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

The question at hand is one of a complex nature. While the question might suggest that this be a work focusing on the history of museums and how they relate to the concepts of cultural and collective memory, instead it will focus on defining the terminology and then applying it to specific museums. This method highlights the differences in institutions and how time is not the decisive factor, but it also highlights the individual nature of each museum. Nevertheless, we must also look to the history of museums to gain a greater understanding as to their status as institutes of cultural and collective memory. This will also give us an idea of if/how this has changed over time. The conclusion to these questions may not be wholly decisive but this is due to the very varied nature of what is meant by the term museum. While one type of museum may be an institute of cultural and collective memory, another very different institute, also defined as museum, may not. Thus, we have a very broad spectrum of institutes to look at. To keep this discussion concise this work will focus primarily on two institutions: firstly, St Fagans National Museum of history, and then The British Museum. These two institutions, while not wholly dissimilar within the broad spectrum of what it is to be a museum, nevertheless present two very different institutes. By focusing on these museums, it should become clear that while they may present cultural and collective memory, it cannot be said that they are institutes of collective memory. With bigger museums also comes the question of whose culture is being presented, bringing into question if it can really be presenting cultural and collective memory if it is not being presented to the affiliated culture. This is something we do not see as much in local museums. It is only recently that localised museums, presenting local heritage, have really thrived and with them the presentation of real cultural heritage, possibly even cultural and collective memory. 
First things first, what is cultural and collective memory? Collective memory is something we may understand as a memory/understanding shared betwixt a group of people. However, it is much more complex when used in an academic context and thus requires further explanation. Academics have long used terms such as collective, social and cultural memory (scholars such as Aby Warburg, Maurice Halbwachs, and Carl Jung[footnoteRef:1]), however they were all using these terms differently and as such the terms themselves became meaningless. It was not until recent years that we had a consensus on what these terms meant when Jan and Aleida Assmann categorically defined these terms. In his 2008 article ‘Communicative and Cultural Memory’, Jan Assmann presented a table (as can be seen in figure. 1) that explains the evolution of personal to communicative to cultural memory, as well as how these come to be[footnoteRef:2].  While Jan Assmann does not explicitly state so, it seems that for an event to pass into cultural memory it needs to be beyond living memory. It is only then that the details of personal experience and the conflicting views of social memory are fogged over to create a consensus of events; thus, the collective memory is the cultural memory. It is the specifics of personal experience that prevent this from happening, hence why the haze of time is needed. The way this can be applied to museums is down to the artefacts in question and the type of memory that surrounds them. For example, the Rhondda Heritage Park, where ex-miners take tours of people around their old place of work, would be a museum of individual and perhaps communicative memory, but certainly not cultural memory. This is because passions surrounding the history are still high and the emotions can (and do) still effect people today, with clashing opinions potentially causing upheaval.  [1:  Assmann. 1995: 125]  [2:  Assmann. 2008: 109] 

Before we move onto the body of this paper, we have now to look at the meaning of the term museum and how museums came to be. Many institutes and scholars have identified what they mean by the term ‘museum’, however these all seem to be contradictory in nature and so once again we are left to wonder how we must define this term. When we look at specific definitions as set out by museum governing bodies, such as those presented on appendix 1.1, we see that there are some consensuses as to what a museum should be. Unfortunately, there are also many points upon which the definitions clash. The general theme is that a museum should be an institute that preserves its contents for the purpose of the public, the exact nature of its contents is another debated point. Public opinion would suggest museums house historical artefacts. This stems from the origins of the museum. It is generally accepted that museums (in the modern sense) started with the private collections of early antiquarians and their cabinets of curiosity, when these collections then became viewable by the public these were the first ‘museums’[footnoteRef:3]. The Ashmolean Museum in Oxford was Britain’s first museums to be open to the public and the world’s first University museum[footnoteRef:4]. But museums have evolved from ancient times and with them their meaning. That being said it is interesting to see that The American Association of Museums categorises Zoo’s and botanical gardens, among other institutes, as museums (as can be seen in appendix 1.1). While this may seem odd, when one considers the fact that both institutes preserve their specimens for the public (and research) they very much are museums.  [3:  Bennett. 1995: 59]  [4:  Ashmolean Museum of Art and Archaeology ] 

	Another type of museum that warrants a mention are science museums and museums of technology. Such institutes play around with the idea of historical artefacts. While we could say that technically the first mobile phones, or computers are historical artefacts, they are certainly not removed enough from present day to be considered part of cultural and collective memory. This is even more so the case for ‘museums’ that present modern technologies, or even futuristic predictions. Thus, we see that instead of presenting cultural and collective memory, these institutes are presenting modern social memory, with their older artefacts, as well as presenting possible futures. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Before we look at a museum on such a large scale as the British Museum, that showcases artefacts from the ancient world, we will first look to a smaller institute that presents ‘artefacts’ from its countries history. Here we will be looking at St Fagans National Museum of History (here after referred to as St Fagans), a Branch of the National Museum Wales. St Fagans is a relatively unique museum; spread around the grounds of St Fagans castle are buildings that have been brought from all over Wales and reassembled brick-by-brick (literally in most cases). These buildings cover a wide stretch of time and originate from across Wales. By bringing them all together the site presents Welsh history through the buildings all of which are preserving a specific time in that building’s history. Museums like St Fagans, or Beamish in County Durham, are simultaneously presenting different moments in history and in doing so they are presenting a version of what it was like, even if sometimes the reality may have been a bit different. These living museums are presenting the history as it is remembered in cultural and collective memory and thus seen by scholars on the subject to be glossing over specifics. However, it is by doing this that they are presenting cultural and collective memory rather than a true historical account. St Fagans is a very important museum for Welsh heritage as it gives the Welsh people a glimpse into their history, through the historic landmarks found in towns and cities from all over the country. It can be argued that by accumulating these buildings from all over the country and situating them in one place, they are being removed from the communities in which they held such cultural significance. Perhaps in moving the buildings away from the locale in which they originated the meaning imbued within the walls was lost, as was the cultural memory which surrounded them. Perhaps by removing and rebuilding these buildings, they are not the same building that they were. Some may have even been completely reconstructed with new materials. This brings with it the question of authenticity (a much too heavy topic to be covered in full here) and how by simply being in a museum an object is given provenance. This is something Orhan Pamuk played around with in his Innocence of Objects/ Innocence of Memories/ Museum of Innocence project[footnoteRef:5]. Here Pamuk filled a ‘museum’ with objects from a fictitious novel, but who were given authenticity through the trust we all distil in museums.  [5:  Pamuk. 2012] 

There is a much wider discussion to be had about whether artefacts that are found, such as the Newport Ship, should be kept locally in institutes that perhaps don’t have the correct facilities to house them, or moved away to bigger institutes with the correct facilities. However, here is not the place for such a heated discussion; what does need to be recognised is this idea that by removing an object from the community who see it as a part of their heritage and moving it, is this cultural memory lost along with its meaning? This is something that we cannot answer, but certainly by removing it from the localised culture where the item originated, the cultural memory is not there for the viewers who are from elsewhere. Thus, the institute fails to be one of cultural and collective memory. 

The last case study we will be looking at is that of the British Museum. Here we have a long-standing institute that not only represents national museums, but also museums who present objects from ancient history. In his 1972 work, Crook highlights that ‘the modern museum was very largely a Neo-Classical creation’[footnoteRef:6]. This is certainly true for the British Museum, completed in 1852 it was, and still is, a ‘Grecian shrine’ built to house wonders from around the globe, among which were the Elgin Marbles[footnoteRef:7]. It is not in fact, as the name would suggest, an institute housing British artefacts, but instead ones acquired by the British. The early collections that made up the British Museum were objects from the ancient worlds visited by those on the Grand Tour and while the collection has since greatly expanded, it does remain dominantly comprised of collections from the ancient near East, Greece and Rome. The majority of these artefacts were acquired from far and wide during the peak of the British Empire; which leads us into the question as to the cultural identity of these objects. While this may seem a little off topic, it is ultimately the identity of the objects within museums that deem what kind of institution they are. It is clear that a vase from ancient Greece is an object of ancient Greek culture, but does this make it part of the cultural memory of modern-day Greece? The same question may be applied to Rome, Egypt and many other places. However, just like everything else in this work, one rule does not fit all. In the cases of Greece and Rome it would be a fair enough assumption to say that ancient objects from here are a part of their cultural heritage and by extension, their cultural memory. In Egypt however the details of their ancient times are something that has been rediscovered. This brings about the question of whether cultural memory is something that can be relearnt, or something that needs to survive in the minds of the population. The culture and people we see in Egypt now are very different to those in ancient times, but does that mean we are to deny them what some consider to be their heritage? During World War I (after being occupied by the British) the Egyptian people started to look within themselves to find an identity as a free country, a state they had not found themselves in since they were conquered by Assyrians from Mesopotamia 669 BCE[footnoteRef:8]. Thus, they we found looking all the way back to the Pharaohs of old, what many of us associate with Egypt today. Because of this they started to request many of the objects that had been taken out of Egypt over the preceding years, deeming them important cultural objects. While this is a questionable claim (due to the relearnt nature of this culture) there is also a justifiable claim for them to just as equally be objects of British (who had acquired a substantial amount of material) cultural heritage. This comes from how they were acquired. The Grand Tours, along with British conquests, are an important part our of British cultural heritage and with this so are the objects acquired on such missions. This means that while one could argue the Egyptian, Greek, Roman etc. objects within the British Museum are not a part of the British cultural memory, arguably they are; perhaps not in the ancient way that they would be for their countries of origin, but still an integral part of British heritage. This brings in the idea of objects having biographies and lives beyond their initial purpose[footnoteRef:9]. Sitting in a museum they are not serving the purpose for which they were made, but they serve a new purpose of educating people and before that when they were brought over by expeditioners, they were objects that signified their journey. This all suggests that the institute housing such items is in fact one presenting cultural and collective memory, although whose culture is a debatable topic.  [6:  Mordaunt Crook. 1972: 107]  [7:  The British Museum – Architecture. n.d. 		Mordaunt Crook.1972: 108]  [8:  BBC. Egypt Profile - Timeline]  [9:  Joyce and Gillespie. 2015: 11] 


Museums have historically always been institutes that presented foreign and/or ancient objects. We see this when we look at cabinets of curiosity, or even when we look back to ancient times and their collections. Because of this they have never really presented cultural or collective memory, instead they presented objects from an alien culture. Today, partially due to the much wider selection of institutes that can be defined as a museum, we see places, such as the Rhondda Heritage Park, presenting their own history. However, even in these cases it is not cultural or collective memory being presented. Museums are aware of the fact that their very definition gives no clarity as to what they house, we can see this in how museums chose to name themselves; hence we do not simply have the Ashmolean Museum, but the Ashmolean Museum of Art and Archaeology. By giving themselves this kind of definition museums are attempting to clarify what they are portraying and the narratives they hold within. While in our current cultural climate we have a mixing pot of identities, meaning that some institutes are presenting cultural and collective memory, it is not enough to state that museums are institutes of cultural and collective memory. Instead this work has proven that they present cultural and collective memory as much as can possibly done, but more than anything they present the narratives of the collections they house. 
Ultimately it does not so much seem that time is the distinguishing factor within the span of museums themselves, but of the subject matter for which they hold. But it is much more complicated than simply saying if a single museum is an institute of cultural and collective memory as most hold a range of collections, some of which are and some that are not. While there can be some specific institutes that it could be said are institutes of cultural and collective memory, it would ultimately seem that the ones this work has investigated are merely institutes that house cultural and collective memory within specific exhibits. 
[image: ]Figure 1. Jan Assmann's table explaining the process of attaining cultural memory


Appendix
1.1
The International Council of Museums (as voted by at the 22nd General Assembly in Vienna, Austria, on 24.8.07) defines a museum as: ‘… a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and of its development, and open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits […] for purposes of education, study and enjoyment.’[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  ICOM. 2007] 

The Museum and Library Services Act defines a museum as: ‘a public or private nonprofit agency or institution organized on a permanent basis for essentially educational or aesthetic purposes, which, utilizing a professional staff, owns or utilizes tangible objects, cares for them, and exhibits them to the public on a regular basis.’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Dillenburg. 2011: 8] 

The American Association of Museums definition of  museum: ‘A non-profit permanent, established institution, not existing primarily for the purpose of conducting temporary exhibitions, exempt from federal and state income taxes, open to the public and administered in the public interest, for the purpose of conserving and preserving, studying, interpreting, assembling, and exhibiting to the public for its instruction and enjoyment objects and specimens of educational and cultural value, including artistic, scientific (whether animate or inanimate), historical and technological material. Museums thus defined shall include botanical gardens, zoological parks, aquaria, planetaria, historical societies, and historic houses and sites which meet the requirements set forth in the preceding sentence.’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Burcaw. 1997: 19] 
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