Assignment 2: Discuss the following statement by providing examples: Should all museum collections be on public display?
	Museum collections being on display are truly an ethical and moral obligation of the modern museum. However, it is also understood that there is a practical issue at hand. This essay will discuss the ethics and duty museums have to place all items on display, and ways in which this can be achieved through examples of projects currently taking place to overcome practical issues. On the other hand, it will also look at the potential downside of access to all collections through fatigue from the visitor or viewer and how this can potentially lessen the effect or impact of the objects and also the issue around historical collections policy itself and how this may make collections irrelevant. By looking at both sides of the argument, the essay will conclude that, in essence, we should allow access to museum collections for all, rather than restricting the museums to simply displaying the objects.
	Firstly, looking at the ethical duty museums have to display their collections, it is essential to discuss the ICOM Definition of what a museum is:
	“A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society that researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage. Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, professionally and with the participation of communities, offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection and knowledge sharing.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  ICOM, Museum Definition, 2022.] 

The most important reference here is that museums are there to serve society. This idea is also backed by Marstine, Dodd and Jones, who state that ‘…social responsibility defines the twenty-first-century ethical museum…’.[footnoteRef:2] Therefore, it shouldn’t even be an argument as to whether or not all museum collections should be on display for the public, as it is the duty of the museum to serve the public and part of this is by providing access to the collections. [2:  Marstine, Dodd and Jones, 2013, p. 76.] 

	Furthermore, museums have a duty to allow people to make the space their own.[footnoteRef:3] They cannot do this if only a small percentage of the museum's collection is on display, as it creates the issue of only part of the story being told or only part of the community being represented. By giving curators the power to choose what is to be displayed, it negates the importance of the community's stories to be told. Which ties into the principles set out by the American Alliance of Museums, that there becomes a public trust issue, museums are meant to represent everyone, and they must demonstrate a commitment to providing the public with physical and intellectual access to collections.[footnoteRef:4] This supports the argument that all collections should be on display. [3:  Macloed, 2020, p, 35.]  [4:  American Alliance of Museums, ‘Core Standards for Museums’.] 

	In addition, if we do not allow the display of all museum collections, we are no better than the elitist institutions that were historically created as a ‘museum’, which restricted access.[footnoteRef:5] As modern institutions, museums must recognise and correct these unequal practices to ensure they become inclusive and represent the communities they serve. This also links to the fact that if all collections are not displayed, the museum can inadvertently marginalise certain groups; any decision made on what is displayed carries ethical implications that can affect people.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Ana Isabel González-Herrera et al, 2023, pp.1-2.]  [6:  Andromache Gazi, 2014, pp. 1-10.] 

	Therefore, it has been shown that it is an ethical duty of museums to display all of their collections as they are and an essential aspect for them to serve the community. This is deep-rooted in arguments and research in the sector. It has also been shown that if museums only show part of their collections, they can silence communities, lose public trust and reaffirm historical patterns of exclusions. This shows that access to collections is a moral responsibility. However, it is also noted that this discussion has not yet looked at the practicalities of displaying all objects to the public. While at first most would agree with the ethical argument put forward, the practicalities of this may be argued as impossible. This next section will show that it is, in fact, possible if we reimagine what we mean by displaying objects and go beyond the realm of the brick-and-mortar museum.
	One example in Wales of a museum fulfilling the ethical obligation of facilitating access to collections is Amgueddfa Cymru. Through CELF, it allows more communities the ability to engage with and see on display the National Art Collection in Wales.  CELF uses a national network to display art, an extensive loans programme, digitalisation access, co-curated exhibitions, infrastructure investment to facilitate greater display space and outreach programmes.[footnoteRef:7] This has meant that the institution can fulfil its ethical obligation while combating the practicalities of all collections being on physical display in a singular museum. This network approach is something that is supported by Macdonald, who has argued that we should extend the museum beyond the walls of the institution.[footnoteRef:8] Using a dispersed model and creating a network of host sites, it allows for the ability to increase the capacity of what items can be displayed at one time. [7:  CELF, Homepage | Celf ar y Cyd. ]  [8:  Sharon Macdonald, 2006, pp. 1-12.] 

	Moreover, the loans programme that is at the centre of the CELF network ensures that the national collection is getting out to the communities who essentially own the right to see the work on display. However, the project is also ensuring that work that may not have the ability to be displayed due to the size, conservation needs or fragility is digitised and uploaded to the website. This links into Parry’s discourse that using digital platforms allows museums to gain new ways of working with collections and gives more opportunities for displaying objects which are not bound to a building.[footnoteRef:9] Added to this, CELF is ensuring that communities are at the centre of the interpretation and display of the collections – a key ethical framework. It supports arguments by Lynch to ensure that museums move away from being curator-dominated narratives to more collaborative models that represent all of society.[footnoteRef:10] This again directly links to one of the ethical issues of the curator choosing what does or does not go on display and shows how CELF can act as an example to combat this, as well as creating more display space. [9:  Ross Parry, 2007, pp. 1-4.]  [10:  Bernadette Lynch, 2011, pp. 13-20.] 

	CELF also enable investment into museum and gallery infrastructure to improve conditions and the capacity of the buildings to host more artworks. Black has argued that this is essential to fulfil their public mission.[footnoteRef:11] This again all links back to the ICOM definition and other ethical standards for the need for all collections to be displayed. This is further backed by Message and Witcomb, who state that when we put collections at the heart of public life, we can engage with communities where they are on their own pace.[footnoteRef:12] This shows that CELF is an excellent example of showing that it is possible for all collections to be on display, and by doing this, we can fulfil the ethical duty of museums and put communities at the centre of it, democratising collections. [11:  Graham Black, 2005, pp. 1-2.]  [12:  Kylie Message and Andrea Witcomb, 2015, pp. xxxv–lxiii.] 

	Linked to CELF, there are other initiatives in Wales that are combating the practical issues around the ability to display all museum collections. This has also happened in part due to the New Curriculum for Wales and the focus on Cynefin, the sense of belonging to Wales and where you live.[footnoteRef:13] This has created new opportunities for museums to develop their audiences and further work with local schools while also enabling practical ways and the need for access to museum collections. Rhondda Heritage Park developed an Object Handling Policy, which meant all of the collections could be used onsite and offsite in object handling sessions.[footnoteRef:14] By ensuring that measures were put in place to prevent security issues or damage to objects, more items could be taken out of storage and be seen, or more importantly, used by school children.[footnoteRef:15] This again shows that through relationship building and collaboration, museums can ensure a more ethical approach to displaying and accessing objects. Simons has argued that museums should act in this realm and should be participatory to enable visitors and communities to shape curation, rather than just consume it.[footnoteRef:16] This again shows how important it is to work with communities, as they often have the answer to practical issues museums face, as they have the space to host and time to help shape curatorial practices. [13:  Welsh Government, The Curriculum for Wales, 2022.]  [14:  Esta Lewis, 2023, pp. 54-55.]  [15:  Esta Lewis, 2023, pp. 54-55.]  [16:  Nina Simon, 2010, p.19.] 

	This is also furthered by Hooper-Greenhill, 21st-century museums have moved away from singular communication between the curator and visitor, to a dualistic space where dialogues are collaborative and create a learning environment.[footnoteRef:17] By doing this, museums are already creating more space and ways to display all their collections to meet their ethical duty. The example set out by Rhondda Heritage Park shows this shift to learning dialogues, where spaces are created for collections to be used and displayed meaningfully for the benefit of the community. [17:  Eilean Hooper‑Greenhill, 2000, pp.150-155.] 

	Similarly, Sandell’s work shows how this approach to making all collections accessible can show that museums can challenge marginalised communities, as they can co-design programmes that tear down historically dominant narratives.[footnoteRef:18] He further argues that museums achieve their greatest public value when they centre the voices of underrepresented groups and address structural inequities.[footnoteRef:19] The collaborative practices observed in the Rhondda Heritage Park case study align with this ethical imperative, illustrating how participatory engagement can support cultural equity at a community level through access to collections. This participatory work through access to collections also permits museums to shape civic identities by fostering encounters that encourage reflection, negotiation, and social learning.[footnoteRef:20] As shown at Rhondda Heritage Park, by including communities in curatorial processes and decisions, museums are working within this civic function effectively, which allows society to be shaped collaboratively rather than hierarchically. This example, more importantly, shows that collaboration and community involvement are essential to the need and the ability for all museum collections to be used or displayed. [18:  Richard Sandell, 2007, pp.135-168.]  [19:  Richard Sandell, 2007, pp. 1-26.]  [20:  Tony Bennett, 1995, pp. 81-85.] 

Another important case study that shows the ability to overcome practical aspects of displaying all museum collections is M Shed’s ‘Treasures in Store’ initiative.[footnoteRef:21] The display space shows an innovative approach to museum practices that allows for transparency and democratises access to collections. M Shed is the same as all museums; they host far more objects than can ever be displayed. The majority of their collection is stored in their L Shed. Again, this is also commonplace for most museums, where they have adjacent storage, where collections go to stay for eternity to never see the light of day again. However, at M Shed, they opened up their storage space to the public, giving guided tours, which helped bring the collections back into Bristol’s cultural narrative.[footnoteRef:22] This further develops on the practical ways to display all museum collections that have been set by both CELF and the Rhondda Heritage Park case studies. [21:  Bristol Museums, Treasures in Store | M Shed.]  [22:  Bristol Museums, Treasures in Store | M Shed.] 

	This example is supported by academics in the field. Macdonald has argued that opening museum storage disrupts traditional hierarchies of knowledge and presents collections as dynamic, living resources rather than fixed heritage archives.[footnoteRef:23] She further argues that transparency invites public trust and fosters a clearer understanding of how museums construct narratives.[footnoteRef:24] This idea is seen in the model at M Shed, that both the public and the museum benefit from showing the process of collections care. It also importantly creates a stage for which all museum objects can be displayed. [23:  Sharon Macdonald, 2002, pp.68-95.]  [24:  Sharon Macdonald, 2002, pp.68-95.] 

	Moreover, Candlin has argued that enabling intimate and close-up encounters with stored objects allows visitors to gain a more meaningful relationship with the objects.[footnoteRef:25] Visiting and engaging with M Shed’s storage space allows visitors to experience them up close and to see them as a part of local lived histories rather than a spectacle that has been chosen to be displayed in the museum. This again shows a more democratic process for displaying collections but also creates a new experience for meaningful discovery of heritage. [25:  Fiona Candlin, 2016, p.25-48] 

	The access at M Shed also reiterates the arguments from Simon, where museums need to become more collaborative, and the space is a participatory learning environment.[footnoteRef:26] It also furthers Bennett’s argument that museums are places where civic identity is created.[footnoteRef:27] With both those ideas together, M Shed’s ‘Treasures in Store’ model encompasses contemporary museological approaches to collections, which is essential to opening up access to collections; it also offers a practical example of how to do this. [26:  Nina Simon, 2010, p.19.]  [27:  Tony Bennett, 1995, pp. 81-85.] 

	These three case studies from CELF, Rhondda Heritage Park and M Shed have shown practical ways in which museums can display and grant access to all museum collections, which, through academia, have been shown as the ethical and moral thing to do. However, there is also the need to understand some negatives to displaying all collections. The negatives can be seen through visitor fatigue and the overexposure to heritage, as well as historical issues with collection policies in museums, which make some collections culturally irrelevant.
	Therefore, firstly, looking at visitor fatigue and the overexposure to heritage. It has been a long-standing challenge for museums, which can affect learning, visitor experiences, and engagement with the collections. Bitgood has argued that the fatigue derives from the combination of ‘object competition’, ‘information overload’ and the limits of visitors' attention, which work together to cause a decline in engagement across a visit.[footnoteRef:28] Further to this, Davey also analyses museum fatigue and reiterates the notion that decreased attention from visitors is predictable, which is due to several environmental and psychological pressures that are placed on visitors, which overload their processing capacity.[footnoteRef:29] These arguments show that museum fatigue is non avoidable risk when visitors are placed in an environment with repetitive stimuli. This supports the notion that it may not be of benefit to the visitor to have all collections on display. However, the examples from CELF, Rhondda Heritage Park and M Shed still show that displaying all collections does not have to be experienced at once; with CELF, visitors would go to different venues at different times, for example. This would limit the fatigue as visitors would not be engaging in repetitive stimulation at the same time. [28:  Stephen Bitgood, 2009, p. 93.]  [29:  Gareth Davey, 2005, pp. 17-21.] 

	However, there is another problematic argument within this field of museum fatigue. McIntyre undertook research for the Tate, the British Museum and Imperial War Museum North. The visitor study concluded that visitors wanted more depth to their engagement rather than a high volume of material.[footnoteRef:30] Visitors found that highly dense displays reduced mean-making and lowered their emotional response.[footnoteRef:31] This again links to the academic arguments that visitors have a finite attention span during museum experiences, and by overloading them, museums could be decreasing their experience rather than enhancing it. However, it is still important to note that these arguments and studies are focusing on a singular institutional situation where the experience is happening. The case studies have shown practical ways in which to display all objects. For it to be successful, it needs to include outreach, the community and other organisational networks. Therefore, there is a way forward to still ensure that all museum collections are on display without giving way to museum fatigue. [30:  Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, 2013, report.]  [31:  Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, 2013, report.] 

In addition, further academic literature highlights that visitor fatigue is often increased by the demands placed on audiences within museum environments to interpret what is presented to them. Falk and Dierking’s model of learning shows that visitors’ responses are shaped and also halted by personal, sociocultural and physical contexts, meaning their capacity to engage with dense or repetitive display environments is limited.[footnoteRef:32] This is particularly common in large national institutions such as the British Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum, where there are masses of objects in a large building. Similarly, Hooper‑Greenhill argues that museums must recognise the constraints of visitors' attention and adopt interpretive strategies that emphasise clarity and selectivity to support sustained meaning-making.[footnoteRef:33] These arguments show that museums need to make sure they balance access with the understanding of cognitive restriction. It shows that the issue should not be about whether or not all collections should be displayed, but how they are displayed without overwhelming visitors. [32:  John H. Falk and Lynn Dierking, 2013.]  [33:  Eilean Hooper‑Greenhill, 2000, pp.133-160.] 

	Another idea to consider is the relevance of the collections due to historic issues with collection policies, which raises the questions as to whether all collections actually need to be on display. The majority of collections held in museums today need to be understood against the backdrop of historic collecting practices that were shaped by empire, science and elitist cultural values. Macdonald has emphasised that collecting practices in early museum development were formed in societies that enacted in colonial classifications of culture and now reflect those values and hierarchies.[footnoteRef:34] It was these ideologies and structures that influenced what was collected, but also what was considered valuable. This has led to museum collections in the UK representing privileged non-European material, stripped of context. This brings the issues that if we simply just allow access and display to all museum collections, they will reinforce this idea. However, if organisations use initiatives such as CELF as an example to follow, they can combat this, as items are not simply displayed; they are co-curated with the communities they affect or represent. [34:  Sharon Macdonald, 2006, pp.81-83] 

	In addition, Bowyer et al have further stressed that museum collections were shaped by imperial governance, rich private donors and antiquarians whose motivation varied from scientific curiosity to idealistic nationalism.[footnoteRef:35] This argument highlights that collecting had alternative motives, that are deep-rooted in power, access and opportunity, rather than through representation. Due to this, collections have massive gaps in representation, especially from marginalised communities. Therefore, by placing all collections on display, it will highlight this further and could further make people feel as though they do not belong. This does not mean that we should not display them, but rather need to consider these ideas and ensure that they are mentioned in interpretation and communicated to visitors; it also needs to link with policies to show how current collecting practices are addressing these issues and gaps. [35:  Surya Bowyer et al., 2025, pp. 290-305.
] 

	In conclusion, the essay has argued that museums carry an ethical and moral duty to provide access to their collections – this is interlinked with theory from Marstine, Dodd and Jones, as well as the ICOM museum definition – the arguments have showed museums have a social responsibility and accountability to the public. It has also been demonstrated through case studies like CELF, Rhondda Heritage Park and M Shed that full access to collections is achievable. The case studies showed that distributed networks, digital platforms, co-curation and community- embedded practices allow the ability for all collections to be on display. It was also noted that there is a genuine risk of visitor fatigue and overexposure if all collections are displayed. This was backed by Bitgood, Davey and McIntyre. However, it was found that by ensuring that display and access to collections are distributed through networks and done by working with communities, we can limit the risk of fatigue. The historical collecting practices shaped by empire and elitism were also approached, and showed how this has created gaps and biases in collections. Again, this is not something that should be hidden away from, but by allowing access and displaying all collections, we can ensure that people are aware of this and use the transparency to fill the gaps in collections. Therefore, museums should pursue the principle of access to all collections by adopting distributed models, participatory practices and transparent policies.
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