Museum Report.   HPHE5008.  Paula Smith.  1903588. Due 17-3-2024.
 Using one of the establishments visited how easy is it to gain a sense of what constitutes British culture?

                                    The Natural History Museum. London.
Introduction.
  This report explores the Natural History Museum (NHM) London. As I visited virtually, I used the official website and drew on unofficial blogs to gain a minor additional perspective. I will discuss the way the museum communicates with me and conclude with the impressions I gained about British culture.
The tour.
  The landing page for the official Virtual Museum has a list of possibilities-
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[bookmark: _Hlk160198582]Fig 1. Landing page for the Virtual Tour.
  
  The first is an exhibition no longer running in the museum, which is a positive for the virtual medium. Viewing the natural world in collaboration with the Harry Potter franchise must be aimed at children. What is fiction was not always clear- one particular animal was unrecognisable, and I had no way of knowing if they do exist!
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Fig 2. Fantastic beasts.

  The Blue Whale tour has detail about whaling and the skeleton of ‘Hope’ suspended in the Hintze Hall, in particular. The sounds of the sea on this landing page were relaxing backdrop to an otherwise silent tour.
 Choices 3, 4 and 5 are video and audio podcasts. ‘Hanging out with Scientists’ links to podcasts about the natural world, all streamed recently. Audio programs in choice 4 are wide-ranging from Comic Relief to in-depth specific animal episodes. David Attenborough’s audio-guided tour would be a great accompaniment to an actual visit- listening to it gave me an understanding of the choice of each display sited within Hintze Hall, for example, but my attempts to follow his talk using the 3D model to add visuals did not go well. 
 I explored the 3D model by clicking and scrolling to magnify. This is a new interaction for me, and I found it a jerky, fiddly method that quickly became frustrating. Arthritic hands do not get on with fine tuning even with a rollerball mouse, and this could be a barrier to others too.  Even with maximum magnification, it was not possible to read text, which was very annoying! It did give an impression of the magnificence of the building and the positioning of exhibits. 
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Fig 3 . Hintze Hall.
 It was possible to get closer to the whale than in reality, for example zooming in on the head, with the image being both intriguing and unrealistic-
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Fig 4 . The whale.
  There is no sound in this virtual world, which added to the unreality, as if deaf and alone in space, viewing through pixel eyes- leaving me struggling slightly to make sense of the images presented.
  Proceeding through, in each window there is a tab which leads to more information. For example, the ‘Mastodon skeleton’, an augmented reality that can be magnified, with another layer of history about the collector- Albert Koch- and the purchase of the collection by Richard Owen- the founder of this museum. This was a good chance to delve more deeply but was controlled by the available tabs- other objects could not be explored.
  Further links to ancillary elements of the museum, such as the Wildlife Photographer of the year winners, and an unexpected advertisement for the venue being available to hire for parties, demonstrated the diversification from the museum’s usual role as a place of education and enlightenment, the exhibits displayed as art more than science.
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Fig 5.   Party venue.
 A guided LGBTQ+ tour of queer stories from nature was an interesting find, particularly as it was a video that showed the scale, acoustics and layout in a way not previously available. Considering the current divisive debates about gender identity this is a contemporary addition- although hidden away. I found it relaxing to be able to sit back and be informed after the previous constant clicking.
  Alone at home using the Museum online tours, I felt overwhelmed with all the packets of information and got bewildered in the enormity of the collections. I craved a guide and was not able to enter that enjoyable state of receptivity I associate with museums- absorbing information, conversationally questioning- rather than the sense of being alone in an alien environment without communication, both fascinated and slightly lost. 
 Away from the official NHM site, there are many video tours of the museum filmed by visitors. These gave a more realistic view of the environment, particularly acoustically [footnoteRef:1]. These tours were enjoyable even if some presenters were annoying in style, which could be infantile with repetitive ‘Wow!’ and ‘Cool!’ comments. I did see exhibits not available on the official website, such as the journey through the centre of the earth up an escalator and heard the dinosaur roar. [1:  YouTube. The Wonders of London's Natural History Museum - An In-Depth Guided Tour] 

Discussion.
  An important element of this museum’s communication is its setting and size. Being online the geographical position of the NHM is lost. The address is Cromwell Road, amongst other impressive buildings in a part of London envisioned in the time of Price Albert. Known as ‘Albertopolis’ this area houses many leading cultural organisations [footnoteRef:2]. This is significant as the area was developed after the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations in 1851 [footnoteRef:3]. This exhibition was driven by Prince Albert and Henry Cole as a showcase of productivity and invention- primarily as a demonstration of Britain’s role as an expanding world power [footnoteRef:4]. [2:  Lydia Smith. 2016. Prince Albert's cultural vision and the history of South Kensington: What is Albertopolis? The Royal Albert Hall.com.]  [3:  Historic UK. The Great Exhibition 1851. Historic-uk.com.]  [4:  Tusan, Michelle. “Britain, the Empire and the World at the Great Exhibition of 1851, Edited by Jeffrey A. Auerbach and Peter H. Hoffenberg.” Victorian Studies, vol. 51, no. 4, 2009, pp. 757–59.] 
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Fig 6. Google map NHM.

 

  The very roots of the museum are in this colonial soil. The building was designed by Alfred Waterhouse, from the vision of the founder Richard Owen, as a ‘cathedral to nature’, in Victorian Gothic Revival Style [footnoteRef:5]. [5:  Natural History Museum. Architecture of the Natural History Museum.] 


[image: ]
Fig 7 . Winning design for NHM by Waterhouse.

  It was built at the time when museums were seen as part of a strategy to influence citizens in regulating their own conduct [footnoteRef:6]. Using this religious style architecture for a secular institution was designed to evoke a sense of ritual and proscribed set of unspoken behaviours [footnoteRef:7], communicating the dominance of the institution over individuals. The reformist thought that founded museums allowed access to collections and curios previously held by the privileged elite, for social conduct instruction as well as the education and enlightenment of the working class. The early visitors sometimes behaved in ways that “challenged middle-class etiquette”[footnoteRef:8] and this dynamic relationship between the ingenious methods of control by the institution and the resistance to the civilising effect by visitors continues today [footnoteRef:9]. [6:  Tony BennettThe Birth of the Museum : History, Theory, Politics. (London ; Routledge) pp8. 1995]  [7:  Carol Duncan, Art museums and the ritual of citizenship, in Interpreting Objects and Collections, ed by Susan Pearce (London: Routledge, 1994) ch 33 pp280]  [8:  Scott, Alexander, ‘A Permanent Civilising Effect’? The Impact of Reforming Working-Class Museum Visitors in Liverpool during the 19th Century  Museums and the Working Class (Routledge) (Routledge, 2021)]  [9:  Nine out of ten museums suffered visitors behaving badly during pandemic. Artsindustry.co.uk/news. 2021.] 

 The unofficial video tours do demonstrate the continuing power of the architecture as the voices of the public are subdued compared to similar sized crowds, particularly considering the number of children. Voices are excited but contained, exuberance is channelled by proscribed activities and direction of movement through the exhibits.  The NMH is a ‘legislating’ museum presenting objects for display rather than debate reinforcing the authority of the institution by its selection [footnoteRef:10]. Visitors are aware of their place on the grand stage of this building, of observing and being observed by each other in a different way to just walking down a street. This leads to ‘appropriate’ behaviour with an increased level of awareness of how they themselves are seeing the objects [footnoteRef:11]. [10:  Casey, Valerie. "The museum effect: gazing from object to performance in the contemporary cultural-history museum." Archives & Museum Informatics 2 (2003): 1-21.]  [11:  Casey, Valerie. "The museum effect: gazing from object to performance in the contemporary cultural-history museum." Archives & Museum Informatics 2 (2003): 1-21.] 

 Being online, although I could see the effect the architecture and exhibits were having on others, there is little of this subliminal communication coming through to me. It was a faded experience compared to a real visit.
 The process of viewing the 3D tour involved a lot of imagination and interpretation. The way museums inform us of our identity by the objects presented for display [footnoteRef:12] , is magnified by the virtual tour- not all exhibits are available online, some areas are inaccessible for exploration and many signs are illegible. The links to more in-depth information work for the enthusiast, and the range of methods- from radio programs to augmented reality images- make information accessible for people who prefer different ways of learning.  [12:  Carol Duncan, Art museums and the ritual of citizenship, in Interpreting Objects and Collections, ed by Susan Pearce (London: Routledge, 1994) ch 33 pp286.] 

  This museum as a place of instruction [footnoteRef:13] is very apparent, with the predominant style being ‘object as specimen’ exhibits [footnoteRef:14], representing the wealth of collections, knowledge and research held behind the scenes. These objects are carriers of knowledge separated from their origins and so not able to inform us about the cultures they come from- the huge skeleton in Hinze Hall does not tell us about the complex social relationships or environments through which whales swim. This separation between the object, its origin and the viewing public is changed again by being online- being even more of a spectacle open to any interpretation by the ‘diverse publics’ [footnoteRef:15] who can view from home. [13:  Tony Bennett- Bennett, Tony., The Birth of the Museum : History, Theory, Politics (London ; Routledge, 1995.]  [14:  Srinivasan, Ramesh, et al. "Diverse knowledges and contact zones within the digital museum." Science, technology, & human values 35.5 (2010): 735-768.]  [15:  Srinivasan, Ramesh, et al. "Diverse knowledges and contact zones within the digital museum." Science, technology, & human values 35.5 (2010): 735-768.] 

 Considering the museum as a ‘contact zone’[footnoteRef:16], other than the imposing grand architecture subduing the public, it is hard to judge the reality when viewing content provided online. In terms of all social groups being represented and having access to this museum [footnoteRef:17], the NMH has a statement recognising the colonial past and wanting to avoid presenting exclusionary versions of history[footnoteRef:18]. Aiming at a more diverse workforce and offering inclusion-ist programs [footnoteRef:19] to the public, such as special times for neurodivergent children to visit in comparative peace, and an Urban wildlife section, they hope to engage with people who may feel the museum is irrelevant to them. Whether this is enough to change the obvious history of the institution, it was hard to judge. [16:  Pratt, Mary Louise. "Arts of the contact zone." Negotiating academic literacies. Routledge, 2012. 171-185.]  [17:  Tony Bennett. The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (London ; Routledge, 1995).pp9.]  [18:  Diversity and inclusion at the Museum. Natural History Museum. 2024.]  [19:  Boast, Robin, “NEOCOLONIAL COLLABORATION: Museum as Contact Zone Revisited,” Museum Anthropology, 34.1 (2011), 56–70] 

 The accessibility statement for the website states they follow “The Public Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) Accessibility Regulations 2018 No. 952” [footnoteRef:20] apparently making it possible to change colours, fonts and magnification on the screen. I did not see this when I was touring online, so wonder how people know this is available. Frustrated by the technology and isolation, but not having to travel many miles and deal with being in a city, I could at least access a level of engagement with the institution. [20:  Website accessibility statement. Natural History Museum. 2024.] 

Conclusion.
 ‘British culture’ is a concept containing many differences and similarities, and a definition may include ways of living, the arts (including museums), texts, sport, etc [footnoteRef:21]. That culture is no longer homogenous and determined by a particular group in society, has been challenged since the 1950’s [footnoteRef:22].  [21:  Christopher, David P. British culture: an introduction. Routledge, 2015.]  [22: Bassnett, Susan., Studying British Cultures : An Introduction (London: Routledge, 1997) ] 

 However, the NHM retains an authoritative stance. Using this for the conservationist message is a positive feature -We British want to save the World. But while the wealth of artifacts is fascinating, the impact of collecting is missing. Who actually did the collecting? What effect did this have? The Grant Museum of Zoology addressed this in the Displays of Power exhibition, 2019, including how science was a tool of Empire [footnoteRef:23]. A poem by student Yoni Sode expresses it well- [23:  University College London. Displays of Power: A Natural History of Empire. Exhibition/Grant Museum of Zoology. 19th Sept 2019- 19th Jun 2019. ] 
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   Fig 8.  A poem by Yoni Sode. University College London 2019.  
                     
 The NHM is an amazing place, and while the architecture is a difficult influence to negotiate, it seems to celebrate itself in a prescriptive pre-1950’s style. There being little recognition of the diverse people involved with the collecting, and the effect on communities at the time and since is a missing element, and as many visitors walking past will be diverse, this particular silence speaks volumes.
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Virtual Museum: 13 ways to explore from home

Delve into the Museum from home with a virtual self-guided tour of the galleries, an interactive experience about Hope the blue whale and
audio guides narrated by Sir David Attenborough.

1. Stroll around the
Fantastic Beasts™: The
Wonder of

Nature exhibition

Although the exhibition at the Museum closed
on 3 January 2022, you can still step into an
online world full of fantastic real-life and
magical beasts. There are highlights, stories
and games galore.
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Like many explorers and naturalists, Newt Scamander™ has travelled the
World seeking fantastic beasts to study and observe.
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