." Ceremonial forms
of architecture also include temples, churches, shrines and
certain kinds of palaces. Duncan and Wallach point out how
the structure of the institution itself becomes a key agent
in the production of ideology.

sso{the museum) is not merely a collection of art

objects but an architectural experience whose real

content and subject matter is what happens in its
spaces...ceremonial architecture promotes,

produces ox imposes upon the various people who

pass through or occupy it a particular

consciousness with a definite structure and set of

values., It creates an environment in which

outlooks and beliefs about indiyidual experience

" a directly lived (Duncam/Wallach, 1978: 48).
The production of consciousness described by Duncan and
fwallach is integral to time binding media's concern with
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ritual. Henqe, the monument-function of wmuseums can be
1oéaEed ih thelr architectural conventions.

| Although no universal at@ﬂi??ctquI vocabulary exists
for museums, the monument-function, which is common to all,
is often expréssed as a response to classiclism
(Ghafour1,1987:9§—102). Many metropolitan museums built
during the eighteenth and nineteenth cenéufiea, and at the
burn of the twentieth century display approprlaged'classlcal
fozﬁs such as colﬁmns, pediments, rotundas and grand
stalrways. Classical facades refer to the masterpleces of
Greek and Roman antiquity which, in turn, affirm the history
of western civilization. The grand staircase originated
during the Renaissance and came to be associated with
libraries, palaces and museums where they provided a
éeremonlal passage through the entrance way to the "higher
world" of the collections themselves (Gr?enberg, 1987).

Since the Second onld War a Broadening of the museum's

social functions has led to a broadening of approaches to
architectural design, however, self-consciously monumental
forms have persisted. Modernist museum architecture,
typified in bulldings of the International Style, presents
abstracted classical forms. In the Guggenheim Museum, Frank
Lloyd Wright tranglated the traditional elements of grand
stalrway and rotunda expanding in an uﬁQard and outward
spiral. The visitor is initially lifted by elevator to the

top of the building, corresponding to hef/hla transport into
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the higher reality of art. S8imilarly, in postmodern terms,
" the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris reinterpreted the
pzinciplé of the grand stairway in the form of an-external

_eacalatg; whféﬁ/hoves people up the side of the building to
tﬂ;/art gallerie? at the top of the structure. Modetn
ceremonial works are enduring monuments to the creative
genius.of>an elite‘priesgkﬁod, the profes;ion of architects
itself. | ’

" In any community, museum architecture.functlons as a
pedestal for the collection. it presents. The enduring )
presence of architectural forms in prominent positions in
urban culture is chardcterlst;c of thg monument-function,
and reinforces the traditionai view of museums asbfemples of
art;

Museums provide a context which simulates a particular
conﬂflousness, a gqulet space where contemplation of rare,
original and/or his%orical objects is encouraged. The
experience of coming into the presence of enduring works, ////
existing within the domain of tradition is characteristic of )
time-biased media. An important aspect of the museum ritual
exists as the visitor ehcoun(g;s what Walter Benjamin has
texrmed the "aura" generated By original works of art.
Benjamin asserted that the presence of the original is é
prerequisite to the concept ?f authenticity. The

accumulated history of tﬁe object in relation to 1its

succession of contexts was a key element of its aura. In
e

29
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‘turn, the ambience generated in museums by originai art
works is an important aspect of the monument-function.

, “There is é corresponding political dimensioﬂ to the
time bias which relates to what Innls has termed
"hierarcﬁicél forms of power." This canvbe correlated with
the trajltlonal Fies between museums and thelr patrons:
royalty' (the court) or religion (the priesthood}. 1In
present times very rich collectors, both private and
c?rporate, form a cénstant substructural support to the art
world, and have a great deal of leverage witlh museum and
gallery directors gnd curators, often themselves being 1
trustees or board members oé art ‘Institutions and ggantlng
agenclesz (Rosler,1984:318). The hegemony that results in
these central institutions imposes a characteristic dynastic
power over museums, which perpetuates over time. Where
patrons constitute the apex of the administrative hierarchy,
their authority constitutes monopolies of knowledge which
d;fine which attitudes and values will be celebrated and
affirmed: éqch ideological bilases are often inherent in the
patronage of museums7 by corporations,or governments which
promote speciflc traditions. Tﬁe monument-function .
encompasses the museum's role in the production of a

tradition of {'cultural meaning," specifically a

hierarchically) based 1mposffion of sacred, moral or

T
7. Corporate patronage also determines the rhetorical
thrust at exhibiting institutions such as the Epcot Centre -
operated in Florida by Walt Disney Enterprises.
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histaricalizzluea. In short, the monument function

corresponds to the museum's role as an architecturally

4

inscribed ritual script and as a slte of hierarchically
L 4 [}

based cultural power. Overall, the centripetality of the
monument-functloﬁ generates a singular, unifying context in

relation ib’fhe exhibition of artifacts.

Duncan and Walla characterize a visit to a museum as
a performance by the visitor as they follow a "ritual script
written into the architecture aﬁd its decorations"®
(1978:48). The ritualistic essence of the monument-function
can be examined within the broader discourse of tourism.

Modern tourism, like participation in anything which

constitutes a diversion from the ordinary, such as the arts,
ceremonials, sports, or folklore, typifies human egploratory
behaviour (Nelson, in Graburn,1977:17). People seek
;rtificial sources of stimulation to make up for the
shortcomings of the everyday environment.

Tourism as a form of leisure activity structures
the personal life cycle to provide alternative
pexiods of work and relaxation...in general, a
tourist is a temporarily leisured person vwho
voluntarily visits a place away from home for the
purpose of experliencing a change...Tourlsm as
defined...does not universally exist but is
functionally and symbolically equivalent to other
institutions that humans use to embellish and add
meaning to their lives (Graburn,1977:17).

When people travel, exhibitions often bacome a focus for
activity. It is no accident that articles on the world's
31
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museums appear more often in the travel section of
newspapers rather than in the arts and entertainment
section. Nortp Americans migﬁt go to EBurope to-aee the
masterpleces qf western art while Europeans might go to éhe
United States to see wadt‘Diéney World. Even in the city
vwhere we live, a visit to an exhibition is like a tour
outside our normal daily life. s

The tradition of tourism is linked with other rituals
of self-discovery throughout hlstorxg often related to an
arduous mearch for an absolute "other" outside one's
original cultural context.  .In poslfioning him/herself
discursively in Eplation to tﬁe other, the lhdivid;al is
transformed. Such rites of passage by individuals as
toﬁrists have evolved paradigmatically.

...what begins as the proper actiQity of a hero

(Alexander the Great), develops into the goal of a

socially organjzed group (The Crusades), into the

mark of status of an entire social glass (the

Grand Tour of British "gentlemen"), eventually

becoming upiversal experience (the tourist)

(MacCannell, 1976:5).
Thé‘rewards of traditional pilgrimages were the accumulated
grace and moral leadership in the home community. Similarly,
the grand tour of the English gentleman brought-reapect and
good connections once he returned home. ’The rewvards of ‘
modern tourism are values we now "worship”; mental and
'physical wealth, social status, and diverse, exotic

experiences (Graburn,1977:24). In his book The Tourist,

Dean MacCannell describes the mind of the tourist as a
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metonymic model for universal experience in the apprehension'“
of modern civilization. He sees everyone as a potential
tourist. Disclaiming the intellectual tendency to deride
tourigts and tourlsm, he asserts:

The rhetoric of moral superiority that comfdrtably

inhablits this talk about tourists was found in

uncomfortably prejudicial statements about other

"outsiders," Indians, Chicanos, younq people,

blacks, women (1976:9).
Within the overall discourse of tourism, tourists define
themselves in rejection of those seen as outside themselves.
A hierarchy is thus created within the mass audience itself.
The tourlist's critique of tourism is based on the desire to
go beyond other "mere" tourists, to have deeper, more
authentic experliences.

The rhetoric of tourism is full of manifestations

of authenticlity of the relationship® between

tourists and what they see: this 1s a fypical

native house; this is the very place the leader
fell; this 1s the actual pen used to sign the law;

this is an original manuscript

(MacCannell,1976:14). . o
Clearly, authenticity. is the special magic of tourism in
general. Tourist attractions become fetishistic aépects of
the commodity form, organizing meaning and enticing desire
for experience beyond one's basic material needs. A visit to
a tourist attraction goes beyond witnessing the sight itself
aqd'becomes partlcipationvin a collective system of values.
Such visits constitute rituals, defined Sy Erving Goffman as
a“"perfunctory conventionalized act through which an

14

individual portrays his respect and regard for some object -
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of ultimate value to its stand in" (Goffman, in
MacCarnnell,1976:42). The tourist attraction séands as a
representation for "ultlmagf values" percelved by the
viewer. Thus the meaning of the attraction is infused by the
tourist as witness. The exhibition/attraction persuades by
offering pleasure in involving participants symbolically in
a common enterprise which calls attention to joint interests
in a compelling way, promoting conformity and satisfaction
in conformity (Horne,1986:69).

MacCannell describes the semlotics of tourlsm2§s an
empirical r?lationship between a "tourist," a "siéhf"\and a
"marker," which together constitute a "tourist attraction"
(MacCannell, 1976:187). A tourist) as viewer, visits a marked
sight. "Markers," corre;ponding to signifiers, indicate the
sighF at the level of pgychologlcal fact, mental image, or
idea. Markers can take many forms: guidebooké, signs,
-information tables, slideshows, travelogues, souvenir
postcands etc. Similarly, the "sight" 1tsef£ corresponds to
the "signified" element of Zhe semiotic relationship. The
sight exists as an objective fact. It is the marker that
invests it with meanlﬂg. For example, the Bonnie and Clyde
shootout area at Quaker Ridge, Iowa, is simply a patch-of
wild grass marked with a; elaborate sign provided by the
mo%ion picture industry and a listing in a state tourist
brochure (Haqunn911,1976:14). once the sight has been

framed by its marker, it connotes a "sacred" tourist
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attraction: In-turn, the ritual attitude exists in the
tourist esmthe duty of lovingly performing the "must seesi
of the touzlstic process. Overall, the authentic tourlstic

mexperience lnvolves not merely connecting a marker to a

sight, but participation in the collective ritual in which
{

\ one connects one's own marker to a sight alreedy marked by

others (MacCannell,1976:187). The extensive framing of
teurist attractions has rendered entire countries into
museums . Egypt,'for example,’ is marked in boyks, brochures,
£1lm ahd TV as a land of splengid anthultlesi One might
see the quinteseentialﬁmodern Qllgrim at the pyramids of

Giza carrying a Michelin guide as a devotional text

.

(Horne,1984:21).

-

Exhibitions give the tourist-visitor the opportunity to

experience the past, proilde new perspectives on the

>
\present, or provide a zespite from the work week in a tour

of an, alternate zeallty. In each case, s/he returns to
normal life in some way renewed. The nature of this

experience .parallels anthropological studies of sacred

<

rituals where experiences of altered reality mark the
passage of natural or social time. We might remember the

“"year we went to Europe" or "the time we went to Disneyland"

“~

as haVlng a specific signiflcance. The "sacralization" of

the visit elevates participants to a state where non-
N

ordinary, marvelous thlngs happen; \Convetsely, the process

of "desacralization™ marks the :eturn to everyday llfe.
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Visits to sxhibftions, then, ‘can characterize non-orxdinary
(or sacred) experience in alteration with normal (or
‘profane) 1li¥e.

-

In addition to marking time, a visit to an exhibition
can be seen as‘steppinq from one time continuum to another.
The viewex becomés, in effect, a étouzist in time." Where
some exhibitions o££e£ a contemplative opportunity to
witness authentlic objects éxlsting as théy did months,
years, centuries or millennia ago, others offer the-

- opportunity to.participate in environments- which almulate“
the future. 'The tourist pecomes politically neutered in an
escape . to absolute pasts or futures because, outside of thg
present, actions have no effect. The current interest in
establishing and expanding museums can be seen as a
nurturlnq instinct in an insecure age. A walk through a
museum Rrovldeg the security of participating ;n narratives
where the outcome 1s already known. stmllaily, sclence
museums and the Dishey theme parks‘present simulacra of the
£uture.‘As escapes from the present, they provide an

" alternate to‘the anxieties and vertigo produced in an
exgonentially accelerating world described by Arthur Kroker,
whe;e everything moves faster and faster and faster.
éxhibftlon; offer enchantment as a resplite from living time.
The mon&hgnt—function exists in this escape from time—which—

\
passes (historical time) to time-which-endures (absolute

time). Exhibitions, then, constitute a suspension of time
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within an otherwise inevitable brocess%on of daysl Where’ —
real life is unified fromloﬁe year to the next in %emorx,
events taking ?lace in "absolute" time provide ver% specific
memories which substitute for ﬁ&ths and reldgion. ?hese. —
myths consti?ute created realities embodying partidwlar
ideologies which invite willing participation.

| As a site of human exploratory behaviour, an exhibition ‘
- gives the visitor the opportunity to "see-for-oneself."

This reflexivity takes the form of a pérformance witr tﬁe
visitor as the performer. 1In order to see an exhibition,

the visitor must move through it, a process of selecting
views, deciding focus and allotting time in the perc\ption

of eaqh Yiew. The museum, in turn, provides a scr1p3 of
"doiné—codes"‘to be performed (Duncan and wallach,
1980:450). . The experlence 1is self-reflexive In that the
seeing-for-oneself, in combination with the given play of
elements, creates the overall experience. In his |
consideration of performance art, anthropologist VictoL
Turner introduces the concept of "liminality" to.descr}be

the symbolic nature of any public show. "Liminallty,"
literally meaning "on-the-threshold," designates the states
and proceéseg that exist between nor&?l day-to-day culture
and soclety (Turnér,1977:33-83). The structures of

liminality can be)used to describe the state induced by the

museum's *doing codes."

!
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Turner typifies liminal time as being similar in
feeling to'the subjunctive, a mood tgnse. Liminal time is
not controlled by the clock. It is rather a time of
enchantment when anything might (or even should) happen.
Correspondingly, liminal soclo-cﬁltural processes invoke
actions and states not as faéts, but as things to be
entertained or emotionally viewed as a matter of doubt,
desire, will, posﬁibility, etc. Like the potency and
potentiality indicated i{n the subjunctiée tense itself, "If )
Marilyn Monroe were alive today, she Qould look like .
this...," the notlQn of liminal time ig full of experiment
and play. .

Liminal experience functions as a kind of passage.

. Exhibitieps, for example, serve as vehicles of transition
. from cne socio-cultural state and status to ano?hor.
Similar to rituals-marking timeless events, the liminal
experience allows for the affirmation of collective cultural
experiences. . Turner elaborates on the stages of ritual |
within time which I will illustrate using a visit to walt
Disney World. . -

Walt Disney World is an elaborately marked and framed
tourist attraction. The visitor must drive for miles
through toll booths with Mickey Mouse ear motifs, to parking
lots named afterlcartoon characﬁers, finally arriving via

> auto-trains and ferry at Fantasyland. As the viewer

approaches, there is a simultaneous transformation from
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ordinag}”time into ritual time. At the gates of Fantasyland, -
as tﬁe viewer pays a $21.50 admission fee, the "margin"‘oz
"limen" stage is entered -- a limbo between the éast and
present moaes of daily‘existence. For every visit to ,
Fantasyland, the sense of time remains essentlally the same.
_Itsncentralaturn-of-tﬁe-century walkway, Uﬂiﬂﬁ&;ﬁﬁk_ﬂLg*A;l
is perpetuélly everyone's hometown.

The potentiality of the subjunctive mood can be
consldered at Dishéy World in relation to the contextually
delineated possibilities, the "what 1£‘s." The riég‘zgzgx
Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, for example, evokes

subjunctive potentia%ity: "If Jules'Verng‘s novel could
come alive, It would have beenﬁlike this..." The ride
stimulates the senses, surrounding the viewer in movement,
sight and sound: opening up the realm of possibliity. Thisi
simulated experience of adventure and nineteenth century
nostalgla is intended to fascinate the viewer.

The final state of the Disney theme park ritual marks
the return to everyday. Turner terms this as\yre—
aggregation" -- the return to mundane lifé, eigher at a
higher status, or in an altered state of coﬁsciousness or
social being. The visitor returns with souvenirs and
photographs, having "done" Walt Disney World. The money
that was spent is presumably equal to the amount of pleasure

had. Graburn's description of the symbolic functions of

spending money correlates with Turner's stages of ritual.
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'For most people the financial aspects of tourism
parallel the symbolic. One accumulates enough

money with which to vacation, much as one

progressively acquires the worries and tedium of

the workaday world. Going away lightens this

mental load and also one's money. Running out of

money at the end of a holiday is hopefully

accompanied by running out of cares and worries --

with the converse accumulation of new perspectives

and general well being. The latter counteract the

workaday worries with memories of more carefree

times (Graburn,1977:23).

Notions of both sacred and liminal time are ordered by
rules of procedure, written and unwritten. In addition to
his considerations of procedures in time, Turner states that

v/
all performances require framed space set off from the
routine world. Even huge.public events which use everyday
spaces for thelr stage, in fact hallow these spaces for the
- duration of liminal time. In exhibitions, liminal space
/exists in the framing of images and symbols sanctioned off
for scrutiny, assessment and i{f need be, remodelling and
rearrangement. Liminal space, like liminal time is rigid and
ordered by ritualistic procedure. Conversely, carnivals by
trespassing the laws of framing, allow for more flexibility.
Liminal rituals are framed, while carnivals In essence
refpsé framing.

Within liminality, the viewer experiences the "wonder
of the presentation.”™ The sobriety and solemnity of the
museum ritual dramatize paradigms of axiomatic value and
uphold established principles and truths (Tu:ner,l977:3{1;\~
As such, museums provide a context where meanings can be e

imposed on objects which would have distinctly different
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meanings outside the institution. There is also a soclal
dimension to liminality in museums, for the will to °
partiéipate‘is fg itself a framing device. The visftoé must
accept to some degree the given axioms within the art

discourse as "the willing suspension of disbellef" in order

to comprehend tﬁe experience. -

The Forum-function of Exhibition Sites

We have seen in the above the liminal aspects of the
monument-function as it relates to the viewer. This J P
function has been characterlzed by a metaphoric reference to
Innis' notion of time bias. At this point, I will turn to
the §£Her function derived from Innis: the notlon of space
bias which will be shown to be allied to the museum's forum-
function; The forum-function of exhibitions corresponds to .
their role in disseminating inform;tion, encompassing
activities and stimulating debate. Where the rigid and
ordered framing of liminality corresponds to, the monument-
function, the axliomatic laws of the muséum frame are open to

being transgressed in its concurrent forum-function. This is

possible because the forum-function exists in the presenf

where action is p;;sjBle.
As "forums,")the museum's functions include’travelling

exhibitions, bureaucratic networking with other institutions
and the use of television and other communications media for

outreach programmes. According to Innis, the visual arts,

L3
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writing, and TV are forms of technology which emphasize

space over time. The light and easily transportable
qualities of space bound media ultimately favour the growth
of centrally disseminated political authority. Museums
characterlze a space bias in their huge extended size, thelir
focus on ;entrhllzed administration, and their tendency to
gage success quantitatively, in terms of quantitlies of
visitorxrs and size of collections. 1In addition, museums
reflect the space blas' privileging of technology over
meaning when priority is placed on the scientific
conservation of works, and decentralized authority 1n‘the
institution of management tféinlng and exhibition technique.

Andre Malraux's proposal for a "museum without walls"
emphasized a space blas when he spoke of a decentralized Qnd
diésemlnatable museum. It was to consist of a collection of
photographically reproduced art works. His intention was to
reveal art through photoéraphy by enabling the public to
survey reproductions of art from any historgcal period.
These images, in turn, could be arranged in any order. This
use of photography hampered a direct relatlonship with
original artworks b§ deliberately emphasizing specific
conventions: close ups, lighting, special angles to bring
out detail etc (Wilson, 1965). Thus the use of photoéraphy
to reproduce art mediated the auratic status of the work.

To Halran, the museum ‘was an affirmation, while

photographically reproduced artwoiks constltdted an
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"interrogation” (Malraux,1967:162). Though Malraux was /
awjkg of the work of art as an encounter with time, his
"museum without walls" implicitly privileged spéé? bound
.media over time bound msdia (Malraux, in 3010mon,1979:565).

In sum, two functions exist simultaneously fn museums:
The forum-function is based in pblitics while the monument-
function is based in tradition. Thus the dissemination of
reproduced material. by the museum is dlstinguiéﬁ?ﬂ from its
" more traditional role of enshrlnlng original works of art.
In this regardy Walter Benjamin's assertion that the
reproduction of the original object separates it from the
realm of tradition correlates with the museum's monument and
forum functions.

One might generalize by saying: the technique of

reproduction detaches the reproduced object from

the realm of tradition. By making many

reproductions, it substitutes a plurality of

coples for a unique existence. And in permitting

the reproduction to meet the beholder and listener

in his own particular situation, it reactivates

the object reproduced. These two processes lead

to a tremendous shattering of tradition which is

the obverse of the contemporary crisis and renewal

of mankind (Benjamin, in Solomon, 1936:554).
The technique of reproduction (characteristic of the forum-
function), plays a role in detaching reproduced objects from
their "auratic” state (characteristic of the monument-

function). Benjamin foresaw the effect that the reproduéed

"museum without walls" would have concerning the conditions

of art production and viewing. With the physical ’

decontextualizing of art works through mass reproduction,
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their accumulated cogtextual "present" was dissolved. They
were no longer relics. Benjamin posited that because of

]

this, a total severing in the function of ‘art would take

place.
<

...to an ever increasing degree art is designed

for its reproducibility...the instant that the

criterion of authenticity ceases to be applicable

to artistic production, the total function of art

is reversed. 1Instead of being based in ritual, it

begins to be based in another practice -- politics

_(Benjamin, in Solomon,1936:557).
Mechanical reproduction of art by photography, offset
lithography, or TV imageé dissolves the ritualistic function
of exhibition, marking the possibility of a politics of
exhibition. This takes place in the decentralized control
of, what Innis would term, "emplFe" ~--the centralized
authority of the fine art discourse. Ultimately, Malraux's
formal proposal for a -"museum without walls" has been
-superceded by the\contémporary printed art discourse
constituted by museum catalogues, art Jjournals, books and
calendars which transmit information concerning art from the
large metropolitan centres of the world. Thils "museum
without walls," in its reproduction of original works of
art, feeds on the monument-function in its function as the
"mausoleum of aura" (Wollheim,1986:22-26).

The - forum-function can be located where the art
discourse intersects with the museum itself. Most recently

the political debate concerning museums has involved the

valorization of art-as-cgymodity on the one hand, and a
J
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Eritique‘of art institutions themselves on the other. One

bos;tion is marked by a concerted effort by cultural
bureaucracies, museum; corporations and the art marketplace
;o marginalize and suppress the criticism of art
institutions and to encourage the perception of traditional
fine arts categories as marketable commodities
(Crimp,1984:49-81).

However, in opposition to this, artists as a social
group have responded by transgressing their institutionally -
"appointed" places. Artlist's critique of art's ” ]
institutionalization has taken the form of exhibitioné which
function as discursive interventions inpto the museum itself.
These serve to reveal normally igvisible institutional ‘
politics and economics Such polftical artist%c practice
focuses specifically on revealling assumptionslconcernlng the
.context of art o )

The definition of art by its context within a galleiy
has been in place since Marcel DQchamp exhibited his
"urinal" /in 1917. As modernism progressed, a reversal
occurred where the context of art became the actual content
of the work. This often occurred in exhibitions where
'objects introduceq into the gallery "framed" the galle;y
and/or assumptlions about it. Contemporary artlists who have
aﬁtempted to resist cultural hegemony by critiguing

. 2

institutional dlscourses include Hans Haacke, Daniel Buren,

Martha Rosler, Garry Kennedy and others. This political art
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both Exi?ts as, and reveals, a politics of exhibition. The
mediumgéf photography énd the artistic stratégy of
approﬁfiation (borrowing elements and placing them in
different, often subversive, contexts) have been key
elements. Sgch practices pinpoint the often hidden agendas
of art institutions, raiéing questions such as the ties
between gatekeeper functions and the ideologles of escononmic
and political positions. These artists work from a subject
position within the art 1nst1tution‘crlt1ca11y and
analytically.8

The political aspect of the museum as forum exists, as
well, in subject positions operating outside art
institutions. Emerging out of a critique of mainstream art
institutions, artists in Canada created thelr own '
alternative gallery System which eventually became known as

" ANNPAC (The Association of Non-Proflt Artist-run Centres).

Artists generated significantly innovative exhibltloq_ﬁ
discourse founded upon their rights to access venues for
exhlbitions. Stuart Hall's description of the nature of
alternative practices is appropriate here.

By developing practices which articulate

differences to a collective will;, or by generating

discourses which condense a range of dlfferent

3

1)

\\ 8. Hans Haacke, for example, has exposed how art
becomes a legitimating agent for the contemporary economic
order. Where the aura encourages uncritical admiration,
Haacke's strategy is to undermlne the auratic qualities of
art by calling attention to its social origin.
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connutations, the dispossessed conditions of
practices of different social groups can be
effectively drawn together in ways which make
these social forces not simply a class "in itself"
positioned by some other relations over which it
has no control, but also intervening|as a
historical force, a class "for itaelf" capable of

/ establishing new collective projects, \

! (Hall,1985:96). l \

~

1

For many artists during the late 196»5 and early 1970s,
@lnstream art instltutions were lmpenetrable in their
hierarchical oxganization and perpetuatlon of an art star
system. Early artist-run centres were fun'ded by Liberal
govermhent grant programmes which recognized artists'’
orgénlzations as suitable commun/lty initiated projects to
ful£11]l their aims for national unity and job creation at a
grassroots level. Lalter, under the auspices of Canada
Counclil, the ANNPAC n;twork of artist-run centres was
established. In contrast to the highly structured 9
mainstream institutions, the emphasis in these centres was
on providing access to local constituencies of artists to
control of context of their exhibitions. These marked
significant political innovations in exhibition discourse
because artist-run centres worked to transform artists'
sdclal vision into one that was community based

(Nemiroff, 1983:16-19). As such, artists constituted =
subculture which produced discourse which was distinct from
that of mainstream institutions. This articulation of
marginal political practlée&- generated links to others

cultural constituencies including'gays, feminists and ethnic
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subcultures . Ratl;e: than focusing on success in a top-—dmmm
miinstream hierarchy, artists could become known by working

collectively within the art community. These activities

provided a stavtrle base for innovations in exhibition

practices. The result was that art practice and exhibition

practice became one.

Artists activities might be better understood
historically not simply in terms of artworks
ptoduced, but also through artists relatlonshlps
with their institutions, through the formations
they create (Kibbins, 1985: 13-19).

2

The politicization of art practice increasingly encompassed

social, cultural and political discourses. Politically

astute artist-run centres have provided an important
historical counterpoint to hierarchical museum diacqurse.
Thei embraced critical practice as integral to t:hei‘x
institutional functioning. As such,’ these institutions
continue to constltu\té a !fotum of debate. However, while
artist-run centres o][ iginated as counterpoints to mainstream
institutions, they nI;w constitute a full hlown institution
themselves. They thefefore no longer have an "outside"
position from which to crg_t‘lclze.‘

The forum-function of exhibition, institutions works
with its own specificity to the social framework which
supports it. It operates via the dissemlnati‘nq functions of )
museums, creating space within them for debate and
questioning, or outside, in the formation of alternative

K"

institutions or the "museum without walls" of the art media.
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" Ih*céntt§sé with the eternal time of thé monument-function,

the £oxum-£ﬁng%ion exists "now," ln\determlning }ssues

_wlthlh the present. In short, where ;he monugentvfunction
manffegtsiin centripetally produced contextg, the forum-
-function is marked by centrifugal movémentg of information.

. The monument and forum tunctions‘co-exist, and are

rébresented, simultaﬁeously,ln any eghibition site. Even the
most radicﬁi forum oriented exhibition site is marked by its
monument aspect which sets the precincts which define lf

from guotidian life. . o

[}

N

EN
»
3
Y
.
)
. o
. »
;}~’/i
t




. . .

Bazin,dGermain. xng_nn%gnm_Agg. New York: Universe Books
Inc., 1967. -

\

Belsey, Catherine. Critical Practice. London/New York:
Methuen, 1980.

'éenjamln, Walter. "The Work of Art in the Age of'Mechanical

Reproduction,” in Maxxism and Art. ed. Maynard
Solomon. Detroit: Wayne State University Press,
1979.

Bennett, Tony. "A Thousand and One Troubles: Blackpool

Pleasure Beach." Formations of Pleasuxe, London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983.

Bourdieu, Pierre. "The Aristocracy of Culture," Medja
Culture and Socjiety 2, 1980.

Bronson, A.A., and Peggy Gale.wﬁjiinma_hx_hgxlnsl. Toronto:
Art Metropole, 1983.

* Burgin, Victor. "Some Thoughts on Outsiderism and

Postmodernism," Block 11, 1985-86. p.19-26.

Cameron, Duncan. "The Huseum, A Temple or The Forum,6"
Curater XIV/1l, 1971. p. 11-24.

Carey, James W. "Harold Innis and Marshall McLuhan," in

: . ed. Raymond Rosenthal, New York:
Funk and Wagnalls,

'3

Duncan, Carol and Waiﬁach Allan. "MOMA: Ordeal and Trlumph

on 53rd Street," a;ndig_jngg;nﬂtlgnnl Vol. 194, No.
988, 1978.

e—— "The Universal Survey Museum", art History. Vol. 3,
No.4, December, 1980. .

Ferguson, Bruce. gpace Invaders. Regina: Norman MacKenzie
- Art Gallery, 1985.

" Ghafouri, Mehdi. "The Museum and Its Architectural Function:

The Art Museum As Monument, " Parachute 46, Winter 1987,
p-94-1020 b

Graburn, Nelson H. H. "“Tourism: The Sacred Journey" in

- Hosts apd Guests. ed. Valene C. Smith. Univeralty of
Pennsylvania Press, 1977.




Greenberg, Reesa. "Museéums and Contemporary Architecture.” . S
Lecture. February 6, 1987.

Hall, Stuart. "Signification, Representation, Ideology:
’ Althussexr and the Post-Structuralist Debates," Critical

‘ Studjes in Mass Communication, Vol.2, No.2. June 1985.
p.91-114.

Hebdige, Dick. A Report on the Western Front; Postmodernism
‘and the "Politics" of Style. unpublished manuscript,
November/December 1985.

. "Towards a Cartography of Taste: 1935-1962," Block
4, 19810 pa\39-55¢ J

Horne, Donald. The Great Museum. Lquon and Sydney: Pluto
Press, 1984.° -

London and Sydney: Pluto Press, 1986.

Innis, Harold A. The Bias of Communication. Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1951.

Kibbins, Gary."Cultural Democracy," Fuse. Vol.8. No.6. e
Spring 1985. p.13-19.

Kleinbauer, W. Eugene. Modern Perspectives in Western Art

. New York: Holt, Rinéhart and winston Inc.,
1971. . L

* MacCannell, Dean. :
Class. New York: Schocken Books, 1976.

I

Malraux, Andre. Museums Without Walls. London: Secker and
Warburg, 1967.

e+ "The Work of Art," in u%;xigm_and_ALt. ed.'Haynard
Solomon. Dettoit: Wayne State University Press, 1979.

. McCollum, Allan. (from an interview with D.A. Robbins) Arts,
October 1985, pp.40-44. '

Mumford, Lewis. The City in History. New York: Harcourt,
Brace and World Inc., 1961. - a

Rosler, Martha. "Lookers, Buyers, Dealers and Makers:

Thoughts.on Audience," Art After Modernism: Rethinking
Representation., EAd. Brian Wallis. Boston: New Museum
and David Godine Publisher, 1984.

51




-

Thompsorn, Grahame. "Carnival and the Calculable: cOnlunatlon
and Play at Blackpool,"
‘London: Kegan and Paul, 1983.

Turner, Louis and Ash, John.: The.Golden Hoxdes:
London: Constable and Co., 1975.

Turner, Victor. "Ft&me, Plow and Reflection: Ritual and.

Drama as Public Liminality,” Performance in Postmodexrn
Culture. ed. Michel Benamou and Charles Caramello.
Madison, Wisconson: Coda Press Inc., 1977.

Wittlin, Alma S. The Museum: Its History and Tasks in ) ’
: Education. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd. 1949. -

Wollheim, Peter. "The Politics of Memory: Re-Readlnq Walter
Benjamin," Yanguaxrd, March 1986, p.22-26.

52



v !

& - CHAPTER III .

EXHIBITION PRACTICES

The pzesénfation of aﬁ exhibition can be unde;;food as
a languaég where mental events are.encpgéd into the
"exhibition by its organizers, and then realized)by its
' visitors as social phenomena (Hall,1985:99). Exhibitions
not only speak about things, but t@ey produce things to e
think about. For example, an art museum not only presents
exhibitions of art, it also plays a legitimating role in the
formation of art as "art” within thg'hléh art dlscéurée.
Similarly, Disneyland not only presents the opportunity for
the visitor to expérlence'pleaéure within a fabricated
world, it becomes a particular symbol of "fqn“ within
American culture -- nothing less than "the thrill of a life
time." Exhibition diécourée, then; establishes a frame
around shared expectations of meaning. )

In the previous chapter, discourse és "the context of

the utterance” was shown to exist in the formations of -

‘o
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exhibitions, and their particular exptess&?ﬁ&;yhlch filter

'ideblogy into experience. Exhibitions were examined from the
point of view of communications theory to establish their
particular diating funcéions. This chapter deals more
specifically with how exhiblflon discourses are expressed in
specific practices. Exhibition practices operate as framing
devices which communicate the shared assumptions of
discursive formations, connoisseurship for example. In my
consideration of exhibitions, I will be making distinctions

between the practices of 1nst1tutlonal apparatusea,

curatorial practices anJ’the signifying practices of

different typologies of exhibition.

' First, the institutional apparatus of exhibiting

institutions will be considered in relatlon to economic,

political, and/or soclial practices. These factors, in turn,
A will be shown to affect thqgstructures which produce the

exhibition ané govern its consumption.

Second,hthe signifying practices of various types of
exhibition sites will be described. Signifying practices, in
channelling the selection and arrangement of objects at )
particular sites, constitute particular systems of meaning.
These manifest in the marking of the object: in situating
it, in labelling, catalogues, lighting, floor-plans, guided
tours, advertisements etc. UmSerto Eco introduces the term

"proxemics" to refer to“signification within space:

You would agree with me'that spatial forms in this
room (in every building and town) are conceived in
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order to suggest, to induce types of behaviour. A

new branch of semiotics, proxemjics, assumes that

this is not a matter of suggestion or mere

stimulation, but that this is a process of 3
signification, any spatial form being a/ precise

conventional message conveying social meanings on

the basis of existing codes (Eco,1973:59).

It is not only the relative position of objects, one'to
another, but their incorporation into the overall contgxt,
which constitute the text of an exhibition. Prototypes based
on lingquistic tropes will be uged to distinguish particular
frameworks, styles and typologles of e;hibition.

Third, curatorial practices will be viewed as existing "

somewheie between institutional apparatuses and the general
typologles of exhibition. They operate within institutional
constraints, while using sigﬁlfylng practices of larger
cultural structures. Practices of curatorship involve
positioning the visitor within a particular site to receive
a reading of the exhibition text. Curatorial practices, in
their roles of inscribing "preferred readings" can be '
described as forms of rhetoric.

The role of exhibition practices is to bring exhibits
and particlpant-viewers together. To visit an exhibition is
to enter into a set of relations encompassing eqonomfc,

! El

social and personal tzansactions.l Exhibiting institutions,

1. The realm of individual experience, where meaning
is received or decoded, will be examined in Chapter IV. What
is important to mention here is that the meanings that
people give to thelr experience of an exhibition can vary
from one individual to another. There is no way of
universally determining how an exhibition will be received.
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like any other type of communlcattoné media; may appear to
be'nonpartisan. However, likeAtelévlsion, newspaper or
radio, they maintain particular operational agendas which
are rooted in an overall system of soclal Aetuorks.

The way that, pictures are hung (or obJjects are
displayed) makes assumptions about what is
offered. Hanging (or exhibiting) editorializes on
matters of interpretation and value, and is
unconsciously influenced by taste and fashion.
Subliminal cues indicate to the audience its

. deportment (0'Doherty, 1976:27).

In exhibitions the selection and mode of presentation of

™ .

content; in—-itself,; ponfers‘particular*readlngs"bf'éﬁéﬁtﬁxt.
Those who organize exhibitions function as gatekeepers
between the institution and the viewer, in effect
translating what gets communicated. What appears to be
"obvious" in exhibitions, actually advocates a paztiéular
point of view. Where the investment of meaning remains
hidden in thf presentation of the exhibition itself, the
questlion that needs to be addressed ls "Whose interests do
bérticular exhiﬁitions serve?"

A multiplicity of ideologies compete and intersect at
any one exhibiting institution. In turn, a single
institution can represent many, or even contradictory
exhibition discourses. Generally, exhlbiting institutions
can be viewed as ag;ombinatron of economic, political and

social interests. These, in varying ratios dgpendlng on

their orientation, determine what will be communicated.
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Private, profit making exhibiting institutions
characterize a primarily economic orientation. These
include ﬁhlt Disney World, Wax Huséum, some ioos, commercial
galleries, and some private specialized museums; Private
museums are supported by the paying visitor, by admission
charges or selling souvenlgs, or, in some instances by
corporate interests promoting particular products within the
exhibltions themselves. Their orientation ;2 ultlmately

geared to reaping profits. They must appeal to the pd?tng

pﬁbllc by adiahinaﬁfﬁgﬁse}vesﬂto current trends within the
overall culture.

Public institutions, on the other hand, are primarily
polltlcal’in orientation. In these museumé'programming is
legitimated in the name of the public: to ralse public
awareness, proﬁide }ublic access‘to art collections and
stimulate debate concerning culture. They are generally
funded by taxes or by patronage by government bodies and
corporations. These include large metropolitan museums such (
as the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, an& provincial, state
or civic museums. Ultimately, these types of institutlons
must be accountable to an authbrizlgg.support system whose
agenda colours the nature of their ;rogramming.

Exhibiting institutions which evolve primarily out of a
social context occur in smaller, grass roots communities

which emerge at the margins of culture. In this category

are inst;tutions such as the ANNPAC network of artist run
/'
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galleries. Also in this category can be found small
regional museums operated by the community in which they
exist, such as the Fisherman's Life museum in Jeddore, Nova
8cot1a.’These types of institutions function as vehicles of
expression for constituenciig within theioverdil culture.
Whether their operational agendas emerge out of an

economic, political or social orientation, exhibiting

- institutions institute common practices in preqentlng

exhibitions. These will be examined in this chapter.

The Exhibition Apparatus

Exhibiting institutions, whefher thos; of museums, art
galleries or amusement parks, constitu what Louls
Althusser has termed "ideological state apparatuses."z.
;neologlcal state apparatuses appear lq specialized
institutions of the private domain: the church, education
system, family, political system, communicat;on system and
culture. While not directly organized%y the state, they
produce ideological assumptions which are channeled through
practices which function as frameworks for thinking and

calculation about the world "...the 'ideas' which people use

to figure out how the social world works, what their place

2. In his analysis of the relation of power to class,
Althusser distinguished between "repressive" and
"idqplogical® state apparatuses in relation to state power.
While repressive state apparatuses use power directly and

- repressively in the public domain (ie. the army, police,
courts, and prisons) ideological state apparatuses exist in
the private gomain and function on the basis og consent.
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is in it and what they gught to do" (Hall,1985:99).

Aécordlng to Althusser's theory, exhibiting lnsgiputions
would function to repfoduce the myths and beliefs heCessary
to preserve the domlﬁant social order. While this may
operate in the exhibition experience to some extent,
Althusser's ISA théory assumes that the human subject is not
capable of éxperience outside, or resistance to, a slngular_
dominant ld;ology. In his well kngwn'artnfle on this
_ subject, Stuart Hall‘poinég out that Althusser does not
allow for the articulation of ideologles of difference,
exclusion or deviation (1985:91-114). For Hall, it does not
follow that because all exhibition pr;ctices produce
ideological representations, that they are pothing but
1959;931. Further, he asserts that unifying all differences
under one "dominant ideology" is no longer possible because
there is no longer one dominant discourse, but a plurality
of discourses. It is not a‘question of a dominating
idéology triumphing over subordinant ones. Rather,
ideological state apparatuses function as sites for class
struggle as they incorporate the articulation S; opposing
tendencles. The ruptures aﬁ% fissures occurring between
discourses within museums provide a means for a variety of
possible positions.’

A survey of institutional practices within exhibition
apparatuses reveals their complex operation as a .

multiplicity of discursive chains.
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__correspondence.

The Practices of Exhibition Apparatuses .
Museum practices‘are legitimated by paztlcu}ar
definitions of collective cultural identity. Many
exhibiting instltutfons claim to operate under such absolute
terms as "impartial scholarship." A typlcal assumption
appears in the Canadlan Huseum Association's publication

naaig_unagnm_uanaggm:nt (whlch constltuted part of their

Museums, like all other educational institutions,
must maintaln freedom to seek out and present the
aesthetic, scientific and historical truth
(CMA,1969:15).

Whexre the “aesthetic, sclentific and historical truth" may
be'presented as obvious, it is an assumption, party to fhe
particular value system which supports it. One must examine
"whose truth" is being represented. This particular "truth"
privileges the museum as an elitist institution whose role
it is to dispassionately guide the viewer. Where
aasumptions'of such a sinqular truth exist, so do, perhaps,
fdealist dgluslons. Exhibiting institutions may be unaware
that their discursive frameworks may be reproducing
particular cultural points of view. An acknowledgemenq of
an institutional point of view provl@és for ciearer
communication as institutions enter the battlefield of
discourse. |

Those people vwho work in the media are producing,

reproducing and transforming the field of

ideological representation itself. \They stand in
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a different relationship to ideology in general
from others who are ﬁroducing and reproducing the
world of material commodities -- which are
nevertheless also inscribed with ideology
(Hall,1985:104). .

fians Haacke, a practising visual artist, has played a
significant role in the traﬁsformation of ideologicél
representation within museum institutions. His
installgtions reveal that/;hg\}ﬁstitutionql practices of

museums function as a collusion between institutional,

artistic and economic interests. Haacke wishes to unmask the
ideoiogy propagated by.exhibiting institutions by revealing
their political functions.

Every museum is perforce a political institution, -

no matter whether it is privately run or '

maintained and supervised by governmental

agencies. Those who hold the purse strings and

have the authority over hiring and firing are, in

effect, in charge of every element of the

organization (Haacke,1984:13).
Haacke asserts that, because exhibiting institutions play an
important role in the inculcation of opinioﬁs and attituaes,'\
the term "culture" should be exposed in its camouflaging of
social and pélitical éonsequences. He sees’ the heslitancy to
use industrial terms by the art world in relation to art as
part of a lingering idealist tradition which assoclates art
with "the spirit," hence outside the economic sphere.
Haacke's work cuts through assumptions that art world

activi;ies are innocuous by exposing how art has become a

legitimating agent for the contemporary economic order.
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An appointmint to the.board of directors: of major
public museums is a prestiglous position reserved for those
oﬁ privilege (typically, white ana wealbﬁy). In turn, thelr
decisions reflect their political, social andﬂeconomlc
1nteresfs. The board’As ultimately powerful: responsible
for the hiring and firing of the museum dlrectorwand

approving other staff positions.

The tradition of elitism in museums,~or1glnat;ng in the

aristocratic patronage of the arts, continues to affect the

staffing of museums. The first directors of North American
museuﬁs were often men of great wealth who hqd no need for
an income. Indeed, until recently a western European accent
was consldered a ngn of refinement,” and preferred as a
signifler of connoisseurship. However where once great
wealth was an historical prerequls;te for the Jjob, \
contemporary public institutions iequire personnel with
sufficient cultural c;pital -~ a developed aesthetic
disposition. Working at a museum is still perceived as a
"prlvilége.% This is reflected in the salaries of museum
professionals. While their positions often requlre training

equivalent to that of university professors, they eitn

significantly 1ess.3

3. The 1981 income figures from Statistics Canada state
following national averages: female university professors
earned $26,565; male university professors, $35,944, while
female museum professionals earned $20,459 and men $28,102.
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Increased ptofessionalismaand specialization in North

American art institutions have led to split directorships in
galleries, where authority is shared between a business
manager and an artistic director. Haacke criticizes the
practice of training‘businesg managers at prestige business
schools, primarily 1# ?zoducélon and marketing, because |t
produces "technocrats " witﬂ a problematic lack of emotional
attachment for the ‘art pzoducts they promote. The museum
f/ﬂ;k}ectoz, as the chlef executive officer, Y= the bridge
between the board of dizectorp and the museum staff. The
. role requires that oneé be polétlcally astute: going to the
right parties, connecting with the holders of political
power, or soliciting corporate support, to ihsure that the
: ﬁuseum receives all possible endowments. (
Other staff positions at mainstream museum; reflect the
values of the boards of directors. While the traditlori of
women ln the arts provides some positions for women as art

L J
museum’ dlrectors, women are still marginalized to less

"important" education and volunteer programmes. The Zi
ptédomlnance of women in art museum education reflects the
4 traditional roles of women associated with the caring of
children. §1m11ar1y,‘museums and galleries have a long
tradition of volunteers, usually women, trained as docents. -
Their primary function is to give tours to the public, and

organize special (often fundraising) events. In addition,

they aid the efforts ‘of the paid staff. It is assumed that

3

®

'
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these women have no need of income, because traditionally
these roles were filled by the wives of wealthy men.‘
However, the role of women volunteers is becoming a problem
) in contemporary ‘society where women expect to be paid for‘

heir work, and further;’resent being channelfbd into jobs
extending w?man'sltraditional role as hostess and nbrturer.'

Another area of volunteerism that can be problematic 1n

museums, is the use of young people. "Tralning‘programmes"
can push the limits of explEltatlon to the limit. These
offer job experience for young people on a short term basis
where much is expeqted for very modest pay, and no future
guaranteed employment. Young people are often forced to
repeat fhiéwcycle of tralning for years. Overall, museum
administrative practices reflect the privileged assumptions
of the boards of directors. The corresponding practices

concerning personnel, offer employees prestige -- or

symbolic cultural capital -- as a substitute for poor,.pay.4

At this point, I will turn from considering practices
within museums‘themselves, to look at practices which extend

outside tﬁe museum's yalls to interrelate with other

.4, The perception of employment positions at
xhibiting institutions as privileged or glamorous, and
2here£ore justifying poor pay is characteristic of other
sites as well. At Walt Disney World, for examplg personnel
practices reflect the Disney discourae of "selling
happiness" where on-the-job entertainment is substituted for
good pay.- The hiring of a person is assumed to be a reward
in itself.
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discursive sites. Exhibiting institutions may be ‘tied to

other industries such as real estate, tourism or corporate
sponsors. For example, in conjunction with their exhibition
. sites, Walt Disney productions have created a utopian
tourist community within wWalt Disney World in Orlando,
Florida. Huge hotel complexes exist within the precinct of
the park equipped with direct—transportation to the
exhibition sites. S8imilarly, in New York, the Museum of
Modern Art's recent*expanslon included an apartment tower.
A;t-wo;ld chic has secome a beacon 1nd1c$t1ng where the next
real estate boom will take place. There is a long tradition
of artists moving 1Ato low rent neighborhoods and fixing up
loft and studio space which is then quickly exploited by‘
real estate develoberi. This has\happened in New‘York's soho
and Lower East Side, and lﬁ Torosto's Queen Street West,
areas where transformation fgom tenements to condominiums
was catalyzed by the amblience of an artistic community.
Another industry that can be tied to the‘ institutional :
practices of exhibition institutions is that of to&rlsm. In".
regionally depressed areas, such as Nova Scotia, tourism ha;
become a primary industry. Here provinclially supported art
institutions have clo;e ties to provinéial politics and
exhlbf%lons reflect this link, representing regional folk
art, local artists and cxafts-peoplef These are marketed as
"attractions®™ to appeal to the tourisé industryl There is a

danger in Canada's Maritime Provincesi that the tendency to
-3
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2
"sing for one's suppexr" in sailéfying pexceived needs of
tourism will create dependencies and erode the existing
culture by contriving institutional practices to suit tpe
tourist market. An example of tourism carried téo far can
be seen in "historical®™ St. Augustine, Florida where
virtually the whole town has been transformed into a tourist
attraction including Ripléy's "Believe It or Not"™ Museum,
The 0l1d.Jail, The Fountain of Youth and the Tragedy Museum.
The restored sections of the old town function as facades |
where séuvenirs and ice cream are sold. Here, an exhibition
discourse which originally emerged out of local hlstory,lhas‘
been‘consumed and commodified, and thus transﬁormed by
practices of the tourist industry.

Finally, corporate sponsorship of exhibiting
institutions has begun to play a major role in determining
their institutional practices. The expectatlions of
corporate patrons have résulted not only in the consent to
corporate administrative practices, but the actual
embodiment of corporate ideology within exhibitions

-

themselves. In recent years, gallery and museum directors
have found dramatically ;ncreased funding in the private
sector which has helped to offset cutbacks and restraint in
public sector funding. 1In turn, corporations including
ATS&T, Exxon, GE, GM, IBM and Mobile have recognized the
‘public relations benefits of being good corporate citizengl

‘Massive advertizing campaigns coinciding with sponsored

i
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exhibitions which emphasize the company's cQ‘fural interests’

as "social responsibillty," have proven to be effective J
lobbying tools to shroud the company from critic}sm of
cogporate misconduct. Where polls have reflected low public
esteep-for large corporations because of company involvement
in environmental pollution, production of military
technology or investments in South Africa, corporate
alliance with prestigious cultural institutlions helps to
solve their image problems. Depen;Ence on corpoiate fund}ng
can create a type of Internalized self discipline once
institutions know what type of exhibitions might be suitable
to draw corporate funding -- usually politically benign
ones. Temporary exhibitions which promote critical
awareness arec most unlikely to attract funding. The danger -
here is that without exerting direct pressure, corporate |
sponsors have effortlessly gained the powezwof veto in
regard to exhibition programming. Hans Haacke polints out
that In the art world:
Through naivete, need or addiction'to corpcerate v
financing, museums are now on the slippery road to
becoming public relations agents for the interests
of big business and its ideological allies
(Haacke ,1984:17).
Ultimately, as a consequence of this trend, control in the
arts is shifting from the social elites (the state or
connoisseurs) to corporate elites. This shift has been

manlfgsteq\12K:29e corporately funded blockbuster

exhibitions w h function as advertizing for the company,
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and, to a lesser extent corporate involvement on the boards

of directors of arts institutions. The loyalty of corporate

!

board members on museum boards is allied to a corporate, not

a personal, point of view.

Since corporate board members are less llkely part
of a tightly organized elite status culture, their
interest in social and cultural exclusivity is
secondary tow their interests in the economic
survival and, often, the expansion of the
organization itself (DiMaggio/Unseem,1982:196).

As corporate membership lncreases on museum boards, the
incidence of corporate ldeology informing institutional
practices increases,

¢

Similarly, corporate involvement is entering into

-

previously privately run exhibition centres. This exlists In
the Epcot Centre of walt Disney World which is llke a

- world's falr with theme exhlbitlons sponsored by major
corporations. Future World at the Epcot Centre represenés
various theme pavilions including ¥World of Motion, Unlverse
of Epexqy, The Land, and m:ne.y_im_c_‘thf_lmaginm, each
presented by a major corporation. While these theme
attractions are contextualized wlithin the overall Disney
Discourse of "entertainment" they, in effect, functlon as
advocacy advertisements. Here the discourse of exhibition is
+ a language of corporate slogans masked by themes of
progress, science and enteftainmenf. For example, EXXON's
Univexrse of Enexgy exhibits exhibltion practiées similar to
those at Fantasyland. Flirst, there i1s a multi-image film
narrated voice-of-God style. Then the visitor, positioned in

’
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a cart to become the "lens" of a filmic exhibition script,
is gulded through a series of evsptsf These ihclude a
simulated ﬁrimeval raln forest, audio-aﬁimatronic digosaurs,
earthquakes and an erupting volcano. The final.éeature is
yet another wrap around movie. The proclaimed purpose is to
provide a better understanding of enérgy, but the rhetoric
throughout privileges fossil, fuels, which of course furthers
. the corporate interests of EXXON.

At this point, I will turn from considerfng how the
practlces of 1nstitut101a1 apparatuses determine
exhibitions, to look at practices of sianification within

exhibitions themselves.

Bractices of Presenting Objects

Exhibitions are a means of transforming objects into
languages of culture. In exhibitions, objects are selecged
and presented according paréigular codes constituting what
Eco terms "proxemics": the signification of objects within
space. By practices which frame objects within their
contexts, exhibitions confér pa;%lcular‘;eadings of the
exhibition text. These codes, differing from culture to
culture, constitute an exhibition discourse. Whether
presented in the larger discourse of high art, popular art,
ethnographic artifact étc., exhibitions iegitimate objects

/
as significant in relation to that culture, valorizing them

in various ways. Museums, in effect, legitimate art as

69 o




"art."” Art is most often defined by its context within a

‘

museum or gallery where powerful ideas about art play a role
in signifying pértlcular_quects. During the twentieth

century the white, ideal, gallery space has became the

archetypal context for art.

A gallery is constructed along laws as rigorous as
those for building a medieval church. ' The outside -
world must not come in, so windows are usually
sealed off. Walls are painted white. The celiling
becomes the source of light. The wooden f£loor is -
polished so that you click along clinically or
carpeted sbv that you pad soundlessly, resting your
feet while your eyes have the wall.- The art is
free, as the saying used to go, "to take on its
own life." The dlscrete desk may be the only plece
of furniture. 1In this context a stagding ashtray
becomes almost a sacred object, just like the
firehose in a modern museum looks not like a

' firehose but an aesthetlc conundrum
(O0'Doherty,1976:25).

Thé practice of exhibiting objects in museums or galleries
valorizes them, connoting qualiéy, good taste,
connoisseurship aﬁd high culture. The quality of museum
objects has become a standard for excellence. Since the
xefining of museum collections in America during the 192625,
when pieces not considered masterpieces were sold off, the
term "huseum quality" has become common.

Jargon appropriated from elitist art discourse has been
used by the advertizing industry to frame commodities to
attract the discerning consumer, Estee Lauder's "private
collection” of cosmetics and the Movado "museum watch"”
market the aesthetic disposition to those who wish to .,

-

consolidate their economic ascenddncy at the level of taste.

5
. . !
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The links between museums and retail trade have not

Jfunctioned in one direction. Museums, too, have
appropriated exhibition techniques from the retail store
trade. When Queen Mary visited the Victoria and Albert
Museum in London, which had been newly refurbished after the
war by its director, she found the exhibitions transformed
from crowded dlgplay cases to single objects in harmoniously
lltﬂcases: a subtly 1it Sung bowl in one case, or medieval -
embroidery in anothér etc. When the tour wag completed she
congratulated the new director and added "But what a pity
that everything looks as if it's for sale™ (Robertson,

- 1971:58). The exhibition context frames objects by
implementing practices which are specific to a variety of
exhibition discourses, such ag those of high art or retail
display.

Practices of exhibiting objects can be analyzed more
precisely with the introduction of particular typologies of
exhibition which pertalin to the selection and placement of
objects within museumﬁ. A recent CBC Ideas programme made
the distinction'bethen *art by metamorphosis"™ and "art by
designation” in relation to the origin or museum artifacts
(CBC Lnggk transcript,1982). ’

"Art by metamorphosis" describes objects which have
been removed from their original context and placed in an

exhibition contlnhum. In effect, they have been first

appropriated, and then inserted into particular discourses.
‘ N
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In this context, objects are presented in exhlbitioﬁa where
meanings are created and projected upon them which may not
have been intended by their creators. These objects may
have had different functions in other cultures or in the

past. In effect, their function has been métamorphdbed. If

tribal artifacts are placed'within a series of objects in a

museum, for example, they become "art." The "art by

mEfamorphégis" approach to exhibition is apparent 1B*th
exhibition of African Art in the Rockefeller Wing of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. The curator
responsible %or this installation, Susan Vogel, states:

.«.1 was concerned that our galleries not look
different from the other galleries of the museum
in any way that suggested that this art could not
-stand on its own. It has to be presented as art,
pure art, high art, the equal of any in the
building (CBC Ideas transcript, 1982:11).

These artifacts have, in effect, been transformed into "art"

by thelr placement within the overall exhibltion "look" of
.- the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The ofiglnal function of
these objects was to be utilitarian, not that of static.
display. The imposition of this system of display and ’
classification actually says more about the exhibition
practices of the Metropolitan Museum.than the 6riglna1
culture of the objects.

Similarly, from within the popular context, Ripley's
"Believe It or Not" Museum presents odditlies, curlosities
and exotica from throughout the wecrld which have also been
removed from their otlglnal’contexts. These objects have
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been brought together in a collection, a modern day

anachronism of the museums of mid-eighteenth century

Amer ica, boisterous carnival-like commercial ventures that
combined art with scientific and historical curiosities
(DiMaggio/Unseem,1982:188). The collection is deécrlbed as
being as indiscriminate and eccentric as Ripley himself:

..style, period and historical significance had

- little interest for him and as the collection

grew, highly valuable pleces were happily placed

alongside what the experts labeled "junk"! A Ming

Dynasty vase displayed upon a table of human bones

did not bother Ripley in the least

(Copperthwalte,1978:7).
Included in the collection are early Chinese coinage,
clothes, peg clocks,.fozk and spoon sculpture, oriental
'religious art, a hair threaded through a hair, a two headed
ca!?, and a wax model of the midget Tom Thumb. These ‘are
some of four thousand specimens which evolved out of
Rigley's souvenir hunt in his travels to one hundred and
ﬁlnety eight countries. Ripley is\gresented as a well loved
eccentric, a man of humble origins who became a millionalre
at the height of the depression through his genius in
picking subjects which appealed to the readers of his
synd;cated)column "Believe It or Not." These objects are
displayed as his legacy although they have been somewhat
extended upon and copied since his death. The Ripley's
"Believe It or Not" Museums now constitutes a chain

throughout North America. The theme is always the same --

challenging our "accepted® belief by presenting a remarkable

5 c’)
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object which in some way confronts this supporting
discourse. The Ripléy discourse makes assumptions that are
now outdated and éften ethnocentric. For example, in the
1980s the view of oriental artifacts as "unbelievable®
presents what amounts to a racist world view. *
' These exampleé of "art by metamorphosis" from the
Metropolitan Museum of Fine Art and Ripley's "Belleve It or
Not" Museum rearticulate objects within a particular,
nationalistic context by extracting thein £rom thelr original
contexts and placing them in éxhlbition continuums. In both
cases the meaning the object had in its origih&l culture is
overshadowed by exhibition practices which express the
discourses of high art and amusement respectively. It 'is
possible that the same artifact, for example traditional
African currency, could be exhibited in both m;qeums. At the
Met it would be presented as "high art," while at Ripley's
as "an amusing curlosity." 1In both cases the\lnterests of
an imperialistic world view can be seen to filter through
exhibition discourses and practices, prlvileglng‘the
American point of view while obscuring that of the orlginal

culture.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, characterizing what

—

puncan and Wallach have referred to as a Universal Survey
Museum, gives credibility to Western Cultures's invasion and
appropriation of artifacts of other cultures presented in a

context which promotes the imperialist culture gver that

74 “.
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originally associated with the object. 1In this case we see

the "museumization” of a ?atlye culture into high art.
Similarly, Ripley's "Believe It or Not"™ Museum reflects
American imperialist ethnocentricity in the way that its
collection is presented. This 1is particularly not%ceable,in
the "Guide to the Collection" gliven out at the ticket sales
desk. - The Table of Contents terms foreign money as "Funny
Money, " collections from Africa and Neﬁ Guinea as "The
Primitives" and displays of specimens and reproductions of
freaks nature as "The Weirdos." It is important to note
that wh;le the "art by metamorphosis" promotes a blas, it
may not necessarlily b4>that of ethnocentrléity. |
In addition to the "art by metamorphosis" type of
exhibition which inserts objects into exhibition continuums,
there 1s that of "art by designation," which consists ofk
objects which are created particularly for an exhibition
continuum. In the former sense, objects become art because
of thelr framing by a museum context. In the latter sense, !
objects are "designed" (or intended) by their creators to be.
exhibited in art galleries and mMuseuns . Edr example, in site
specific artqg:ks of the '70s and '80s, the gallery context
is Integral to the realization of the work as in the case of
the work of Hans Haacke previously described. These
exhibitions are intended by their creators to be presented
as "art_," and further, their inclusion in a museum context

legitimates them as such. Another example of objects
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" designed specifica11y~fbi exhibition contexts occurs in the
simulated world of amusementﬂparks. Here agalin, the
intention of the designers or artists is to create a context
for enterta}nment,.often aﬁ overall simulacrum where the
artificial is novel -- more real than reél. Objects are not
taken f;h@ original contexts and transformed by the \
exhibitio;\COntlnuum. Rather, meaning 1ls encoded into the
exhibit at the point of ité creatlon.

"Art by metamorphosis"” and "art by designation"
functions as a typblogy~whlch qualifies f%é practices of
contextualizing objects in relation to their creative
origin. From the examples clited, The Metropolitan Museum of
Art can be paired with Ripley's "Belleve It or Not" Museum
because they bofh remove objects from the place they were
originally created. On the other hand, Walt Diﬁkey World h&s
common functions with artists interventions because, in
both, the creators of the objects fabricate the exhibition
continuum. The practices of both "art by metamorphosis® and
"art by designation” have the capacity to cross
institutional boundaries or even exist simultaneously within
one institution., “

Another typology in the signification of obJjects
considers the display itself as a mode of representation.
Stephen Bann's analysis of the re-representatioﬂ'of history
descrlbes various mechanisms which dete?mlne charactéristic

configurations of museum display. Bann theorizes that it is

Q‘
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" possible to relate the formative procedures and principles

of)exhibition to two different ﬁisto§§ca; epistemes. . Bann
draws from literary terms his model of two rhetorical
tropes, metonymy and synecdoche, to describe exhibitians as
forms of representation. /
Metonymy ls a trope whic functions when the name of

one thing is applied to something else with which it is
‘closely assoclated, thus the two become interchangeable.

For example the. word Ycrown" can be substituted to mean

'

"monarch," or collectively, "Bluenoser" can be used to
5

~ describe "Nova Scotlans."  According to Bann, metononmy in

) ratiolalization and classification. In no way does this s

o
s

|

relation to exhiBitioq practiées is reductive and
mechanistic. The metonymic model, like the enlightenment's
scientific method draws. specimens, discrete objects removed

from thelir original contexts, and then imposes upon them
approach tryyto give a sense of the original ‘ggality
e

Ratheﬂ, what is presentéd is a chaotic arrangemént of

objects, each separate‘n the next, where no

-

intezrelationship between the objects themselves is

~intended.m Specimens are often dead or associated with ¢

L 4

.death: such as fossi&s,\bones or\the wo&ks of dead peopie.

¢

.

‘Hence the metonymic type of museum can be characterifed in’

its most extreme form as a mausoleum of classified objectsf

* ‘ .
b . . v
. < \
5. The Bluenose 1is famous Nova Scotlian racing
schooner’ which Aappears on thelCanadian dime.

!
r
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The Rockefeller Wing of the Metropolitan Museum, for
example, characterizes a métonymic model in that each object
represents a microcosm of the culture from which it
originates, yet no total representation of that culture is
attempted. In this way, the metonymic model corresponds with
that of "aftmbx metamoxrphosis" breviously described. In both
£ypes, a narrative has been imposed on objects in their
pregeﬁtation Qithln the exhibition discourse of "high art.f

In contrast to %he reification of objects from thelr

’contexts formed in metonymic exhibition types, synecdochal
exhibition models establish an interfel;ted chain'of
objects. Synechdoche is a trope which identifizs a part
when referring to the whole. For examp?e "She's all hearﬁ;;
refers to the "woman" herself. Synechdochal exhibition
types attempt to reéreate the whole period it 1is
regresenting, Ep create "living history." Peribd rooms of
authentié art;¥acts“where the'context has been recreéted“
character{i ze thé synecdochal model. According to Bann,
synecdoche correlates with the romantic episteme
characterized by the rél;b., '

?he reconstructed'Fortress‘of Loulsbourg on Cape Breton
Island in Nova Scotla 1s a recreation of a moment in time,
the summer of 1744 when 1t was a military capital of the
French Cglpny énd on\tﬁe verge of a war. Loulisbourg )

Fortress represents a‘synechdod%al model because its

exhibitions shggest a totality in a rgcreatioﬁ of an

¢
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historical period. The tourist brochure encourages the

visitor to participate in "a series of small experiences" in

!

order to get a sense of the overall experience.
...a file of marching soldiers...a drink at a
salilor's tavern...a shingled roofline...the swirl
of a woolen cape...a fisherman at work...a child
engrossed in play...the sound of a wind slammed
shutter (Fortress of Louisbourg National Historic
Park, Parks Canada, 1984).
The synechdochal model is characterized at Louisbourg by
fragments of experience which together recreate-a history.
The exhlbition experience is made up of authentic pexriod

plcces,~reconstructed architecture, the elements of wind,

water, earth and vegetation, and theatrical performance of

costumed people in specific roles. The exhibits in

. themselves demonstrate how lace or bread were made for

$

%

example. All exhibits are part of a whole, the fortress
itself a 1living documentary, framing a permanently sustained
moment in time.

The use of me\onymic or synechdochal forms of
exhibition structure the arrangement of objects, in
particular practices. On the one hand, the specimen is
presented as a microcosm of the culture, reified from its
original context, whll& on the- other, the f&agment is \
presented as part of a whole, which itself 15 also
presented. "

Of course, these two models'of exhibition are not pure C ™
types. An interesting integration of metonymic and
synechdochal types occurs in the art of Marcel Broodt?pers
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which addresses both the language and' architecture of the
art discourse. Broodthaers considers both the museum and

a

the artist's studio as institutions containing the art
discourse. In his piece La_ﬂnllg_ﬂ;nnnhg (19{9), he his
produced a container within a container. The studio, .
complete in all atchitectural details, is presented within a
mus;hm, roped off from access. Here the place ofvart'm
origin (the s%udlo) and the place of its destination (the
museum) have been reversed and integrated, revealing
assumptions about the neutrality of display practipea. on
the one hand, this plece functions metonymically in that the
studio is a specimen, an art object zelfied~£rom its
original Sité presented as an object of "high art" itself.
Oon the other hand,. it functions synecdochally in that living
history is recreated with reference to the practiceé of the
artist in producing art (Buchloh,1983:45-56).

In sum, codes of‘s;gnifylng objacts withfn an
exhlbition context may be seen according to types of
practices which position objects in particular|ways. These
typologies constitute a language which is used| by curators '

)

with partidular emphasis.

Curatorial Practices
To curate is to intentionally position obj[cts through
particular practices. Curatorial practices exist within

definitions imposed\by institutions( while at tﬁe same time

\
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~—signifying objects according to generally accepted languages

of exhibition. Curators, then, must respond to both internal .
and external practices in their production of exhibitions.
They are authorized to speak for their lhstitutlons; to in
effect, translate the exhibition discourse through

exhibition practices.

The officlal role of a curator in a gallery or museum
is to ccllect, care for and'systematize collections, and to
arrange exhibitions. As well, the curator is expected to
apply a degree of scholarly knowledge to the~intgrpretatlon
of art (Town,1986:373. The curator functions as a gatekeeper
who decides what works- will be exhiblted/or bought. In
addition, the curator confers values upon objects as they
are placed in mediating exhlbitioh,discourses. ‘Henée
curatorship functions ideologically.

The fact that curatorship is ultimately the

purposeful creation of meanings through the

systematic collection, documentation and
. exhibition of objects or natural or human history

means that curators are involved with the

formulation of ideology, whether or not thelr

training and inclination prepares them for such a

> role (Lord and Lord,1986:11).
Curatorship is located within a set of relationshiJ&. These
constitute a nexus where the wills of authorizing bodles,
the curator's professional peer group, cultﬁrally sanctioned

pt?qtices of exhibition and the percelved interests of the

public intersect. The nature of institutional power and the
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social conditions of the curator have a decisive effect on
the role s/he will play in communicating meaning.

Museum and gallery curators, in acquirinb or éxhibltlng
works within the institutional frame, play the roles of
tastemakers, evangelféts and connolisseurs within the world
of art commodities. Curatorial opinions haQe become
1ntegrai to both the aesthetic and monetary worth of works
by individual artists (ﬁeyer,1979:64). The tradition of
authenticity scholars includes men like Kenneth Clark, who
provide valldation for art buyers wishing to beliéve that
work was genuine, fitting. "somewhere in an ordered canon of
scholarship sfretching-back to the painted cave of Lascaux"
(Meyer,1979:180). The expectation that scholazsﬁip will
legitimate works as authentlc 1s now widely assumed.
However, there are ethical complexities in the positidn of
taste validator, for it is here that ldeological assumptions
are dictated in a most direct manner. ' :

No one has ever devised a method of detaching the

scholar from the clrcumstances of 1life, from the

fact of his involvement (conscious or unconscious)

with a.class, a set of bellefs, a soclial position

or from the mere activity of being a member of

soclety (8aid,1979:10).

Historically; curators were the well educated children
of wealtﬁ} families whosé position was éimllar‘tﬁ a patron
in that no or lltyle remuneratioﬁ\for thelr services was
expected. Furthermore, thelr spcial milieu placed them in a,
© good position to gain funélng for thelr ;nstitutlons. Inl

short, they were connolisseurs who exhibited the taste and

82



scholarship expected of their classz. The ;esult was that

the interests of wealthy families, and thus big business,
were closely tied to museum acquisitions which was mirrored,
in turn, by the art market. Today, as well,, museum
acquisitions and art investment are interrelated. Selections
of works by art by museums increase thelr status. This
occure either by legitimating works by living artists within
the "discourse of excellence," or by leaving fewer works by
dead artists on the open market.

The role of éuratorship in investing a work of art with
meaning or signlf{canée, what Bourdieu calls cultural
¢apital, is akin to that of a bank manager. The ethical
stance of curators and their reputations within their. social
milieu constitute a value, a status which gives them "the
right to speak." This is to say that along with cultural
goods themselves, the "prestige" or “authority" of curators
functions as a "credit" which guaranfees, to some degree,
economic profits. «

°  For the author, the critic, the art dealer, the >
" publisher or the theatre manager, the only

legitimate accumulation consists in making a name

for oneself, a known recognized name, a capital of

consecration implying a power to consecrate v

. objects (with trademark or signature) or persons

(through publication, exhibition etc.) and

therefore to give value, and to appropriate the

profits from this operation (Bourdieu,1980:262).

The more cultural capital curators have, the more power they “

have to consecrate objects within the dlscourseé in which

they wozk A symbiotic relationship exists between curators
J -
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and artists. Curators, in addition to situating objects,
create texts to suppiement exhibitions which disseminate
abstracted meaning conecerning tﬁ? work. This activity
constitutes a power to valorize art. For an artist‘to
attempt to Qalorize his/her own work would be both
ineffective and ridiculous within the fine art discourse.
Thus an uneven power relationship exists where artists are
dependenF %p curators to gqualify theix work.6

The role of curatorship is defined by certain
limitations. First, exhlbitlng 1nstitutlons exist in
spec{ffc social and cultural contexts out of which
particularx dischrsive formations emerge. An exhibiting
institution might display historical or contempérary ‘
artifacts, be commercial or non-profit, instéll temporary or
permanent exhibitions, be located in a metropolitan or rural
centre. These provide the site in which the exg?bition is
read and out of which the curator emefges and serves. The
value confer;ed on an art work by a curator must be
consistent with the overall cultural context within which

s/he works.

6. Curators have been accused by artists of
appropriating the-artistic role. Daniel Buren ’
states:"...the ‘artists' of today are the art gallery"
directors, exhibition organizers, art critics, art
historians, art collectors -- all endowed with the power to
create, to decide, to arrange, “6Q juxtapose, to add, to cut
out and invent..." (Buren,1960). Buren asserts that
contemporary museums, rather than ref&egting artistic
creation, reflect their own imade. Hence today the
"authority of the institution" becomes the only medium
available to the artist. :
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In addition, the curator is aléo defined by the
prof?sslon of curatorship itself as a soclal éigcourse. The
professional peer group constitutes a significant factor in
determining the curatorial practices of the individual. The
concerns defined by the group both define and legitimate the
curator's right to speak. For example, the rqle of a curator

"at a small reglonal museum woulg‘most likely evolve out of a
personal (or group) interest in the history of the community
in which s/he (thegyylive. Exhibitions are typically
permanent, a recreation of a past time. An example of this
type of museum is the Fisherman's Life Museum in Jeddore ‘

» Ponds, Nova Scotia.7 The role of the curator would consist
primarily of identifying objects that are pa¥t of the lived
history of the community. However, the role 8f
professionalization in museology would glso play a part in
the imposition of curatorial and exhibition practices from
outside the community. The systems of classifying,
ﬁreserving and presenting objects would, to some extent,
homogenize the presentation.

. In some sltuatéons, the professionalizqtion of
curatorship plays a central role. At large metrobolftan
museums a nat;pnal and, preferably, intérnational role in

v

the profession of curatorship is expected. A curator at the
. ( . 1 *

7. Here the home once llvéd in by an inshore
n fisherman's family houses a display of the ordingry things |
of rural Nova Scotlan life during the nineteenth century: a
pump organ, hooked mats, grandmother's favorite dishes and a
wood stove.
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;‘Art‘Gallery of Ontario, for example, would emerge from the
fine art discourse as someone with sufficlent cultural
capital (published, previous exhibitions, education etc.).
Within the institution, the curator would be‘furthe;
%egiﬁimated as a professional by cues in the institutional
surroundings: thg office with its library, files, magazineg,
slides, taste in art etc. His or her contacts in the
international art discourse (other 1n§titutions, Qrt

magazines, critics etc.) would be key glements to thelir

role. R . N

The word "curate}"';ew enough in the Englfgb language
not to be included in dictionaries, is used to deséribe the
process of putting together an exhibition that is not
sufficiently denoted by words such as "choose," '"select,"
or "organize" (Town,1986:42). To "curate" includes the
creation of mé;ning by using a learned discourse of
exhibition (high art) with its formal codes, grammar and
metaphors. The curator's first alleglance is defined by this

‘discourse. Curatorship 1ncorporétes the curator's position
as authox, as one who confers tQ& legitimacy of cultural
capital. In other words, the verb "curate" takes the
curator's role farther than that of simply collecting,
conserving, identifying and making statements about objects
\ )

to include the act of speakingy the context in which it is

done, and the position of the curator as author.
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Exhibition practices embodying dgjfereny discourses

compete within institutional sites, making the practice of
curatorship equal to that of rhetor or speaker. Where
intentionality exists on the pqrt of the curator, exhibition
practices can be viewed as forms of rhetoric. Rhetorical
discourse asserts that something is, or is not, the case;
is, or is not, to be valued. Rhetoric functions as a
signiflier of ideology. According to. Kenneth Burke, "...the
basic function of rhetoric (is) the use of words by human
agents to form attitudes or to induce actions in other human
beings" (Burke,1950:41). Because non-verbal elements can

i
persuade by their symbolic character, Burke extends the use

of rhetoric to include "all'other human symbol systems, such '
as mathematics, music, sculpture, painting, dance,
architectural styles etc." (Burke, 1966:28). 2Any meaningful
arrangement of symbolic elements, then, constitutes a form
of rhetoric. Where exhibitions'?ge a selection and
arrangement of objects and othertelements in specific
contﬁxts to evoke specific effects (ente;tainment,\awe, \
aesthetlic pleasure), the mediation of these objects by th;
exhibition context can be considered a rhetorical act. The
curator speaks through practices which can be examined as a
rhetoric of exhibition.

|
.The rhetoric of exhibition involves both the ,

presentation of objects and the organization of the ‘ Y,

visitor's movements.r The installation of an exhibition
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exists as a defermined sequence marked by didactic elements,
such as labels, acoustic guides or signage, inserted on
occasion. Ehese markers constitute the tools of curatorial
rhetoric. The site of the rhetorical act, the museum
itself, also determines the exhibition experience through
its architectural script "...spacial forms in room(s) are
conceived in ordex to suggest, to induce types of behaviour"
(Eco, 1973:59). The curating of an exhibition can be viewed
as the formation of a rhetorical structure (the exhibition
elements) within a rhetorical structure (the script
determined by the context).

The activities may vary, but the devisor has

imposed his (her) will upon a monumental

decorative scheme, upon even the most privileged

sp€ctators and, as it were, participants...at the

very least, one should acknowledge

that...ambulation is channelled, manipulated,

doubtless can even be "devised" so that one does

what peeds to be done without guite realizing it

(Johnsoh, 1984:129).
A building's features influence those who look at it (as a

monument) or use it in both theirQSFtltudes and performance

- within it. 1If museum is palatial, the visitor might feel

9} act in a courtly manner, or feel intimidated and act
defianfly. Similarly, the ritual scriptﬁinscribed into the
exhibition floor plan is also a form of rhetoric in the
sense that péople are‘persuaded to perfé}m certain actions.
The séript invisibly structures the background of
experience. It prgts in the viewing angles, the.

arrangement of the exhibition itself, the building layout,

{
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and the fu;nfshlngs provided. For example seating

arrangements, whether carts at wWalt Disney World or benchgs
in galleries, contr91 the spectator's field of vision,
rhetorically t;ansforming curatorial statements into lived -
experience.

Burke describes two generating principles of rhetoric:

"pefsuadlon" and "identiflcation.” Persuasion is a

"traditional key term for rhetoric. It ranges from the

"bluntest quest for advantage exhibited in sales promotion

and propaganda, through courtship, social etiquette,

“ education, to a "pure" form which delights in the process

itself without ulterior purpose. Persuaslion méy be

considered in its role of maintaining or changing the soclial
order in cultﬁral'instltutlons (Burke, 1950:XIV). As we

have seen, exhibitions may persuade people to accept an
ethnocentric polnt of view. Here the "quest for advantage"
is a key elipent in the exhibition rhetoric. As previougly
noted, incorporating objects from other cultureg Into a
discouf?e of "high art" ls\an imperialist means of C
privileging Western meanlings over those of the original
culture. Persuasion a}so exists in exhlbition discourses
which oppose hegemonic artistic practice, for anmple, in
the work of Hans Haacke. ‘Hls di#curslve interventions in
art muséumz persuad? us by offering evidence which

,undermines the hldden agendas of institutions by exposing

themn.
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Burke'sTbtngr generating term, identification, also

constitutes the ;;Etofic of .exhibition. According to him,

~

identification ranges from the politician who, addressing an
audience of farm boys, says- "I was a farm boy myself, "
through fhe/systems of spcial status, to the mystics devoup
identification with the’sourcé of all beling
(au”rke,mso:‘xxv,). Regarding exhlbjitlons; then, i
identification can be said to be working where a situation

evokes a sympathetic response in the viewer/participant. The
} :

pofential for identification is particularly evident in
living museums, where an entire cultural history can be

experienced by the viewer.

3
IS ’ « [

The Fortress of Loulsbourg, for example, 1s a site

\

\\ )

where'identlfication 13| integral to-the exhibition

" experlence. Identificatlion comeés through the senses aﬁd the

freedom to negotiate oneself throuéh\the toﬁn gh_ghgnlg_nld'x
then. The visitor can a¢t Jjust they did; eating food

L1

prepared and presented as it was in the elghteenth centuiy.
\ :
Lunch could be a bowl oprea soup served in a pewter dish

with a huge hand forged spoon. The expér;ence of eating soup
in this manner allows th? viaitox'to expérience the weight, %@3'
size, limited maneuverability apd physical sensatlion of
eating and, most importa tiy, to understand how these:

{
qualities influenced such things as etiquette. In-essence,

. it allows the viewer to ritually reexperience the daily life

of the past. This ambience i{s reinforced by guides dressed
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"in period costumes who will elthgrﬁact‘"gn chazactér“ (as

-

*soldiéfs,\lace makers, stone cutters étq.) or stkp cutside

.t /

their prescribed roles to have a contemporary conversation

'
b

with the viéwer. ~ThHe choice of whethet to identify with the
histofical or contempority r;1e4t§”hp to her or him. j\

) I have correlated Burke' gwﬁexms, 1dent1f1cation and
persuaslpn, with the overall, lntertextual experlenqe of the
exhibition rather than its individval elements. Describing
curatorial practices acco*dlng to Burke's rhetoric is based

on ldeal types, which may function neatly in theory,‘but may

be messy in ptactlce: The correlations I Jjust wutlined -~

,consldéring the Fo;tress'of.Louisbohrg, persuasion could i

’ 2 o~ ¢ -
could also exist in reverse in a consideration of aspects of

éhe Metrqpolitan Museum of Art, or the Fo;tress of
Louishourg. . For e#amp;e, uﬁthin an ;rt exhlbition at the
Het, identification could occur between a visitor and a -
particularly compelling individual artifact, or the viewer
could ldentify with the h}gh art discourse at a level =
abstracted from the objeg&s themselves. Similarly, in
functioﬂ.in relatlon to the didactic panels which exist to
sugqest to visitors "what to do" ‘during their visit.

~ “In conclusion, this chapter has described and located.
exhlbltlon pragtices with a view to understandlng how they
determine%the exhibition experience. Firsé institutional

apparatuses were described in their economic, bblltlcal and

social functions. Then, the signifying practices of
14

&
\
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exhibition were énalyzed fﬁ’zelation to typologies of
representing obdects drawn from linguistic tropes. Finally,

cﬁratorial practices operating within institutional

o constraints and agendaﬁ, were considered in their zhetorical

roles. All :practices described play a significant role in
encoding meanings in exhibitions. In the next chqpter, we

will cpnsider in more detail the visitor's‘préctices

~ - - ! !

involved with ‘reception. <
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CHAPTER IV ‘ -

THE RECEPTION OF EXHIBI?IONS‘

In the previous chapter, the encodiny of exhibition
discourses was considered in relation to the practices of
institutions, of the positioning of objects and of
curaéorship. Here we saw that the meaning of exhiblitions as
cultural forms exists not only intrinsically, but depends on
the codes into which tgey are inserted. In this chapter,
thg_fgéys<gf analysis will shift from the production of —

exh;bitioné.io consider the social articulations involved
with reception. The production and consumption of
exﬁiblttons determine each other in various ways. While
exhibition practices situate the viewer, the reader actively
and creatively constructs meaning fzém a socially located
point of view. wWith this in mind,\the structures of meaning
and power that position the practices and terms of feceptlon .

wili be examined.

° a
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First, I will explore terms most often used'to.desczibe
exhibltion'v;éwers. The "public"--and "audience" aré
abstractions which are commonlxhuéed in refér#nce to
exhibition attendance. These fuqctldh as discursive
formations, the analysis of which helps to situate the
context of the viewing experience. Second, exhibitions will
be éoﬁsidered %n relationship to the visitor's experience of
reading, interpreting or otherwise decoding the exhibitlon
text. Here the level of analysls will focus on the
subject's active and creative role within exhibition

discourse, while at the same time locating the determinating

factors of the exhibition context.
4

The Terminology of Reception
The terms "public" and "audlence" are abstractions

which are used ostensibly to describe people who attend

~

exhibitions. However, these terms are more complex than thig‘“ff

for, in themselves, they function as discursive frameworks.
I will, henceforth, qualify these-terms to situate them in
relation te the dlscourses surrondlng the reception of
exhibitions. |

Exhibiting institutions often speak of the "audience"
and the "public" interchangeably However, while the
audience makes up the public, it is not identical with it.

For my purposes, the term "audience" is ust to label people

in thelr practices of consuming media, while the term

#
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"public"™ 1is connected to distinctions concerning exhibitﬁng
“ v .
institutions as sites 0f political decision making. A /

further exploration of the difkeyences between these te‘nw

reveals their differences. ’ ?/
‘ An audlience can be defined as a group of people made up
of,individuals.,‘"The ‘audience' is by definition a
additive phenomenon: we identify and count if possible, the.
individuals and groups recorded as mqklng it up: no one
present can be diﬁqualified'from memﬁprship" (C7ow,1986:5).
A particular audlence can be’identifiédﬁby soclal class,
education, or political orientation, or by otHer discursive
i form%fions. Thomas Crow gistingulshes the "audience" from
the "public" in this way: -

In empirical terms, we are confronted only with
. - the gross totality of the audience and its

positively identifiable constituent/parts:

individual and group categories defined by sex,

age, oacupation, wealth, residence etc. The
public, on the other hand, is an éentity which
mediates between the two, a repreésentation of the
significant totality by and for /someone
(Crow,1985:5).
Thus while the term "audience" dea}s wifh the geﬁeral
consumption of exhibltiqns by ianviduals, the term "public"”
is characterxized by particular/fgrmations which involve
collective "will" which is régfesented by spokespersons. In
short, where the audlience is identiftcd\px\iff parts, the
public is identified as a collective entity. ~;lﬁeze both

terms are abstractions, the "public" is hoie of an |

p abstraction. Actual au iences may empirically exist, but
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-.publics must be spoken for. Hence, the acE of speaking for

zhe public, that is, acting in the public's behalf®®

inherently involves the motives of the speaker. Becéuse any ‘ l
articulation in the name of the public involves assumptions

apout collective values and interests, the term public

o/ functions ideologlically. '
, Contemporary theorists have problematized the term

"public" 'because it creates a "false unity" which excludeé

.xandom audiences from creating their own formations
(Foster,1987:27). The notion of the public, is perceived as
"imaginary" and hence as ideo%ogically loaded. Because the
singularity of the term impliés a transcendence of :
.difference and hence 1s exclusionary, it has been dismissed

in preference of analysis of various audiences. This

position precludes the possibility of more than one public
exist;ng. Actually, innumerable publics have existed from

the beginnings of socjal llfe,1 not only as the cohesive

publics of states, but also as more marginal publics which

struggle to maintain their identity (Bitzer,1978:82). .

-Ihe Public
A public can be defined as a "community of persons
sharing conceptions, principles, interests and values; and

3

l. Where traditional publics were defined by geography
and traditions of people, more recent publics have been
, shaped by communications media which influence popular
belief (Bitzer,1978:71).
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who are significantly interdependent" (Bitzer:1978,68). Out

of this common interest institutions emerge, such as

. museums, schools or courts. A pﬁblic is marked by its
duration through time which allows for the formation of

these institutions, and by the power of authorization by the
people which legitimates particular truths and values
(Ibid.). In their public role, fhen, museums can be viewed

as storehouses for "publig knowledge."™ Also important-to

the public functiohing of museums, is the representation of -
- the collective willvby museum officials as "speakers."

Lloyd Bitzer ho}ds that shared knowledge, impliclt in
the notion of the public,'grounds the cholces of a community
in common ideas, values and interests. Public knowledge is
located in the public sphere, in its eﬁdurlné institutions,
and authorized by the public itself. Implicit in the term
"public," are normative commitments rglated to d?mocracy.
That is, power ultimately comes from the public. A competent
public would be one to which public knowledgelis actésslble,
allowing a basis for public authority on which the
democratic process is based. On the other hand, an i11- !
informed public would be one whose authoriky was ultimately
(lneffeétive. ,

The discourses of museums are interrelated with the
discourses of the state and their ideological formations.

Museums are institutions which house public knowledge,

particular truths or assumptions concerning culture 1in its
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maéerlal forms. They present objects within historical °

locations and tradition; which are iegitimated,in the 0
public's name. This ralses the question of yho decides what
constitutes the partiéular traditions and knowledge

presented. In fact, in most lnstances{ shargd txaditions are
‘articulated by an glite group of public servants. They may
base their decisions on "good reason" consclously, or on the
other hand, may be\éuite unaware of the values they present "\
as t@ey are Lnscribedlin the‘codes, practices and language
that they use. In turnq‘peopie can be excluded from
apprehending public knowlgdgé if knowledge of a éartlcular

discourse is a prerequisite to its comprehension.

-—

The quesfion of who speaks in the public's name 1is a
thorny one. Do speakers truly represent the publlilc, or do
" they create it? In museums, public officlals speak in the
public's name. This or that eﬁhibitlon is said to provide a
particular_element of public knowlédge. According to Bltzer,
this knowledge 1s based on assumptions about what is
"reasonable" in the puﬁlic gphere. Where Bitzer's notion of
‘bublic knowledge is philosophically based (in reason and
logic), Michael McGee and Harfha Martin assert that public .
"knowledge is ideologlically based (in powef and will), so
that rather than representing the public, thé speaker ’
‘creates it. McGee holds . that a?tboritative reasonigg in the

public's name is inherently ideological. In museums

~4
\
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autﬁoritative reasbning, by experts, constltutes_; fo;m of
;hetorr§7wh1ch in féct creates a pubflc.

Thetpracticgs of a public museum speake{ exist in
contradiction; McGee and Martin point out a fqﬁdamentall
ﬁaradox Bf.public service: how can someone be at once an
autﬁoritative speaker "educating and enlightening the
public" and a humble servant "serviﬁé the public"
(MéGee/Markin,1983:51).2“ Museuma%peakefs, at the same time,
must éerve both their governing administration and the
public who give their consent for this quthority. This
1nvol§es coupling praise and criticism for the
administration of wﬁich s/he Is a part, with self-reflection
in 'their actions. How can museum speakers provide expertise
(enlighten and educate people in presenting particular )
meanings) while at the samé time servinéf(allow people‘to
construct their own meanings)? Curatorship, for example,
oberates by ‘selecting materlal and thus privileges
particular discourses and social groups over others.
Inevitably, exclusions occur. On the other hand, ;hé
question of giving people "what they want" within museums

raises concerns of whose interests get represented, and whom

\

2. Under absolute monarchy, the master and servant,
roles were unified in the role of the king or queen. The
ruler was the mouthpiece for both the monarchy and the
people. The dispersion of the power of monarchs involved
the creation of a third entity -- the public servant -- who
must serve both the (master-) adminis@ration and the people.
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gets acéess. It is impossible to locate the praxis of publ@c
ébeakers without, this contradiction- (McGee,1983:48).

The term "éubllc" functions as an abstract, singular
tern whiéh we can see functioning in mu;eums as sites of
public knowledge aﬁe‘public speaking. As a discursive term,
it is grounded in specific practices concerﬂing the
collective will of a soéiety. The assumptions involved in _
invoklng "public interest" are the result of chalns of
connotations about wha? the public is. The preoccupations
of the.connoigseur, prizate corporgtion, or other ‘
“lnatitutiops which disseminate culture have been artiéulated
in the "pub%lq interest." .The term "public," when used to -
legitimate particular acts, functions ideologically. A '
further-consideration of the public relates to practices

concerning public access.

. ./\
The term "public" can be a CIaésificatlon which “
contains inherent limitations éoncerning who actuélly enters
exhibiting institutions. Praétlces involved with public
access are not absolute or static, but shift in'relation to .
given historical conditions and particular roial locations.
* This leads ﬁs to consider the gquestion of when public
.access to exhibitions originated. Before the Enlightenment
dhrang the elghteenth century, there was no shared public

culture, The display of the ruling classes doninated tbwns,
. ;
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courts-and churches. In the public sphere, access was glven
A 4 ' o ‘

to view works, but the audience had no role in determining °
what was shown. Private collections oﬁ patrons were . -
displayed only to guests, connoisseurs and scholars with the

same tastes and level of knowledge as themselves Alignment

<

with aristocratic taste was "de rigueur," and reflected in

clothing, conversation, madne?isms, etiquette and other

. g . -
aspects of style. Collections of art -functioned as

celebrations of the personality of th%\;:jlector,
. - w ) \
.proclaiming their owners as "adventurers,™ "men of sclence,"

or as otherwise worldly, wéalthy or much travelled people.

Indeed, ‘Kenneth Hudson Eorrelatés the 1n§t1nct to céllect
. art as belng typical of the "great amorists“ o£ history -- ~
‘the desire to possess being common to both=;'% collecting
and sexual conquest. Famous connolsseur-lovers include
Aﬁgust;s of Saxony, Catherine of Russia or Vivant Denon.
Acdbrdingly, those from‘outside thé aristocratic ciasses
were excluded from private co}leptlons as they would have
been frém persoﬁal ﬁarems. w1th1n’this epistene, viewing a

pflvéte collection was perceived by all as a privilege,

demanding a response of gratitude and admiratiqn; for
criticism would have been most inappropriate
(Hudson:1975,6). Overall, private collectioﬁs and museums
Qererugedvby the elite for the elite: for soclal _
‘advancement, to satisfy turiosity and to meet other

o . . ‘ ' p
cultivated people. ¥ & o
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Publicgexhibitions origlinated wiéh the French

R

;Revoludlon during the eighteenth century. During this time

in France, the "public" emerged as a thiFd entity between
the:patron:classes and artists. - Public/LSalon" exhibitions
were instituted by the Academy of Painting and/Sculpture in
1737 at fhé galon Carré at the Louvre. These markedjthé
xemoval of art exhibitlions from the control of a'
hlerarchlcal arig}ocracy in the firg@, regularly repeated,
free display of contemporary ért in Europe offered in a -
secular set?ipg. The audience of spectators came ‘from many
soéial classes, and the encounters between the sscial
classes in the crowded cogditions of the Salon "provided
constant materla{ for sociél commentary™ (Crow,1985:1).

g As a result of the Salon exhibitions, a "public"
emerged, spoken for by Journalists andlcritics‘-— and

responded to by state backed arts officials in thelr

declisions in the public Interest. Here, a communlity of

3
1““&interest was flrst formed, marking a break from.the

Fradition of elite, aristocratic culture. Salon guldes and
Eatalogues were published speaking in the public's*namé.
Thesé achieved 5 bubllc consensus‘which_had the effect of
actﬁally changing the dominant style of painting from the
sensual Rococo (favoured by the aristocracy) to'a more
moralistic Classicism (preferred by the new public). Hence

a shift in power happened as the public, rather than the

L}
A ]
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arlstocracy, started to determine issues of taste. The

‘Salon, ihen, is

ortant as the s ite wﬁere a coherenp

public voice. eferged out of ‘an actual audience

-

(Crow,l§85: 2). i 4

.Vher the dictates of the elite ﬁay have been conteateq
in eighteenth century Fraﬁqp, lntother early public
exhibitioné they were enforced. Fof example, after the
opening of tﬁe BrLtlsﬁ Museum in 1759,}the notion of public
access imp}icitiy carried over autocratic traditions
established in the private collections of the aristocracy.
ﬁhlle phe‘museﬁm was designated a public institution, entry
was retained as a privilege and favour. A list of statutes
and rules relating to the inspection ‘and use of the Britlsh
Museum stated that those who visited the museum had first to
make a written'application,~1nc1ud1ng thelr occupatfon, name
and address, and give th;s to the portet. At a later date,
after theirucreéentiais were investigated, they could call
to pick up tickets entitling them to a visit. The’procedure
was }ikely to fake at least two weeks, and ;he
investigations into credentials could take as'long as
" several months (Hudson:1975:9). Other early museums with
mandates to "educate the public" impliclitly privileged the
higher classes.' At/The Prado in Madrid and the Altes Museum
in Bérlln, preference was sh?Wﬂ to schoiars oé sufflqient

symbolic capital (education,!sogial class or wealth), over A

wider notion of the public (Horne,1984515).

€
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A more inclusive notion of the public occurs when the )
public begins to be admitted as a paying customer. This’
first occurred during the longw§uccesslon of world's fairs
- which started with the Great Exg bition in London in 1851
"and continued until World Wvar L.X\Thesg large exhibitions ' )
were possible because of the age of the railways; which wvere

uﬁed to transport both materials for the exhibitions

fhehselves, and ;isitors - meﬁﬁé}s of a new bourgeols class
of fourist. The importance of these internatlonal exhibits
extended beyond their commercial success to affect the
social climate of the time, where capital 1£se1£ tr iumphed
over the symbolic capital of gl{te taste cultufes.f Large -
" numbers of paying visitors from all classes resul?ed in a
broadgr definition of culture and compelled governments to
realize the political importance of the arts \
(Hudson,197f:p). Here the ideblogical implications of
"serving a public" extend beyond a @eographically imposed
boundary. . The public begipns to be constituted out of a
mobile audlence defined .-by their consumption of
communication media. ~

Today, eﬁtzy to public, government supported museums is
considered a ;}ght rather than é'privllegé;"ﬂowever, the
line between publlé access to museums, and public profit-
making exhlbithnS is becoming less defined With the
lnstlfution of admission fees to ﬁublic art museums. 1In
Canada for examplq, feés have.been,instltuted at the
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Montreal Museum of Fine Arts and the Art Gallery of ontarlo.
The .concept 0f user-pay situates the pubiic differently,
limiting the repeat visits necessary for extended
cpntemplatlon.'UIEihately; the museum expe:ienée is becoming’
. more of a spectator event, ;nd‘iqfthis way, slpllar to
popular Spectacle.3 In the same way that.the critical
public caused a shift in academit painting of the elghteenth
century salon, contemporary fine art institutions are
responding to public enthusiasm for culpuzal industries 1like
Disneyland in thelr preoccupation with blockbusfer

exhibitions. Museum pféctices; then, can be seen to shift in

relation to perceptions of collective public demands. \

- o
. |

The Audjence
b Where the notion of "bublic" is collectlive, that of .
"audience" is constitutive. Ahyone who visits gn exﬂlbitlon
can be considered part of the audience. Traditlonally the

audienée was cdnsidereq as a singular entity, e;;stlng'as an

abstraction often undistingquished from notions of the

pubiic. The concept of a singular audience masks the

3. As museums become more popular we see a
corresponding shift in the positioning of the spectator.
The frequency of benches and chairs, the furnishings

. necessary: for extended contemplation, have tended to
decrease in favour of .open rooms which encourage the quick
herding of ‘visitors through blockbuster shows. While
increased public attendance is considered desirable by
funding agencies, the emphasis on.quantities of people over
the quality of thelr experiences has changed -the natuze of
viewlng.

i
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variations of_indlviduailty within it. More recent studies

|
1

of audience reveal this.

w¢ speak for convenlence about acﬁass audience,
but it is a fictton. The audience today is
numerically dense, but highly diversified...fear
of the Amorphous Audience is fed by the word
"mass." 1In fact, audiences are speciallized by
age, sex, hobby, occupation, mobility, contacts
etc. Although the differences may not be rankable
in the curriculum of the traditional
educationalist, they nevertheless reflect and
influence the diversification which goes with
increased industrialization." (Lawrence Alloway in
Hebdige,1983:67).

Any individual brings a constellation of inter-related
discourses to thelr exhibition experience. These constitute
a kind of coioured lens through which perception occurs. The

individual experiences an exhibition as the

- Interrelationship of pre-constructed discursive positions

and the passage through the exhibition cont}nuum. Audience
practices, then, are the site where perébhai and curatorial
positions and practices intersect.

The positivist, behavioralist tradition of
communication research looks at the communication process as
linked to marketing. With a similar orientation, many
exhibiting institutions have, in recent years, adopted
market research methods to discern the nature and
compositlon of audiences. Audiences are Qiewed as consumers
of exhibitions. Surveys regard the viewer and exhibit as
lsolatable:entltles, delineating the viewer's residence,
occupation, level of education etc., statistics which
provide facts concernlng average lncome levels, and. social
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class. Statistlics can be useful to describe how acqguired

attitudes due to sociai class or accumulation of education
cérrelate with the iIntended readings of particular
exhibition practices. However, the question of who is
compili?g the statistics for what reasons is cruclial to an
understanding‘of thelr worth. Mar;eting research can be‘
skewed to privilege the dominance of a particular point of
view which might exclude and marginalize other possible
audiences. To study the relationship between the audience
and the exhibition, it is necessary to also study the
relationships between man& elements in the many lives
composing the audience. As Martha Rosler points out, "There
aée...no explanations (of the audience) in the brute facts
of income and class; only a theory of culture can account
for the composition of the audience." (Rosler, 1984:312).
In other words, the exhibition context in relation to the
multiple dlscourse; the individual brings to their
experience cannot be simply described in terms of
quantitles:izf years of education, of dollars, of frequency
of visits. It is essential to recognize that subjective
positions of individual audience members are defined by
thelr social/éontext. Here begins a consideration of the
discourses involved in\the social location of indlviduals.
The mulfiplicity of possible discourses involved in an

individual experience can be described by the following

hypothetical example: Consider two indi iduals within an

109




aud{gnce: a black, Jamaican lmﬁigrant, youth, working class,

Protestant woman and a white, canadian-born, middle aged,
upper class, Protestant man. Both social locations implicate
.the individuals in discursive networks. Where both may be
‘Protestant, the young woman 1is ﬁa%ginal in every other
sense. She inhabits multipl? discourses of the "other,"
which exist oﬁtside mainstream\culture. She 1s female,
black, an immigrant, young, and working class: positions
denied power in the overall culture. In turn, the middle
aged man represents the poditions of the hegemonic values of

I

and wealthy: sitions which implicitly privilege him. These

canadian'sogiety.' He is white, Canadian born, in his primeﬁ
qualities would significdantly determine their respecfive '
readings of an exhibitian. Given the example of a show of

. Group of Seven paintings &t the Montreal Museum of Fine

: Arts, the man would relate t® the work in a particular way:
he might be invited to the opening where he would see many
other people like himself; he might be a patron of the

museum; the paintings depict his country; the artists were
contemporaries of his parents; possibly he coﬁld afford to

buy one. The young woman on the other hand would be

positioned within another experience: she would most likely -

paj admission to view the show; the paintings.depict her
adopted country; the artists are white, male and of a
culture that is foreign to her; she might only be able‘td

afford a reproduction of one of the paintings. This
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compar!soh fillustrates just two possible social locations

amongét many. The audience, then, consists o£/—¥11m1ted
/
d27cursive1y framed groups within the social, each of which.

g

/ .
/// People can and do create their own relationship with

termines possible readings of exhlbitions.‘

- cultural texts. Where, in theory, access is provided to all
people by public instltutloﬁs, in practice 4dnstitutions have

: \‘ :

had a role in excluding particular groups. Audience research

undertaken at the Van Abbemuseum‘in Eindhoven, the

Y

Netherlands, lnvestigated dlscourses of "the other" by
examining the terminology used for those traditionally
excluded, by cholce or circumstance, from visiting museums.

The fact that not everyone in the Netherlands
visits museums has been very worrying to museum
organizers for, some time. Who are the non-

. visitors? They have been defined at various times e
as "The lesser man" (1873), the "plebs" as opposed

. to "the moneyed classes" (1918), the less well-off

(1918), the "simple people" (1926), the "workman" .
(1930), or "mass youth" (1932). They are deemed
to belong to the workers' movement (1920 onwards),
rural associations (1932) and workers or staff
associations (1957) or they are described in the
apparently objective terms of our own times as the
"non-public" (1970), or the "broad strata" (1972)
or "lowest category" (1975) of society, or in a
previous version of the recent government

. memorandum on museums 1976-7, as the

- "underprlvileged" (Overduin, 1976:270).

These statements assume the inherent superiority of a

dominant culture. Such terms as "plebs," "lesser men," or

"less well off," people are positioned in opposition to the
— .

4. Mainstream art institutions have txadltiénally )
privileged men over women, white races over those of colour,
the educated over the uneducated, and the wealthy over the poor.

oy
A
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@’ ellte, "greater .men" who are well off. The terms "simple

p&ople" or "lowest category" exhibits the patronizing
attitude of ‘educated "highest" category. Finally, terming
* people who do not visit museume as the ”non;public" reveals
the ideological bias of a particular institutfona;—eentric
orlenfatioq.5 Thére is the assumption here that singuler
discursive categories, particularly economic ones,'determine
the museum visitor. A contradietlon to this sort of
,reesoning is ralsed when one considers that most artists in
Canada themselves fall under the poverty line, thus a

significant portion of museum audiences 1s actually poor "

People can exlist simultaneously wfthin, and outside of

!

cultural discourses represented in museum exhibitions. In
addition, museums are not static in thelr representation of
exhibition discourse, rather, they\respond to the social and
cu;tural context in which they exleé.

"Marketing research, in emphasizing quantities of
visitors over qualitles of experlences has,‘in effect,
diVerted energlies from maintaining the polarization of
taste. Where’treditionally cultural capital was a

. prerequisite for exhibitlons within the high art dlscourse,
// and actual caplital a prerequisite for exhibitions within the

popular culture discourse, there has been a shift towards

-, . -

5. Overduin's content analysis of the lmage of museums
in Dutch pulp fiction i{llustrates how the museum represents
an “"unattainable dream world,"™ amongst the working classes -
- a way of life to which few, but the chosen, have access.
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'considering”any audience as a potential consumer of the
exhibition experience. Both museums and amusement parks

tend their'box offices with a.view to increasing attendance.
—

Critical Positions Regarding Audience

Traditional audience research has assumed not Snly a
singular public, but also a critical position gutside that
of the audience. For example, in the 19303 the orientation

l

of musevlogists to the audience was distinctly elitiat{ln

orientation. The deemed task of the museum was "to edify"

to enrich and uplift the general public. In‘ihg_unggnm_nnd
Bopular Culture, published as World War II began in 1939,

T.R. Adams_writes: -

\J

It is this element in museums -- thelr use as
modern weapons in the struggle for popular
enlightenment -- that caug€d them to flourish so
successfully in our times..." (p.15)

Here the role of the museum as a "weapon" for enlightenment "

is presented as an ethical Imperative to elevste the viewer
. M ) )

. to the sublimity of art. Clearly, this openly asserts the

museum's ideological role.6

While the intent in thngxe—war '*308 was to get the
people into the museum to be educated, in the cultural
revolutionary '60s attempts were made by museum personnel to

make art more "accessible." Correspondingly, museum

6. While this metaphor for the functlion of museums as
weapons is very provocative, a consideration of exhibiting
institutions as agents of global hegemony is outside the
scope of this chapter. '
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_programming Extendeq beyond the walls of institutions in

attempts to reach people in their own environmentsz

At the Van Abbemuseum, between 1964-1973, éommunity
orl;nted policy was instifuted‘with the conviction that,
since the museum was ma}ntained with community funds, it
should have significanaé for a large portion of the o.
pobgiation. Museum‘reforﬁs attempted to introduce more.
comprehensible exhibitions: using intexrpretative "sub-
exhibftions" to aid in comprehending avant garde
exhibitioﬁs; and involving public representatives-in museum
poliéy and activities. Director Jean Leering instituted

museum experiments which';nvoivea artists in social -

-activities in the outside community. A new type of "social-

éultural" exhibition;emé;ged, of which one example entitled
De _straat (The Street[ is best known. Thlis show, on the ‘
theme of the street in a coﬁmunity, was largely determined
by bubllc partléipation. The intention of this exhibit was
to reach a section of the popuiation which was not normally
interested in what happened in museums, and to thus raise
attention and discussion (Van der Schoor,1979:32). In
addition, the lInteractive aspect of the exhibitlon was used"
to gather information on thé constitution of the audience.
As we can see from the above, innovations involving “the
audience sought to "meet visitors at thé{r own level,"
rathernthan attempting to "edify" or "edﬁcate” them. In

contrast to the '30s, forms of elitism were self-conscliously
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avoided by museum personnel in relation to the audience. It -~
- followed th';at objective and neutral terms were given to
former education departments such as ”i;tfqrmation division, ™
or "communicatiéh'"wervlcqﬁfﬁ"' However, again in the position
of the doers, museum persggh;‘,gl were assumed to be external
to the audience. Where the approaches of the '30s and '60s
. have opposing strategies in the means of reaching a;
audlience, they both assume a singular audienée which was-to
be benefitted by a paternalistic institution "for its own
good." - |

At this point I will turn from considering what is
‘mean::\by the abstract terr\ns “public" and "audience,"” and

their relationship’with exhibiting institutions, to consider

the experience of reception by the viewer.

4

We have seen in the previous discussion some of the
determining factors involved in the exhibition experience,
particularly how the individual is soclally located first
within an audience, and second, within a public. Here I‘have;
shown how these discursive contexts, usually' invisible
within abstra'ct terms, not only describe viewers but to some ,
' extent prescribe their experience. ‘ “
Institutions pr'oduce ea‘chibitions with intent which is

positioned through a range of practlices. The exhibition is

mediated not only by its context, but also by social
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relations and activities. Significantly, the meaning of.

exhibitions is also created in the reading of the text by

I

individuals. The problematic of interpretatiopl is central

to questions concerning reception. We cannot assume a ”

"gilvez bulﬂlet" theory of response -- a transparent

unmediated acceptance of the intended meaning. Peopie

attend ex'hibit:'ion,s for various reasons: to see art, to go

out on a Qate, to get out of the rain, to tick of an \

rattraction" on their Michelin guide or to eat lunch at ‘the

museum cafe.7 ‘
In learning to read exhibition discoug'ses, an

indvlvldual develops a skill, habit or way of seeing things.

The subject, in entering into a rellationsh'ip with the

exhibition assumes the role of observer, the first person,

the "I." The "ritual script" presents the author's,

Fod

designer's or curator's statements so as to becbme .the
subject's own. In turn, the subject may choose to accebt the
doing codes in response to the gliven cues, or invent thc;m,
hence creating unique intertextual relationships. A visitor
to an exhibitlon, while assuming the "I"‘ delineated by the

curator may, at the same time, be very aware of the

3
I

seeningly invisible practices which determine theii

7. It follows from Grossberg's analysis that a visit
to a museun may be marked by a particular "indifference to
content," that is, the specifics of the visit to the museqm
may be more important than viewing the exhibition itself. ‘
For example, the saturday afternoon ritual of seelng
galleries, meeting friends and having coffee may be the
dominant content of an exhibition experience (Grossberg,1986A).
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experience. For examﬁle, the visitor's relationship with
the doing codes Fould then be ironic rather than
transpérent. In short, we are not_simply dupes(wlthin the
exhibition experiénce. what'ig then necessary, is to
investigate what it is that éllows the visiting subject t;
assume the "I" posltion within exhibitions. )

Ultimately, people are rarely totally manipulated or
repressed, but negotiate theig.own relationships.and
correlate thelr own experlence with the meanings pre&bnted.
Within institutions, competing dlscourses can be aréiculaEed
and speclal interest groups can compete for éhe allocation
of power. "Truth" is not absolute, but relative. As we
have seen, the cgmmunication skills of the curator become
: ;Bsential to hls or her ablility to compete at the level of
discourse.' The discurslve struggle occurring within
exhibiting instiiu ions creates space for tﬁe\barticipant to
manoeuvre in thelir 7e1atlonship with meaning.

The reader ul lmately creates his or her own text.

There is no way of universally determining ‘how someone will

respond to an exhibition and therefore 1mpbssib1e to know

e
~

what constitutes the bounded text which is actually consumed
(Grossberg,1986:10). Barthes takes the problematic of

Aahiigd P
interpretation to an extreme stating that all meaning

originates at reception, proclaiming the death of the

v

author:

The reader is the space on which all quotations
. that make up a writing are inscribed without any
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of them being lost; a text's unity lies not in its
origin but in its destination. Yet this
“destination cannot any longer be personal: the
reader is without history, blography, psychology:
. 7" he is simply that gsomeone who holds together in a
single field all the traces by which thé written
« (or exhibited) text is constructed o~
(Barthes 1977: 148).
.Barthes banishes the author's intentions altogether from the
ultimate creation of meaning. While this may be somewhat
extreme, to a greater or lesser degree the unity of the
~exhibitien expeiience does exist at its destlnatlbn -
invisiblx?within the. viewer. The subjective nature of
interpretation at this level of analysis exists as a
theoreticai wild card. Exhibitions are polysemic, that lis,
they exist at many 1eve1§(of meaning. Therd is no way of
&3 universally determining what meanings are generated by the
visitor.
. Locating -the exhibition experience can only be
described in fragments, in terms of how the exhibition
- \‘(\ . 1
\ 'context could possibly determine particular experlenges. I
will start by considering experlenées which are
institutionally determined, which the/viewer,may knowingly -

. 4 . .
or unknowingly incorporate into his or her experience. /

N

As'the viewqf.Surveyg the exhlblition, he or she is also
beiné surveyed by complex securlty systems integral to
exhibliting institutions. Such observation of visitors
ultimately funcéijts self-reflexlvely. Where surveillance

in various forms exlists throughout the overall soclety and
£z
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in its 1nstitutions, in art exhibitions the survelllance

network is clearly visible, having immediate effects upon

‘the visitor's experlience. Gallery attendants, securlty

guards, docents, lighting and closed elrcult video form an
integrated security system which functions contihually to
survey vlsitors:.8 Ostensibly these}means of surveillance
satisfy problems of security concerning the exhibition of

art: that the works are not damaged or stolen, As

" individuals enter the enclosed, segmented ep3ce of the

exhibition, they are positioned for observation at every
point. They move through the space as lights, eyes, and
cameia lenses focusaon them. The appa}atuses of
Surveillance function as disciplinary mechanleme'whlch
maintain %;der -- protecting the aft and insuring efficlient

passage of the viewers through ‘the space. Foucault describes

how disciplinary mechanisms, such as these, originated

during the middle ages in efforts to meet‘impending plagues
with order, and thus increase chances of survival ‘
(Foucault,1979:197). It is an Interesting lrony that "the
plague” is an appropriate metaphor for museum personnel's
contempt of the tactlle curlesity of some viewers in

relation to the safety of art works.
' »

8. I am using in this analysis an ideal type of
traditional museum. Of course there are exceptions evident
in recent exhibitions which provide darkened exhibition
spaces. This allows the vlewez some privacy in relation to
other viewers. )

3
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The control of visitors through surveillance‘;gain

brings up the question of entrance to museums as elther a
pgivilege or a right. Though vigitors may have righgs of
actess, they do not have the right to touch works: of art.
Touching yprks is a privilege of é;nership. To some- degree,
then, s;rveillance systems function to limif the rights of
public ownership. The viewer is positioned in a way similar
to the visitor to a pgivate collection -- 5 position based
on privilege rather than right. Public ownership is theh
distinct from privdte oynership and the surveillance
mechanism maintains the distinctions rﬁ behaviour between
looking and ‘touching.
Surveillance goes fuither than controlling the
quantities of visitors or protecting the art work to create “
a fleld of self-consciousness which functions in the visitor
self-reflexively. As visitors experience the exhibition,
the obvious survelllance they are subjected to becomes
internalized to the point where th:_;r?didual practices \
self-survelllance. It soon becomes vious to the novige
museum goer that touching a work of art results in
embarrassing reprimands by guards or gallery attendants.
Because the visitor knows s/he is belng observed, .s/he

]

remains "virtuous" in relationship to imposed rules. In a.

_museum, sufveillance works as a power which 1is vlsible,fin .

the sense that the guards or camera are visible, but
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unverifiable. the visitor never 5nows when observatlon ia

taklng place (Foucault 1972: 201)

He who Is subJected to a field of visibility, and

who knows it, assumes responsibllity for the

) constraints’ of .power; he makes them play
spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in
himself the power relation in which he »
simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the
principle of his own subjection
(Foucault,1972:103). v

*

The visitor, never really knoGing'if observation is taking
place or- not, submits to particular lawg of behavloﬁx in
-museums .- These serve to intenﬁify self—consgloﬁsness in . the

visitor's movement through the exhibition space: at the same

j time; l%oking dnd béing looked at. It {s an 1nterest1ng‘

aspect. of mJgeums that people watch each other as much as
they watch the art and, perhaps, it is this underlying self.
‘conéciousness (of being watched) that stimulates our

interest in éuryeying others in museums.‘9

[& ..
According to Stua;t Hall, "people_ have always had to
) ~ .
make something out of the things the system was trying to
make out of them...People make history, but not in the

tonditions of thelir own making”  (Hall, 1in Gzossberg,

¢ . -

9. In contrast to public art exhibitions,
survelillance at popular culture exhibitions is less overt.
At Walt Disney World, for example, surveillance is
unohtrusively done by costumed security guards. The visitor
doesn't know she or he is being screened for evidence of
drugs, liquor, "unethical dress" ~-- skimpy attire on women
or political messages on buttons, patches or T shirts.
Surveillance only becomes K visible when the standards of thq
Disney theme park authorities are transgressed.:
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1986:70). Hall uses the term "articulation" as a,ﬁoﬁﬁl for
unde;standlng concrete. cultural or slgnifying p;actices in
relation to the 56c1a1 conditions involved with their’
xeceptioa'-- what people do. A theory of articulation
allows us to move from a consideration of the factors whiéh
determine the exhibition experience, to consider their

effects. ,

An articulation is thus the form of the connection
that can make a unity of two different elements
under certain conditions. It is a linkage which
is not necessary, determined, absolute and
essential for all time. You have to ask, under
wvhat circumstances gcan a connection be forged or
made? 8o the so-called "unity" of a discourse is
really the articulation of different, distinct
elements which can be re-articulated in different
ways because they have no necessary
‘"belongingness." The "unity" which matters is a
linkage between that articulated discourse and the
soclal forces with which it can, under certain
historical conditions, but need not. necessarily,
be connected (Hall in Grossberg,1986:53).

Articulation ldentifles the visltor by considering how the
dlséourses of history, economics and class structure, for
example, are linked to complex subjective conditions and
practices. "The struggle 1s.over how particular practices
are positlioned, into what structures of meaning and poﬁgr
vinto what correspondences, they are articulated"®
(Gtossbérg,1986:65). Ultimately, the subject is conslidered
to both be subjected to power,.and,capable of acting agalinst
that power. The theory of articulation providés a bridge
between the determining aspects of exhibitlions and thelir

4

.effects.
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The Exhibition Experience i ’

The exhibition context is marked both by the time it 'is
produced and by the time it is witnessed. The architecture
of many exhibition_contexts was produced for Q}prefexred
reading that was possible only in the past. Wherevthe
architecturally encoded production of the exhibition script
~remains static, the ac;;al experience of visitors to
exhibitions evolves constantly in the present. We know that
" any exhibited object carries with it its aura -- its
accumulated historical patina..‘Hence, the production of the
exhibitlon context, and the production of meaning within the
cultural context of its reéeiving audlence, can be seen as
existing at different historical times. Visltors to the
Montreal Museum of Fine Arts experlence exhibltlion contexts
created by architects Edward and W.S. Maxwell In 1912 when
the building was built, as well as Fred Lebensold's additlon
of 1976. Similarly, visitors to Disneyland witness
exhibition continuums produced by walt DT;néy himself who
has been dead since 1968. A phenomena exists, then, in
exhibitions which bring together tﬁe architectural scripts
of one time and audiences oflanother. The ultimate effect
{s a sense of the simultaneous presence of two different
time periods within the same "present."

The soclial relafionshlp of visitors to such static

reference points can be examined using Raymond Williams'
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concept of "structure of feeling.™ The structure of feelihg

describes cultural meanings and values as they are actually
-liVed and felt at various histqrical periods. It exlists as
a continual formative process existing in a specific moment.
It is defined by the personal relationshlp to "this,"”
"hereT" "now," "alive," "active," "subjective." It exists
in the first person, the "I," in the essence of changes in
style, manners, dress, bulldings and history. The structure
of feeling, then, ls a particular quality of soclal
- experience and relationships which give the sense of the
shared experience of a generation or period
(w1111ahs,1977:31). One modality of the structure of feeling
is the relatlion of fashion and visibility to elements of
style. Wwhile short halr, white socks and bowling were
rejected by the hip counterculture of the '60s and '70s, the
rejected "geek" style became chlic during the new wave '80s.

Regarding exhibitions, the historical moment in which
an exhibition is produced is Iinterrelated with assumptions
of a particular audience in time. Audlences for exhibitions
may exist in the present, the future or the past. Bourdieu
points out:

One has only to think of a particular fileld

(painting, literature or theatre) to see that the

agents and institutions who clash, objectively at

least, through competition and conflict are

separated in time and in terms of time. One

group, situated at the vanguard, will have no -

contemporaries with whom they exchange recognition

(apart from other avant garde producers), and

therefore no audience, except in the future. The

other groups, commonly called the "conservatives,"
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only recognize their contemporaries in the past
(Bourdieu,1980:290).

Here we can see that diffeﬁgnt_strhcturés of fé!ling, as
social and cultural entities, can exist simultaneousl; in
the pres;nt. Where conservative structuzeg of feeling
typical of popular wildiiée painters, for example, éind
theii audience amongst conservatives and in the pa;t, the
structures of feellng of avanf garde or'cutting'edge art
production might have a very small aﬁdience ¢ur£ent1y,'
becoming wel{_known only to audlences 1n.fhe future.
Similarly, the architectural context of buildings lis
integrél to the structures of feeling of the time that
produceq them. ‘The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts is typical
of other Universal Survey Museums commonly constructed
during the turn of the century in North America. These
types of museums, appropriating forms of other imperial
cultures into thelr architecture" were closely related to
the rise of America as a world power. Today, as we witness
another time of concentratfed museum construction, museum
archité;ture functions as ja postmodern metaphor for the
fragmentation and radical juxtapositions of cultural
elements Qithln the larger cultural field. Overall, tastes
characterizing particular structures of feeling can be dated
and correlated ‘with the different soclal groups'which
compose cultuzé.

Raymond Willlams' analysis of stgpctures of feeling is
derived from attempts to understand affective social _
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content. Structures of feeling exist where soclial reality .

of audiences and cultural text of exhibitlgns intersect.
They collapse the differences between encoding and decoding
by aggiculﬁffﬂgxthe social into the cultural. The structure
—_— . B!
of feellng fpnctions below the: surface of the text,
mediating how the audience is able to interxrpret it. For
exampl the. structure of feeling can be historically
determjled: to visit Disneyland now would be a’df;tinctly
different experience than visiting it twenty years ago.
Similarly, the same text has different qualities determined -
by its‘geographical situation. One gould see an ldentical
exhibition in two different.cities, in two differéntjways. A
travelling exhibition of original art works has a
distinctive amblence in each exhibition site. 1In the same
way, the simulacra of reproducéﬁ exhibitions such as
Disneyland in Japan, would be qualitatively different that
visiting walt Disney World in Florlda.

Williams' notion of structure of feeling, as a plane of
analyzing sensibility, has been restructured in the work of
.Lawrence Grossberg 1n his theorization of the conéépt of

nagfect .10 Grossberg describes "affect" as a plane of

analysis that describes the "pplitics of feeling" (le. good,

10. 1In his theorizatlion of affect Grossberg pushes
Hall's theory of articulation to another level which
recognizes the contradictions within the ideological. He
sees the fallure of cultural studies (theory of
articulation) in its limitation of the sense of discursive .
effectivity to one plane. ‘

7/
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bad or indifferent). It is similar to w1111aédg\notion of

structure of feeling in two ways. First, a problem centril
‘ to affect to understand how historical conditions
determine particular feelings. Second, the level of pffectf‘
focuses on the cultural text as it intersects with the
soclal audignce. The plane of affect is most obvious in
cultural activities such as leisuge and romance, but in
itself is not limited or isolatable. Rather, it functions
as "feelings" are Artlculated into various discourses,
alloying for the ?ombinlng of various historical, political
and soclal factors.

Affect points to the (relatively autonomous)

production of what is normally experienced as

moods and emotions by an asignifying effectivity.

It refers to a dimension or plane of our lives

that involves the enabling distribution of

energles (Grossberg,1986:73).
Like Qilliam's "structure of feeling," Grossberg's theory
of "affect" allows for a plane of analysis which 1Is not
reducible to ideology alonel From this position, it is’
possible to "deconstruct the assumed rationallt? of
signification and ideology, andllook seriously at the
sensibility of ‘desire' and ‘passio;' -- those feelings
often considered irratioﬂsl” (Grossberqg,1986C:73). Gfg;sberg
is concaned with how these affective states energlize and

connect sdtzific soclal moments, practices and subject

positions.
! !
The affective®context can be determined by looking at

practices inherent in the event. Grossberg's analysis of
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wthe plane of affect operative in TV provides a model with

which to compare tﬂe affective context of exhibitions.
First, while exhibitions demand the viewer's performance, as
nomadic movement through the exhibition space, television,
in contrast, allows the visitor to sit in one ?lace to

receive the text. Exhibitions exist in the public realm:

the yisitor must leave their private home to visit an
exﬁibition. on the other' hand, TV exigts in the private (
realm: the viewer, mosé often, w&tches TV at home or in a
hotel room. Exhibitions often include artifacts ffom the
private realm, exhibited for the public: for example
utensils and artifacts of historical culturés, private
colleciions, mummies, treasure. Television, in contrast
takes corporate products, in the form of programming and
advertisements, into the home . The time the visitor
designates to attena ;n exhibition is "special" fime,
privileged over the quotidian. Large blockbuster. exhibitions:
evc? sell advance tickets requiring even more planning.
Television, is not deménding in this manner. You turn it
on, you can do other things, you can talk. Where
exhibitions demand that the visitor physically interact with
the cultural text presented in order to have an experience,
television doesn't make such demands (Grossberg,1986A).

- Moments of affecf, while shaped by the‘continuing

institutions of everyday life such as work or home, also
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i n
" exist where pleasure consists in stepping outside of the :

guotidian.

The oppositional quallties of affect occur not in
resistance put in struggles over interpretation of éulkural
texts. Practices of reading exhibitions %an be considered. in’
relation to the empowe?ment of the audience by the
exhibition, and, in turn, how the practices of exhibition
are empowered by the audlence.

At this point, to ground an analysis of the functlioning
of affect, I will return again to the Fortress of Loulsbourg
on Cape Breton Island. The affective sensibility at
Louisbourg is especially powerful because ié is condensed
within an account and positioning of history as it ls

. 'recreated to evoke particular sensibilities and _moods. This
exhibition site combines real and simulated elements in very
interesting ways. Where the geography, location, landscaﬁg
and weather are real -- the same elements the okiginal

fortress witnessed'-: the reconstructed fort and its actor- *

guides are simulations of the real. Thé architecture at the

Fortress of Loulsbourg has been ‘carefully reconstructed over
the past twenty years using the original plans. In addition,
artifécts from France of the period’have been used fo
furnish interiors. Acéor—guides populate the fort, each
playing a particular role that demonstrates an aqpect of
Louwisbourg's originallculture. The reconstructed structures

house the traditions of dally life which are acted out. It
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{s this simulacrum of community that "ciptivates you"

providing "a sehge of romance" making ordinary life from one
period extraordinary in the present.

. .The Fortres# of Loulsbourg is thus the articulation of
the populér consciousness of two times -- 1744 and the .
present; to the political contexts of two times -- the
French economic and military power of 1544, and preéent
proffering of Canadian culture by Parks Canada.
Reconstruction was possible because, unlike most city ruins,
Louisbourg haé never been rebuilt. Parks Canada, a federal ‘
agency, proclgims in its brochure for Louisbourg that the \
"Fortress of Louisbouré lives again." What is the
ideological signiflcance of this spectacle within the
present? Why did tbe récdnstructiop of a French'fort
justify the spending of millions of federal dollars?

There are 1ldeologlical issues surrounding reconstructed
history generaliy as a particular point of view determipes
any given reconstruction. why was this particula; time
chosen? Thé Parks Canada brochure describes that in 1744
Loulsbourg was at Its height as a commercial and military
powerxbefote a fall into oblivion after a war that was yet '
to take place. As such, it is historically sighificant as a
‘military port which glended the traditions of Louls XV's
France with those of the New World; But perhaps more
signlficantly, the reconstruction of a French fort at a .

location outside Quebec¢ during a perlod of Quebec
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nati;nalism balances the emphasis of English forts aQ
historical attractions, such as Upper Canada Village anﬁ the
Halifax Citadel. However, the celebratiﬁn of French eultﬁre
in the New World, captured at a momené'when it was about to
fall in a war against the English could be seen as an
implicit warning against Quebec nationalism.

At the level of affect, popular consciousness of two
times has been articulated into the ambience at the fort:
féeling has been encoded into architectural relationships
and soclial interactibn. Louisboufg provides an ambiguous
exhibition frame. If it wasn't located on 1lts 6riginal site
it woula‘feel different. Here the real and unreal comblne._
Loulsbourg relocated would bé more like Disneyland. 1Its
natural environment, the landscape, wind, weather and
harbour exist as the authentic context. Authenticity, as
the special magic of museums, thus frames the exhibition
which simulates the original fort. . The mood created here
relates to the synechdochal type of é;hlbltion -- where all
- parts combine to create .the whole. One fifth of the town
has been rebuilt, and the interrelationship of elements
provides an environment in which the viewer is invited to
act. The detai;s arencomplete, the gardens, homes,
kitchens, avalilable food, care of animals, distinctions
beZween social classes, are all pfesented withln the éonﬁéxt

of daily 1ife. At Louisbourg national history has been
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reduced‘to ordinary ;ives. The politicléation of the

” *J’ -

audiénce is possible by persbnali;ing politics.

'

" What is. most interesting at the level of éffect, wﬁere

-the cultural collapses into the socilal, are the actor-

LS

.gquides. - Usually students, thelr summer Job is to perform

{

carefully\researched ro}es as soldiers, lacemakers, maids,

bakers, stonecutters etc. in recreated attire authentic to

[~

1744.‘|Thqir relationship with the viewer can exist on two -

possible levels. Elthexr they can be addressed "in

character" or as "students being actors." On the one hand,

>

"daily life" demonstratinb ‘the
interacting with each other in
the actors can be addressed as

present. They will drop their

the actors live in the}r roles

implicit to their simulated

N i
use of artifacts while
character. On the other hand,

"actors“‘working in the

roles to discuss how long 9.

they have been wdrkiqg at the fort, where they attend

N

« Wwhere the clothes they are wearing were made.

!

uanersity, whether the fort has been busy this week, or

1

Upon entering the fort, tﬁe viewer 1s challenged by a

soldier at the Dauphin gate.

Here the collapse of two

. historical perlods into one becomes apparent. We may

respond to this as a confrontational act thinking "Is this

guy for real?"- 1In the context of Louisbouig the ambiguity

is constant:_"yes“ he 1s real and "no" he |is notf\\In the

actors, as in the fort itself, , the real and unreal coexist

quite comfortably;

Somelpw the ideological seriousness of
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1744 is ma@e 1ron;c in the present. The soldler's threat is

%

not‘Eeally a threat. The actors act their roles in an

L
a

ongoing épg;tacle which lasts a whole summer -- April to
September. Because of this long duration, the actors'
attitudes are less focused than tﬁey would be in a play, and
yet what is particularly significant is that they live thelir
characters in real time. At the affective level, reality
. and artifice sllde into each other. gt night you may run
into the guide‘you talked to that day in the town -bar nearby
wearing jeans.

There is a sense of lighthearted play in tﬁe visitor'sw
interaction with the actors, which empowers one to be an
actor too, 1f one wishes. In other words, the audlence 1s
empowered by an affective commonality in relatiorishfp to the
actors. In this respect, the visitor is supported by both
the reconstructed context and in the personal relationships
with the guides. In addition, the scarcity of other vislitors
because of Loulsbourg's remote lécatkpn wbuldohelp the
viewer'bé‘less self-consclious. Or, choosing not to act, the
visitor can feel free to inquire within the present, to ’
Qiscuss mofe immediéte concerns. The visifor, then, is free
té step into another life time to act, or address an actor
whoxleaves a role to step into the present.

4 fhg plane of affect at Loulsbourg exists as the
ground1n§ of experience in particular sensibilities. This

occurs on many levels: where past and present are collapsed
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—4into "rgal“ exp?riehces, uher; mood is creatgd, where the
spectator is empowered to "act"'in particular ways, and
‘where the am?iguéus }oles of Ehe actor-guides dec;dstruct,
to some degree, the seriousness of iqgglogicgl positions.
' ‘ ' Overall, oﬁ the affective plane of analysis, whether at
the amﬁsement'park or museum, the visitor mustfint;ract in-
very speclific physﬁcal and perceptual ways with exhibitions
in order to recelve the text. éxhibltions.are power ful
because the spectator mus£ participafe in them in‘grder to.
experience them‘and thus they directly Influence the Body

and consciousness. 1

s~
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CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

R s
This thesis hqs'explored exhibitions as communications

media. My approach has been descriptive rather than
prescriptive:rto identify discursive models and practices as
they intereect behind ﬁhe main attractions at exhibition
sites. nt the level of dliscourse, distinctions were revealed
which exist as poWerfnlly mediafing factors, in effect,
poéigioninégthe exhibition experience.

In creating contexts for viewing objects, museums were
shown to function in particular ways. First, discursive
structures related to soclal position were shown to relate
to barticular institutionalizations of taste. Here

B /
Bourdieu's notions of high culture's'"aesthetic disposition" /////

and popular culture's "popular aesthetic" were described in//

/,

thelr framing of the viewer 8 identification Next,/

structures inherent to ‘the museum medium were/d/edgi:e:;
ide

Harold Innis' notions of time and space blas prov
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starting point for developing metaphors to describe the

Jnuseum's functions. The "monument-function" was shown in

© its roles of preserving "aura" and enshrining tradition,

ultimately op;rating as a pedestal for collections by
providing the precincts for a cultural totality. Within
monumental-ceremonial architecture, the visitor wasvshown to
manoeuver along a ritual script as a tourist in time. In
contrast, the "forum-function" was described as it related
to the poiitics éf exhibition and Fhe museum's roles of
dissemination. The disseminated "museum without walls"
exists as the confemporary reproduced art discourse composed
of Journals, postcards, travelling exhibItlons and
catalogues. The monument and forum functlions were shown to
_coexist in aﬁy exhibition. For example, even in a temporary
street exhibition the monument function exists as the
liminal precincts which define it from quotidian 1life.

The Ehixd chapter shifts from considering discourse as
localized framing devices to look more specifically at
practices: particularly practiceslof the institutional
apparatus, practices of "proxemics" (that 1s, codes relating
to the signification of objects in space), and practices of
curatorship. Museums were described as sités of discursive
strugg;e wheye volces of artists, the tradition of -
connolsseurship and corporate p;tronage compete for
influence. Institutional practices were described as they .,

1

related to internal administrative practices and external:
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ties to the industries of real estate and tou;ism. In
addition, the influence of corporate sponsorshiﬁ‘on nuseum
practices was investigated. Nexf, practic;s of structuring
the exhibition continuum were described in thelr role of -
inserting objects into langhages of culture. Two typologies
of exhibition were introduced to provide analytical
distin'tions. First, the distinction between "Art by
;etamQEphosis" and "Art by Designation" provided a basls for
describiﬁg the differences between objects in reiatlon to
thelr originating context. If thelr creators did not intend
them to'be placed in a museum continuum, thelr original
function is transformed. Similarly, Stephen Bann's l
distinétion between Metonymic and Synechdochal exhibition
types located the obJect respectiv?ly either as an object
removed from its original context upon which a new medning
has been imposed, or as maintalning its original functlion as

part of a totality -- as in living history museums. Again,
these exhibition types were shown to exlist as analytical )
models in which contradictions could gccﬁr. In the space
between institutional practices and generalized proxemics,
curatorial practlces were located. Practices of curatorship
were shown to be determined by a dlalectic between
institutional agendas and professional codes. And these

bractices, in tﬁeir concern with generating preferred

readings, were presented ‘as a rhetoric of curatorship.
¢

139



1]

{

"In the fourth chapter, there was ; shift from /
investigating the determinating aspects_of the exhibition
experience, to conslder the visitor in relationship to
reception. The abstractiong "audience" and "puﬁlic"
commonly used iﬁterchang;ably to describe museum visitors
were distinduished in that the audience is constitutive,
while the public 1s expressed as a unit of collective will..
The term "public" was linked to -museum roles in relation to
Bublic knowledge, public speaking and public owne;ship. In
turn, the term "audience" was shown to be constituted from
many sqc;al locations existing as combinations of
simultaneous discursive positions.

Finally, the visitor's experience was explqred. Within
glven conditions, people were shown to have an active role
in creating thelr experience. Hall's notion of '
"articulation" provided a merl to bridge the 'determining
aspects of exhibit}oﬁ in relation to particular social
effects. An articulation was defined as a conditional link
between dlf@erent discursive elements under particular
conditions. 1In other words, the seclal rélationships of
visitors in relationship to static cultural formations will
not alyays\be the same, but can be re-articulated in
different ways under different -historical, geographical or
economic conditions. Ultimately, the visitor is both

subjected -to the preferred reading presented by muséums\and

capable of acting agalnst it. The articulation 'of soclal and
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cultural contexts were considered in light of Raymbnd
Williams' notion of "structure of feeling" and Lawgence
Grossberg's notion of "affect": theorles that attempt to
incorporate "feeling" as a level of analysis. |

Throughout this paper, liqgu%stic*termlnblogy his‘
provided models for the functloning of discourse at

T ’ _

éXhibition sites. Metaphors described the qommunlcationlelas
of the museum mediu&, rhetorical tropes identified models
for the signification of objects in space, the semiotics of
tourism allowed an analysis of exhibitioﬁ "sights" and
"markers." And In this way, thls paper has attempted to
sketch out a langdége of exhibition. However, exhibition
discourse is unique, standing outside the linear, sequential~
character of the written woré.' Exhibitions enclose not only ?
real space, but lived ambience, moods and emotion. It is
the points where éuch soclal experience is articulated into
the cultural event that determines the exhibition

experlence. \ k .
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