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MUSEUMS ‘ABOUT’, ‘FOR’ AND ‘WITH’ PEOPLE: THIS 
IS TO LAST FOR A LIFETIME 
 
I have 20 minutes to speak. I´ll speak for 12´48’’, so that in 
the end we can all enjoy 7’12’’ of what I´ll be really trying to 
say. 
 
This presentation was initially in a different panel and the 
title was “Museums and people: the future is now”. Let me 
explain a bit that title. 
 
It was John Cotton Dana, the visionary director of Newark 
Museum, who once said: 
 
“A good museum attracts, entertains, arouses curiosity, 
leads to questioning and thus promotes learning. (...) The 
Museum can help people only if they use it; they will use it 
only if they know about it and only if attention is given to the 
interpretation of its possessions in terms they, the people, 
will understand”. 
 
Later on, he wrote: 
 
“Today, museums of art are built to keep objects of art, and 
objects of art are bought to be kept in museums. As the 
objects seem to do their work if they are safely kept, and as 
museums seem to serve their purpose if they safely keep 
the objects, the whole thing is as useful in the splendid 
isolation of a distant park as in the centre of the life of the 
community which possesses it. Tomorrow, objects of art will 
be bought to give pleasure, to make manners seem more 
important, to promote skill, to exalt handwork, and to 
increase the zest of life by adding to it new interests.” 
 
When is this ‘tomorrow’John Cotton Dana was talking 
about? Well, what if I tell you that the first quote dates from 
1909? And the second from 1917? Wouldn´t you agree that, 
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almost one century later, the ‘tomorrow’ he was talking 
about is probably ‘now’? It´s ‘us’? 
 
There is no doubt that museums have come a very long 
way. And on that way, people with a vision, like John Cotton 
Dana, have left marks, have influenced the course of things, 
have pushed forward for new ways, new meanings, new 
practices. 
 
There have been real developments in the relationship of 
museums with society. Once they managed to move away 
from worshiping the object and realized they are dealing 
with people and that their existence depends on them, they 
repositioned themeselves in order to make that relationship 
more meaningful. First, they started telling stories (they 
were ‘about’ people). Then, they told stories using a 
language most people would understand (they were ‘for’ 
people). Nowadays, they invite people to help choose the 
stories that are going to be told (they are ‘with’ people). 
 
This is a kind of metaphor, of course. I don´t mean to talk 
only about storytelling, but about the way museums are 
involving people more and more in their everyday work.   
 
John Holden, in his essay Culture and Class, has also 
talked about this kind of developments in cultural institutions 
in general and has described the attitudes adopted in the 
following way: 
 
He talks about cultural snobs - embracing certain forms of 
artistic expression and conditioning access to them; 
 
cultural neo-mandarins - wishing to share their 
enthusiasm, defending access for all, but wanting to be the 
ones to define what quality culture is; 
 
neo-cosmopolitans - feeling at ease with the different 
cultures, opening up the definition of what quality culture is, 
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ready to share with representatives of those different 
cultures the responsibility of managing the insitutions. 
 
Nowadays, we can find museums under all three 
categories. Change is slow. John Cotton Dana´s ‘tomorrow’ 
is not exactly here yet. But there is a natural, and inevitable, 
course of events. And the current financial crisis is pushing 
towards a specific direction: that of inclusion and 
involvement. Why am I saying this? Because people, 
‘normal’ people, our visitors and partners, are the ones that 
can support us for a lifetime. It´s not govenrments (as it has 
become more than obvious) and it´s not companies or 
foundations. Governments have less and less money and 
culture has never been a priority. As for companies and 
foundations, they are not charities, they support whatever 
suits best their interests and objectives: today it might be 
culture, tomorrow it might be the social field or environment 
or whatever. The only factor that is constant for us is 
people: those who love us, those who need us, those who 
want us to stay around for ever. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For this to happen, though, we need to build a relationship 
with them. Cultural snobs don´t build relationships, they 
exclude. Neo-mandarins don´t build relationships among 
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equals, they want to lead. But the people we are talking 
about are people with interests, knowledge, needs, 
questions. They come to museums looking for beauty and 
inspiration, wanting to share an experience, that of others´ 
but also their own. They want to feel at home, they want to 
feel valued. This is the kind of relationship we have to be 
able to build. 
 
Kenneth Hudson, the founder of the European Museum 
Forum, which every year attributes the European Museum 
of the Year Award, had said many interesting things about 
museums. Here are two quotes that I find particularly 
relevant for our discussion: 
 
“A good museum is one from which one goes out feeling 
better than when going in.” 
 
And 
 
“Which museums will survive in the 21st century? Museums 
with charm and museums with chairs.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Let´s think a bit about the chairs. In a literal sense (people 
do get tired in museums) and in a metaphorical one as well 
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(people need to feel welcome and comfortable in 
museums). The discomfort may be physical, but also 
psycholigical and intellectual. Once we realize that our 
sustainability is closely associated to people, then we need 
to start thinking and acting in concrete terms in order to 
make things happen. Because, although it´s true that 
people, audiences, communities, visitors, are words which 
form part of the majority of museum professionals´ 
vocabulary, the distance between saying them and ‘doing’ 
them is, in many cases, quite big. We say what sounds 
good and correct, but our actions (or lack of them) show 
that we are either nor that sincere or willing or conscious of 
their importance and the need to make them happen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are a number of museums around the world, 
museums of all sizes, in all continents, in big and small 
places, which have become conscious of the need to put 
people at ease and involve them. Sometimes, this means 
big, sophisticated projects. But all too often, it´s only small 
gestures that make a whole difference in this process.  
 
Just to mention two examples, there is the Brooklyn 
Museum in New York, a reference for years now in what 
concerns the use of social media in involving people and a 
pioneer in crowd-curated exhibitions, starting in 2008 with 
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Click! and now preparing Go!, a community-curated open 
studio project.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
But there is also the Batalha Community Museum, here in 
Portugal, a tiny museum, which has developed the whole 
story in partnership with the community whose story it aims 
to tell (everyone´s museum). 
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Still, I insist, there are other, even smaller gestures that 
could transform beautiful words into actions. Some 
questions: 
 

- When a site is not updated, does the potential visitor 
feel welcome? 

- When timetables only suit school visits, does the 
potential individual visitor feel welcome? 

- When front-of-house staff is in a bad mood, poorly 
informed and thus unable to pass information about 
whatever is going on in the museum, does any visitor 
feel welcome? 

- When there is no good orientation inside the building, 
do visitors feel welcome? 

- When visitors are closely followed by guards, do they 
feel welcome? 

- When there´s nowhere to sit down and rest, do visitors 
feel welcome? 

- When toilets are not clean, do visitors feel welcome? 
- When visitors (even those with higher qualifications) 

need a dictionary to understand what´s been written 
on panels and labels, do they feel welcome? 

- When labels are too high or too low, when letters are 
too small, when the contrast between letters and 
background turns texts illegible, do visitors feel 
welcome? 

- When the subjects and contents of exhibitions reflect 
only the concerns and interests of curators, are 
‘common’ people supposed to feel welcome?  

- When there´s little money and the priority are still a 
number of temporary exhibitions per year or the 
production of luxurious catalogues, instead of outreach 
programmes, is the community supposed to feel that 
someone really wants to connect to them? 

- When museum directors don´t seem to be concerned 
about the fact that the majority of visitors to their 
museums are foreigners, should the locals feel 
concerned about the museum? 
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Just a few questions. And what I mean to say is that there 
are a number of rather simple gestures, that don´t 
necessarily involve more investment, that reveal whether 
we are sincere in our efforts to involve more people. 
Practical and psychological barriers are as important as 
intellectual ones. Museums which are irrelevant to people 
are not museums people will fight for. And let me just 
mention here that the myth of free entry as generator of 
audiences is nothing but a myth, an excuse. Libraries are 
free in Portugal, but this hasn´t transformed the portuguese 
population into ferocious readers. Let´s think about that. 
 
People don´t come to museums to become experts on a 
subject. They come to enjoy themselves, to get surprised, 
inspired, motivated. They come to feel good. They come to 
feel great. So let´s see what actually happens when 
museums realize it. 
 
SPARK – Philadelphia Museums video 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OgrH6NwhrFk 
 
I posted this video on Facebook on International Museum 
Day. Both museum people and ‘normal’ people loved it. I 
confess, I´ve been watching it since once a day. It´s like a 
medicine. It makes me feel good. It helps me make sense, it 
helps me find sense. This is what it should all be about. 
This is why we have to take so good care of our objects. 
Because they thrill people, all kinds of people. And this can 
actually last for a lifetime. 
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