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What are the main issues that confront the museum sector today? 


Museums have come a long way since their earliest examples, of Ur and buried material collections. However, they still seem to share a key major purpose, education, as the Ur-E-Gig-Par's museum collection is connected to a school with the collection being used supposedly to help priests illustrate their teachings through artefacts. This in itself breeds an issue- the issue of audience retention. Furthermore, the ever-expanding technological market can and will make some museums irrelevant as they struggle to keep up with the times and fall under the radar. The issue of relevance also houses a bigger threat through government funding, a small town local museum is not likely to receive the funding it needs to stay fully repaired and functional. Other issues occur due to changing societal values, such as what to do with looted relics and authenticity.


Audience retention is a relatively new issue facing the museum sector, as museums moved from private exotic collections enjoyed by the upper classes to points of national interest under the public domain and of special importance to their respective state, it is also a tricky thing to master as long and often vague histories of events or objects can sometimes be dull- the task being to condense these into a bell jar as to not bore the general public or to provide interactive exhibits whereby engagement with "real history" is possible through the use of technology or through the use of objects- such as armour sets of Roman legionnaires to actively involve the youth either visiting for leisure or with an institution. This however means that museum exhibits ignore the historical and material conditions that led to events meaning that due to this dumbing down of content exhibits restrict the critical thinking abilities of those who engage in them as it presents historical events as isolated incidents and therefore eradicates the links these have with the present day creating a false consciousness, getting this balance between presenting a palatable version of history and the actual history right is something that small museums would not be able to do for fear of alienating their audience and larger more international museums may not be able to due to external agendas or state pressure, history, after all, belongs to the victors. In order to keep public interest going museums often monitor their foot traffic with spatial accessibility analysis as to investigate ways to ease congestion and make the visit faster and more accessible. Therefore, with improved accessibility museums open their doors to more and more people consequently specific and targeted groups are able to engage in exhibits, less congestion also potentially means that the general public have a better experience with the museum itself and hopefully stay engaged throughout the entirety of the visit. A key aspect of this is museum layout of how to keep people moving whilst being able to engage with the material and actively stay invested in that said material, paying particular attention to key aspects of the exhibits such as the scale, detail, and even the temperature of the room to enhance them as well as audience investment.  Another way of defining audience retention is the ability to keep getting people through the doors, if museums lack this ability then they lose valuable funds in the form of ticket sales and gift sales, worse if this apathy reaches governmental levels which leaves a museum in a catch 22 whereby it cannot expand or rebrand due to lack of funds and without this improvement their service continues to decline. Museums overcome this by expanding into popular new mediums of interactivity such as virtual reality, augmented reality and mobile applications now just as the bigger museums such as the British Natural History Museum spearheaded the incorporation of animatronics and guided audio tours. However, these new expansions are not as expensive as animatronics, allowing smaller projects such as the Newport ship to incorporate augmented reality into their displays in an attempt to expand, so keeping up with new technologies may not be an issue for those that are not small-time volunteer run local museums such as Carmarthenshire county museum. These technologies are vital in enhancing the experiences of visitors and can even create remote experiences to further publicise the museum to those unable to make the journey. As much as these technologies might be an expansion they also present problems not just due to their cost in order to maintain services such as VR and AR high speed, stable WI-FI is needed making it impossible to implement in scenarios such as “bunker-style” museums meaning that this technology benefits the more modern museums over those such as the Louvre, meaning that audience engagement and retention of their material may suffer as a consequence.


Society is ever changing and museums have already seen the impact of such changes, with more focus being on global community establishments such as UNESCO being set up to safeguard all aspects of heritage, and promoting cohesion between museums. This impact is also seen by the large cultural capital owned by museums as commonly objects placed within them become iconic to that museum and not iconic as a piece that is culturally significant itself such as the aircraft of the Smithsonian or Hope the blue whale in the Natural History museum. This is an issue as it does not promote the exploration of said objects, instead due to museum’s cultural authority we as people do not question what is in front of us accepting these adaptations/ interpretations of history to be the only truth, the correct answers. Further changing societal values that pose an issue to museums is the mass marketing of the heritage stored within them and late stage capitalism with the need to further profits museum icons become commercialised limiting their own impact and diminishing their aura, shown by the Mona Lisa in the Louvre- she’s on mugs, plates etc- this can also be seen by Van Gogh’s third edition sunflowers in the Neue Pinakothek, the further expansion of capitalism in society and consequently in museums provides more issues for museums as they package the history they display as a product itself, the history therefore is manipulated as to suit the desires that the museum goer had for it instead of being a product worthy of consumption that satisfies the visitor’s interest or need for education of events from a cultural authority. Furthermore, changing societal attitudes may force museums to become reactionary as to safeguard the image of the state or wealthy individuals for instance museums rely on the nostalgia of the middle and upper classes whilst deeming working class history as unworthy of representation, with most of their collections being conservated instead of being put on display. However, museums face further issues with capitalism’s dominance in society as new markets open quickly and often but museums are unable to expand to suit this new market for instance the British Aerospace museum in Bristol took a decade to respond to growing interest with the Concorde, building a hangar specifically for the Concorde 216 they had received in 2003. Globalisation also means that relics looted from other countries are no longer acceptable in the eyes of the international community with UNESCO being the manifestation of this change in thinking, these looted relics often seen as a justification of colonialism or are returned as reparations due to theft this however threatens the acquisitive nature of western museums, demands for repatriation makes building universal museums difficult and the goal of presenting world history and art more difficult for western museums due to how they operate on liberal western superiority. The political questioning of the reasons for repatriation is over its nationalistic reasons, this questioning only serves to highlight the inequality between the west and the world with museums being at the forefront of this particular issue.


Issues also arise over the changing attitudes to authenticity, as in the past the western enlightenment highly influenced what was deemed authentic this rigidity of the ideal has been peddled by Ford W.Bell and Thomas P.Campbell who both argue that museums are based on the real, are unchanging and set in stone- an escape from the digital world. This in itself is not the issue, the issue being that these directors and presidents will be as rigid as they view authenticity and so museums cannot adapt to changing attitudes that label authenticity as ethnocentric or view it as fluid, and as such may be alienating to those who do not wish to have one interpretation of what’s important or significant forced upon them in the narrative the museum decides to go with. Authenticity also has negative connotations as it was the rallying cry for the antiquarianism of the 19th century, the raiding of culturally significant artefacts as to educate the British public about foreign cultures, with repatriation still such a big issue within the museum sector museums are caught in the crosshairs. Museums must also confront the fluidity of authenticity as this is changed by the societal values placed upon objects in different contexts and times therefore will not have one continual meaning, some may even fall out of favour and be seen as unimportant- the museum therefore has to contend with public opinion over what is authentic and has to monitor the messages it puts across as artefacts displayed are automatically judged as important despite their own intrinsic worth simply by being within the aura of the museum, within the presence of famous icons and based on how they are displayed, the museum creates its own demand off of the anxieties of the modern world through authenticity by presenting themselves as a bastion against mass production and the digital the museums fill this demand and create this historic cult as such the sector's leaders do not wish to recognise a more fluid meaning of authenticity as it would throw the closed loop off balance, the sector may be at risk of some existential questioning. There is also the issue of how to deal with sensitive or difficult subject matters which is best displayed by the German struggle to vergangenheitsbewaltigung over their nazi past, going forward other countries may question their past too, America is doing it right now with the history of the confederacy in this way the museum sector could be a reaction to media interpretations by promoting the authentic instead of trying to erase this history. Museums also face the issue of corrupting value structures by determining what is real, and significant through their authority and the confidence the general public have in them, and so instead of becoming an educational and scientific entity in society museums instead have to face the issue that they are not neutral or custodians of the truth but are actually part of the superstructure existing as a political entity. 


To conclude museums today face many issues, mainly their place in modern society as everything becomes more and more digitalised and the accumulation of human knowledge is stored in servers to be accessed at our fingertips- modern western societies fast changing nature has left museums almost in a state of anomie. The museum sector is a lucrative affair (putting $200 billion into the US economy per year alone) yet it must confront the issue of being watered down by commercialisation or having its message corrupted by the interests of the state. They may no longer face overtly being entities of nationalism but they now face a different issue, being entities that perpetuate capitalist ideology through authenticity and objectification, they also face the issue of confronting their past and present behaviour as pieces of artistic and cultural significance are robbed from Italy, India and China. 




	
	
	



