Are museums institutions of cultural and collective memory?
Discuss if this assumption would be correct, or not. How did this idea change over time?

“We are what we remember, which is another way of saying that we are nothing other than the stories we can tell about ourselves and our past.”
· Jan Assman, The Mind of Egypt[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Jan Assmann, The Mind of Egypt: History and Meaning in the Time of the Pharaohs (Harvard University Press, 2003).] 



Museums themselves are inherently a realm of memory.[footnoteRef:3] Over the past two centuries, museums have undergone transformations. In the 16th and 17th centuries they were commonly used as tools to illustrate the wealth, social status and education of the owner.[footnoteRef:4] Rivera-Orraca highlights how as of the 19th century, the modern museum developed to become an institute which are ‘inscribed in and inscribers of collective and individual memory… As a public site of culture, museums became first temples, and later forums, for the essence of nations.’[footnoteRef:5] As of the 1990s museological scholarship became progressively involved with the ways in which museums display culture, construct difference and products relations of power.[footnoteRef:6] Importantly, the museum itself is now viewed as an object of study, as an ‘artefact of our own society.’[footnoteRef:7]  [3:  Lorena Rivera‐Orraca, ‘Are Museums Sites of Memory?’, The New School Psychology Bulletin, 6.2 (2009), 32–37.p.32]  [4:  Krzysztof Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities : Paris and Venice, 1500-1800 / (Cambridge, [England] : Polity, 1990).]  [5:  Rivera‐Orraca.p.32]  [6:  Michael M. Ames, Cannibal Tours and Glass Boxes: The Anthropology of Museums (UBC Press, 1992); Ivan Karp, Christine Mullen Kreamer, and Steven Levine, Museums and Communities: The Politics of Public Culture (Smithsonian Institution, 2013).]  [7:  Ames.] 

	When we are addressing if museums hold cultural and collective memory, we must first discuss what memory is and more specifically what cultural memory and collective memory is and where it can be seen to be displayed.[footnoteRef:8] Cultural memory follows the concept of relics and memories.[footnoteRef:9] Aleida Assmann attempted to define the term cultural memory, she states that cultural memory is ‘the dynamic relationship between something that has been totally forgotten, changed or rejected, retained or recorded and, as a part of cultural identity, real or remembered’[footnoteRef:10] . Cultural memory creates the ability to discuss topics and information of an individual through ages. Assmann believes that ‘memory can be found in people’s ways of life, alongside other areas such as education.’[footnoteRef:11] Education is a prominent feature of the ways in which museums work which leads t the idea that cultural memory and museums go hand in hand together.  [8:  Merike Lang, ‘Cultural Memory in the Museum and Its Dialogue with Collective and Individual Memory’, Nordisk Museologi, 0.2 (2007), 62 <https://doi.org/10.5617/nm.3242>.]  [9:  Aleida Assmann, ‘Zur Mediengeschichte Des Kulturellen Geschichtlichen’, in Media and Cultural Memory/ Medien Und Kulturelle Erinnerung, ed. by Ansgar Nunning Erll (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2004), pp. 45–60.]  [10:  Aleida Assmann.p.59]  [11:  Lang.] 

Alongside the definition of cultural memory, Assman and Czaplicka founded multiple features that make up what cultural memory is. These include; 
 	‘The concretion of identity’ which means the ways something can relate to a group of people, this is significant as cultural memory is used to gather and accumulate the information from which a group ‘derives a consciousness of its unity and distinctiveness.’[footnoteRef:12]  This can be linked to whether museums are institutions of cultural and collective memory due to the fact that the creation of a museum exhibit leads to an objective goal which is to create an identity of those of the past, and sharing their stories.  [12:  Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, ‘Collective Memory and Cultural Identity’, New German Critique, 1995, 125–33 <https://doi.org/10.2307/488538>. P.130] 

The ‘capacity to reconstruct’ shows that there is no one memory that can conserve the past, what does endure is the knowledge which ‘society in each era can reconstruct within its contemporary frame of reference.’[footnoteRef:13] This shows how cultural memory works by rebuilding data. This would be correlated through the use of the capability of the museum with its collection of data such as manuscripts, images and stories. The museums archive would give the exhibition a contemporary view, providing it its own significance. [footnoteRef:14]   [13:  Assmann and Czaplicka.p.130]  [14:  Assmann and Czaplicka.p.130] 

The multidirectional memory theory is heavily linked to cultural memory. Assmann highlights that cultural memory is resulted from ‘socialisation and traditions rather than being a result of phylogenetic development.’[footnoteRef:15] The use of narrative and multidirectional memory alongside collective and communitive memory is key to understanding the ways in which museums are used.   [15:  Assmann and Czaplicka.] 

What is displayed in museums comes down to only remembering certain events due to a link between cultural and multi directional memory. Rothberg’s ‘multidirectional memory’ regards an array of interventions through which perceives how societal factors bring multiple traumatic pasts into the presents.[footnoteRef:16] For example, the Aboriginal museum in Brambuk exists to present the embodiment of local Aboriginal’s relationship with their ancestral land, the museum shows the ways in which the Aboriginal people struggled against the white Australians during their ongoing conflicts. Often, traumatic events such as these were masked in the creation and presentation of a more conventional state memory[footnoteRef:17] it is important for museums, when taking into account group identity and collective memory, that they ensure that the representations used can create and present a narrative of the past. It is important for institutions such as these to ensure that the highlighted communities are being represented honestly, and not omitted from the construction and explanation of their own narrative.   The theory of multi directional memory itself displays how the connection between collective memory, cultural memory and group identity can be considered to have been taken for granted within the creation of a museum leading to the boundaries between identity and memory overlapping.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Cultureal Memory in the Present) (California: Stanford University Press, 2009).]  [17:  Daniel Walkowitz and Lisa Maya Knauer, Contested Histories in Public Space: Memory, Race, and Nation (Duke University Press, 2008).]  [18:  Rothberg.] 

	The foundation which encompasses the objectivation of the associated connotation in conjunction with any collective knowledge is a requirement of how something is broadcasted and perceived in the culturally established heritage of a society. This suggests that for a museum to gain a constant meaning of an event, it is unable to be completely reliant on a singular form of information provided to them such as a written word. This is so a museum is able to gain a fuller picture when representing both cultural and collective memories. When looking at museums it is highly unlikely that you would have a whole exhibition using solely one artefact. Usually there would be documents, images, multitude or artefacts as well as some kind of oral history for the more modern exhibitions. This is to ensure that the collective and cultural memories are perceived as showing the whole story. 

Rivera-Orraca highlights how museums, although social organisations, are not fixed structures, but instead, flexible entities capable of adapting to their surrounding contexts and social needs. Showing that how, when an individual has an encounter with a museum of historical character, they can ask the following questions; 
‘does looking back at the past inevitably entails a reconstruction of what is considered historically valid in a specific context? Is there a desire to remember? A desire to bring something to light, a part of history, of collective memory, or of the past?’[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Rivera‐Orraca.p.32] 

These questions help to answer the accountability of a museum and if theyyre engaging their visitors as they should be. 
Communicative memory includes a variant of collective memories which would be founded wholly on commonplace communications. In 1924, social scientist Halbwach issued a book on the theory of collective memory. The publication was seen as a key event in being able to comprehend collective memory around past events.[footnoteRef:20] His book provided an outline and an analysis of the social and collective elements of individual memory. He considered that the hypotheses key factor was their connection with oral history, supposing that commonplace communication is categorised by ‘a high degree of non-specialisation, reciprocity of roles, thematic instability and disorganisation.’[footnoteRef:21] Memory enables us to form an awareness of identity both on a personal and collective level. Stainforth highlights how the concepts of collective and cultural memory are well-established within academic discourse when used in debates around heritage. There are a variety of projects who use memory as a marker of value and significance[footnoteRef:22]. This highlights the significance of museums being institutes of cultural as well as collective memory.  Many museums now use oral history as a foundation for their exhibitions, Big Pit in Blaenavon for example heavily relies on oral history  during their tours of the underground pit itself as well as being used in the Pit Baths to describe the different jobs of the mines as well as using peoples stories to discuss events such as the strike.  [20:  Susannah Radstone and Bill Schwartz, Memory: Histories, Theories, Debates (Ashland, Ohio : London, New York: Fordham University Press ; Eurospan distributor, Fordham University Press, 2010).p77]  [21:  Radstone and Schwartz.]  [22:  Elizabeth Stainforth, ‘From Museum to Memory Institution: The Politics of European Culture Online’, Museum and Society, 14.2 (2016), 323–37 <https://doi.org/10.29311/mas.v14i2.646>. p.323] 

Nora argues differently to Stainforth and Halbwach. He believes that memory and history should ultimately be considered opposites. On one side you have memory, ‘defined as alive, absolute, in permanent evolution, vulnerable to manipulation and appropriation… a bond tying us to the eternal present’[footnoteRef:23] On the other side you have history, ‘defined as a representation of the past, an intellectual and secular production… belongs to everyone and no one.’[footnoteRef:24] Nora’s preoccupation with these meanings can be considered an unyielding impression of history[footnoteRef:25] This could be used to disprove having museums as a place of memory as they are usually used to highlight historical events but if you bring memory in to them, they can become subjective.  [23:  Pierre Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’, Representations, 1989, 7–24 <https://doi.org/10.2307/2928520>.]  [24:  Nora.]  [25:  Rivera‐Orraca.] 

Assmann differentiates the different versions of cultural memory, showing that the theory applied to museums would be derived from 'communicative' or 'everyday memory'[footnoteRef:26] as the events are not only localised, but also passed down from generation to generation in the area through word of mouth as well as through sources. The stories that are taken through the use of oral history as well as sources can go further than the individual themselves who it came from, when this happens an institution and place is needed so that the stories can be put together to create a bigger picture, a place to be kept alive and be available for further generations to learn and educate themselves on cultural memories of their community. Museums is such an institute where this can occur.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Assmann and Czaplicka.]  [27:  Aleida Assmann.] 

Miskell’s argument of commemoration can link heavily to the importance of cultural and collective memory within a museum when used alongside Hayden Whites argument on narrative history. Miskell believes that by a museum bequeathing importance upon particular events, it provides them with a distinction in history. He considers this wholly reasonable as well as critical.[footnoteRef:28] It is seen as a way of comprehending events of the past.  Hayden White’s argument surrounding narrative history points out that although a narrative may be considered full, it would have more than likely been ‘constructed on the basis of a set of events that might have been included but were left out.’[footnoteRef:29] This is significant due to the emphasis that although there will be objective evidence within museum exhibits, the community which has created them would always have some form of community biasedness. Showing that society, must always consider what accounts provided is considered legitimised to be established as the reality of events, rather than the possible misrepresented interpretation of reactions conflicting with the facts.  [28:  H. V. Bowen, A New History of Wales (Llandysul: Gomer, 2011).]  [29:  Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation (Maryland: The John Hopkins University Press, 1990).] 

	The need to include cultural and collective memory within a museum comes down predominately to human nature and a persons need to remember. Nietzsche states that even though an animal’s genetics are programmed to ensure their existence, humans also need a means to preserve their own nature throughout time.[footnoteRef:30] Attention has to be given to the fact that cultural memory is provided as an answer to this problem, it is a collective theory for knowledge that is obtained through generations. Stephen Reicher provides us with a way in which these needs are met. He states that social identity may sound theoretical, but when applied to the creation of a museum, it is needed to understand the ways in which the social identity of a community is crucial to determine the influence of what a museum should hold over visitors.[footnoteRef:31] His argument around social identity links heavily to the use of collective memories. He believes that a community are likely to have collective memories of events which in turn would be used to be able to go back beyond the lone standing involvement of an individual, or even their existence[footnoteRef:32]. A community is more likely to ‘remember’ as a group[footnoteRef:33]. Often enough this is an oppression they may have faced at the hand of another community many years ago. Due to this fact, the community will preserve and use this distrust they may have during the creation of a museum exhibit and this would be highlighted heavily. This shows that although a museum can be used as a place which presents collective and cultural memory, they need to be aware that what they are portraying can be perceived as subjective so need to ensure that they have a variety of sources in an exhibition to keep the stories they portray, whole.  Aleida Assman stated that ‘memory can be dangerous and destructive if it digs up anger willing to revise history.’ [footnoteRef:34] Showing that museums need to ensure that any negative pasts depicted, when transformed into a memory, does not wake revanchism.  [30:  Assmann and Czaplicka.]  [31:  Stephen Reicher and others, ‘An Integrated Approach to Crowd Psychology and Public Order Policing’, Policing; Bradford, 27.4 (2004), 558–72.p.560]  [32:  Reicher and others.]  [33:  Reicher and others.]  [34:  ‘Cultural Memory: The Link between Past, Present, and Future — En’ <http://www.iea.usp.br/en/news/cultural-memory-the-link-between-past-present-and-future> [accessed 29 March 2019].] 

To conclude, museums are considered institutions of cultural and collective memory as commonly, museum exhibits are focused on the memorialisation within societies. Collective and cultural memory are theories used throughout as a framework to highlight the importance of remembering events throughout histories, no matter where you are in the world.  A museum is a place in which history is remembered for a multitude of reasons, often, curators of exhibitions will refuse to conceal any areas of the past and shows the public a clear picture of the cultural identity of whom or what they are portraying. Whilst doing so, they answer collective questions; these could be how the communities lived, who they are, what they faced as well as well as many more. Museums went from being a private area for a family to showcase their wealth and education to a place to help educate society on the past. The benefits and risks need to be assessed when an institution is based on cultural and collective memory especially if it is derived from any traumatic histories. These institutions need to ensure that instead of creating a potential for aggressiveness, that it results in a positive dialogue between neighbours.[footnoteRef:35]
 	The museum itself needs to be the mediator between collective and cultural memory. Although it would be difficult to see the real content of a museum experience due to the differences in behaviour of visitors which would be highlighted in the different ways people understand and can empathise with the dialogue surrounding the exhibitions presented within the museum setting.  [35:  ‘Cultural Memory: The Link between Past, Present, and Future — En’.] 
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