Are museums institutions of cultural and collective memory? Discuss if this assumption would be correct or not. How did this idea change over time?
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The history and evolution of the concept of what could be perceived as museums can be traced as far back as Mesopotamia. The desire to collect and display relics of humanities past has always served to captured mind and help answer the question of who we are. The result of this led to institutions being created in order to facilitate this desire. The method of presenting artefacts and how they are displayed have undergone numerous changes throughout the years. Today, the museum is defined by ICOM as “a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment.”[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  ICOM, 2008] 

Every year, thousands of people, both domestic and foreign, venture into museums to view the artefacts which are housed within. The role played by museums in the shaping and displaying of cultural and collective memory is fundamental to how the object is received in its interpretation. However, in some instances it could be argued that the cultural memory associated with the object predominantly reflects and serves the museum. For instance, the Welsh museum of St Fagans is dedicated the collection and preservation of buildings that incorporate many key aspects of Welsh heritage. Therefore, the buildings it curates and preserves, as with any museum, possess the potential to act as an institution for the communication of collective and cultural memory. The museum is also perceived itself and is affected by cultural and collective memory of the experience of the visitors, by the history of the building and more crucially how it aspired to obtain the artefacts within. 
Collective memory, as a concept has undergone many key shifts in its interpretation. Some of the early theories concerning collective memory linked it to the notion of race and racial memory.[footnoteRef:2] This interpretation however, was challenged by Aby Wahbur and Maurice Halbawch who in the 1920s worked to change the interpretation of collective memory from being based on racial memory to a focus based on cultural memory instead[footnoteRef:3]. This change in the conception asserted that an individual is a product of their society and class at the time they were alive, and their collective memory was not maintained through the “Phylogenic evolution”[footnoteRef:4].  [2:  Assman, 1995:125]  [3:  Assman, 1995:125]  [4:  Assman, 1995:125] 

Through Halbawch’s interpretation of collective memory, he argues that the historical facts are only remembered through the reinforced usage of media and festivalsin order to propagate a history[footnoteRef:5]. This theory on collective memory was later rivalled by Jan Assman whose theory on cultural memory argued that cultural memory is unique in the potential. He argues that it possesses to shape how certain groups remember events, places or objects and what is key for cultural memory is not the “real history” but the history that is remembered[footnoteRef:6] . When applying these theories to a modern perspective, Murray argues that commemorative sites assume a symbolic position in which selective stories are legitimised and create a shared identity in the present[footnoteRef:7]. Booman further expands upon this, noting that if a person were to only interact with the cultural memory and not engage with the medium by which this was conveyed, then “the real facts degenerate into remembered history”[footnoteRef:8]. For example, following the conflicts that occurred during the 20th century, numerous tombs dedicated to the unknown solider were constructed throughout Europe. They provided a space for those who were never recovered from warfare and this facilitated their commemoration, rather than having their memory fade away. Through these sites, the function of monuments is to prevent society forgetting and are constructed within the public domain, to play an “agreed upon”, to fulfil their role and the participation they play within cultural memory[footnoteRef:9].  [5:  Luiselli, 2011:11]  [6:  Luiselli, 2011:11]  [7:  Murray, 2013: 15]  [8:  Boomas, 2011:5]  [9:  Boomas, 2011:5] 

Assman’s theory on cultural heritage asserts that cultural memory is preserved and propelled by the repeated use of images, or texts within a specific society that are used to “cultivate and convey societies’ self-image”[footnoteRef:10]. He establishes that cultural memory is unique in its ability to be able to relate the knowledge it conveys to a contemporary situation[footnoteRef:11]. This is indicative of the meaning and provides the basis in which shared knowledge is able to be culturally institutionalized by the society[footnoteRef:12].  Some of the earliest conceptions of a museum, can be traced back to the second century BC, to Larsa in Mesopotamia, where early tablets appear to have been unearthed with their purpose being to educate in a school setting[footnoteRef:13]. Whilst the exact purpose of this institution may remain a mystery, the clear intention to preserve the objects and to present them indicates the early formulation of museums. Moreover, the decision to re-present older works, establishes the notion that institution was a centre of cultural and collective memory through its reusing of older works which were associated with their cultural memory. The transition into the Roman period heralded an increase in volume of art which was commissioned specifically for the public during the first century[footnoteRef:14]. Whilst not preserved in the form of a museum, the use and commissioning of these public works accords with Assman’s theory on cultural memory and it demonstrates the effective use of its employment. Furthermore, Lewis notes that objects of importance throughout human history were frequently procured and displayed at key locations such as temples in order to attain a sense of self[footnoteRef:15].  When applying this to the role museums play as institutions of cultural and collective memory, it becomes evident that whilst the theory behind cultural memory may not have been present within the society, the formulation of what would be constituted as a museum began to take form.  [10:  Assman, 1995:132]  [11:  Assman, 1995:130]  [12:  Assman, 1995: 132]  [13:  Lewis,2019:]  [14:  Lewis, 2019]  [15:  Lewis, 2019] 

These early forms of curatorship remain opaque to the modern eye to some extent because the preserved heritage, and the cultural shift which has since occurred demonstrate that the preserved heritage and reusing of texts and images within help to propagate the ideas preserved through cultural memory.  When analysing how these institutions interpret their collections and what meaning the artefacts had at the time it is important remember the cultural changes which have occurred since. This time lapse can produce some difficulty in their interpretations as many of these artefact and sites are now relics of long dead civilisations, which have ultimately been incorporated within the modern-day museum and a countries history. 
By analysing how these early forms of museums and the process of collecting and displaying was done. It is crucial in viewing how the museums evolved and became institutions of collective and cultural memory. Through an interpretation by Foucault, he established that the modern-day interpretations of museums are fundamentally different from those of the past as artefacts are perceived through their relation to humans as opposed to an identity formed through its appearance[footnoteRef:16]. The presentation of artefacts, he argues, in the modern day that the relationship of objects through their connection to human link takes president and becomes more important than their characteristics which defined them[footnoteRef:17].  When applying these ideas on how the interpretation of artefacts has been perceived to modern museums, Hooper-Greenhill argues that there is no essential museum, nor does a museum possess an identity of its own[footnoteRef:18]. Therefore, whilst the museums role lies in its facilitation and portrayal of artefacts. It is through Foucault’s interpretation that the objects have only recently undergone a process of connection with their identity and cultural inter connections. The idea of museums becoming centres for cultural and collective memory, is subsequently formed through the symbiotic relationship of the museum to the artefacts which were instrumental in the “creation” of identity.  Consequently, the museum itself is ultimately a product of the cultural and collective memory through the exhibits which it possesses and its role within community.  [16:  Hooper-Greenhill, 1992:204]  [17:  Hooper-Greenhill, 1992:198]  [18:  Hooper-Greenhill, 1992:191] 

According to the Welsh assembly, the creation and facilitation of museums across Wales has been done in response to the “influence or demands of a community”[footnoteRef:19]. When interpreting this through the question ‘are museums institution of cultural and collective memory?’, many museums found throughout Wales are only regional in their size and present artefacts from their immediate area. However, one of the largest museums is St Fagans National Museum of History situated in South Wales is a large open-air museum which exclusively collects historic buildings from Wales[footnoteRef:20]. When applying Assman’s theory on cultural memory, he argues that cultural memory is established at fixed points or events in the past[footnoteRef:21]. Halbawch’s theory on collective memory, establishes that the construction of a national identity, is dependent upon attaching significance to a location where shared memories and collective and individual traditions may take place[footnoteRef:22]. The St Fagans museum is unique in its ability to correlate the historic Welsh buildings and present them within the country which they were constructed in.  [19:  Welsh Assembly, 2010:10]  [20:  Reeves, 2017: 52]  [21:  Assman, 1995:129]  [22:  Murray, 2013:14] 

The method in which many museums were able to acquire certain artefacts also affects their cultural and collective memory with many artefacts having been acquired during European colonialism. Within Assman’s theory, he argues that cultural memory is focused on specific images or figures in which the memory is bound[footnoteRef:23]. When applying this relationship to numerous artefacts which have been removed from their original setting, that still possessed the meaning which was imbued upon them. It raises the question as to how long the ideas of cultural and collective memory will remain associated with the object if it is no longer in its intended context. The Rosetta Stone for instance, was taken out of Egypt by the British following the its acquisition from the French.  [23:  Luselli 2011 :11] 

In the modern day the Rosetta Stone is not only symbolic of its Egyptological heritage, but also of the British and French colonialism. The Rosetta Stone possesses different meanings to the groups which it touched, to Ancient Egyptians who created it and to the British who were able to acquire it. It will hold a different cultural memory for both groups. Other examples of where an artefacts cultural memory comes into the forefront of its identity are the reliefs which depict the Pharaoh smiting the enemies of Egypt. This relief was continually re-depicted by Pharaohs throughout Pharaonic Egypt to demonstrate their power and ability to uphold maat/order. By presenting this motif throughout Pharaonic Egypt it served to re-actualise the cultural memory and association with the power of the kings[footnoteRef:24]. However, in removing these motifs from Egypt, part of their collective memory is lost as one of the ‘links’ with the cultural memory chain is removed to be presented in a museum. It is through the ability of the museums to acquire artefacts and the cultural memory associated with them, that enable museum to be institutions of collective and cultural memory.  [24:  Luiselli, 2011:12] 

Therefore, the argument could be made that with many historical artefacts such as the Rosetta Stone or the iconography of the Pharaoh being removed from their original context and their placement within a museum affects the culture memory associated with such artefacts, as it only endures for as long as it is remembered, which is lost in the modern age. Due to the civilisations which facilitated their creation themselves no longer existing, causing the cultural memory associated with these artefacts to also further diminish and what is presented in a museum is but an echo of these forgotten memories and their significance. This idea fits within Foucault’s interpretation, that earlier collections only displayed enticing artefacts in which objects were ascribed a value based on their characteristics, thus potentially losing their memory as a result of their removal form their intended context. However, it is also through the removal of these objects that enable museums to develop their own identity and for them to become centres of collective and cultural memory.

Throughout the history of human collection, the gathering of artefacts and the act of remembering is quintessential in answering the question who we are. The theories of collective and cultural memory, whilst not being developed by ancient societies shows that their concept has always been prevalent within society. However, to what extent some of the early examples of museums acted as institutions of collective and cultural memory could be debated. Though Foucault argued that it is through the modern-day museums which act to bridge the distance where artefacts were once interpreted as being separate from their “memories”, it is the museum which is dependent upon the collective memory that is associated with the artefacts which transforms them into institutions of cultural and collective memory.  Whilst the change in how objects were interpreted under Foucault to take into account their human relation and connection, this reinterpretation of artefacts is crucial to keeping their cultural memory alive with the object as in many instances, the artefact has been removed from it intended setting. The argument that museums are institutions of cultural and collective memory is subjective as the intended memories associated with them are in some instances either lost or only recently undergone a shift in how they are to be interpreted. However, the artefacts could be interpreted, many prominently remind us of their meaning and the significance in which they were once held. 
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