Are museums institutions of cultural and collective memory? Discuss if this assumption would be correct or not. How did this idea change over time? (2500)                                       Lewis Turner
The idea of museums has changed drastically over the years since their first conception in Ancient Greece and Rome to the modern incarnations of the custodians of the ancient world they once originated from. Originally this began as a temple or building dedicated to the Ancient Greek Muses called the Μουσεῖον (Mouseion), the most famous of which was of course the great library at Alexandria - although it must be stated that this link is under great debate (El-Addabi 1992: 84-90). This incarnation within the timeline of museums could be compared to what is now considered a university in that it was a place of higher learning where translations and the study of multi-cultural texts took place.  However, the modern form that museums take in the current era, is such that it is more within the preservation of what is often considered history both local and worldwide. Even in this understanding there is much debate in the way in which the public may interact with the exhibits that may be displayed demonstrating the said histories dependant upon their contexts. In this it is Jan Assman who attempted to deal with the idea of memory in terms of sociological understandings and how different groups relate to different aspects of this. They do this in their famous article of 1995 “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity” (Assmann 1995: 125-133). In this they discuss a much wider understanding of these concepts than what will be applied in this essay. However, within this essay the cultural and collective memory will be discussed and whether the institution known as a museum could be part of either of these. In attempting to discuss this theory and apply it to museums, the examples of the Ceredigion Museum and the British Museum will be used to highlight the discrepancy at hand. 
In order to discuss this, it must be clearly defined what exactly is meant by both collective and cultural memory.  Within his work Assmann highlights the history of their theory noting that it began with Halbwach and Warburg, who both came up with similar theories independently of each other in the early twentieth century (Assmann 1995: 125). However, it is stated that Warburg used the term “Social Memory” to which originates from a lecture from Durkheim (Assmann 1995: 125).  It was their theories that Assmann built upon and came up with the ideas behind “Collective and Cultural memory”.  Cultural memory is defined by the two scholars as being detached from the every day part of life, and as such is not subject to change. By this, it means that events that occur for a group of people stick out as markers within their own history, something to which all within said group can relate to (Assmann 1995: 129).  And certainly, in this sense it creates a form of identity by which the group will ascribe to due to the nature of the fact that it can be used as a unifying factor that links them all together. The scholars in fact use the Jewish Calendar as an example to highlight this, noting that most of the days that are celebrated are based upon events that are culturally supported by texts and oral tradition, that enables their identity to be formed. This however needs to be understood correctly, this is not a memory of historical fact but rather what is described as “Reconstructed” past, or more simply put, what the era that relates to the past is attempting to understand from that social paradigm that exists. It is through this understanding that enables the information that has been kept through social tradition to be communicated (Assmann 1995: 130).  As previously stated, this is a cultural understanding of an identity of a people and as such needs to be put into some kind of stable means where the foundation is unable to change. However, this is not limited to one type of medium to hold this kind of information and could include writing, statues, even food rituals, anything that enables for some kind of “story” to be told. With every “Story” to be told there has to be a “Storyteller”, however Assmann describes this person as someone who has “specialization” in enabling the transmission of this kind of communication (Assmann 1995:131). However, taking this idea back to cultural identity and how all of these things enable a group to relate to one another, it also separates them from others too, in the sense that it gives them certain values and understandings of the world to which they might not share. In the simplest example to give, is the perceived north south divide in the United Kingdom. In that although they are from the same country, they are under the understanding that somehow their values differ as to whether you are born in the north or south (Holder 2005: 21-49)[footnoteRef:1]. To sum this up nicely Assmann put it as the “cultivation” of the stable parts of the cultural memory that enable a self-image to be communicated (Assmann 1995:132). [1:  Use of this particular source is to highlight such a cultural difference does exist, even though an academic source could not be found to show the ethnographical data. This surprised the author of this work.  Although this could be due to looking in the wrong places, as he is not used to dealing with ethnographical data] 

The second part of this theory is in relation to Collective Memory. Again, this follows on from Assmann’s theory of the cultural memory. Unlike cultural memory, it seems that collective memory basis itself in everyday interactions, which is usually littered by direct contrast to the previous theory, with inconsistency and perceived disorganisation (Assmann 1995:126).  Within this kind of communication it appears that there is almost a perameter by which there are rules that apply, however what occurs within that perameter is subject to change and to being switched. In this, it takes the premise that this comminication must be taken between two people, which of course is not always the case (Assmann 1995:127). In this sense, each party that par takes within this construct, constructs their own memory of the event of the communication. Now, these “Perammeters” function almost like a Ven Diagram in the sense people have many groups to which they communicate with on a daily base with the overlapping element being the person creating the memory. Assmann highlights that Halbwach uses the examples of “Familes, neighborhoods, professional groups, political parties and other associations” that end up growing to being “nations”, to demonstrate what is meant by the many overlapping Ven Diagram idea (Assmann 1995:127). Unlike the cultural memory, this type of memory aims not to remember the distant ages that have passed but ralther the most recent histories that may be relating to the previous generation or the generation before that. As a direct result the information that is communciated is related to the position of the person receiving it to the generations that have passed. For example, what a grandfather would be aware of is diffferent to what his great grandson would be aware of (Assmann 1995: 127).
In relation to the examples to be discussed, Ceridigion Musuem is the first to be debated. Ceredigion Musuem based within Aberystwyth is described as “Concerning itself with the history of man in the old county of Cardiganshire” suggesting that their exhibits are based upon their local area (Jenkins 1990:1). In this, their aim of representing the local people and their histories is conducted through direct interaction with objects of the local region. For example upon the first floor they have a reconstructed Cottage, Dairy Farm, Farriers and Chemist. The feeling is such to try to give a true sense of how the region would have looked in the distincive periods mainly focuisng upon the mid to late ninteenth century (Jenkins 1990:1). In both the stairs taking you up to the levels above there is almost a barrage of beautiful paintings of the local area and by local artists. This leads to levels one and two where there is an exhibition of the material culture inrelation to the local area. Here it can be seen the importance of things such as home made stools, clocks, musical instruments, and household equipment (Ceredigion Museum: 27). Assumably most of these items were donated by local people so that they could be preserved and shown to generations going forward. On the top floor it shows topics such as nautical and cultural items such as the “National Garb” of Wales,  the Eisteddfod and the relationship between the people and the sea. What is also shown is more recent history such as the role of women and woolen mill apperatus that may have only gone out of use in the last century. This is all carried out while preserving the old Coliseum. As Jenkins points out, it was not the first place one would think of having a museum but it was completed so that there was no infringment upon the future of the Coliseum could not return to its roots, while still maintaining it (Jenkins 1990: 1).  The Coliseum its self opened in 1904-1905 to act almost as a community centre where plays, films and poltical meetings took place. It was then later converted into a cinema in 1932 and later closed in 1977.  It was then taken over by the distrcit of Ceredigion to be a museum in 1982 (Freeman 1994 : 1).  All of these forms that it took are all within living memory, or at least in the memory of the last generation.  For this reason it is thought that this museum represents the collective memory, in that the exhibits and the building itself represent a recent history that the local people can relate to in a very emotional way. In this sense there will be things within the museum that may remind certain people of their grandparents from what was passed down, or even of their own childhood. 
The second Insitution to compare the Ceredigion Musuem is that of the British Museum. The British Museum is a museum that exhibits primarily non-native artefacts relating to the expansion of the empire and that of colonialism. This lead to interesting debates regarding some of the exhibits such as the Elgin marbles and whether or not the Museum has the right to them (Merryman 1985: 1883-1884). It does have a department that deals with British and Eurpean history, although most of this is related to before the modern era. Most of the exhibits are from what is understood as the Ancinet Periods such as the Greeks, Egyptians and Romans with also very large exhibits relating to Asia and Africa (British Museum Department Index: 2019).  Most of the history and associated cultures are of no real connection to the people of Britain unless one could argue that it is infact almost like a tapestry telling of the age of British Colonialism including the awful deeds that were done under the same name. Visiting viewers may take a different view, for example with the already stated Elgin Marbles, many Modern Greeks feel that the exhibits that relate to their ancient people are part of their culture and heritage (Merryman 1985: 1883). In this sense, there is an effinity with the artefacts that the British could not have. This kind of understanding and association could be applied to most of the exhibits that communicate a history separate to that of the place in which it housed, be it anywhere within the world. It appears that this sense of connection, understanding and emotional grasp of the artefacts gives a sense of circumstantial context to the way in which the theoreis of cultural and collective memory should be applied, of which the latter would be applicable for this.  The amount of perspectives involved in this, it really does seem to depend very much so upon what angle, and interpretation one takes to understand the application of the theory.  However, all of these parts taken into account its of the personal opinion of the author of this essay that the artefacts on exhibit are not close enough in time, or within everyday conversation or interactions enough to warrant it to be considered part of the collective memory. As a result due to its nature of them being aquired through the means of colonialism and having such a long history that it demonstartes, it has to come under the cultural memory.  Even more so when it is consdiering that most people who visit these types of major musuems, the naritive of the colonialism is almost all but forgotten in the context of the artefacts and the one in place of it is of ownership over the artefacts in exhibit. This blind understanding is perpetuated further by the idea within the United kingdom certainly that the empire was a good thing, as proven through a YouGov Poll completed in 2014 where 59% of people questioned felt proud of it (YouGov: 2014). 
To conclude, the nature of museums is not something that is black and white. Often it depends upon what kind of insitution it is and what kind of narritive the are attempting to demonstrate. As highlighted through the two examples given: The Ceredigion Musuem and The British Museum, the nature of artefacts that are on show relating to the local area, also affect upon how the theory as set out by Jan Assmann should applied. As in the case of the Ceredigion Museum, it is quite clear to see that due to the proximity of the artefacts in terms of their living use to their current observational life, within the museum, means that it is certainly considered collective memory. By direct constrast, The British Museum highlights a history that predates the living memory in both senses; that of ancient history and that of the colonial histroy of Britain. As a result, it is not thought that the insitution of the “Museum” can be so clearly defined into the theory, but ralther than each museum must be taken upon a case by case basis for their aims, and their efforts are different. If truth be known, it is not clear whether this idea of presenting history in any of its formats has changed for the two institions that have been chosen to show the clear differences between both the cultural and collective memory. But, what is clear is that the debate regarding the British Museum and its historical aquistions this may change in time
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