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With reference to the historical development of two museums of your choice, explore how public museums became emblems of politically virtuous nation states.

Public museums have long been used in political ways; both the British Museum and the French Louvre owe their existence to political actions. Virtue, as well, is an old associate of these museums; their day to day interaction with the public is designed to raise visitors to a more virtuous state, whether by educating them or by teaching them appropriate patterns of behaviour.  Museums at their origin are collections, which while private may remain absent of any great political agenda, but with their emergence into public view, with the first public museums opened in the sixteen and seventeen-hundreds, they are no longer separable from politics. 
This study explores public museums and their status as emblems of politically virtuous nation states, exploring the ways in which museums are political and encourage virtue, political and otherwise, in their audience. Both the Louvre and the British Museum are discussed, with emphasis on their respective foundations and the inescapability of their political context.
Museums are agents, which tell a story around their objects; this story is affected by the perceptions and values of both its creators and its audience. They entertain, educate and engage the public, and in the case of national museums that story is generally focused around the history of their nation. Often, national museums are backed financially by their nation’s government, and sometimes they are run outright by a section of that government. This opens the museum’s displays up to be manipulated for political advantage, but that is not the only way that museums act in political ways. The arrangement and choice of objects on display in a museum have political aspects, especially as some objects have contested or controversial origins, which often date back to the colonial and imperial context of the early public museums.
From the first emergence of public museums, they have always been emblems of politically virtuous nation states. National galleries can symbolise the idealised community of the nation and affirm the international prestige of one nation among others, making them prized aspects of modern states. The foundation of the Louvre museum is the most dramatic demonstration of this, in the seizure of the royal art collection, made property of the nation and publicly available by the revolution. This turned what had been an accessory of royal splendour into a dramatic and idealistic celebration of a new state and its ideals.[footnoteRef:1] Prior to 1793, the Louvre was host to exhibitions by the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture. It housed the different royal academies, and functioned as a royal residence.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Duncan (2013) 88]  [2:  Louvre. (2018d).] 

Public art museums emerged in the same era as the modern nation state, the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. The first university museum was opened in 1671, and the Ashmolean Museum opened in 1683. Circa 1750, the Vatican opened its own museums.[footnoteRef:3] From this point, displaying a nation's cultural treasures in a museum or gallery, acted to prove that the ruling power of a state was committed to serving its people. This would be ideally public property but at minimum accessible to all. Across Europe, royal collections were rebranded as national galleries.  These museums were almost always housed in palatial spaces, scaled for large public gatherings, which gave visitors a sense of presence and emphasised the sense of public availability and sense of national community.  Gallery space was designed to focus attention on the works inside, emphasising the aesthetic aspect of a work over its original purpose. [footnoteRef:4] [3:  Alexander, E.P., Alexander, M. and Decker, J. (2017) 5-6]  [4:  Duncan (2013) 89-90] 

Macdonald describes nineteenth century museums and exhibitions as a way of presenting newly realised nations as fact, using the material objects there as a means to picture nations as tangible. She links the purpose of nations, desiring to present their own story of achievement and civilising influence, with the purpose of individual citizens, self-educating and acquiring knowledge. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Macdonald. (1997) 11-12] 

Knell argues against the idea that national museums are a product of nations doing the same things; instead the seemingly cohesive image of a museum is dependent on local needs and local interests, reflecting nationalism, identity and political relationships.[footnoteRef:6] Knell emphasises the power of the past in anchoring nationhood.[footnoteRef:7] National museums anchor national identity and history together, connecting land, history and people.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Knell, 2011. 6]  [7:  Knell, 2011. 8]  [8:  Knell, 2011. 11] 

Knell argues that national museums reflect embedded values and perceptions in the positioning and presentation of objects, shaping a particular imaging of the nation.  Nation states are sentimentalised through material objects and architecture, in the same way that these items represent the concept of the nation in the physical realm. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Knell, 2011. 21-22] 

National museums connect the material culture within the museum with the landscape outside, in both tangible ways and through imagination.[footnoteRef:10] The nation of the past performed within the museum is connected to the future, to the nation outside the museum walls and to popular imagination.[footnoteRef:11] The performance of a museum is directly connected to the outside world; a museum is not an isolated space, nor does it strip its objects of agency or their relationship with the world outside.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Knell, 2011. 24]  [11:  Knell, 2011. 27]  [12:  Knell, 2011. 26] 

The British museum has always been at the same site; it was originally hosted there in Montagu House, a seventeenth century mansion. It opened to the public on 15 January 1759. The two World Wars are the only time it has not been open since then.[footnoteRef:13] The museum was expanded almost constantly from 1852 to 1914. In the 1880s, the natural history collections were moved to a new building in South Kensington which later became the Natural History Museum. This was done to make room for the Museum's increasing collection. [footnoteRef:14]  [13:  British Museum. (2018a)]  [14:  British Museum. (2018a)] 

After World War I, the Louvre was reorganised and had electricity installed, beginning night openings. Access was made easier with new connecting underground passageways. A central reception area was created, and two new museums were created to house works which did not fit the scope of the Louvre’s exhibits.  During World War II and the German occupation, most of the works in the Louvre had been sent away as a protective measure, but the Louvre opened regardless. 

From the first emergence of public museums, they have always been emblems of politically virtuous nation states. 
One of the major arguments in favour of the existence of the early Louvre was "the notion that it was better for the artworks to be kept in Paris rather than in the place they had been originally designed for". The revolutionary assembly's 1792 decree ordered the creation of a national museum for the express purpose of monumentalising and commemorating the fall of the monarchy. It was ordered to be open to all, as a representation of the renewed nation and its principle of equal citizenship, [footnoteRef:15] [15:  Louvre. (2018e).] 

The Louvre was opened on August 10, 1793 as a symbol of the French Revolution, but did not open regularly until the following October. It showed primarily paintings from the royal collections, with some antique busts and objets d'art. As the Louvre’s own website says, it had a political objective, to display to all what was previously reserved for the "tyrants". This took precedence over study, and other purposes we might find usual for a museum. [footnoteRef:16] [16:  Louvre. (2018e).] 

The Louvre in the first two decades following its founding was designed to symbolise the new relationship of nation and citizenry, with the aim to be equally uplifting to all visitors. Practically, it characterised its viewer as part of the "educated and self-educating strata of French society."[footnoteRef:17]In celebrating the advantages of being a French citizen, it also asserted French pre-eminence within the common elite art culture shared by certain nations. [footnoteRef:18] [17:  Louvre. (2018e).]  [18:  Duncan (2013) 87] 

From 1993, the Louvre museum became a public institution, gaining more autonomy; it has previously been supervised by the Musées de France.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Louvre. (2018f).] 


The British Museum originate from the donations of private collections for public display. 
Sir Hands Sloane, a physician, naturalist and collector, died in 1753, leaving a collection of over 71000 objects. In order to preserve the collection intact, and in return for a payment of £20,000 to his heirs, Sloane left the collection to King George II. for the nation. Sloane's condition was that a freely accessible, public, new museum was created to house his collection. On 7 June 1753, the British Museum was established by an Act of Parliament. In 1757 King George II donated the "Old Royal Library" to the Museum. [footnoteRef:20][footnoteRef:21] [20:  British Museum. (2018c)]  [21:  British Museum. (2018a)] 

The British Museum originated as a social display model for the British people – again, the “educated and self-educating class” which the Louvre also targeted.
In his book “The birth of the Museum”, Bennet discusses the triple purpose museum; in one way an elitist hall of art, in a second an instrument of democracy and education, and in the third an instrument with which to tune society. He links this to the division between visitors, passive consumers of education, and the “producers of knowledge” behind the museum displays. [footnoteRef:22] [22:  Bennett, T. (2013) 99-105] 

Bennet further links this to the two primary principles of improvement in museums- the first, that museums be equally accessible and open to all, which requires that the public be treated as equals, and the second, that museums be an adequate representation of all sections of the public and their values and cultures, which requires that the public be differentiated by class, race, gender or other social criteria. He tracks the emergence of the concept of open access to museums as a public right in itself and argues that it emerged from the concept of public access to museums for the betterment of the people for the sake of society, whose benefit was the primary goal- as opposed to the modern sense, which promotes public access for the benefit of the individual members of the public themselves. [footnoteRef:23] [23:  Bennett, T. (2013) 99-105] 

The British Museum was founded in 1753, granting admission free of charge to all "studious and curious persons". Nearly six million people visit a year nowadays; from the beginning it had about 5000 visitors a year.[footnoteRef:24] A 1784 note by Museum Trustees mentioned that visitors “consisted chiefly of Mechanics and persons of the lower classes”. Parliament took an interest on the grounds that “the public paid for the museum and therefore had a right to insist on every facility of ingress”. In 1836 a government grant was issued to encourage visitors to the museum- especially the lower classes, who were thought otherwise likely to be “besotting themselves in public houses”. [footnoteRef:25] [24:  British Museum. (2018a)]  [25:  Wilson (1989). 19] 

The early Louvre also had an educational purpose, as it served as a learning centre for artists attracted to study major artworks there; this practice continues today. However, artists were driven out of the Louvre in 1802 and 1806, as the Louvre became devoted to the presentation of collections.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Louvre. (2018e).] 

Bennett cites views from the 1800s on the belief that “high culture” in the form of museums was thought capable of regulating social behaviour, encouraging moral restraint and drawing the public away from drunkenness and the frequenting of alehouses. Museums were called on to shape the characteristics of the population, leading men to gentility and wisdom. In this way they were extensions of the power of governments, resources to change or reinforce acceptable social and behavioural norms.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Bennett, T. (2013) 99-105] 

During the British colonial period, items were brought from all corners of the world to show the populace the riches of the British empire- displaying the glory and righteousness, the benefits of Empire and colonisation.
The British Museum has historically purported to show civilisation over nation, but the concept of civilisation is strongly linked to particular historical narratives, and in this case civilisation is nation: the word civilisation, as Wingfield suggests, compasses the self-image of a nation which has colonised far across its borders and across the world.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Wingfield (2011). 123] 

in 1802 the Museum acquired the Rosetta stone and other Egyptian antiquities, which were presented to the museum by George 3 as a result of the British military expedition to Egypt. The Elgin marbles arrived in 1816.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Wilson (1989). 14-15] 

The Louvre’s collections expanded with the seizure of goods from fled nobility and the nationalisation of clergy property, as well as the campaigns of the French Revolutionary Wars. The Vatican museum provided many of the exhibits at the Louvre after the Treaty of Tolentino.  The 1824 and 1836 purchases of the Durand and Salt collections added Egyptian artefacts to the Department of Greek and Roman Antiquities. [footnoteRef:30] [30:  Louvre. (2018e).] 


The acquisition of items of important cultural heritage for the colonies was a statement of imperial power by Britain over its conquered nations.
Knell’s description of Britain’s national museum characterises it as a nexus of appropriated materials gathered via Imperial means, both military and otherwise. The power here was in ownership, not in creation.  Knell describes the globalisation of museums as the British Museum’s political salvation, where objects arrive not due to imperialism but as a result of smaller countries’ desire to promote their culture and history.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Knell, 2011. 15-17] 

Knell shows a photo of the Victoria and Albert Museum’s Cast Courts, and example of the avoidance of imperial appropriation; an 1867 convention on reproductions lead to cultural exchange of copies of great works of art for the illumination of scholars and students.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Knell, 2011. 15] 

Issues of cultural appropriation remain with the retention of cultural artefacts from former colonies and other countries, and these must be considered within the political context they are inexorably connected to.
Museums as interpreters of history have a key role and responsibility in presenting the history and artefacts of their own and other countries appropriately. 
Keene argues that a 21st century museum should be accountable and responsive to its public, as wells as recognisant of the multiplicity of perceptions held by itself, its visitors and others, and know the necessity of representing the interests and cultures of its varied audiences both in its collections and its communications. This is a consensus, but the strength of this view varies among countries. [footnoteRef:33] [33:  Keene, 2005. 178] 


The narrative of a collection presents history in its museum’s chosen light, which intrinsically will have political aspects. The British Museum does this one way, the Louvre another.
Alexander argues that tours, exhibits and events are all ways in which museums communicate a message, shaped by their collecting rationale and choices in display and emphasis.[footnoteRef:34] A museum controls access to and use of the objects on display; this also controls the meaning and associations of the objects to an extent.[footnoteRef:35]  Keene argues that collections cannot escape the perceptions and governmental policies that form their context.[footnoteRef:36] Political circumstances constrain museums, as much as economic and social circumstances do. [footnoteRef:37] [34:  Alexander, E.P., Alexander, M. and Decker, J. (2017) 257-8]  [35:  Keene, 2005. 92]  [36:  Keene, 2005. 171]  [37:  Keene, 2005. 177] 

“Public and professionals alike continue to imagine the museum as neutral, authoritative and trustworthy; an accurate rendition of the world as it ought to be understood” Knell contends that this image is created by the professional actions of a museum. He posits that this allows national museums to aid impressions of nationhood by “providing scenery and staging”, a rare commonality among national museums, whose history and national circumstance render otherwise particular different from each other.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Knell, 2011. 4] 

Knell contends that the primary authority of a museum is a product of its reputation as a place of knowledge of education, rather than any inherent moral authority. He also highlights that such thinking is more associated with the educated classes, primarily the middle class, rather than all people, and the ripple effects of the realisation of this and the propagation of cultural bias and social division by museums are still ongoing. [footnoteRef:39] [39:  Knell, 2011. 5] 

The Louvre’s early aim to stage exhibitions in such a way as to foster detached thought demonstrates this authority and the ways in which museums can encourage virtue; in this case, the Enlightenment’s cool appreciation of aesthetics.[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  Knell, 2011. 5. Louvre 2018d] 


Museums, especially state museums, have inherent political aspects which in modern times tend toward presenting their countries as enlightened, educated, modern and inclusive.
Per Suzanne Keene's book on the uses of museum collections, a 2004 report by the UK government identified increased cultural understanding, respect and tolerance for others, satisfaction and fulfilment from achievement, desire for future experiences and positive attitudes to experience as a benefit of museums. Keene notes that economic rather than cultural values have dominated policy on museums until recently. This comes from the post-war and nineteenth century view that culture’s educational and aspirational value rendered it an economic good. From the mid-1980s, culture's importance came from its contribution to the regeneration of places and economies, and diversification of industries in the 21st century, cultural institutions assist people to understand a rapidly changing world, providing a frame of reference contextualising past, present and future. The increasing availability of information and increasing tourism means that culture is a central part of social policy and all aspects of government.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Keene, 2005. 169] 

The values of collections are related to culture and to identity, but hard to satisfactorily define, according to Keene. Museums, in a more concrete and economic sense, bring measurable benefits in area regeneration, education, skills, quality of life and cultural tourism. I would add that the concrete connection to the history of both visitor and country has political benefits in assisting the one to identify and claim the other.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Keene, 2005. 177] 

Conclusion 
This study has discussed the historical development of both the British Museum and the Louvre as part of the exploration of the status of public museums as emblems of politically virtuous nation states. Both of these museums are prominent in the history of the development of public museums, but have vastly different national contexts and origins. They do not, of course, encompass or stand for all possible types of public museum, but they are suitably different as to provide an interesting contrast to discuss.
From the first emergence of public museums, they have always been emblems of politically virtuous nation states.  This is evident in the Louvre's first opening, an almost purely political demonstration, and in the complex interactions of the British Museum with its imperial heritage and viewpoint. Museums since then have been used for political purposes, shaping virtue in their visitors for political and cultural reasons, and to see them without that context is to see them absent a huge part of their history. The political aspect of museums is not always governmental; often it is in political perceptions carried by their collections, by their collecting strategies, and by the perceptions and values of their visitors. To have a museum without politics is as absurd as to have a museum without traces of the creators of the objects on display. Collections have a narrative, both inherent and shaped by display; this is political, and it is the responsibility of a museum to treat that power carefully and knowledgably, keeping accountability for their messages and actions. The messages of material objects are connected to their nation, to their museum and to the political circumstances of present and past.
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