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Abstract 

In this thesis, I attempt to trace the thread that links the theoretical concept of 

narrative to the museum blockbuster exhibition. I adopt a qualitative dialogic approach, 

exploring the topic of narrative from the perspective of both exhibition makers and museum 

visitors. Semi-structured interviews with museum professionals provide an insight into the 

strategies and practices involved in the encoding of narrative in museum exhibitions. 

Interviews with members of the public reveal how visitors decode exhibition narratives, while 

also illustrating the role museums play in the stories people tell about themselves.  

Narrative is a term that is often used in reference to museums but is frequently 

under-theorised. My case studies ï three blockbuster exhibitions held at the British Museum 

from 2013 to 2015 ï each approach the question of how is narrative as a concept relevant in 

helping us understand the critical issue of the museum from different perspectives. Drawing 

on the work of the Roland Barthes and the Mikhail Bakhtin, I investigate how concepts taken 

from literary theory such as plot structure and narratorial perspective might manifests 

themselves in the space of a museum exhibition. Using the concept of cultural capital taken 

from the work of the French Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, I also explore the role a visitorôs 

social background and familiarity with museums plays in their decision to follow a narrative 

or reject it.  

Two threads run throughout my thesis. One is the use of the term narrative to 

describe the multimodal, multi-authored nature of museum-making. The other is the role 

museums play in the construction of narratives about the past. It is in the dialogue between 

the two narrative threads that this thesis seeks to explore and untangle.    
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Impact statement  

 

This thesis aims to contribute to the growing body of research into narrative and 

exhibition design. Its original contribution to knowledge lies in its dialogic approach, which 

brings together the accounts of museum makers who create exhibition narratives with the 

accounts of the visitors who experience them. It also contributes to the increasing level of 

research into how narrative theory can be applied to non-textual media.  

In adopting a case study approach, using the British Museum as a case it provides a 

particular insight into the British Museumôs history during a time when it was undergoing an 

important period of change under the directorship of Neil MacGregor. This research will 

therefore be useful to practitioners working within the field of museum-making, as it will allow 

them to reflect on their exhibition-making practices and how concepts taken from narrative 

theory can be applied to the interpretation of exhibitions. This is particularly true for myself, 

as I undertook my thesis part time while working as an interpretation practitioner. As a result, 

my research fed into my own work and my theories around narrative can be seen as 

manifested in a number of projects Iôve worked on over the course of the seven-years of the 

thesis. This includes a series of experimental exhibitions focussing in on single objects in 

room three of the British Museum, India and the World: A history in the world in nine stories 

hosted by the CSMVS Museum in Mumbai and Raffles in Southeast Asia hosted by the 

Asian Civilisation Museum in Singapore.  

Although the British Museum is my case study, a key aspect of my research has 

been sharing and contrasting my case with museumscapes and researchers involved in the 

study of museum narratives. This includes the Centre for Anthropological Research in 

Museums and Heritage in Berlin and the curatorial training school jointly run by the Beijing 

Paleozoological Museum and the School for the Study of Architecture and the Built 

Environment at Nottingham University. Through co-hosting a series of workshops involving 

both theorists and practitioners, I hope that this has allowed some of my research to filter 
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into both my academic colleaguesô research and fellow interpretation consultantsô practice. I 

foresee this leading to further dialogue, exchange and collaboration in the future.  
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Chapter 1 

Unpicking the threads 

Introduction  

What is narrative? The Online Handbook of Narratology (Hühn 2019) contains over 

eighty entries exploring how the term has been used across a wide range of genres 

including the conventional ï the novel, drama, oral tale ï and the more unexpected such as 

dance, medical histories and wrestling. It is the fluidity of narrative to move between genres 

and enable linguistic concepts to be applied to the non-linguistic that has led to the termôs 

popularity as a tool for theoretical exploration. Within my own genre of interest ï the 

museum ï the lens of narrative has been taken and applied to understand and 

conceptualise a wide variety of phenomena. It has been employed in the service of critical 

deconstruction, as in the case of Mieke Bal (1996) who exposes the ideological and colonial 

narratives that underpin the structure of displays in the Metropolitan Museum and the 

Natural History Museum in New York. It has also been used as a means of describing the 

network of relationships and interactions between object, space, text and visitor that make 

up the museum experience. For example, Macleod et al. (2012) have explored how 

terminology borrowed from narrative theory might articulate the previously unspoken role 

design plays in shaping visitor experiences. Moving to the visitors themselves, researchers 

like Everett (2009) have looked at the role museums play in forming peoplesô identities and 

the narratives we construct to explain and understand our own lives.  

Each of these individual threads run throughout my thesis, which explores the role 

narrative plays in the summer blockbuster exhibitions of the British Museum from 2013 to 

2015. Containing both the textual in the form of labels and panels and the non-textual in 

objects and space, the museum can be seen as a multimodal form of narrative. In his 

introduction to A History of the World in 100 objects, Neil MacGregor (2010, xvi), the then 

Director of the British Museum, describes the benefits of an object-based history: 
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óIf you want to tell the history of the whole world, a history that does not unduly 

privilege on part of humanity, you cannot do it through texts alone, because only some of the 

world has ever had texts, while most of the world, for most of the time, has not.  

In A History of the World in 100 objects and within museums more generally, objects 

represent ideas within space, while still retaining the essential materiality of their óthingness.ô 

It is this materiality that has led to the critique of the application of terms taken originally to 

understand language, such as narrative, to the non-linguistic (Whitehead 2016, Harrison 

2013). Yet this metamorphosis from one medium to another also offers the opportunity for 

creative potential in understanding not only the genre that the lens of narrative is being 

critically applied to but also the concept of narrative itself. In thinking about how to define 

narrative in the museum, I like many others before me attempt to give it shape and this is 

where the title of my thesis comes from. óFreytagôs Pyramidô is the screenwriting shorthand 

for the triangular-shaped diagram the nineteenth-century German dramatist Gustav Freytag 

used to visualise the shape of Greek Tragedy (fig. 1).  

 

Fig. 1.1 Freytagôs pyramid. Freytag describes the letters on the pyramid as representing the following: a) 

introduction, b) rise, c) climax, d) return or fall, e) catastrophe (Freytag 1997 [1863] 115). 
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One of the German archaeologists at the Institute of Archaeology, where I wrote this 

thesis, was pleasantly surprised to see the name Freytag playing such a prominent role in 

my thesis because in her words óhe has fallen out of scholarly fashion.; Excavating here 

acknowledges the crucial role the atmosphere and dialogic thinking of the Institute of 

Archaeology has played in shaping my thesis as a non-archaeologist. It also suggests an 

attempt to rediscover the viability of narrative theory in the face of the criticism about its 

usefulness by proponents of the material turn. At the same time, it is also an attempt to imply 

the ever-present material nature of theoretical work around narrative, which frequently 

involves the theorist attempting to give the narrative a physical form. A useful precedent is 

provided here by Lines: A Brief History by Tim Ingold (2007), who traces the material traces 

of the use of lines to describe such as activities as telling a story, going on a walk, or 

weaving on a loom. The line provides a powerful metaphor throughout my thesis to provide a 

tangible thread to hold onto when attempting to describe what narrative is. It can be found in 

the lines I asked visitors to draw on plans of the exhibitions to trace their movements through 

the space. It is also present in the chain of events the curators, designers and interpretation 

officers would recount as they tell me the story of an exhibitionôs making. Finally, lines of 

people were ever present in the exhibitions themselves. Most notably in the physical queue 

of visitors that shuffled slowly down narrow case-lined corridors to encounter Roskilde 6 the 

largest Viking ship so-far discovered, which was the star exhibit of Vikings: Life and legend 

(2014).  

When exploring what we mean by narrative in exhibitions I found it useful to always 

return back to the tangible of the here and now. This both takes the form of how narrative is 

physically manifested in the museum but also to understand the wider historical context that 

has helped to shape it. I first became interested in the relationship between narrative and 

museums through my role as an interpretation officer at the British Museum, which I began 
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in 2007 and continued until 2015.1 Before Neil MacGregor had become Director in 2002, the 

British Museumôs exhibition programme had been savaged in the press for the impressive of 

feat of being ósimultaneously elitistô and ódumbed downô (Jones 2001). By the end of his 

tenure, the same critic was lauding the British Museumôs exhibition programme as an 

example to be followed. A History of the World in 100 Objects had become an international 

success and Neil MacGregor, or óSaint Neilô as he had become known in some areas of the 

media, had been awarded the accolade of Times man of the year (Jones 2010). 

Interpretation is a concept that means different things in different institutions and is 

often a term that is met with baffled looks when explained to museum professionals working 

outside of a UK or North American context. At the British Museum, a team dedicated to 

interpretation was one of the was a new innovations set-up up by Neil MacGregor at the 

British Museum in 2005. The first Head of Interpretation was Dr Xerxes Mazda who had 

previously worked at the Science Museum in London and was also my internal supervisor at 

the British Museum during the early stages of my thesis. Much of the visitor-focussed aspect 

of Neil MacGregorôs tenure as Director can be seen as analogous to the approached forged 

by the Science Museum some ten years earlier, which Sharon Macdonald (2002 ) traced in 

her seminal museum ethnography Behind the Scenes at the Science Museum. Macdonald 

(2002) connects the visitor-focussed approach with the wider societal trends that were 

happening in Britain in the early 1990s with the introduction of entrance fees for museums 

linked to a reimagining of the museum visitor as individualistic consumer.   

The interpretation officer can be seen as one of the cogs in the blockbuster exhibition 

machine alongside the key roles of curator, 3D and graphic designer, and project manager. 

                                                           
1 Footnote: I conducted my PhD part-time but by 2015 felt I needed to provide myself with 

distance from the British Museum to complete my thesis. Although I no longer am a member of 
British Museum staff I still do occasional freelance interpretation work for the British Museum 
including the exhibitions India and the World: A history in nine stories (2018) held in Mumbai and 
Raffles revisited.   
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As already stated interpretation means different things in different contexts but at the British 

Museum, the interpretation officerôs role was to be the audience advocate acting as the 

liaison between the curator and the exhibition designer. When I first began this role, my idea 

of what an interpretation officer did was heavily influenced by Beverley Serrellôs (1996) 

Exhibit labels: An Interpretative Approach. I believed the primary purpose of the 

interpretation officer was to reduce the amount of text in an exhibition and as an extension of 

this to reduce the number of objects on display. This act of linguistic and material pruning 

was done in the name of the democratising the museum and making it more accessible to 

non-specialist visitors. The logic followed that visitors had limited time and so would be put 

off by a óbook-on-the-wall approachô which included reems of text for them to read. Instead, 

text should be layered hierarchically to allow for ease of reading with óhooksô of interesting 

information placed at the beginning of labels  to draw the visitors in. The same mode-of-

thinking was applied in relation to the number of objects, visitors would be overwhelmed by a 

vast array of objects and turned-off from even looking at a case if it was too full. óLess is 

moreô was the mantra on everyoneôs lips.  

While now I donôt feel this approach is ineffective and has its basis in the principles of 

much advice on good writing, I do feel it misses the reason why you are reducing object and 

texts down in the first please, which I now believe is that an exhibition should craft an 

argument or narrative. My breakthrough in relation to this came while I was taking my sister 

Emma, who would be described in visitor segmentation parlance as a non-frequent museum 

visitor, around the Moctezuma exhibition held at the British Museum in 2009. As I guided 

Emma around the first sections of the exhibition, which explained how Aztec society was 

organised and who the main Aztec gods were, she nodded with the polite interest of 

someone listening to you talk but who would rather be using this rare jaunt down to London 

from our native Cheshire to be browsing the displays in Harvey Nichs in Oxford Street.  

When we reached the part of the exhibition where the Spanish explorer Hernan Cortez 

arrived in Mexico and met Moctezuma suddenly, however, I realised she was interested. 
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She turned to me after we read about the initial meeting between the two and we looked at 

the glittering turquoise objects that Moctezuma supposedly gave to Cortez as gifts and she 

asked me: ñwhat happens next?ò By the end of the exhibition she cared about Moctezuma 

and was saddened when she learned of his fate in the final section: betrayed and imprisoned 

by Cortez and ultimately murdered by his own people. As we passed out of the darkness of 

the Round Reading Room through the gift shop and into the glare of marble white brightness 

of the Great Court, I had an epiphany: it was not my skills as a guide that captured my 

sisterôs imagination but the exhibitionôs underlying structure. Those parts of the exhibitions 

that were organised thematically did not catch her attention, but when the structure switched 

to a chronological approach organised according to a series of unfolding events happening 

to individual people, this interested her regardless of her lack of familiarity with the subject 

matter.  

I realised then that this was the way to get people who are not typical museum 

visitors to be interested in museums, not through the purging of academic terminology or the 

reduction of objects, but through organising those objects to tell a compelling narrative. But 

what did I mean by narrative? Although like many people working in museums in the mid-

2000s, I was quite happy to bandy the word ónarrativeô around, I struggled to define exactly 

what I meant by it. Now I realise this is because the term narrative is often used when 

people are reaching to describe an aspect of a story that is beyond language. This can be in 

a sense that narrative is pre-language in the case of E.M. Forster (1962, 17) where he likens 

the plot of a novel to a tapeworm to suggest its primitive and parasitic qualities. It is also 

used when theorists are trying to describe the shape and materiality of a story, frequently 

likening a story to lines that exist in other disciplines to indicate a movement through time 

such as the musical score (Barthes 1990, 29). Narratives appeal as a theoretical tool lies in 

its ability to cross the textual and non-textual divide. It is a way of talking about texts in a 

non-linguistic way, as expressed in the first generation of narratologistsô aspirations in the 

1960s, under the influence of Saussurean Structuralism, to create a óscience of narrative.ô At 



18 
 

the same time, it can be used a means of tools of textual analysis to the non-textual ï such 

as dance, architecture and wrestling. 

Within the museums, Roberts (1997) argues the movement from órepositories of 

knowledgeô to óspaces that tell storiesô can be seen as a fundamental shift in the purpose of 

the museum:  

The very nature of museums exhibit function has been altered. Once a seemingly 

straightforward matter of displaying collections, exhibitions can now be viewed as an 

eminently interpretive endeavor: not just that the information exhibits present is 

subject to multiple interpretations, but the very act of presentation is fundamentally 

interpretive. (Roberts 1997, 74ï75)  

Although this shift from óKnowledge to Narrativeô to use Robertôs (1997) term can be 

seen as a global movement, it does have its own local particularities. In Rossô (2011) 

account of the development of the Modern London galleries at the Museum of London in 

2010 we can see many of the features of the ónarrative turnô in exhibition making that was 

happening across Britain at the time. One of the distinctions Ross (2011, 3) makes in 

comparing a museum exhibition and a novel is that a museum contains multiple authors with 

multiple agendas. Ross (2011, 4) identifies three óinternal constituenciesô who have a say in 

the creation of the content ï curators, learning staff and designers. Storytelling becomes for 

Ross (2011, 5) a neutral way to describe their collective endeavour and is also used as a 

óshorthandô for the multidimensional nature of an exhibitions. Highlighting the need for 

museum exhibitions to be ótheatricalô and óexperientialô, Ross (2011, 7) states that the look 

and feel of a story is just as critical as conveying the story experience to visitors as the text 

itself. Combining these two characteristics of museum exhibitions as being both multi-

authored and multidimensional leads to Ross (2011, 7) describing the various elements that 

constitute an exhibition ï the objects, texts, design set-works ï as metaphorically being the 

different voices of curator, learning and the designers. Bringing these different constituencies 

together to create a multi-dimensional, multi-voiced exhibition takes time and Ross (2011, 8) 

highlights how the adoption of a storytelling approach is not instantaneous, but is instead a 
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lengthy process in which key messages are defined and refined. This process itself is value-

laden, Ross (2011, 9) describes how, despite the fact that the exhibitionôs key messages 

remained largely the same, the participants themselves developed on a personal and 

professional level. She also describes how the adoption of the storytelling approach imbues 

and empowers the exhibition-makers with a set of values related to the relationship between 

the figure of the storyteller and the audience. For Ross (2011, 9), representing the audience 

empowers the exhibition maker to both change the exhibitionôs content, but also the 

exhibition making process itself.  

Yet despite the democratising drive of the storytelling process, there are also 

problems that arise from the act of translation. Ross (2011, 6) asks the question what type or 

medium of story does an exhibition actually resemble and if, in fact, a museum exhibition 

actually even resembles a story at all?  Describing the new Modern London galleries, Ross 

(2011, 3) is unsure whether the new galleries more closely resemble a short story or a novel. 

She suggests there are differences between a temporary exhibition, which should be linear, 

and a permanent exhibition, which should be non-linear. The exhibition design should follow 

drama in that it should be ótheatricalô, while the objects themselves might be likened to oral 

narratives, echoing the curatorôs often repeated call óto let the object speak for itselfô, 

because behind each of them is a óhuman storyô. Finally, when the metaphors of short story 

and novel are abandoned after being judged inadequate, and after trialling, but also giving 

up on, website and anthology, Ross (2011, 6) settles on Hollywood film and treasure trove 

as her two principle metaphors for the galleries. The idea of a treasure trove fitting in any 

definition of narrative itself suggesting the inclusivity with which the term can be used.  

Although the concept of how a museum exhibition actually resembles a narrative 

remain slippery, the term can be seen to act as shorthand to represent a series of concepts 

that developed in response to calls to make museums more accessible, which gathered 

pace in the UK from early 1990s onwards (Macdonald 2002). Taken from Rossô (2011) 

account these include the idea that museum exhibitions are multi-authored, multidimensional 



20 
 

and that these multiple dimensions contain the voices of the exhibitions numerous authors. 

Storytelling has an ethical element in that it is used as a means of making museum 

exhibitions more accessible to visitors, but also the process of creating an exhibition along 

storytelling lines is enriching for staff members. How different forms of museum display ï 

permanent exhibitions versus temporary exhibition differ ï and what form of narrative they 

actually resemble is an area that requires further exploration.  

Yet at the same time, as seeing narrative as particular to the UK museumscape of 

the 2010s, it would be myopic to say that narrative had not been present in museums prior to 

this. In fact, the creation of narratives can be seen as one of a museumôs primary function 

dating back to its origins in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For instance, Whitehead 

(2009, 19) highlights óthe discursive nature of the museum as one of the institutional agents 

which construct knowledge and produce narratives about the past.ô Museum exhibitions are 

in the words of Macdonald (1996, 14) óa theory or suggested way of seeing the world.ô 

Museums in this sense do simply reflect pre-existing theories, but are part of the visualising 

technology of idea formation (Whitehead 2009, 26). In the ordering and arranging of objects 

and interrelated media, the theories of structuring and understanding the world are formed 

and become the orthodoxy. Whitehead (2009, 83) illustrates this using the example of when 

the Parthenon Sculptures, after being taken from the Acropolis in Athens to the UK by Lord 

Elgin, were first assessed by a committee of scholars and artists in London in 1819 as 

depicted in a painting with Archibald Archer (fig. 1.2) . The sculptures were judged on their 

aesthetic merits and placement in the aesthetic cannon of classical sculpture, with some of 

the committee placing them a little above and some a little below the Apollo Belvedere. They 

were not viewed in terms of representing and understanding of Classical Athens and were in 

a sense stripped of their story and context. Although this moment took place two hundred 

years ago, this debate surrounding an aesthetic frame or a contextual frame is still present in 

my third case study, the blockbuster exhibition Defining Beauty: The body in ancient Greek 

art.   



21 
 

 

Fig. 1.2 The Temporary Elgin Room in 1819 with portraits of staff, a trustee and visitors. Oil painting on canvas 

by Archibald Archer (1819). 

Examples Whitehead (2009) provides to illustrate how such narratives becoming 

materialised in the museum include the arrangement of the British Museum galleries to 

reflect the chain of art and the concept of the progress of civilisations (Jenkins 1992). Other 

examples include Colonel Lane Foxôs arrangement of the collections of the Pitt Rivers 

museum to reflect theories of social evolution (Chapman 1981); Christian Jorgensen 

Thomsenôs articulation of the óThree Age system into stone, bronze and iron at the Royal 

Museum in Copenhagen in 1816 (Heizer 1962, 262; 259, Graslund 1987) and H. Barrôs 

geneaological diagram of the development of abstract art at MOMA in New York in 1936 

(Whitehead 2009, 38).  

One of the key projects of the New Museology in both museums and academia has 

been to destabilise and contest the grand narrative approach to museums (Vergo 1989). 

This can take the form of displays that adopt a bottom-up approach, through co-curation with 

source communities, or the growing body of research (Bal 1996) that reads against the grain 

of the exhibition to expose the ideological forces at work within the museum. Despite 

Lyotardôs (1996) claim that we have left behind the age of grand narratives with the advent of 
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postmodernity, narrative remains robust to the critiques of post-structuralism. In fact, 

although the interconnectivity provided by the internet promised to provide non-linearity and 

the fragmentation of traditional storytelling forms, narrative as a term seems to be 

flourishing. The phrase controlling the narrative is part of the lexicon of politics, marketing 

and PR. For example, Alexander Nix, the CEO of Cambridge Analytica, described how the 

political consultancy needed to óestablish the narrativeô in order to mitigate against criticism 

that they used Facebook usersô data to aid the Leave the EU Campaign without the userôs 

consent (Lewis Hilder 2018). This idea of being able to control the narrative, to essentially 

make it up, not only divorces narrative from truth, but also contributes to its slippery quality 

when attempting to define it. Narrative here is used to describe a story that explains an 

aspect of the world, which somehow transcends the medium that contains it ï be it 

newspaper, website or 24-hour news cycle. If museums have traditionally functioned as 

constructors of narratives about the past, or how we view the past in the present, then how 

might an increasing savviness around narrative construction be used by the museum to 

create new narratives about the past, or repackage old ones?  

My thesis looks at what happen when these two ways of understanding narrative in 

the museum come together in a dialogue. The case study I am using for my project is the 

British Museum, during the final years of Neil MacGregorôs tenure as Director from 2013 until 

2015.  I explore this topic through three case study exhibitions: Life and death in Pompeii 

and Herculaneum (2013), Vikings: Life and legend (2014), and Defining Beauty: The body in 

ancient Greek art (2015). These exhibitions were all summer blockbusters held at the British 

Museum between 2013 and 2015. Each of my case studies allows me to illustrate the critical 

issues surrounding the relationship between narrative and museums through my research 

questions. These are:   

1) What do we mean when we talk about narrative in a museum context? 

2) How does narrative structure take place in the museum exhibition? 
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¶ How do exhibition-makers create a sense of an unfolding narrative structure in a 

museum space? 

ω How do visitors to museums experience exhibition structure as narratives?  

3) How does narrative perspective manifest itself in the museum exhibition?  

¶ How do exhibition-makers create a sense of narratorial perspective in a museum 

space? 

¶ How do museum visitors experience and decode narrative perspective in a 

museum exhibition?  

4) What is the relationship between a visitorôs socio-cultural background and their 

attitude towards exhibition narrative?  

Rather than adopting an all-or-nothing approach to narrative ï in which the 

blockbuster exhibition is seen as possessing a narrative, while in the blockbuster exhibition 

narrative is totally absent ï I wish to draw on the fluidity offered by Austinôs (2012) concept of 

narrative existing on a spectrum. Encyclopaedic forms of displays can be seen as 

characterised by a low level of narrativity, in that they are typically non-linear and are meant 

to be used by the visitor in a similar manner to an encyclopaedia as a tool of reference. 

Conversely, blockbuster exhibitions can be seen possessing a high degree of narrativity, as 

they are typically organised in a linear sequence with a distinct beginning, middle and end.  

The blockbuster exhibition can be differentiated from other forms of display by its 

linearity, which builds towards a climax. At the heart of the blockbuster lies a tension 

between the democratisation of the museum and a belief that commercial success invariably 

leads to a ódumbing downô of culture. The museum exhibition is a uniquely multi-modal form 

of narrative and that any attempt to read these museum narratives needs to take into 

account the role played by its multiple makers ï curator, designer, interpretation officer, 

project, manager but also its multiple components ï object, text, design, space.  

In chapter two, I critically explore the problem of defining narrative structure in the 

museum in relation to attempts to visualise narrative in other media. Museum exhibitions can 
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be seen as attempts to illustrate ideas in material forms and therefore attempts to define 

narrative in museums should themselves take a visual form. In chapter two I explore how the 

idea of the line has been used to provide narrative with a shape, ranging from from the 

ancient Greek myth of Ariadne, Theseus and the Labyrinthe to the rise and fall of the 

German Literary Theorist Gustav Freytagôs pyramid. Through tracing this line, I identify some 

of the key components that make up narrative including the idea of sequential causality and 

the concept of the climax and how these might have their equivalences in museum 

exhibitions. In understanding how these narrative components work in a museum exhibition I 

draw on the theories of the French literary critic Roland Barthes and the American 

screenwriting guru Robert McKee. This idea of a linear structure in a museum exhibition is 

important because it is closely linked to the issues relating to making museum exhibitions 

accessible to visitors, while at the same time providing visitors with the freedom and 

opportunity to construct their own meanings.  

In chapter three, I critically explore the validity of thinking of a museum exhibition as 

possessing a particular narrative perspective. I do this by considering the museum as a 

multimodal experience created by not a single but multiple authors and explore how ideas 

around narration and focalisation taken from film theory might be used to understand the 

visual presence of a narrator in an exhibitionôs design and layout. Using the Russian literary 

theorist Mikhail Bakhtinôs concept of the dialogic nature of discourse, I also explore how 

voices other than those of the museum-makers might be present in an exhibition space. The 

adoption of techniques originally designed for the analysis of literature has been criticised by 

thinkers working under the banner of New Materialism for failing to take into account the 

material qualities of museum collections. I argue that New Materialism can be seen as 

another form of narratorial device, one that tells the story from the perspective of the non-

human rather than the human and that employs a particular form of discourse in its telling. In 

thinking about narration within the museum, I also look at how the various ways visitors have 
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been structured and classified can also be seen as a form of narratorial perspectives in 

relation to museum exhibitions.  

In chapter four, I provide the context to my case studies through an overview of the 

history of exhibitionary strategies at the British Museum using two principle metaphors: the 

encyclopaedia and the blockbuster.  I take the metaphor of the encyclopaedia from the 

common practice of referring to national European institutions developed in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, like the British Museum, as encyclopaedic (Cuno 2009). This term 

is typically used to suggest the temporal and spatial breadth of a museumôs collections, but 

also alludes to the museum and the encyclopaediaôs shared enlightenment origins and 

outlook. In using the term blockbuster, I am deliberately drawing parallels between the 

museum exhibition and the Hollywood film in terms of their format and mass-market appeal. 

I am also seeking to highlight that both forms of popular entertainment emerged in a 

particular period ï the 1970s ï and can be distinguished from their predecessors not only by 

their particular narrative structures, which sought to make their subject matter more 

accessible and attractive to a mass audience, but also by the new commercial models they 

adopted, which contributed to their success.   

In chapter five I discuss the methodological approach I adopted to understand 

narrative structure in my exhibitions and to create a dialogue between the responses of 

museum-makers and visitors. I outline my principle methods for collecting this data including 

semi-structured interviews with museum-makers and visitors and by attaching cameras to 

visitors, with their consent, to tack their movement through the spaces of an exhibition. 

Chapters six to eight present the findings from my three blockbuster exhibition case 

studies. Chapter six focuses on the British Museum exhibition Pompeii and Herculaneum. 

Here the focus is on the issue of how to take terms that were developed for written 

narratives, in particular Barthesô famous five codes, and translate them into spatial 

narratives. As a means of doing this, the chapter draws on film theory and the exhibitionôs 

own filmic qualities.  
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In chapter seven I focus on Vikings: Life and Legend, an exhibition that was staged in 

London, Copenhagen and Berlin. Here, I adopt MacDonaldôs (2016) concept of the 

European museumscape to look at how narrative perspectives differ depending on the 

country in which the exhibition is taking place. While it may come as no surprise that 

curators in Denmark present a different perspective on the Vikings than curators in the UK, 

what I feel is valuable here is how these different perspectives manifest themselves in the 

presentational elements of the aesthetics. In contrasting the different design approaches of 

the exhibitions, in particular, their relationship to linear narrative, the multimodal potential of 

the exhibition narrative is brought out. 

In chapter eight, I explore the issue of how museums may actively resist narrative 

and seek other approaches by which they display and interpret objects. Defining Beauty 

adopts a minimalistic and, at times, an anti-narrative approach that is out of step with the 

British Museumôs usual mode of display. In the designersô, Caruso St Johnôs non-linear 

arrangement of the exhibitionôs central section and their removal of photographs or colour in 

maps, we can see some of the anti-narrative elements of the exhibition. Beyond the design, 

the curatorôs desire to focus on the ekphrastic encounter prioritises the individual object 

encounter over the exhibition narrative.  

Finally, in chapter nine I conclude with a switch of perspectives, looking at visitorsô 

motivation for going to exhibitions and their relationship to the exhibition subject matter. 

Exploring their lifelong relationship to visiting exhibitions reveals that visitorsô accounts are 

just as intellectually sophisticated, aesthetically rich and at times idiosyncratically eccentric 

as those of the museum professionals. In providing the context for their habit of visiting 

exhibitions, it also allows me to locate visitorsô readings of exhibition narratives in relation to 

their social and cultural backgrounds. This brings my analysis into dialogue with the work of 

Bourdieu (1991), and the role cultural capital plays in how visitors respond to museum 

exhibition narratives. 
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2. Narrative structure and the museum: critical 

perspectives  

Introduction  

 

In this chapter, I critically explore the question of how to define narrative by focussing 

on the concept of structure. I begin by looking at how the discipline of narratology in the 

1960s drew on the structuralism of linguistics to attempt to óscientificallyô understand the 

constituent parts of narrative. I then change approach looking at how narrative has been 

defined by being visualised in the form of a line ï often metaphorically referred to as a red 

thread. Linearity remains an important topic within the context of the museum because it 

exposes a tension between the desire to give visitors the freedom to construct their own 

meanings from an exhibition, which is at odds with the democratising instinct of the 

institution to scaffold visitor experience through the use of narratives in order to make 

museum collections more accessible. In tracing the origins of the idea of visualising narrative 

structure, I look back to the ur-text of the study of dramatic narrative, The Poetics by 

Aristotle, and how this contributed to the famous visualisation of a narrative arc in the form of 

a pyramid by the nineteenth-century German dramatist Gustav Freytag. In thinking about the 

line of narrative in the museum, I consider this in relation to how a museum visitor has been 

likened to a character moving through a Bildungsroman novel by the French Philosopher 

Jean-Francois Lyotard and how visitor studies in the museum has visualised visitor 

movement and behaviour as a line. I conclude by looking at three attributes of the line: the 

climax, binary oppositions and pacing. Finally, I try to illustrate how these concepts have 

been used by researchers working in the field of museum studies and how they might be 

brought into dialogue with theorists from different fields of narrative study including the 

linguists William Labov and Joshua Waletzky, the screenwriting guru Robert McKee and the 

French literary theorist Roland Barthes. These four concepts: the line, the climax, binary 
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oppositions and pacing will then form the basis for the analysis of structure for my individual 

exhibition case studies.  

2.1. Narratology and the quest to define narrative structure 

In attempting to answer the question of what is narrative, the obvious place to begin 

is with the creation of an entire discipline known as Narratology, which sought to take the 

tools of science, including definition, analysis, classification and comparison, and apply them 

to literature. The term la narratologie (narratology) was coined by the literary critic Tzvetan 

Todorov (Herman 2007, 5) in 1966, who alongside thinkers including Roland Barthes, 

Claude Brémond, Gerard Genette, Algirdas Julien Greimas and Gerald Prince, created a 

movement that became known as the classical phase of narratology. Forged in the 1960s, 

Classical Narratology was heavily influenced by the structuralist focus of Saussurean 

linguistics, which sought to identify óthe key ingredients of linguistic competenceô (Herman 

2007, 14). Another influential precursor to Classical Narratology, which informed its 

typological leanings, was the Russian Formalism of the early twentieth century. In particular, 

Viktor Shklovskii (1990) use of the fabula and sjuzet to differentiate between story and plot 

and Vladimir Proppôs (1968) attempts to classify the key characters of traditional Russian 

fairy tales according to their functions within the narrative.  

Within Classical Narratology, a divide can be seen between those narratologists who 

focus on how the underlying structure of plot functions within narrative, including Barthes, 

Propp, Bremond, Greimas and those who focus on perspective, or point of view including 

Gentette and Prince. In turn, Classical Narratologyôs focus on structure in literature, can be 

seen as having influenced the increasing focus on narrative within the humanities and the 

social sciences in the 1980s. Kreiswirth (2005) used the phrase óthe narrative turnô to 

describe the application of narrative theory and methodology in different disciplines, 

including sociology, linguistics, film studies psychology, child development, medical theory 

and management theory (Herman 2007, 5). 
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Having provided some background to the formation of Narratology as a discipline, I 

would now like to look at how narratology has attempted to define narrative. One approach 

to deal with these multiple definitions provided by Richardson (2000, 169), is to group 

positions in relation to narrative into typologies and then choose a camp into which your 

approach falls. Richardson identifies four basic approaches to defining narrative, which are 

temporal, causal, minimal, and transactional. He defines these positions as follows: 

1. Temporal approach: posits the representation of events in a time sequence 

as the defining feature of narrative.  

2. Causal approach: insists that some causal connection, however oblique, 

between the events is essential. 

3. Minimal approach: Drawing largely on the work of Genette, suggests that 

any statement of an action or event is ipso facto a narrative, since it implies a 

transformation or transition from an earlier to a later state. 

4. Transactional approach: suggests that narrative is simply a way of reading 

a text, rather than a feature or essence found in a text. 

Of these positions, the most commonly adopted are the temporal and the causal 

stances. The merely temporal is criticised for being too weak a connection, while the causal 

approachôs requirement of a causal relationship between events is regarded as too severe to 

include postmodern, or dream-like narratives. Richardson (2000, 169) gives a formulation of 

his position as ónarrative is a representation of a causally-related series of eventsô. This 

allows him to include verbal as well as nonverbal narratives, such as painting, ballet and 

mime in his definition of narrative. óCausally-relatedô here is to be understood as ógenerally 

connectedô or part of the same general causal matrix, which is a much looser, more oblique, 

and indefinite relation than direct entailment (Richardson 2000, 169).  

Another approach to the problem of defining narrative, provided by Ryan (2007), is to 

identify a number of the characteristics that occur across most, but not all, of the various 

definitions and attempt to build a consensus as to what the component parts of narrative are. 
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Ryan (2007, 29) lists the following as some of the most commonly occurring characteristics 

of narrative:  

1. A narrative must consist of a sequence of events, linked by causality 

2. A narrative must communicate something meaningful to the audience 

3. The events of the narrative must bring about a change, or transformation 

4. A narrative must have a mental dimension. Some of the participants in the events 

must be intelligent agents.  

5. A narrative must have a spatial dimension; it must occur in space 

6. A narrative must have a temporal existence; it must be situated in time 

 

We can see that Richardson (2000) and Ryanôs (2007) accounts share 

commonalities such as the idea that narrative is made up of a series of linked events and 

that change is an essential component of narrative. However, although this classificatory 

approach has the advantage of boiling down narrative to its component parts, during the 

process there is also the sense that something of the intangible essence of narrative is lost. 

Although narratology has provided us with an extensive vocabulary to talk about narrative it 

is not the first, nor the only, approach to defining narrative. In thinking about how to capture 

the essence of narrative as a series of causally connected events without reducing it to 

abstraction, I now look at examples of where theorists have attempted to define narrative 

through the use of the visual metaphor of a line.  

 The American literary critic J. Hillis Miller (1992) argues that the line is such a potent 

metaphor for narrative because it is embedded in language itself. For example, allusions to 

narrative as a line can be found in various turns of phrases such as in ódenouement, curve of 

the action, turn of events, broken or dropped thread, line of argument, storyline and figure in 

the carpetô (1992, 71). Miller (1992) traces the origins of the line as a metaphor for narrative 

to the myth of Ariadne, Theseus and the Labyrinth. In this myth, Ariadne gives a ball of 
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thread, also referred to as a clue to Theseus2. The hero unwinds the thread as he travels 

through the labyrinth and then, after killing the minotaur, follows it back to retrace his steps. 

For Miller (1992, 69), óthe chase has a beast in viewô and the storyôs end, its minotaur, óis the 

retrospective revelation of the law of the whole.ô Miller (1992, 62) describes the metaphor of 

the line as taking two different forms as both the thread and the labyrinth:   

Thread and labyrinth, thread intricately crinkled to and fro as the retracing of the labyrinth 

which defeats the labyrinth but makes another intricate web at the same time, pattern is 

here superimposed on pattern, like the two homologous stories themselves (Miller 1992, 

62). 

In this double line, Miller locates both the line of the story but also the line of the reader 

or the critic. Miller (1992) likens the criticôs quest to interpret the novel as following a thread 

deep into the labyrinth of text, until they reach a double-bind at the moment where the path 

of inquiry falters. For Miller (1992, 62), it is both impossible to reach the centre of the 

labyrinth of narrative terms and so command it, and equally, it is impossible to escape from it 

by leaving the maze altogether and thereby see the collective whole. This extends to Millerôs 

exploration of óthe labyrinth of narrative termsô, where the end-point of the quest, a settled 

definition of narrative, always remains tantalisingly out of reach.   

In his description of lines and storytelling, Ingold (2007, 52ï53) also draws on the 

labyrinth myth, describing it as óthe most archetypal use of the thread to be found not just in 

the history of Western civilization but throughout the world.ô Describing how Daedalus 

allegedly modelled the labyrinth on the maze that leads to the underworld, Ingold (2007, 52ï

53) emphasises the hidden subterranean nature of the labyrinth, óit is a powerful image of 

movement and wayfaring in a world of the dead that is believed to lie beneath the surface of 

                                                           
2 IƛƎƎƛƴǎ όнлмуύ ǘǊŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƭǳŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜǿŜ ǘƻ /ƘŀǳŎŜǊΩǎ ¢ƘŜ [ŜƎŜƴŘ ƻŦ DƻƻŘ ²ƻƳŜƴΦ ¢ƻ ŦƛƴŘ Ƙƛǎ 
ǿŀȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōȅǊƛƴǘƘΣ ¢ƘŜǎŜǳǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ άŎƭŜǿŜ ƻŦ ǘǿȅƴŜέ ǘƘŀǘ !ǊƛŀŘƴŜ ƎƛǾŜǎ ƘƛƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άŎƭŜǿŜέ 
derives from Old English cliwen or cleowen, meaning a rounded mass, or a ball of thread. Eventually it became 
ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άŎƭǳŜέΦ Lǘ ƭƻǎǘ ƛǘǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛǘǎ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΦ ¢ƻ ǉǳƻǘŜ IƛƎƎƛƴΩǎ 
όнлмуύ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƭǳŜ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜǿŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŜǾŜǊȅ ǎǘŜǇ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŀ ƳȅǎǘŜǊy, or a crime, or a puzzle, or the riddle 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦΣ ƛǎ ŀ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ȅŀǊƴ ǘƻǎǎŜŘ ǳǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ƘŀƴŘ ƻŦ !ǊƛŀŘƴŜΦΩ 
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the world of quotidian experience.ô In his description of how oral storytelling unfolds, Ingold 

weaves together the metaphor of thread and the wayfinding path to describe how real life 

and the story become entangled. Ingold (2007, 91) emphasises the connection between 

lines, walking and storytelling, óas with the line that goes out for a walk, in the story as in life 

there is always somewhere further one can go.ô  For Ingold (2007, 91) the metaphor of the 

line has an essential duality, it is both a way of knowing, but also in writing a way of 

remembering and that in both cases, knowledge is integrated along a path of movement. 

This description is again evocative of the labyrinth myth, in which the line is both the 

unknown pathways of the maze and Ariadneôs thread, which allows Theseus to remember 

and retrace his footsteps back to the world of the living.    

An alternative thread metaphor to the negotiation of the labyrinth is provided by Goethe 

in Die Wahlverwandschaften (Elective Affinities) (1809). Goethe identifies óa thread of 

attachment and affectionô, which is drawn through the main characterôs diary with the single 

red thread that supposedly runs through every rope that is used by the royal navy. Goethe 

(2013, 125) describes the story behind the line as follows:  

There is, we are told, a curious contrivance in the service of the English marine. The 

ropes in use in the royal navy, from the largest to the smallest, are so twisted that a red 

thread runs through them from end to end, which cannot be extracted without undoing 

the whole; and by which the smallest pieces may be recognized as belonging to the 

crown. Just so is there drawn through Ottilieôs diary, a thread of attachmenté 

Following Goetheôs usage, red thread or roter faden has become one of the main 

metaphors in the German-speaking world used to describe narrative. Like Ariadneôs thread, 

the royal navy metaphor has a strong spatial element, in that wherever the ropes and the 

ships that carry them travel, they can be linked back to the heart of empire. The colour of the 

thread can also be seen to link to the pink portions of a map, which denote territories held by 

the British Empire. This link between empire and storytelling has particularly strong 
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resonances with the role of the museum as a hub that connects the imperial centre with the 

colonial periphery through the narratives presented in its exhibitions.  

 

Fig. 2.1 The roter faden in Hannover © Hannover Tourist Board  

The capacity for the roter faden to express narrative spatially is exemplified in the 

German city of Hannover, where a four-kilometre-long red thread painted on the streets lead 

tourists in a loop from the train station to encounter thirty-six points of interest throughout the 

urban space (Fig. 2.1). 

2.2 Linearity and non-linearity in the museum 

The spatial aspect of the line makes it a particularly powerful metaphor when 

exploring narratives in museums and the linearity or non-linearity of a museum exhibition is 

closely linked to issues about who museums are for and how they should function. In her 

seminal museum design manual On Display, Margaret Hall (1987, 25), the British Museumôs 

first designer, outlines two forms of strategy for contemporary displays. The first she 

describes as óthe tunnel showô on account of the exhibitionôs simple linear approach, óvisitors 

go in one end and out of the other.ô For Hall (1987, 27) the demands of managing the 

movement of a mass audience for a blockbuster exhibition necessitate a one-way flow. 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjWuvDDwLLaAhUBWRQKHTwzBO8QjRx6BAgAEAU&url=http://www.haz.de/Hannover/Aus-der-Stadt/Uebersicht/Der-Rote-Faden-in-Hannover-ist-an-mehreren-Stellen-gerissen-und-wird-erneuert&psig=AOvVaw3ulHmE7sFsWWKvUeK0ohse&ust=1523545770624973
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Conversely, Hall (1987, 27) describes the ómosaic displayô as offering a non-linear route, 

which provides visitors with more freedom and choice: 

Within a broader theme there are many separate displays offering random 

information from which the visitor can piece together his own selection of information 

on the main theme, pursuing his own route and following no particular order.  

In Hallôs (1987) description of the visitor in the non-linear ómosaicô exhibition, as 

ópiecing together their own selection of information, pursuing their own route and following no 

particular orderô we find the essence of the tension surrounding linearity and non-linearity in 

museum exhibitions. The museum educational theorist George Hein (1998) further 

articulates the benefits of a non-linear structure in providing visitors with the opportunity to 

construct their own meaning. Hein (1998) divides exhibitions into four categories according 

to how an institution imagines learning to take within the exhibitios and the ontological 

position of the museum in relation to knowledge. Hein (1998) argues that museums either 

adopt an ontological position in which knowledge exists outside the learner, or all knowledge 

is constructed by the learner. Similarly, Hein (1998) also argues that all museums adopt a 

position in relation to how visitors learn, arguing that museums either view visitors learning 

incrementally adding learning bit by bit, or that the learner actively constructs this learning 

themselves. From this Hein (1998) divides museum exhibitions into four types ï didactic 

expository, stimulus-response, discovery and constructivist (Fig 2.2).  



35 
 

 

Fig. 2.2: Heinôs (1998) model for the four means of structuring an exhibition according to how they align with his 

theories of knowledge and his learning theory. These four types of exhibition are didactic expository, stimulus-
response, discovery and constructivist. 

Didactic expository exhibitions are the type of linear narrative exhibitions that 

correspond to Hallôs (1987) description of the tunnel exhibition that make-up the bulk of 

blockbuster exhibitions staged at the British Museum. Hein (1998) characterises them as 

having a clear beginning and end with an intended order and they make a claim that the 

story they are reporting is true ï 'it is the way things really are.' Stimulus-response museums 

have an intended order but do not believe what they are telling the visitors is true. Instead, 

they adopt a behaviourist approach, which repeatedly impresses the stimulus on the learner 

and rewards appropriate response. Hein (1998) argues that few museums would accept this 

position and that stimulus-response museums are apparent only to their critics. For example, 

Euro-American critics of socialist ideology often claimed that museums in socialist countries 

were full of 'propaganda' intended to indoctrinate rather than to educate. Discovery learning 

exhibitions allow exploration, are non-linear and contain interpretation that prompts visitors 

to find meaning out for themselves but there is some end in mind for the conclusions that 

visitors will reach. Finally, constructivist exhibitions will have many entry points, no specific 
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path and no beginning and end. Instead visitors connect with objects and ideas through a 

range of activities and experiences that utilise their life experiences. Operating from the 

position that an experiment cannot be valid if you can only get correct results, a 

constructivist approach does not believe there to be a correct conclusion to reach. As the 

experimental focus suggests, such constructivist exhibitions typically exist in science centres 

like the California Exploratorium.  

The constraints of linearity in forcing visitors to follow a particular path, while non-

linearity allows visitors to explore and construct their own meanings is explored by several 

theorists working in the area of Space Syntax Theory. This approach works by identifying the 

key structural features of a museum layout, which can be correlated either with the way in 

which spaces are categorised, or how visitors move within and between them, or both (Hillier 

& Tzortzi 2006). At the heart of Space Syntax Theory, as with many theories of narrative, are 

a set of binaries, including the level of integration and segregation present in space. 

Integrated here refers to the number of individual units of space you have to pass through to 

reach all other spaces in the layout. Peponis and Hedin (1983) argue that this level of 

integration can be related to narrative and the ordering of knowledge. They use the example 

of the arrangement of the Birdôs gallery at the Natural History Museum in London, which 

orders its cases along both sides of a central aisle. This emphasis on synchronicity and 

hierarchical order, Peponis and Hedin (1983) argue, reflects the hierarchy of the 

classificatory ideas of nature that dominated scientific thinking in the nineteenth century.  

 Choi (1999) similarly identifies two models of how space can structure patterns of 

movement, based around freedom and constraint. He contrasts the deterministic model in 

which movement is forced as circulation and choices are restricted with the probabilistic 

model, in which movement is allowed to be more random but modulated by configurational 

variables. As with the Peponis and Hedinôs (1983) binary of integration and segregation, the 

probabilistic model, which gives the visitor more freedom, is the approach favoured by Choi. 

Finally, Psarra (2009) looks at how a museumôs built environment relates to its surroundings. 
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Psarra (2009) contrasts the redisplay of the National Museum of Scotland (NMS) with the 

Burrell Collection in Glasgow. The key binary underpinning Psarraôs perspective is whether 

the building looks inwards, or outwards, with the National Museum of Scotland subjecting the 

structure of space to the overpowering message of the collection, and, as a result, looking 

inwards rather than outwards towards the city. Conversely, the Burrell Collection, with its 

ample glass windows and objects and artworks placed in juxtaposition with the galleryôs leafy 

woodland setting, is cited as an example of where the space rather than the exhibitionôs 

semantic message is dominant. In Psarraôs (2009) words, óa visitor to the Burrell is 

encouraged to look outwards at the surrounding landscape, just as much as they look at the 

collection themselves.ô  

 In each of the examples cited in Space Syntax theory, a more open outward-looking 

space is seen as conducive to empowering the visitor and giving them freedom of choice. 

However, providing visitors with this freedom also comes with the danger that the visitors will 

become lost in the openness of the space and become unable to construct their own 

meanings. In her study of the Food exhibition at the Science Museum, Macdonaldôs (2002, 

231) research revealed that visitors were disorientated by the non-linear layout, which was 

designed to encourage people to construct their own meaning. Macdonald (2002, 231) 

argues that the visitorsô ósense of bewildermentô at the layout of the space also seemed to 

affect their ability to critically evaluate the exhibition. She states that óoffering so many 

alternatives without a self-evident framework or narrativeédid not prompt visitors into much 

reflectionô (Macdonald 2002, 231). 

The French Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1990, 54) also makes the point that it is 

typically only those visitors with high levels of familiarity with a museum exhibitionôs subject 

matter that are equipped to navigate them unaided. He gives the example of a student who 

likens the idea of imposing a fixed direction to a museum a journey in which, they ógo along 

the by-roads wherever the winds takes meô: 
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óI think itôs pointless to want to impose a fixed direction to a museum visit. Personally, 

I like being free, alone in my choice and inspiration. Without wishing to go too far, Iôd 

compare a visit to a museum to a journey, a journey Montaigne-style, going along the 

by-roads wherever the winds takes me, enjoying the present moment, away from the 

crowds, without a guidebook, dreaming of the past.ô (student, Louviers) (Bourdieu 

1990, 54) 

 This student is able to wander the museum without a fixed direction because they 

possess the requisite levels of cultural capital to do so. Bourdieu (1990, 37ï38) also makes 

the link specifically between dwell-time and class finding that on average working-class 

visitors spend 22 minutes, middle-class visitors 35 minutes, and upper-class visitors 47 

minutes in the museum. A linear narrative can be seen as one way of providing visitors with 

the framework to decode the museum and if it is not provided only those visitors who have a 

prior education in art or archaeology will be able to engage with the objects on display. I will 

return to Bourdieuôs concept of cultural capital and how it affects visitor attitudes to 

encountering objects and narrative in the museum in chapter 3 on museum perspective. For 

the moment, it serves to illustrate that the issue of linear and non-linear narrative structures 

are part of a wider debate around the nature of engagement, meaning-making and 

accessibility within the museum.   

In this section, I have attempted to get closer to defining what narrative is and by 

looking at how it has been tangibly represented as a line. I have looked at some of these 

qualities that the line possesses such as how it has been linked to the myth of Ariadne and 

the labyrinth and how this in turn connects it to ideas of stories being told in space. I have 

also looked at how the issue of the line has manifested itself in the museum around topics 

surrounding non-linearity and the freedom that this gives visitors to construct their own 

narratives.   
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2.3 Walking the line 

In a lecture delivered before the Brooklyn Institute in New York in 1889, entitled 

óMuseums of the Futureô, the American museum maker George Browne Goode (1890, 55) 

described, óan efficient educational museum as a collection of instructive labels, each 

illustrated by a well selected specimen.ô For Goode (1890, 55), a museum should be ómuch 

more than a house full of specimens in glass cases. It should be a house full of ideas, 

arranged with the strictest attention to system.ô Although Goodeôs words are often used to 

emphasise the educational focus of the museum, they also speak to the essentially multi-

modal nature of the museum as a medium. Museums are not just about objects but about 

the illustration of ideas through material things. In thinking about narrative in the museum, I 

therefore think it is appropriate to adopt an approach that takes the abstract concept of 

narrative and tries to give it a visual form. In this next section of this chapter, I look at how 

narrative has been visualised in the form of a line in the shape of a pyramid by the German 

dramatist Gustav Freytag. Freytagôs visualisation of narrative was specifically developed to 

understand how plot in Greek tragedy functions and builds on the ur-text of European 

narrative theory: Aristotleôs Poetics. Before I explore Freytagôs model of the pyramid, I will 

first outline the origins of his ideas in the work of Aristotle. I then go on to look at other 

examples of how narrative has been visualised as a line in literature and how these ideas 

might be applied to museum exhibitions.     

The Poetics is a partially fragmentary text written by Aristotle in 335 BC on the 

mechanisms that underlie Greek comedy and drama. As the founder of modern sciences, it 

is often regarded as ironic that Aristotle should provide the first guide to writing drama. 

However, in Aristotleôs atomistic dissection of drama into genres and component parts in the 

Poetics, there is much of the scientific impulse and classificatory drive that will characterise 

the later structuralist approach of Classical Narratology. Aristotleôs prioritisation of plot as 

óthe soul of tragedyô (Aristotle 2012, 11) rather than a mimetic óimitation of personsô can also 

be seen as providing a focus on structure that predominates in future studies of narrative. 
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Aristotleôs famous description of a narrative as consisting of a beginning, a middle and an 

end can be seen as the basic origins of the line metaphor for narrative. Aristotleôs (2012, 13) 

notion of ócausal necessityô linking the individual stages of a drama, can be seen as a 

forerunner of both Richardson (2000) and Ryanôs (2007) identification of a series of linked 

events as one of the key characteristics of narratives.  

As well providing the idea of sequence in informing narrative structure, Aristotle 

(2012) also introduces the notion of that sequence having a climax, which is based on an 

empathetic relationship between the central protagonist and the audience. Central to this is 

the concept of dramatic irony, which refers to the moment in a drama when the audience is 

aware of information that the central protagonist is not. For example, tension is built in 

Sophoclesô Oedipus Rex, by the fact that the audience knows that Oedipus is unaware that 

he has slept with his mother and killed his father. Moments in which characters hint at what 

is hidden, help to build anticipation and tension in the audience for the moment of revelation, 

which must eventually come. For example, when Oedipus is told by the blind seer Tiresias, 

óYou mock my blindness, do you? / But I say that you, with both your eyes are blindô 

(Sophocles 1984, 32, 400ï401). Aristotle uses the term anagnorisis to describe the moment 

when a protagonistôs perspective change from ignorance to knowledge in relation to their 

true character and their situation. These moments of anagnorisis form the climax of a drama 

and the experience of witnessing this anticipated moment of revelation in turn bring about a 

feeling of catharsis in the audience, which Aristotle (2012, xxxvii) defines as óthe purging of 

pity or fear in a cleansing of the passions.ô 

The nineteenth-century German dramatist takes many of the ideas developed by 

Aristotle to understand the structure of Greek tragedy and expresses them in the form of a 

pyramid. Freytag (1997, 135) used his pyramid to visualise the plot arc of a Greek drama, 

which he described as consisting of ótwo halves of the action which come closely together at 

one point, the drama possesses ï if one may symbolise its arrangement by lines ï a 

pyramidal structure.ô Freytag further divides these two halves of this pyramid (fig. 2.3) into 
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five parts: introduction, rise, climax, return or fall, and catastrophe. Alongside these structural 

components are three dramatic moments or crises, which are the exciting moment or force, 

the tragic moment or force, and the moment or force of the last suspense.  

 

Fig. 2.3. Freytagôs pyramid. Freytag describes the letters on the pyramid as representing the following: a) 

introduction, b) rise, c) climax, d) return or fall, e) catastrophe (Freytag 1997 [1863] 115) 

 

In describing the events of a drama that lead to the climax of his pyramid, Freytag 

(1997, 135) stipulates that it is important that, óthe catastrophe must not come entirely as a 

surprise to the audience, as the more violent the downfall of the hero, so much the more 

vividly must the end be felt in advanceô. Freytag (1997, 135) illustrates this foreshadowing of 

the climax to the audience through examples taken from the plays of Shakespeare. These 

examples include when Caesar's óghost appears to Brutusô or when in King Lear, Edmund 

tells a soldier he must slay Lear and Cordelia should certain circumstances arise (Freytag 

1997, 135).  

Freytag created his model to understand and explain the structure of theatrical 

dramas. This is reflected by the role he allocates to the audience in creating the narrative 

tension in a drama. If the value of the x-axis represents the unfolding of a dramaôs sequence 

of events, then Freytag describes the y-axis as representing dramatic action. Freytag (1997, 

130) identifies two types of dramatic action, 'the first, the inward struggle of a man toward a 
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deedô, while the second type of dramatic action is the effect of 'fashioning influences from 

the outer world on a man's inmost being.ô Freytag (1997, 135) argues that these two different 

types of dramatic action bring out different responses from the audience, the first, 'always 

has the highest charm,ô while the second óis principally a satisfying of excited suspense.' 

Freytag here gives a preference to an active protagonist, rather than a passive protagonist 

who is acted upon. In both cases, however, we find the notion of change taking place 

inwardly in a person brought about by struggle.  

Aristotle and Freytag are both writing about drama and, as a result, the reaction of 

the audience plays an important role in Freytagôs visual representation of narrative as a 

pyramid. In Laurence Sternôs novel The lives and opinions of Tristram Shandy, a line is also 

used to represent the movement of the central character in time and space. Written in the 

latter half of the eighteenth century when the novel was still in an amorphous state, Tristram 

Shandy famously features several plot diagrams illustrating the life of the titular protagonist 

(see figs. 2.4 & 2.5). Five diagrams are presented in total in volume VI, Chapter XL, 

graphically representing the life of Shandy, as he moves through the four volumes of the 

novel. Punning on both the philosophy of Archimedes and the practical wisdom employed by 

cabbage planters that, óthe best line!...is the shortest lineô, Tristam equates the line with both 

a physical, and a moral journey, but also the telling of a story: óI shall be able to go on with 

my uncle Tobyôs story, and my own, in a tolerable straight lineô (Sterne 1983, 379).  
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Fig. 2.4 The initial four diagrams illustrating plot in Tristram Shandy. Tristram describes them as, óThe four lines I 

moved in through my first, second, third and fourth volumesô (Sterne 1983, 379). 

 

 

Fig. 2.5 The line of the fifth volume in Tristram Shandy. The individual letters are described as representing: A) 

ówhere I took a trip to Navarre, the indented curve B which is the short airing when I was there with the Lady 
Baussiere and her page, C) they are nothing but parentheses, and the common ins and outs incidents to the lives 
of the greatest ministers of state, D) John de la Casseôs devils led me the roundô (Sterne 1983, 380). 

Here digressions, both oral and moral, are represented by the wobbling of the line, 

which occasionally turns back on itself, with letters representing specific events. The 

horizontal axis, as is often the case with plot diagrams, represents time. The line here is able 

to turn back on itself to reflect the fact that the narrator, in telling their story, is able to move 

back and forward through time. However, there is also a sense that what these lines 

represent remains mysterious and unexplained. There is a disagreement among critics as to 

whether the lines are to be taken seriously or alternatively to be seen as a joke at the 

readerôs expense, which is quite in keeping with the satirical tone of this work of eighteenth-

century metafiction.  
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 Harking back to Aristotleôs prioritisation of plot as the soul of tragedy, the line 

metaphor is used by both Freytag and Sterne to illustrate the importance of plot within their 

own models of narrative. In contrast, the English novelist E.M. Forester uses the line 

metaphor to express the parasitic nature of the relationship between plot and the novel. In 

relation to narrative, Forster is best known for his differentiation between story and plot in his 

famous treatise Aspects of the Novel (1927). In this work, Forster adroitly illustrates the 

difference between story and plot through two short sentences: óthe king died and then the 

queen died,ô and, óthe king died and then the queen died of grief.ô Forster (1927, 60) uses 

this example to illustrate the connection between sequence and meaning, arguing that the 

second sentence qualifies as a plot, while the first does not, because in plot óthe time 

sequence is preserved, but the sense of causality overshadows it.ô In the plot example, the 

queenôs death is caused by the death of the king and in her death, and as result her 

emotional attachment to her husband is revealed. This causal relationship between the 

death of the king and the queen is absent from the first sentence, which Forster, somewhat 

confusingly, describes as story. Despite emphasising the importance of causality to plot, 

Forster, also expresses a deep ambivalence the novelôs reliance on it:   

The novel tells a story. That is the highest factor common to all novels, and I wish 

that it was not so, that it could be something different ï melody or perception of truth, 

not this low atavistic form. (1927, 17) 

As a result, for Forster the line of a sequence of events is not Ariadneôs thread 

guiding the reader through a labyrinth of meaning but a tapeworm (1927, 17). He uses the 

tapeworm imagery to emphasise the plotôs status as óthe lowest and simplest of literary 

organismsô (1927, 19). He also uses it to highlight that novelôs reliance on plot in order to 

interest a reader is almost parasitic in nature. For Forster, if the function of the story is to 

ónarrate the life in time. What the entire novel does ï if it is a good novel ï is to include the 

life by values as well.ô Making this separation between time and value, Forster argues that 

time is something that is measured not by minutes or hours, but by intensity:  
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So that when we look at our past, it does not stretch back evenly but piles up into a 

few notable pinnacles. (Forster 1927, 19) 

In establishing this binary, Forster gives us a visual image of narrative without ever 

drawing it. This image of the line piling up into notable pinnacles is akin to the axis of a 

graph, or the shape of Freytagôs pyramid, with the x-axis representing time and the y-axis 

representing the less easy to quantify intensity. 

 In reviewing the different ways that narrative has been represented as line, I have 

attempted to place the linear causal sequence of events as embedded at the core of 

narrative. I now turn to how visitor movement through a museum exhibition has itself been 

regarded as a causally connected sequence of events and also has been compared to a 

characterôs progression through a novel. Commenting on his own 1984 exhibition Les 

Immateriaux at the Pompidou Centre in Paris, Lyotard (1996) conceptualises the exhibition 

visitor as a óbody in movementô. He describes this movement as comparable to that of the 

main character in an eighteenth or nineteenth-century novel concerned with character 

formation. Lyotard (1996, 167) argues that just as the protagonist of a Bildungsroman 

becomes a fully-formed human through their journey, experiences and adventures, so the 

museum visitor ï as they move through a gallery ï is offered a series of views (vedute) by 

the pictures on display. By identifying these subjects and the manner in which they are 

represented, the visitor is place in a situation where they can form herself by their visual 

experience.  

With a similar emphasis on movement and character development, Boon (2011), 

drawing on the philosophy of Michel de Certeau (1984) regarding cultural consumption, 

argues that the act of walking itself is an act of enunciation in which space is acted out. 

Emphasising the freedom inherent in walking, Boon (2011) argues that rather than viewing 

museum visitors as passive consumers, they are in fact cultural poachers using their metis 

(cunning intelligence) to make new narratives, construct their own meaning, or derail the 

story onto a new path, and, as a result, reapproapriate culture to construct their identity. 
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Boon (2011, 425) argues that a good exhibition display should contain plenty of órabbitsô that 

visitors will want to ópoach,ô and use to construct their own personal narratives. Using the 

galleries of the Science Museum as an example, he makes the case for the use of vistas to 

create unexpected juxtapositions and for museum displays to operate on a synchronic 

(describing different things from the same time) rather than a diachronic (chronological) 

level, to invite cross reference and non-linear movement.  

In the field of Museum Visitor Studies much research has been conduction to 

understand how visitors move through an exhibition space and their encounters with 

exhibits. In particular, visitor tracking studies dating back to the 1920s and 30s has 

established a series of set patterns and behaviours such as the left turn bias exhibited by 

visitors or the phenomenon of museum fatigue that contributes to the rhythm of the visit 

(Robinson 1928; Melton 1933, 1935, 1936). In these tracking studies, a visitorôs movement 

through an exhibition is captured and represented as a line on a plan of an exhibition space 

(Serrell 1998). It is in effect an act of translation from one medium to another, as time, 

movement and meaning in a three-dimensional space are visually represented on a two-

dimensional plan. 

 Visitor tracking studies have been criticised for their linking of time spent in an 

exhibition with learning, when there is little actual evidence correlating the two (Doering and 

Pekarik 1997). Heath and Lehn (2010) provide an alternative to time as a measure of visitor 

engagement by attempting to capture óthe quality of an individualôs experienceô. They do this 

by focussing closely on a visitorôs interaction with other members of their social group at the 

exhibit itself. Heath and vom Lehn (2010) use video footage to access the talk and bodily 

conduct of visitors at the exhibit face. Rather than try and capture a visitorôs experience 

within the entirety of a gallery or an exhibition, these fine-grained studies typically focus on 

an individual exhibit, artwork or interactive. Video footage allows Heath and Lehn to capture 

the bodily arrangements, such as the turn of a head, shifts of orientation and changes in the 

pace and rhythm of a visit, as visitors fall into step, which function to sequentially organise a 

visit. Much research into narrative in museum exhibitions looks at how specific designs bring 



47 
 

about certain behaviour in visitors, for example changing the pace with which they move 

through an exhibition space. In Heath and Lehnôs (2010) example however, it is the social 

group, the fall into step, that causes the visitors pace to slow. Rather than the space 

dictating the pace of the narrative to the visitor, it is the visitor that imposes their pace on the 

exhibition narrative. Out of this then we might say that when we think about the narrative 

structure within the museum there are in fact two lines: the line representing the experience 

intended by the museum maker and the line representing the actual experiences of the 

museum visitor.  

Over the course of this section, I have explored the different ways the concept of 

narrative has been visualised as a line. I now look in detail at some of the component pieces 

that contribute to the creation of the line by looking at the concepts of climax, binary 

oppositions and pace.  
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2.4 Defining the line  

Throughout this chapter on critical perspectives on narrative structure and the 

museum, I have tried to interweave ideas taken from museum studies and narrative theory 

to explore how the metaphor of the line might be used to define narrative. I conclude this 

chapter by looking at some of the specific components, or qualities, of this narrative line, 

some of which we have already encountered. These components are the idea that the 

narrative builds towards a climax ï visualised in Freytagôs pyramid ï the idea that a narrative 

is built around the fluctuation of a series of binaries and finally the idea of a dynamism or 

movement in narrative expressed through the concept of pace. In keeping with the dialogic 

approach I have adopted throughout this chapter, I will explore these concepts by bringing 

into dialogue an example taken from museum studies with a thinker working in the field of 

narrative research. In doing so I hope to both define the key concepts related to narrative 

structure that I will then apply to the analysis of my case study, as well as moving the 

discussion of narrative structure forward by diversifying its vocabulary and thinking about 

these projects.  

 

2.4.1 Defining the line ï Narrative climax  

Drawing on the centrality of the idea of the climax in the work of Aristotle and Gustav 

Freytag, I begin attempting to define some of the components of the line of narrative by 

looking at what form this experience might take in the museum. Aristotleôs concept of the 

climax relating to moments of self-revelation ï for both the central character and the 

audience ï resonates with Skolnickôs (2012, 90) description of how the cumulative effect of 

an exhibition results in single instances of revelation. Skolnick (2012, 83) likens these 

instances of revelation to the epiphanies experienced by characters in the novels of James 

Joyce, which he describes as óa particular, revelatory moment that is the cumulative result of 

already received information.ô The epiphany is for Skolnick (2012, 83) the opposite of what 

many museum/exhibition narratives do, ówhich is explicit, didactic exposition.ô Epiphanies are 
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connected to the Christian theology of divine revelation, and the two examples Skolnick 

provides come not from museums but from Christian architecture and music. The first is the 

ócumulative effect of space, scale, light, materiality, ornamentation, sound and scent of 

Westminster Cathedralô (Skolnick 2012, 87). His second description of epiphany is taken 

from Beethovenôs Ninth Symphony with its óstaggering range of theme and variation, melody 

and harmony, polyphony, density and volume, poignancy and majesty, tension, chaos, 

longing and resolutionô (Skolnick 2012, 92). Skolnick here contrasts the linearity of narratives 

in the museum with the sense of epiphany, created by the cumulative effects of both 

cathedral architecture and classical music, whose parts are difficult to disentangle.  

I now wish to bring Skolnickôs concept of epiphany as climax into dialogue with the 

idea of the moment of evaluation in Labov and Waletzkyôs (1967) work on oral narratives in 

the field of socio-linguistics. In their research, Labov and Waletzkyôs (1967) attempt to define 

the key narrative components of oral testimonies in New York Black English vernacular 

culture. Although their methodology was first developed in the 1960s, it remains the basis for 

much current research into oral narratives (Macaulay 2002, 289). Labov and Waletzky 

hypothesised that fundamental narrative structures are to be found in oral accounts of 

personal experiences ï the everyday narratives of ordinary speakers. They attempted to 

identify and relate the formal linguistic properties of narrative to their functions. Like the 

literary narratologists of the same period, their model was fundamentally structuralist in that 

they attempted to set aside what they take to be surface differences in their pursuit of the 

deeper structural similarities. Labov and Waletzky (1967, 12) proposed an analytical 

framework that isolates óthe invariant structural units which are represented by a variety of 

superficial forms.ô   

In identifying the structural units of oral narratives, Labov and Waletzky (1967) are 

looking to understand how a narrative functions. From their research they identify two key 

functions for oral narratives: the referential function and the evaluative function. The 

referential function refers to the function of narrative as a means of recapitulating experience 
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in an ordered set of clauses that matches the temporal sequences of the original experience. 

Labovian analysis works by attempting to relate the sequence of clauses in the narrative to 

the sequence of events inferred from the narrative (Labov & Waletzky 1967, 20). If we think 

of this referential function in visual terms, the sequence of events inferred from the narrative 

can be seen to correspond to the X-axis of a Freytagôs plot pyramid, as it is the basic unit by 

which an oral narrative progresses. The second function of oral narratives that Labov and 

Waletzky identify is the evaluative function. This relates to the users of narratives and notes 

the strong requirement that a narrative has a point, is worth telling, as far as the teller, and 

preferably the addressee also, is concerned. This can be seen as corresponding to the y-

axis of Freytagôs pyramid, effectively the evaluative function is the point of the story.   

From these two functions of oral narrative, Labov and Waletzky establish a six-part 

model, which outlines the structure of narrative (table 1).  

Table 1: The narrative structure of Labov and Waletzkyôs model of oral narratives (Labov 

1972) 

 Category Description 

1 Abstract What, in a nutshell, is this story about? 

2 Orientation Who, when, where, what? 

3 Complicating 

action 

Then what happened? 

4 Evaluation So what, how is this interesting? 

5 Result or 

resolution 

What finally happened? 

6 Coda Thatôs it, Iôve finished and am óbridgingô back to our present situation. 

 

This table suggests a sequential progression of an oral narrative from the abstract to 

the coda, with the evaluative function sitting at the fourth stage of the narrative. Labovôs 

(1972) (fig. 2.6) diamond diagram complicates this linear progression.  
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Fig 2.6 Labovôs (1972) diamond model showing the six-part structure of oral narratives. 

The diagram illustrates how evaluation, while sitting at the peak of the narrative after 

the complicating action, also permeates across the whole of the story. This is indicated by 

the spreading waves, which resonate out giving evaluation a presence in the other segments 

of the story. The evaluative function, the moment when the teller indicates to the listener why 

they are telling them this, sits at the tip of the diamond and is the point of the story.  

There are two things I think that unites Skolnickôs account of the epiphany and the 

Labov and Waletzkyôs account of the evaluative moment. The first is that just as Skolnick 

finds it impossible to disentangle the constituent parts of Westminster Abbey to identity the 

one that causes the epiphany, so although the evaluative moment comes at a specific point 

in the story it also radiates out into all of the other component parts. When thinking about 

climax within the museum then, we should think not just about how it is present in its 

demarcated zone but also how it radiates outwards across the space. It is not simply the star 

object that creates this climax but entangled with the other exhibit elements that contribute to 

the display. Secondly, there is the idea that the climax is not just a moment of revelation 

about the subject matter of the exhibition but where a visitor suddenly has a self-awareness 

about themselves. This is present in the idea of epiphany as divine self-revelation but also in 
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the evaluative function of an oral narrative in which the teller reveals to the listener why this 

story is important to them.  

2.4.2 Moving narrative forward ï binary  

The climax is the centre point of any narrative but how a climax is built and 

constructed is harder to define. One of the building blocks of narrative common to both 

museums exhibitions and film is the idea of creating tension through the presentation of 

binary oppositions. In her reading of the Holocaust Exhibition at the Imperial War Museum, 

Laura Hourston Hanks (2012) illustrates how binaries are used to create the overall three-act 

structure of the exhibition. Hourston Hanks (2012) identities the exhibitions design as being 

based around a binary of óorder and disorderô, which oscillated as visitors moved through the 

space. This binary was played out across the design of a three-dimensional grid, which 

Hanks argued acted as a leitmotif for the exhibition. The designers, then óstarted the process 

of dissolution by fracturing planes within the grid to create a metaphorical or symbolic 

disorder,ô which represented óthe fragmentation of life in Germany in the Pre-War yearsô 

(Hourston Hanks 2012, 27). During the órigid totality of the Nazi regime, the grid reasserts its 

authority,ô and the structure becomes órational and tightly structured,ô to reflect óthe order of 

the Nazi industrial killing machine.ô  

Hourston Hanks (2012, 27) makes the analogy between exhibition design and the 

pacing of sentences, arguing that ójust as a clipped sentence places emphasis on action 

rather than description, and quickens the pace of a novel,ô so design in the exhibition 

channels visitors through the space more hastily. As well as applying the terms of binary and 

opposition and pacing to an exhibition, Hourston Hanks also refers to the structure of an 

exhibition as being made up of acts. Finally, Hourston Hanks (2012, 27), quotes the 

exhibitionôs designer Stephen Greenberg, who identifies the exhibition as having óthe 

tripartite structure of a three-part drama.ô The initial opening act is home to artefacts 

revealing the normal lives of Jews in Germany before the rise of National Socialism. The 

second act continues ówith a physical and metaphor descent to the horrors of the 
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extermination camps.ô The third and final act, which consciously echoes the oval form of the 

introductory space, is taken over by an audio-visual display, which óoffers an important 

opportunity for reflective contemplation and depressurizationô (Hourston Hanks 2012, 27).  

 I want to bring Hourston Hanks (2012) idea of how binary structures an exhibition into 

dialogue with the screenwriting guru Robert McKeeôs (2006) idea of events and value and 

how they inform the overall structure of a Hollywood movie.  Events are for McKee (2006, 

34) the basic unit of narrative and correspond to moments when change occurs in a 

characterôs life situation, or alternatively they experience a shift in their values. McKee (2006, 

35) argues that there should be no scene that does not consist of an event. The amount of 

scenes in a story varies between genres, McKee (2006, 35) argues that the average number 

of scenes for a play is around forty, while a novel consists of around sixty scenes. Scenes 

can be broken down further into beats, which McKee (2006, 37) describes as an exchange 

of behaviour. He gives the example of a scene consisting of six different behaviours with a 

clear change of action, or reaction between characters (McKee 2006, 38).  

Scenes come together to form a sequence, made up of two to five scenes, which 

culminates in a scene with greater impact than any previous scene (McKee 2006, 38). These 

sequences then come together to form acts, which McKee (2006, 41) defines as coming 

together in a climactic scene which causes a major reversal in the value-changed condition 

of the characterôs life. Acts then come together to form a story, described by McKee (2006, 

42) as ósimply one huge master eventô, in which a change occurs that is absolute and 

irreversible. The number of acts is not limited, as is the case with Aristotle, to three but 

varies according to the film.   

Implicit within the idea of the óeventô is óvalueô. McKee (2006, 112) describes any 

story as having a Controlling Idea, which is the storyôs ultimate meaning expressed through 

the action and aesthetic emotion of the last actôs climax. The Controlling Idea names a 

storyôs root or central idea, but it also implies function as it shapes the writerôs strategic 

choices (McKee 2006, 114). A Controlling Idea may be expressed in a single sentence 
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describing how and why life undergoes change from one condition of existence at the 

beginning to another at the end (McKee 2006, 115).  

The Controlling Idea itself is made up of two components: Value plus Cause (2006, 

115). It identifies the positive or negative charge of the storyôs critical value at the last actôs 

climax, and it identifies the chief reason that this value has changed to its final state. The 

sentence composed from these two elements, value plus cause, expresses the core 

meaning of the story. McKee (2006) uses an electrical metaphor to describe value as a 

positive or negative charge that comes into the world or life of your character, as a result of 

the final action of the story. The oscillation of a plot diagram might therefore be seen as a 

change in the charge of this value. From this relationship between events and the controlling 

idea, McKee (2006, 181) describes a story as being made up of five parts, which are: the 

inciting incident, progressive complications, crisis, climax and resolution (see table 4).  
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Table 2: McKeeôs (2006) model of the stages of cinematic narrative  

 

# Narrative 

stage 

Description 

1 The inciting 

incident  

The inciting incident radically upsets the balance of forces in the 

protagonistôs life (McKee 2006, 189)  

2 Progressive 

complications 

Generates more and more conflict as the characters face greater 

and greater forces of antagonism, creating a succession of 

events that passes points of no return (McKee 2006, 208) 

3 Crisis Crisis means decision (McKee 2006, 303). This dilemma 

confronts the protagonist who, when face-to-face with the most 

powerful and focussed forces of antagonism in his life, must 

make a decision to take one action or another in a last effort to 

achieve his/her object of desire.  

 

4 Climax The climax is a revolution in values from positive to negative or 

negative to positive with or without irony ï a value swing at 

maximum change thatôs absolute and irreversible. The meaning 

of that change moves the heart of the audience. 

5 Resolution  The resolution is any material left after Climax and allows subplot 

(McKee 2006, 312). It also can show the spread of climactic 

effects. But the principle use is: óa line of description at the 

bottom of the last page that sends the camera slowly back or 

tracking along images for a few seconds, so the audience can 

catch its breath, gather its thoughts and leave the cinema with 

dignity.  

 

 
 As we can see from table 4, change lies at the centre of McKeeôs model of 

storytelling. It is an irreversible change in values that lies at the climax of a narrative. 

Drawing on Aristotleôs concept of catharsis, McKee (Lott 2016) argues, it is the witnessing 

and resolving of this conflict that drives an audience to experience narrative, narrative is óa 

consolatory refraction of reality, by witnessing our own true dilemmas realistically on screen 

or page we receive a form of reliefô (Lott 2016). McKee expresses the forces that underlie 

this structure in diagrammatic form (fig. 2.7) 
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Fig. 2.7 McKeeôs diagram of the question narrative 

Of all the visualisations of narrative I have discussed so far in this chapter, McKeeôs 

(2016) is the most elaborate. On the far left of the diagram, the undulation of the line 

represents the fluctuation in the charge of values from positive to negative. The inciting 

incident then upsets the balances of forces in the protagonistôs lives. This inciting incident 

relates to the desire of the protagonist, which may be conscious of unconscious. Out of this 

inciting incident comes conflict, which may take three forms inner, personal and extra-

personal. By personal McKee is referring to conflict within the protagonistôs family and 

friends and extra-personal refers to wider societal conflicts. Finally, the story revolves around 

whether the protagonist achieves their objects of desire, be they conscious or unconscious. 

What unites Hourston Hanks and McKeeôs accounts of how binaries function in an 

exhibition narrative and a film narrative is that they begin with a single idea built around a 

binary. It is through the oscillation of this binary be it the fluctuation from order to disorder in 

Hourston Hanks (2012) account of the exhibition design, or McKeeôs (2006) description of 

the negative or positive charge of value that create a sense of dynamism in the visitor or 

viewer. In Freytagôs pyramid the value of the x-axis can be seen as relatively easy to define 

as movement of the causally-connected sequence of events through time, however, the 

value of the Y-axis is more difficult to define. This is because as Hourston Hanks and McKee 

illustrate the Y-axis is related to the value inherent in the binary that forms the controlling 
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idea of the story. In exhibition terms the x-axis would always represent the visitorôs 

movement through the exhibition space, while the value of the y-axis would always be 

determined by the values expressed in the Big Idea that informs the exhibitionôs story.      

 

2.4.3 Pace and dynamism 

In further thinking about how narrative draws us as viewers/readers/visitors through 

film/text/exhibition, I want to look at two examples provides by Tricia Austin and Roland 

Barthes who both explore the mechanisms by which narratives unfolds. To add to the idea of 

structural sequence and revelatory climax, there is also the issue of what drives us to visit 

and óreadô museums. Austin (2012, 108) argues that humans experience stories both 

intellectually, but also corporeally, and that these two types of narratives cannot be 

separated. Addressing how narratives might be experienced corporally, Austin draws on the 

psychologist JJ. Gibsonôs (1978) account of affordances, which argues that óour bodies are 

constantly making sense of the world by learning and becoming accustomed to act and 

interact offered by it.ô Austin locates the desire to experience museum narrative as located in 

the corporal bodies of the museum visitors themselves: 

If your body schema is unprovoked and a narrative is not developed, you remain 

passive and unchanged. (Austin 2012, 109) 

Within the narrative environment of the exhibition, this provocation of the body 

schema comes about through the construction of a sense of tension. Although there must be 

óa sense of orderly, unfolding to aid visitor navigation,ô there must also be óphysical and 

mental elements of uncertainty that arouse a desire for resolution in the visitorô (Austin 2012, 

109). A visitorôs sense of uncertainty may be provoked by unfamiliar surroundings, or 

objects, or provocative new information presented by the exhibition.  

In S/Z the French literary theorist Roland Barthes explores this idea of what provokes 

us to finish a text and the important role that uncertainty plays in it, through his close reading 
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of Balzacôs novella Sarrasine (1831). Barthesô focus on narrative is on the act of reading 

itself. He distinguishes between the readerly and the writerly text, with Barthes (1974, 4) 

arguing that the aim of literary work should be to produce the former, not the latter. The goal 

of the readerly text, for Barthes (1974, 4), óis to make the reader no longer a consumer but a 

producer of the text.ô Emphasising the active element of meaning-making, Barthes (1974, 

10) describes reading not as a óparasitical actô, but óa form of work,ô with the readerôs task óto 

move, to shift systems whose meanings are established not by me or by others but by their 

systematic mark.ô To read, for Barthes (1974, 4), is óa labour of language ï to find [éa 

textôsé] meanings and to name them.ô  

Barthes identifies five means by which a text and a reader can interact to create 

meaning, which he divides into units known as codes. Barthes describes the codes as both 

forces, óthat can take over the text and of which the text is the networkô and as voices, óout of 

which the text is wovenô (1974, 20). Relating back to the red thread, Barthes uses a weaving 

metaphor to describe how the codes combine to create a kind of network, óa topos through 

which the entire text passes, or rather, in passing, becomes text.ô The five codes are the 

proairectic code, the hermeneutic code, the semantic code, the symbolic code and the 

cultural code. A brief description of each of the codes can be found in table 3.  

Table 3: Roland Barthesô five narrative codes  

  Code  Description of code 

1 The proairetic code Creates suspense in the reader by the anticipation of an actionôs 

resolution. 

2 The hermeneutic 

code 

Creates suspense in the reader through unanswered questions 

regarding a mystery. 

3 The semantic code The equivalent of metonymy and is used to describe an instance in the 

text when an object, or thing, is used to connote a wider meaning.  

4 The symbolic code Relates to a binary opposition whose presence also suggests its 

opposite. 

5 The cultural code A reference to a science or a body of knowledge, Barthes lists the 

following as examples of the cultural code: traditional human 

experience, art, play on words, ethnic psychology and medicine. 
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Of the five codes, the proairetic and the hermeneutic are irreversible because their 

affect is dependent on them being encountered in sequential order. To illustrate, if readers 

were to be told the revelation of the mystery at the start of a novel, then the narrative would 

lack a hermeneutic drive. The other three codes ï the semantic, the symbolic, and the 

cultural ï are reversible and can effectively be moved around and encountered at any point 

within a text.  

If we again attempt to visualise Barthes codes on a diagram akin to Freytagôs 

Pyramid, then the proairetic code would be situated on the x-axis, and the hermeneutic code 

would be situated on the y-axis. The proairetic code is used to describe a series of actions, 

both large and small, that causally connect. Barthes (1974, 82) also describes the proairetic 

code as óa series of actions folding and unfoldingô. He argues that that this act of unfolding is 

mirrored in the action of reading, which he describes as óproceeding from name to name, 

from fold to foldô (1974, 83). The proairetic code implies óa logic of human behaviourô, or, óthe 

ability to rationally determine the result of an actionô (Barthes 1974, 19). Barthes sometimes 

labels the proairetic code as an Act because it is frequently related to actions that produce 

effects. When annotating the text, Barthes gives examples of large and small-scale actions 

of this code, such as the career progression of the protagonist Sarrasine: firstly moving to 

Paris, studying with a great master, then leaving the master, winning a prize and being 

praised by a great critic (Barthes 1974, 96ï101). On a smaller scale, a series of actions such 

as a door being approached, being knocked upon, being opened and the protagonist 

entering can also be codified as proairetic (Barthes 1974, 82).  

Defined by Barthes as the órevelation of truthô (1974, 29), the hermeneutic code 

relates to all the means by which óan enigma [éor questionsé] can be distinguished, 

suggested, formulated, held in suspense, and finally disclosedô (1974, 19). In Barthesô 

example, taken from Balzacôs novella Sarrasine, this enigma initially surrounds the identity of 

a mysterious old man at a grand party in the novellaôs opening scene. It then shifts to the 

mystery of the gender of the beautiful opera singer Zambinella, initially intimated to be a 
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woman, but later to be revealed ï to both the protagonist Sarrasine and the reader ï to be a 

castrated opera singer, known as a castrato. The ultimate enigma is the connection between 

Zambinella and the old man at the party, which the novellaôs conclusion reveals are the 

same person.  

The other three codes ï the semantic, the symbolic and the cultural code ï can be 

seen as functioning as supporting the revelation of this enigma. The semantic code is 

principally metonymic and used to describe an instance in the text when an object, or thing, 

is used to connote a wider meaning. In Sarrasine, Barthes uses the examples of money 

standing for wealth (1974, 39), which, of course, relates to the mystery (the hermeneutic 

code) of how the old man in the story obtained his fortune. Similarly, the symbolic code 

establish a binary, such as male and female, which the revelation of the mystery will 

destabilise and confuse. Finally, the gnomic or cultural code (1974, 19) refers to óprior 

knowledge or wisdom to which the text continuously refersô. The cultural code is typically a 

reference to a shared body of knowledge. This might be a particular scientific discipline, 

such as psychology or discipline, but it also might refer to a commonly held truths. In 

Sarrasine, it is the title characterôs lack of knowledge regarding the world of the Italian opera 

and the figure of the castrato that leads to his undoing.  

Barthes (1974, 75) makes an analogy between how the hermeneutic code functions 

and the rhythm of poetry, arguing that in a similar way that rhyme in a poem conveys, óan 

expectation for desire and recurrence, so the hermeneutic structures a text according to the 

expectation and desire for its solution.ô Barthes (1974, 75) argues that the proairetic and 

hermeneutic code have different functions within a text, the óunfoldingô of the proairetic code 

ómoving the story alongô, while the hermeneutic code performs an opposite action, ósetting up 

delays and providing stoppagesô (1974, 75). Out of this process of moving the story along 

through a characterôs actions, while at the same time delaying the revelation of its central 

enigma, Barthes creates a ten-part structure, which I outline in table 4.  
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Table 4: Barthesô (1974) ten-part structure showing the unfolding of the hermeneutic code 

1 Thematisation 

 

What in the narrative is an enigma? 

2 Positioning Additional confirmations of the enigma. 

 

3 Formulation of the enigma 

 

 

4 Promise of an answer of the enigma 

 

Circumvention of the true answer. 

 

5 Fraud Mixture of fraud and truth. 

6 Equivocation  

7 Blocking The enigma cannot be solved 

 

8 Suspended answer Stopping the answering after having begun. 

 

9 Partial answer  Some facets of the truth are revealed 

10 Disclosure of the truth 

 

 

 

Barthes does not create a diagram to illustrate the structure of plot, but he does 

visualise it by using a musical analogy to describe the relationship between the proairetic 

and the hermeneutic code. He describes the proairetic code, which corresponds to the 

sequence of actions and causality in the novel as harmony. He then describes the 

hermeneutic code, which relates to all the elements of mystery and suspense in a text, as 

melody. Together these two codes resemble ótwo lines (of notes) on the polyphonic tableô 

(Barthes 1974, 29). For Barthes (1974, 29) óthere is the same constraint in the gradual order 

of melody and in the equally gradual order of the narrative sequence.ô Through this melody-

harmony metaphor we can see that Barthesô gives the hermeneutic code priority over the 

proairetic code. The reader is meant to follow the hermeneutic code of the novella, just as 

the listener to a piece of music is meant to follow the melody.  

In Barthes musical analogy of the proairectic code as harmony and the hermeneutic 

code we can see the tension suggested by Austin between orderly unfolding and uncertainty 
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that provokes in the visitor a desire for resolution and compels them to finish the story. We 

can also see that Barthes with his musical analogy is reaching to express that which cannot 

be expressed through text alone but suggesting, like Austin, that narrative is experienced on 

a corporeal unconscious level. Throughout this chapter, I have attempted to define what 

narrative structure is by interweaving examples from museum studies with concepts from 

narrative theory. Central to this has been the idea that textual definitions alone are not 

enough to define narrative as a phenomena and so writers and theorists have attempted to 

capture its qualities visually in the form of a line. Even then on an affective and corporeal 

level some of the qualities of narrative remain unexpressed. It is this issue of how the visual 

and the material might express ideas and how they might relate to museum exhibitions that I 

turn to in the next chapter.   

 

2.5 Objects of desire: Application of narrative theory to museums  

 

 At the beginning of this chapter, I outlined how narrative in museum exhibitions has 

been conceived of according to a spectrum that on one side focusses on the perspective of 

the exhibition maker and on the other on the perspective of the visitor. Now, using the 

concepts of narrative as line, which I have outlined in sections 3.2 and 3.3, I want to think 

about how a theoretical framework related to museums can be reframed according to the 

idea that narrative structure can be visualised according to the interaction between the 

values expressed on the x-axis and the y-axis. These ideas will then be explored in the study 

of narrative structure in my theory chapters.  

For Labov and Waletzky (1967), Barthes (1974) and McKee (2006) the x-axis of their 

models of diagram are tied to ideas of sequence and causality. This might range from the 

order of events told in an oral narrative that create the referential function of Labov and 

Waletzky (1967), to the six different behaviours that lead to a clear change of action of a 

character in a screenplay (McKee 2006). What unites these elements is that they are the 

building blocks, or as Barthes (1974) calls it the harmony, of the narrative. Thinking about 
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this idea of the building blocks of narrative in terms of the museum the key dynamic is the 

interaction between space and time. In Hourston Hanksô (2012) example, it is the 

progression of time that link together the events of the Holocaust that corresponds with the 

visitorôs progression through the exhibition. Similarly, for Austin (2012, 109) it is the sense of 

óorderly, unfoldingô of the exhibition and for Lyotard (1996) the idea of a óbody in movementô 

in the exhibition space. Boon (2011) emphasises the need for a synchronic rather than a 

diachronic level of movement. Space Syntax Theory also emphasises the spatial over the 

chronological, with Peponis and Hedin (1983), Choi and Psarra (2009) all favouring open 

spaces that give visitors more freedom, over spaces that provide visitors with an easy to 

follow but constraining path.  

If in each of the three narrative models the value of the x-axis can be allocated to the 

movement of a visitor through the space of an exhibition as time unfolds, then the value of 

the y-axis appears to be more genre dependent. For Labov and Waletzky (1967) the y-axis 

is the evaluative function, which explains why a particular story is worth telling. For Barthes 

(1974), the y-axis is the hermeneutic code ï the central mystery whose delayed revelation 

compels the reader to finish the text. For McKee (2006), the y-axis corresponds to the 

controlling idea of the story, which is made up of value plus causality, which results in a 

change in the protagonistôs world view. In each of the examples, the variation in meaning 

can be attributed to the specificities of the genre, in which a different quality if valued. For 

example, Barthes (1974) places the emphasis on the revelation of the mystery, while an oral 

narrator can deliberately state the purpose of a story to the narratee in a way that would 

seem inappropriate in a realist novella or screenplay.  

Turning to the museum, the studies I have looked at give an idea of some of the 

genre-specific qualities that constitute meaning in the context of the museum. For Skolnick 

(2012, 87) it is the multimodal combination of space, scale, light sound, scent and 

architecture that leads to his moment of revelation, which he likens to an epiphany. For 

Austin (2012, 109) the y-axis bears some resemblance to Barthesô hermeneutic code in that 
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it is a óphysical and mental elements of uncertainty that arouses a desire for resolution in the 

visitorô. For Boon (2011, 425) the emphasis is placed on the moments that visitors are freed 

from the exhibition narrative to use their metis (cunning intelligence) to make new narratives 

and construct their own meaning. Likewise, for Psarra (2009) the moments of value 

correspond to when visitors switch their perspectives from looking inward at the museum 

narrative to extending outwards to understanding the context in which the museum is set.  

From the relationship between these two values, or forces, each of the three 

narrative theorists build their structures, which then informs their models and accompanying 

diagrams. Across the three narrative structures, we can see some similarities and some 

differences. Firstly, there is the idea of a narrative having a beginning or set-up. For Labov 

and Waletzky (1967) this is the abstract and orientation; for Barthes (1974) this is the 

thematization, position and formulation of the enigma and for McKee (2006) this is the 

inciting incident. The next stage is an event that prevents the narrative from ending straight 

away. For Labov and Waletzky (1967) this is the complication action, for Barthes this is the 

fraud and for McKee (2006) this is progressive complications.  

In thinking about the peak of the narrative corresponding to a Freytagôs pyramid 

shaped visualisation, there is a differentiation between the three models. For Labov and 

Waletzky (1967) and McKee (2006) this climax occurs around the three-quarter mark, with 

the Evaluation and the Climax. For Barthes (1974) the climax occurs at the very end with the 

Disclosure of Truth. Again, the difference in the positioning of the climax can be related to 

the particularities of the medium with the revelation of the hermeneutic mystery requiring it to 

be saved to the very end. Labov and Waletzky (1967) and McKee (2006) follow their climax 

with what they describe as the resolution, in which any threads that are not resolved are tied 

up. From the literature surrounding museum exhibition narratives what emerges is not an 

overall structure but individual components. For example, Hourston Hanks (2012) describes 

how the Imperial War Museum exhibition is structured around the binary of order and 

disorder and how the exhibition adopts a three-act structure. However, in comparison to 
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literature, linguistics, or film there is not the same level of structural breakdown in museum 

exhibition literature, as in other media. One of the purposes of my analysis chapters will be 

to extend the concept of how exhibition narratives are structured using the terminology and 

concepts taken from this chapter on the critical perspectives of narrative structure.   

 Summary 

 In chapter three, I explored theories and models of narrative structure in relation to 

museum exhibitions. These include how motifs recur to create a sense of repetition in the 

visitors, to think about what drives visitors to visit exhibitions and to conceptualise the 

underlying systems of knowledge that underpin museum exhibitions. In thinking about how 

to use museum exhibitions, themselves a visual medium, I explored how narrative in 

literature and film has been visualised in the form of the line. The line is a useful means of 

conceiving of narrative because it both outlines the idea of the sequential causality of events 

that lies at the heart of narrative, but it also relates to mythological concepts of stories in 

space such as the labyrinth. In looking at three models of narrative that have their origins in, 

or were inspired by, the structuralist focus of the classical phase of narratology I hope to 

draw out four points. Firstly, in attempting to think about the structure of exhibition narrative 

structure I must begin by documenting the building blocks of narrative, which in the museum 

exhibition revolve around the issues of time and space. Secondly, is the key issue of what 

constitutes meaning or value in a museum exhibition, which is associated with the 

combination of a museumôs multimodal elements. Thirdly, there is the idea of how the 

various elements that constitute an exhibitionôs narrative combine to create the overall 

structure of the narrative. Fourthly, there is the issue of how I might visualise this narrative 

myself from my analysis.   
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Chapter 3  

Narratorial perspective and the museum: critical 

perspectives  

Introduction  

 

 When we think about how narrative might be present in a museum exhibition it does 

not require a huge imaginative leap to draw a parallel between the underlying structure of 

text and the linearity, or alternatively the non-linearity, of a visitorôs route through a museum 

exhibition. How the perspective of a narrator, one of the key areas of theoretical research in 

the discipline of narratology, might be present in a museum is less immediately apparent. In 

this chapter, I seek to explore how we might apply the concept of narratorial perspective to 

museums in order to gain a deeper understanding of exhibitions as multi-authored and 

multimodal narrative mediums. Central to my thinking is the work of the Russian literary 

theorist Mikhail Bakhtin and his view of discourse as inherently dialogic in that any text is 

always created in dialogue with an intended, and often imagined, other in mind. Through his 

theory of heteroglossia, Bakhtin (1981) illustrates how multiple voices may be present in a 

text and how these perspectives are often linked to particular forms of discourse such as the 

scientific report or the diary entry. I draw a parallel between how these different discourses 

have a material form and how we might consider the different materials that make up an 

exhibition, such as the design, the text and the objects themselves, as conveying the 

perspectives of the various museum makers involved in a displayôs construction. Central to 

my approach is the differentiation between narration (that which is said) and focalisation 

(that which is seen) and how the Dutch narratologist Mieke Bal (1996) has employed 

cinemaôs language of frames, pans and close-ups to understand how narrative perspective 

might be manifest in the curation and design of museum exhibitions. The link between 

multimodality and perspective extends beyond how museum exhibitions have been 

understood to how the figure of the museum visitor has been conceptualised and 
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categorised. Halfway through this chapter, I thus switch my own perspective from the 

museum maker to the museum visitor, in order to understand how visitor studies has viewed 

the exhibition experience through óthe eyes of the visitorô. This ranges from the close-up of 

the encounter at the exhibit face to the longshot of how social class and cultural capital 

inform a lifetime habit of exhibition visiting. In bringing these two forms of perspective 

together I seek, in the spirit of Bakhtin, to create a dialogue between museum maker and 

visitor about how narratorial perspective might be located in the exhibition space.   

3.1 The shift towards perspective in narrative theory  

  The role of the narrator and the concept of perspective adopted by a text has always 

been an important aspect for consideration in models of narrative. Dating back to the 

nineteenth century, Goethe (Stanzel 1984) created an evolutionary model to explain the 

development of narratorial perspectives, which drew heavily on the Linnaean system for 

classifying the development of plants. In the Classical Narratology of the 1960s, the most 

prominent theorist to explore the issue of perspective in narrative was Gèrard Genette 

(1980, 186), who used the term focalisation to bring together two key issues: the point of 

view of the novel (who sees and creates the mood) and the novelôs voice (who speaks to the 

reader). Combining these two categories, Genette argues that there are three principal types 

of focalisation (Jahn 2007, 97). The first is non-focalisation in which events are narrated from 

a wholly unrestricted point of view and is typical of nineteenth-century realist novels, such as 

Dickensô A Tale of Two Cities (1859). The second is internal focalisation in which the storyôs 

events are focalised through one or more of the storyôs internal characters and narrative 

information is restricted to data available to their perceptions, such as in Woolfôs Mrs 

Dalloway (1927). Genetteôs third category is external focalisation which restricts itself to 

óoutside viewsô, reporting what is visible and audible to a virtual camera, such as the narrator 

of Hemingwayôs The Killers (1927).  

I wish to draw two parallels between how Classical Narratology approaches the issue 

of perspective in the novel and how perspective might be manifests itself in a museum 
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exhibition. Firstly, Classical Narratology shares with the nineteenth-century museum an 

interest in taxonomic classification connected to evolutionary progress. Drawing on Goetheôs 

linking of the classification of narratorial perspective with the development of plants, 

Genetteôs (1980) model has an evolutionary impulse with the stream-of-conscious first-

person narrators of European literary modernism seen as evolving out of the third-person 

omnipresent narrators of the nineteenth century. Secondly, in Genetteôs model narratorial 

perspective can be understood as existing on a spectrum ranging from distant to close. Non-

focalisation provides an unrestricted but distant view of the characters thoughts and feelings, 

while internal focalisation brings the reader closer to how the character thinks, sees and 

feels but at the cost of a restriction of data available to the reader. In the third category of 

external focalisation, we can see Genette reaching for a non-textual metaphor, the idea of 

the virtual camera, to explain how narrative will be understood. Like narratologyôs use of the 

line/or thread motif to explain structure, the camera proves to be a powerful metaphor for 

perspective, which recurs again and again in the work of the various narrative theorists 

discussed in this chapter. In turning to how perspective might be present in the museum, I 

wish to initially explore it through this sliding scale of closeness and distance. Perspective 

might be thought of as existing in the close-up of an object (Lidchi 1997), or alternatively as 

being viewed from afar in the form of the Museumscape (Macdonald 2016).  

Drawing on the work of Roland Barthes, Lidchi (1997, 164) makes the analogy 

between Barthesô division of the linguistic unit of the sign into signifier and signified to 

understand how an object symbolically conveys meaning to a visitor. The substance of the 

signifier is always material (sounds, objects, images), whereas the signified is not "a thing 

but a mental representation of "the thing" with that of the object (Lidchi 1997, 164). While the 

materiality, or physical presence of an object remains the same, the signified ï the mental 

representation of the thing ï changes depending on the context in which it is displayed. 

Lidchi (1997, 164) uses Barthes' concepts of connotation and denotation to explore the 

articulation of signification. Denotation refers to the first level or order of meaning which 
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derives from a description relationship between signifier and signified. Connotation refers to 

a second level, or order of meaning which guides one to look at the way in which the image 

(object) is understood, at a broader more associative level of meaning.  Lidchi (1997, 164) 

uses the example of Comanche ï a horse that survived the battle of Little Big Horn ï to 

illustrate the relationship between object as a sign and meaning on the level of denotation 

and connotation. While the physical presence of the stuffed horse and its first level or 

meaning, or denotation, as representation remain unchanged, what Comanche connotes 

changes according to the context in which it is displayed. Comanche is first displayed as an 

oddity in a zoological collection, then as a lucky symbol of the conquest of the American 

West in the Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893, then as an educational tool in the 

University of Kansas representing the colonial oppression of Native Americans by White 

settlers (Lidchi 1997, 164). 

From a mid-range vantage point, narratorial perspective can be seen as existing on 

the level of an individual exhibition or a museum. For example, in Double Exposure the 

narratologist Mieke Bal (1996) critically reads the positioning of object, text and space in the 

American Museum of Natural History and the Metropolitan Museum in New York, to expose 

the ideological discourses that lie beneath its surface. Specifically, she investigates the act 

of óexposureô in museums, drawing on the Greek word apo-deik-nemi to refer to the action 

of, 'making a public presentationô, or ópublicly demonstratingô. Bal (1996, 2) does this to 

explore how museums present, reveal, or lay bare the ótruthô of the cultural object. Bal (1996) 

argues that different forms of looking are encouraged in different museums and that 

museums use specific conventions of display to mask structures of power and authority from 

view. Bal (1996) also critically reads museum texts to determine who is speaking, and 

identifies the disciplinary discourses, such as anthropology and archaeology, which inform 

the textôs perspective. Balôs analysis is very much in the tradition of Foucault, identifying the 

museum as a site of authority that exerts power and control over meaning ï and by 

extension its visitors ï through the discourses it employs. The traditional means by which the 

voice and perspective of the exhibitionôs author have been located in the museum is through 
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a critical analysis of the exhibitionôs texts, including the exhibition catalogue, panels and 

labels. For example, Bennett (2006) aligns the museum text with that of the monological 

curatorial or institutional voice and links the colonial discourses latent in the texts with the 

colonial practices that led to many of the objects arriving in the collections. Bennett (2006, 

46) argues that the perspective of museums needs to be decentred away from its White, 

European origins through the presentation of multiple perspectives, which will result in a 

creative tension that in turn destabilises some of the traditional power structures and 

associated discourses that exist within the museum. 

Finally, we can pan even further back in our discussion of the relationship between 

meaning and materiality in the museum to think about how an entire cluster of museums, or 

Museumscape (Macdonald 2016) in an individual city or country combine to create a 

particular perspective. In her work on the role of the ethnographic museum in coordinating 

different, identity and cultural citizenship, Macdonald (2016) uses the term Museumscape to 

refer to a set of museums within a particular city. Looking at the constellation of museums in 

Berlin and the development of the Humboldt Forum on Museum Island, Macdonald (2016) 

argues that they combine to perpetuate a binary of óEurope and various others.ô Originally 

moving the ethnographic collections, which were housed in Dahlem, on the outskirts of 

Berlin, to Museum Island was intended to restore a balanced presentation and perception of 

global cultures. For Macdonald (2016), however, this goes beyond a simple matter of 

geography but instead extends to a labelling óas one of historical belonging to a particular 

story of Western identity.ô As part of this binary, the ónon-Europeanô remains outside of this 

history and in its positioning on the other side of the island, the inclusion of the non-

European might have a refraction effect, sharpening the dichotomy still further. Macdonald 

(2016) extends the idea of perspective beyond the borders of a single institution to 

encapsulate the idea of a Museumscape, in which a collection of institutionsô presentations 

of heritage is imbued with a collective viewpoint. Describing a project about European 

Historical Consciousness, Macdonald (2013) noted how particular countries had different 
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attitudes towards national history, which is in turn reflected in how they present heritage. For 

example, German models of heritage are seen as premised on having come to terms 

adequately with the past, which must become something that is faced, addressed, and 

overcome (Macdonald, 2013, 26). In contrast Eastern European heritage was more likely to 

talk about national history in a positive manner as a means of carving out of an identity 

outside of Communism.  

Returning back to our idea of perspective in relation to Genette, we might consider 

these accounts as operating on a spectrum of closeness and distance: Lidchiôs (1997) 

account focussing in on a single object close-up, while Sharon Macdonaldôs (2016) 

exploration of the European Museumscape pans outwards to encompass a wider view. 

Perspective can also thought of in terms of surface and depth, with the Comanche denoting 

a physical specimen of a horse at the surface level (Lidchi 1997), or the deeper ideological 

level of meaning that Bal (1996) is keen to lay bare through her methodology of exposure. 

The idea that meaning might be encoded into an object or institution through text and modes 

of display and that these meanings may in turn be decoded, leads to a consideration of who 

is involved in these practices of encoding and decoding.  

In his seminal article óEncoding and decoding in Television discourseô, Stuart Hall 

(2015) creates a new vocabulary for reading the non-textual and a new theory of cultural 

production and reception (Turner 1990). Using the medium of television dramas, Hall (2015) 

traces how television discourses are encoded to convey dominant meanings, which are 

connotively signified. Hall then considers how an audience relates and untangles these 

meanings through the process of decoding. Drawing on the work of the sociologist Frank 

Parkin, Hall (2015) argues that we can identify three hypothetical positions from which the 

decoding of a television message may be constructed: he calls these the dominant-

hegemonic position (the preferred reading), the negotiated position and the oppositional 

position. If the preferred reading takes the message at face value and the oppositional 

position directly opposes it, then the negotiated position, accords the privileged position to 
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the dominant definition of events, while reserving the right to make a more negotiated 

application to local conditions (Turner 1990, 137). In the moments in which disjunction 

occurs between the encoded and decoded meanings, we see exposed the signs of structural 

difference produced and determined by other social, economic and cultural forces.   

The means by which an exhibitionôs meaning is encoded is best revealed by 

ethnographies of the exhibition-making process, such as Macdonaldôs (2002) study of the 

development of the Food gallery at the Science Museum in the early 1990s. Such studies 

have revealed that far from being a neutral affair, the creation of an exhibition narrative is a 

power struggle with different protagonists competing for the inclusion of their own 

perspective within the finished display. Macdonald (2002, 93) describes this exhibition-

making process itself as a story, beginning with óencodingô (the production of the exhibition) 

and ending with óthe textô (the finished exhibition). Within this narrative are ósub and parallel 

plotsô that óoccur through the making of the exhibition to its final opening and viewingô 

(MacDonald 2002, 93).  

At the heart of the ethnography is question of the authorial puzzle (Macdonald 2002, 

93), which effectively forms ï to use Barthesô term discussed in my structure chapter ï the 

hermeneutic mystery of the text: who is the author of an exhibition?  Although 

acknowledging the common perception of the senior curator as the principle author of an 

exhibition, Macdonaldôs (2002, 110) research reveals the role both designers and staff with 

junior roles played in shaping the narrative of the displays. The dynamic of teams who make 

exhibitions differs over time and the team behind the creation of the Science Museumôs Food 

exhibition were made up of six curatorial staff who created the content, some of whom did 

not have a background in food science, and two external designers. Alongside these team 

members, Macdonald (2002, 94) utilising actor network theory also identifies a number of 

other actors and actants ï directors, sponsors, the public, the objects themselves ï who 

intersect with and shape the exhibition. Using Foucaultôs term, the author function, 

Macdonald (2002, 94) argues that authorship is a óproprietorial discourse which binds 



73 
 

particular agents to a particular text or product and is intrinsically tied to issues of authorship 

and authenticity.ô 

The ethnography of the Food exhibition plays out over a lengthy period of time, with 

Macdonald (2002, 96) tracing ótwenty months from opening with a feasibility study, and only 

fifteen months of production with the full team in placeô. However, locating the actual 

inception of the project was in Macdonaldôs (2002, 96), words, óan extremely murky concept 

in practiceô pointing to the fact that origins of exhibitions can be traced back years, even 

decades to past exhibitions and moments of inspiration in a curatorôs childhood. Within the 

fifteen-month period of production, Macdonald (2002, 131) outlines three phases, effectively 

structuring the exhibition-making process in three acts. These are: the reorganisation, the 

retreat and the rethink. Overall, the process is described as moving from óvery creative to 

hard slogéfrom proliferation to constraintô (Macdonald 2002, 131). Macdonald illustrates 

how different actors become involved at different stages of the exhibition-making process 

with the reorganisation stage being led by the curators, the retreat led by the designers and 

the rethink triggered by the director.  

In outlining the three key moments that shape the exhibition, Macdonald (2002) not 

only tells the story of the exhibition, but also outlines its key characters in the curators, 

designers and directors. There are also absent or imagined characters, such as the 

imagined visitor, who are frequently invoked in arguments about flow or bottlenecks within 

the exhibition space. Finally, there are non-human characters such as the sausage-making 

machine, whose weight and operating demands mean it had to be surrounded by protective 

glass ï to protect the visitors from it, as much as to protect the machine from the visitors 

themselves. What ethnographic studies like MacDonaldôs (2002) reveal is the narrative 

shape of the exhibition-making process, the length of time it takes and the various actors ï 

both human and non-human ï that are involved at its different stages.  
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3.2.1 Bakhtin and the dialogic  

From Macdonaldôs (2002) ethnographic account of the making of the Food exhibition 

at the Science Museum we can take the idea that a museum exhibition has multiple authors 

and therefore has the potential to contain either multiple points-of-view, or a synthesis of 

their perspectives. We can also see that exhibition-making has a dialogic aspect and that we 

might conceive of the exhibition decoding process as being similarly dialogic in its 

relationship between the museum maker who encodes and the museum visitor who 

decodes. In exploring this relationship between museum-maker and visitor, I want to situate 

ideas about narrative perspective in museum exhibitions within a broader framework of 

dialogic communication. Christianôs (1988) positions the dialogue as an alternative to the 

European Enlightenmentôs focus on the self as the conceptual centre of being, epitomised in 

the French philosopher Rene Descartes famous maxim, 'I think therefore I am.ô As a riposte 

to this self-centredness, Christianôs turns to Jewish German philosopherôs Martin Buberôs 

(1970) iconic phrase óin the beginning is the relationô, taken from his work Ich und Thou to 

argue for the primacy of dialogue in what it means to be human. Dialogic approaches can be 

found in a number of different disciplines such as in Paulo Freireôs (1970) notion of praxis in 

educational pedagogy, or Olivier Escobarôs (2011) alternative formats to the traditional 

academic lecture such as the world café. Within narrative theory, the work of the Russian 

literary theory Mikhail Bakhtin is best placed to understand how a single perspective never 

exists in isolation, but is rather always in dialogue with an intended other. In relation to 

discourse, Bakhtin (1981, 280) argues: 

óEvery word is directed towards an answer and cannot escape the profound influence 

of the answering wordéit provokes an answer, anticipates it and structures itself in the 

answerôs direction.ô 

Using this premise as a starting point, Bakhtin (1981) explores its ramifications in 

several different ways. Firstly, Bakhtin regards no discourse as existing in isolation, but 

rather situated in the binary between a system of a unitary language and the individual 

speaking within this language. This unitary language consists of an expression of, óthe 
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centripetal forces of language that serve to unify and control and also to centralise the verbal 

ideological worldô (Bakhtin 1981, 270). Bakhtin (1981, 273) regarded the traditional fixed 

forms of poetry, such as the epic or the lyric, as examples of genres that, óreinforce the 

political centralisation of the verbal ideological worldô. He contrasts that with the centrifugal 

force of language, heteroglossia ï that which ódecentralises and disunifiesô. Examples of 

heteroglossia (Bakhtin 1981, 273), include the speech of clowns in street performances, folk-

sayings and anecdotes, and anything that is parodic and polemically against the official 

language of any given time. 

For Bakhtin (1981), the textual medium that had the great potential for heteroglossia 

to manifest itself in was the novel, which was intimately connected with the spread of literacy 

and the widening of education in the nineteenth century. This was because of the stylistic 

uniqueness of the novel, ócomprised of a series of compositional stylistic unities, which 

combine to form a structured system, a style that could not be identified with any of the 

unities, but rather in their combinationô (Bakhtin 1981, 262). These stylist unities were:  

1. Direct authorial literary-artistic narration (in all its diverse variants) 

2. Stylisation of the various forms of oral everyday narration (skaz) 

3. Stylisation of the various forms of semi-literary (written) everyday narration (the 

letter, the diary, etc.) 

4. Various forms of literary but extra-artistic authorial speech (moral, philosophical or 

scientific statements, oratory, ethnography descriptions, memoranda and so forth). 

5. The stylistically individualised speech of characters 

Citing the examples of the novels of Tugenev and Dostoevsky, Bakhtin (1981, 316) 

argues that social heteroglossia enters the novel primarily in the direct speech of the 

characters ï in dialogues. Incorporating other genres into the novel, such as lyrical songs, 

diary and travel notes, brought in other languages, and further intensified the speech 
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diversity provided by the characters in fresh ways. Not all novels possess these 

heteroglossic qualities, however, Bakhtin (1981, 282) famously regarded Tolstoy as too 

polemical and his prose too concrete to allow these other voices to break through. 

Bakhtinôs (1981) concept of the dialogic nature of discourse is a useful theoretical 

lens to apply to understanding  museum exhibitions because it helps fragment the idea that 

the museum possesses a single, monologic institutional voice. A museum exhibition does 

not have one single author, as is often perceived, but is rather a collaborative undertaking 

with the multi-dimensional nature of the exhibition medium requiring a variety of specialisms. 

Bakhtinôs (1984) notion of polyphony in the novel, of multiple voices engaged in dialogue 

and struggle, is therefore present inherently in museums through the collaborative 

undertaking of exhibition making and the multi-modal nature of the exhibition form. If a cross-

spectrum of late-nineteenth century Russian society can be seen as manifested in the 

vernacular speech dialogue of Dostoyevskyôs characters, then the voices of the exhibitionôs 

numerous authors ï curators, interpretation officers, designers, projects managers ï can be 

found in the exhibitionôs objects, text, design and graphics. These voices are not neutral but 

rather engaged in a struggle of power and representation, which can be read and decoded 

in the finished text of the exhibition.  

Bakhtinôs concept of polyphony can be extended to the academic discourses that 

inform the displays. For example, Foucault (1989) argues that museums are small 

institutional bases that help to give diffuse bodies of knowledge ï such as archaeology or 

anthropology ï disciplinary status. Museums codify knowledge that is subsequently used for 

scientific and moral justification for colonial expansion. Bakhtin (1981) also offers a model in 

which institutions traditionally linked to the preservation of the status quo, as national 

museums frequently are, can be potentially radical and subversive. Many of the examples 

that Bakhtin cites as containing polyphony, are from traditional canonical texts, including 

Shakespeare, Rabelais and Dostoyevsky.  
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Finally, Bakhtinôs emphasis on discourse as always existing in dialogue with an other, 

necessitates that any study of museum narratives takes into account multiple perspectives, 

both the multiple authors involved in creating the exhibition and the perspectives of those the 

exhibition is intended for: the audience. The most obvious candidate for the study of this 

audience are the visitors to the exhibition. However, the tracing of this dialogic other, reveals 

other potential audiences, including other museum professionals, the arts media, and 

previous exhibitions on the display subject matter, whose influence is still felt even though 

they may have long since closed.  

3.2.2 Museum as dialogic spaces 

In thinking about how narratives in museums can be seen as dialogic spaces, 

Witcombôs (2003) use of the concept zone is useful in thinking about how museums can be 

read as an unstable institution attempting to come to grips with the affects of the colonial 

encounter, an attempt which has both positive and negative effects on those involved. 

Witcomb (2003) uses Prattôs (1991) idea of the contract zone to redefine the museum as a 

social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of 

highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as 

they are lived out in many parts of the world today. Mason (2004, 25) has also made this 

argument, that the museum functions more as a permeable space to transcultural encounter 

than as a tightly bounded institution disseminating knowledge to its visitorsô (Mason 2004, 

25). There has been criticism of this application of the contact zone from Boast (2011, 67) 

who argues that the new inclusiveness of museums is merely another manifestation of the 

museum as an instrument of governmentality. Bennett (1998, 213) also saw the contact 

zone, as a space for cross-cultural dialogues and source community expertise, to be merely 

an extension of the museum as an instrument of governmentality, expressed as 

multiculturalism. Bennett (1998, 213) asked, are óómuseums not still concerned to beam their 

improving messages of cultural tolerance and diversity into civil society as far as they can 

reach?ôô Witcomb (2003) agrees with this and argues that the contact zone is an asymmetric 
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space where the periphery comes to win some small, momentary, and strategic advantage, 

but where the centre ultimately gains.  

3.3.1 Perspective in other media  

 This leads me to a discussion of the role of the voice of the object in the exhibition. 

Throughout this section, I have used dialogue in the Bakhtinian sense to explore the 

possibilities of the exhibitionôs multimodal qualities allowing for the presence of multiple 

human voices. But what about non-human voices, is it possible as many curators claim to 

allow the objects to óspeak for themselves? Harrison (2013, 31) uses the term dialogical in 

another way to consider how heritage might be connected to broader social, political and 

environmental issues. In attempting to erase the separation between cultural and natural 

heritage, Harrison (2013) is arguing for a removal of the hierarchies that privileges the 

human over the non-human. In doing so, Harrison (2013) is exploring the possibilities 

provided by a flat ontology in which agency is given not only to humans, but also to animals 

and things as well. One of the challenges provided by such a flattening is a call to move 

beyond the application of the theory developed for words to a theory that captures the 

materiality, or the óthingnessô, of the objects themselves. Over the course of the next section, 

I look at the challenge to narrative in museums provided by this ómaterial turnô, in particular 

with references to the ideas of Latour and Deleuze and Guatarri.  

3.3.2 The riposte to narrative ï the material turn against narrative  

As Whitehead (2016, 7) notes the use of linguistic metaphors to understand 

exhibitions brings with it the dangers of excessive ontological difference with the object of 

study ï óa gallery wall is manifestly not the same as a paragraph.ô  This criticism of the 

application of narrative theory to the museum can be seeing as stemming from the material 

turn in archaeology and anthropology. It is also connected to the practice in museums and 

art galleries of removing interpretation to encourage an unmediated encounter with the 

object. An example of this unmediated approach is the Tate Britain rehang of 2013 by then 
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Director Penelope Curtis. Beginning first with the material turn in archaeology and 

anthropology, Harrison (2013, 112) while acknowledging the role a discursive approach to 

heritage has played in producing a field of critical heritage studies, argues that such an 

approach does not always produce an account that adequately theorises the role of material 

óthingsô. An approach that only focusses on discourse can reduce heritage to the level of text 

and tend to ignore its affective qualities (Harrison 2013, 112). Harrison (2013, 113) 

advocates a method which retains a critical approach to the discourses of heritage with a 

more thorough consideration of affects. He argues that Actor Network Theory (ANT) 

provides this potential material-semiotic method that captures not only the way that heritage 

operates as a discursive practice, but also its corporeal influences on the bodies of human 

and non-human actors. At the heart of this approach is the idea of the interconnectedness of 

people, things and their environments in relation to heritage.  

Describing the origins of the material-cultural turn in archaeology and anthropology in 

the 80s and 90s, Hicks (2010) locates it as developing from museum-based studies of 

'technology' and 'primitive art' during the late nineteenth century. This in turn led to a focus 

on material culture in British archaeology and anthropology during the 1980s and 1990s. The 

material-cultural term developed out of a reconsideration of the limitations of making an 

analogy between things and text, which had allowed linguistic structuralism to be applied to 

things. The material turn argues that 'objects do far more than represent' (Thrift 2007, 329) 

and that the 'very physicality of objectsô (Rowlands et. al. 2012, 478) has led to an increased 

interest in the physical properties and affects of materials. Another important aspect of Actor 

Network Theory is that a theory of agency can be a property of 'non-humans' as well as 

humans.  

Campbell and Smith (2016) have criticised critical heritage's theoretical borrowings 

from New Materialism for attributing agency to the non-human actors and the material world. 

Describing this as ótheoretically untenableô, and an óimplausible vitalist importationô, they 

argue it trivialises and sidelines the social, as well as the human and personal agency. One 
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of the aspects of Flat Ontology, Campbell and Smith are most critical of is its dimensionality, 

its flatness and the self-organisations, flows, networks and assemblages that make it up. 

Campbell and Smith (2016, 8) argue that Flat Ontologyôs focus on the local and the 

immediate ï first order causes ï prevents talk about non-flat and unfashionable things such 

as 'class', 'institutions', or the economy. They argue that in the clamour of non-human 

actants to be heard we risk losing not just a sense of the critical, but of any sense of 

personal agency or of the social at all. In place of a New Materialist approach to heritage and 

museums they advocate for work that, while taking into account the material, makes people 

the primary focus. For Campbell and Smith (2016) Critical Heritage should tackle such 

issues as social memory, personal or family memory work, negotiating regional, class, 

ethnic, gendered or national identities.  

Using examples from two German museums of history, Schulze (2014) argues that 

changes in exhibition design over the last fifty years are related to changes in 

epistemological knowledge. He traces how the clearing of exhibition halls of objects and 

displays and replacing them with wallpapers of texts was related to calls for museums to 

fight for more public relevance by local left-wing governments. During the 1990s, curators 

distanced themselves from the semiotics of objects arguing that narrative installations 

devalue objects to be background actors in a story that is alien to them. Objects were 

returned back to the glass cases of classical museum designs, lit under single spotlights and 

text was removed from the exhibition. These old designs were supposed to free up the 

possibilities of encounters with the collected objects. As Schulze (2014) argues instead of 

using the objects as illustrators of stories communicated by other media, these museums of 

things were letting the objects do much of the communication. Schulze (2014) argues that 

this object-focussed approach relies substantially on the ideas of the Material Turn, in that 

things alone are supposed to be the actors and mediators of the topic displayed.    

An example of an approach advocating a return to the material in the UK, can be 

found in Lahavôs (2012) work at Tate Britain, which explores the benefits of an encounter 
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with an artwork unmediated by interpretation. Lahavôs (2011) study focusses on the period 

between the appointment of Nicholas Serota as director of the two London-based Tate 

galleries and his decision to change the chronological approach of the galleries to a thematic 

one. This thematic approach required more explanation, which was largely achieved with an 

increase in the production of all types of interpretive materials. 

 Lahav (2011) uses filmed interviews to compare how visitors describe paintings 

depending on whether they are beside or some distance away from the accompanying label 

text. She found that those visitors who were asked to describe the painting away from the 

label text began to physically and spatially build the image in front of them. They embellished 

these images with hand gestures and recalled certain elements of the painting, such as 

people sitting on a merry-go-round, or a down-looking gaze. In contrast, those people who 

had read the wall text and then looked at the work responded in a less physical way, 

seemingly 'speaking text' to me' in some words using actual quotes (Lahav 2011, 189). 

Lahav (2011) argues that positioning captions alongside paintings may be encouraging the 

visitor to look at words and images as they might a diagram and text, ótoo close, too 

connected and too reliant on one another.ô Lahavôs (2011) study can be seen as an 

intellectual forerunner of Penelope Curtisô rehang of Tate Britain of 2013, which returned the 

galleries to a chronological layout and removed much of the textual interpretation. This 

rehang would have an important influence on the interpretation style of my third case study 

exhibition: Defining Beauty: the body in ancient Greek art.  

Bruno Latour (1996) argues that the Material Turn is not an abandoning of the 

discursive, or what he calls the linguistic or semiotic turn, but a building on it. Latour (1996, 

8) argues that semiotics is a necessary step in this venture but that in making ómeaning 

production the only important thing to studyô it ignored everything else. Actor Network Theory 

takes from the toolbox established from semiotic, but extending it to nature, unhuman 

entities and context, which it had previously bracketed out (Latour 1996, 8). For Latour 

semiotics is a method to describe the generative path of a narration. He argues that it is only 
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because semioticians studied texts in the broadest sense ï fictions, myths, popular cultures, 

fashions, religions political discourse ï instead of things, that they felt obliged to limit 

themselves to ñmeaningò. In creating a semiotics of things, Latour drops the meaning and 

instead replaces it with the idea of path-building, order making, or the creation of directions. 

This approach allows Latour to both analyse language and objects as part of one connected 

system.   

In thinking about the application of the metaphor of the network to the museum it is 

useful to turn to Deleuze and Guatarri (1988) and their alternative metaphor for the network, 

the rhizome. Deleuze and Guatarri (1988) describes the rhizome as an óimage of thoughtô, a 

complex unity that has no evident origin or end. The vectors of its development are 

multidirectional and show no sign of termination, but rather interweave in plateaus. Deleuze 

(1988) contrasts this with an arborescent or tree-like conception of knowledge. This tree-like 

conception of knowledge and history forms the basis for many of the systems of knowledge 

that underpin museum exhibitions. The rhizome provides an alternative model to this, rather 

than presenting history and culture as a narrative, the rhizome presents history and culture 

as a map or wide array of attractions and influences without a specific origin or genesis 

The critique of the application of narrative to museums has been that it is 

inappropriate to apply concepts designed for language to material things. However, even in 

the ur-text of narrative theory in Europe, Aristotleôs Poetics, the non-textual in the form of the 

staging and movement of the actors plays an important role in the unfolding of the story. As I 

illustrated in my exploration of the metaphor of the line in my previous chapter on structure, 

narrative has often been a means of trying to understand story without recourse to text. 

Similarly, in the narrative turn of the 1980s, discussed in the next section, we can see 

narrative theory broaden to explore how story is present in the non-textual. Both Latour 

(1996) and Deleuze and Guatarri (1988) advocate an approach to understanding 

relationships through engineering, mathematics and science rather than the literary. In his 

account of heteroglossia in text, each of Bakhtinôs discourses is differentiated by the form 
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they take ï letter, diary, oral narration ï as the ontological worldview they espouse. The use 

of the language of maths, science and engineering can be seen as the addition of another 

discourse, albeit one that employs a series of different metaphors and linguistic tricks. 

Furthermore, New Materialismôs use of diagrams, or the plateau metaphor, to express 

meanings can be seen as paralleling the use of diagrammatic representation in narrative 

theory, such as Freytagôs pyramid, to represent that, which text alone cannot represent. 

Although it might be said that Freytagôs focus is on a narratives relationship to time, whereas 

Latour (1996) and Deleuze and Guatarri (1988) diagrams and rhizomes are exploring things 

in relation to space. To conclude I would argue that narrative theory and New Materialism 

are often approaching the same problem ï how to represent that which can be expressed 

solely through language ï but from different perspectives. What narrative theory in the 

museum can take from the New Materialism is that the multiple perspectives present in a 

museum exhibition need not always be human. Furthermore, the critique of linguistic 

metaphor makes us aware of the limitations, and linguistic leaps, used in any textual account 

of a museum exhibition. In the next section, I look at how the narrative theory expanded 

beyond the textual in the 1980s and how this decentering away from solely human 

perspectives to also include the non-human also necessitates a broadening of what it means 

to be dialogic. 

3.3.3 Perspective as existing beyond text 

Under the influence of Genette, (Ryan 2012) Classical Narratology developed as a 

project almost exclusively devoted to literary fiction. Kreiswirth (2005) used the phrase 

narrative turn to describe the application of narrative theory and methodology to many 

different disciplines, including sociology, linguistics, film studies psychology, child 

development, medical theory and management theory (Herman 2007, 5). Alongside this 

extension of narrative in different disciplines, this narrative turn is also characterised by an 

investigation into how narrative might be present in different media. Wolfe (2008) uses the 

term intermediality as the medial equivalent of intertextuality to refer to the participation of 
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more than one medium ï or sensory channel ï in a given work. He gives the example of the 

opera as intermedial through its use of gestures, language, music and visual stage setting. 

Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) use the term multimodality for works that combine several 

types of signs, such as images and text. Multimodality frequently looks at how developments 

in technology allow language to combine with other media to create a narrative, such as the 

gestures of oral storytelling, the soundtrack of film, or the choreography of actor movements 

on stage. Thinking about how narrative perspective might be present in non-textual media.  

A useful parallel can be taken from studies of film narrative, where Deleyto (1996, 217) 

makes the distinction between the narrator (ówho speaks?ô) and the focalizer (ówho sees?ô). 

In film, the ówho sees?ô is provided by the camera lens, which may be seen as analogous to 

the filmôs visual narrator, or to use Blackôs (1999, 4) term, the ócamera eyeô. In thinking about 

perspective in museum exhibitions we might then explore how perspective might be 

represented by different aspects of the exhibition medium ï the positioning of objects, the 

text, the design, the graphics and the space itself. 

The application of narrative theory to museum exhibitions has been specifically 

criticised for being inappropriate for the medium of the museum exhibition itself. Thiemeyer 

(2013) argues that terms taken from narrative theory are a poor fit when dealing with an 

exhibitionôs narrative, and museology needs to develop its own language to describe and 

analyse exhibitions, rather than borrow the terminology of other disciplines. In the sphere of 

museum practice this has begun to take shape, in the 1980s Margaret Hall (1987, 27) was 

using the term book-on-the-wall to refer to a text heavy exhibition, while those exhibitions 

that heavily privileged objects and featured minimal text she described as aesthetic 

exhibitions.  

Museum exhibitions, by their very nature, are collaborative affairs involving multiple 

makers including designers, interpretation officers and project managers in their production. 

Although it may be difficult to read their voices in the text itself, traces of their perspectives 

can be read in the exhibition design, and increasingly this is a focus for the study of 
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exhibition narrative. Drawing on Hermanôs (2002) concept of story world, Piehl (2016) argues 

that the perspective or narratorial voice of the exhibition is not only formed through the labels 

and panels, but is also present in the material, spatial or visual cues created by the 

exhibitionôs 3D and graphic design. Similarly, Bal (2007), borrows concepts from 

photography and film theory, to explore the way exhibitions create filmic effects, such as the 

close-up, or the pan, through the use of vistas and unexpected juxtapositions of artworks.  

 Piehl (2016) uses transmedial narrative theory to gain a deeper understanding of 

exhibitions with respect to the relationship between different components of verbal, visual 

and material content. Piehl (2016) argues that in an exhibition the various material, spatial 

and visual cues combine to create a storyworld in the minds of the visitor. Piehl (2016) takes 

this term storyworld from Herman (2002, 5) and uses it to refer to the ómental models of who 

did what to and with whom, when, where, why, and in what fashion in the world to which 

recipients relocate [é] as they work to comprehend a narrative.ô Piehl (2016) illustrates this 

through the case study of the exhibition The American Way ï The USA in Germany at the 

Haus der Geschichte in Bonn, to understand how the graphics contribute to the creation of 

an author-narrator perspective. Key to Piehlôs (2016) argument is the distinction between the 

perspectives of the author-narrator and the author-protagonist. An exhibition that adopts the 

graphic language of the institution and maintains a distance from the content of the 

exhibition, presents the perspective of the author-narrator as a distant but authoritative 

expert. Drawing on the museumôs scientific discourse, it instils a sense of trust in the visitor 

but maintains an emotive distance. Conversely a narrator-protagonist assumes a close 

visual proximity to the content. The author-protagonist positions themselves not as a 

distance observer but as part of the storyworld. In Piehlôs (2016) example, the American 

Way ï an exhibition about changing German perceptions of and attitudes towards the USA 

from the end of WWII to the present day ï the visual cues of graphic components, including 

photographs, text and maps contribute to creating the impression that this exhibition was not 

told from the point of the Haus der Geschichte, but from that of the German people.  
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 Another approach to thinking about how narrative might be applied to the multiple 

components that make up an exhibition is provided Bal (2007), who uses film as a metaphor 

to understand how the contemporary art and photography exhibition Partners functions. Bal 

(2007) describes how the visitorôs journey through the exhibition is made up of a series of 

events, which constitutes a plot. She argues that, like in the novel where the reader 

accumulates an understanding and affective relationship with the events and characters, 

walking through an exhibition creates an accumulative relationship with the art on display 

(Bal 2007, 80).  

 Bal (2007) uses specific cinematic techniques to describe the affect produced by the 

curation of artworks in the exhibition. For example, Bal (2007, 80) likens moving from a room 

filled with objects to moving to a room containing a lone sculpture of a small kneeling figure, 

titled Him, as producing the óestranging sense of a sharp cut between one episode and the 

next, set in a completely different space.ô Bal (2007, 80) goes on to liken the visitorôs 

movement upon reaching the sculpture as the ókinetic equivalent of a zoom-in from a long 

shot to a close-up.ô Then as the visitor turns to face the front of the sculpture and see that 

the artwork Him has Hitlerôs face, this is cinematically an isolated close-up. For Bal (2007) 

this close-up freezes time and undermines the linearity of temporality that the cinematic has 

just installed, óleaving us alone with a relationship to the image that is pure affect.ô Alongside 

the close-up and the zoom, Bal (2007) also uses other cinematic techniques such as the 

dissolve and the flashback as metaphors to describe the affect the positioning of artworks in 

an exhibition elicits in visitors.  

3.4.1 The multiple lenses of visitor perspective   

Through this chapter, I have considered how the concept of the multimodal nature of 

the museum allows for the co-existence of multiple narrative perspectives to be present in an 

exhibition. Just as the unique multimodality quality of an exhibition needs to be taken into 

account so too does the perspective of the visitors themselves. Unlike a film, or a novel, or a 

traditional theatrical drama, visitors do not passively sit and consume the narrative of a 
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museum exhibition. Rather they need to actively move through the space in order for the 

narrative to unfold. In visitor studies, museum exhibitions have developed a whole discipline 

dedicated to understanding how visitors decode exhibitions and construct their own 

meanings. In adopting a dialogic approach towards narratorial perspective, which sees 

perspective constructed in a dialogue between museum maker and visitor, it is therefore vital 

to take into account how visitor experience is conceptualised in exhibitions. In a similar 

manner to how earlier in the chapter, I explored how objects conveyed meaning on a sliding 

spectrum of perspective, so I also argue that visitor experience can also be understood in 

terms of closeness or distance of perspective and multimodality.   

 I now shift my approach to look at how narrative perspective in an exhibition might be 

considered from the point-of-view of the visitor. I do this through looking at ways in which 

visitors have been seen to engage with museum exhibitions through the prism of motivation 

and also through their life histories. Just as I considered narrative in exhibitions in relation to 

multimodality, I also explore how we might think of visitor perspectives, engagement and 

motivation in the museum as being multimodal. I then look at how the idea of the 

multimodality of engagement has been linked to visitorsô social backgrounds. This has 

particular relevance to the level of mutability of visitor perspective and how it is connected to 

identity. Some studies have viewed aspects of visitor identity as mutable and capable of 

changing depending on the circumstances of the visit, for example if they are visiting with 

friends, family or on their own. Other studies have focussed on the fixed aspects of visitor 

identity, such as social class, gender and race and argued that these are the primary prism 

through which visitor engagement should be understood. In adopting a narrative-based 

approach, I seek to explore the connection between both of these aspects of visitor identity 

and how it might be played out in how visitors narrate their experiences of a visit.   

Early visitor studies conceived of visitors in terms of their demographic 

characteristics, such as age, gender and socio-economic background. In the UK in the 

1990s the focus was on a need to gather more detail on the demographic profile of visitors 

including adult visitors from lower socio-economic groups five to eight, visitors from ethnic 
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minorities, the number of adult visitors who considered themselves to have a limiting long-

term illness, disability, or infirmity, or the number of children and adults in outreach activities 

outside of the museum (Atkinson 2012, 9). The purpose of these types of studies was to 

understand who visitors were, how they behaved and how to best attract them (Lindauer 

2008). One of the uses of these types of studies was to predict participation in the museum, 

including engagement patterns with the educational provision across a range of types of 

museum (Hohenstein and Moussouri 2018, 212).  

A more multifaceted view of visitors developed out of studies that attempted to move 

the idea of learning in the museum beyond the realm of the purely cognitive. For example, 

one way that visitor engagement with the educational provision has been understood is 

through the idea that visitors have a specific ólearning identityô, which refers to how 

individuals view themselves as learners in relation to domains of knowledge such as art or 

literature. One example of this is provided by Davis and Gardner (1994, 91) who apply 

Gardnerôs theories of multiple intelligences to museums, arguing that there are seven 

different learning profiles ï visual-spatial, bodily kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, 

intrapersonal, linguistic and logical-mathematical (Davis and Gardner (1994). Gardnerôs 

(1994) theories of multiple intelligence have been used to suggest five different ówindowsô on 

the museum experience for visitors with different learning profiles. These entry points are 

narrational (what story does this art work depict?); logical/quantitative (how much do you this 

work of art is worth); foundational (why is this considered a work of art?); aesthetic (how are 

the forms you see organised or balanced?) and experiential (can you draw the shapes you 

see in the work of art?).  

Several of Davis and Gardnerôs (1994) windows can be seen as corresponding to the 

specific modality of different narrative elements of the museum. For example, the narrational 

can be seen as corresponding to engagement with the museumôs texts, the aesthetic 

towards how objects and the design function, and the experiential towards opportunities for 

interactivity in an exhibition. Another important idea used by Davis and Gardner (1994) is the 

idea of value, with the quantitative relating to an artwork according to its monetary value, 
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while the foundational focusses on the philosophical value of what is considered a work of 

art.  

In the UK, Hooper-Greenhill et al.ôs (2003) Generic Learning Outcomes (GLOs) 

model is another example of a multimodal approach to learning in the museum. The GLOs 

attempt to reframe the idea of the museum outside of the purely cognitive domain by thinking 

of learning outcomes from museum experiences in five different ways. The five GLOs are an 

increase in knowledge and understanding; an increase in skills; changes in attitudes of 

values; evidence of enjoyment, inspiration and creativity; and evidence of activity, behaviour 

and progression. The GLOs provide both a basic framework within which learning outcomes 

can be identified and described, and also a research framework for generating, interpreting 

evidence of learning (Hooper-Greenhill et al. 2003, 28). 

In attempting to capture all that learning in the museum might encompass, Packer 

and Ballantyne (2002) argue that there has been a shift from focussing on learning to the 

broader category of experience. This is part of a move away in recent museology from a 

cultural transmission paradigm towards a visitor meaning-making paradigm (Rounds 2004). 

Visitor experience has been conceptualised according to a variety of different theoretical 

positions using a range of different methodologies. What is common across all these 

approaches, however, is a focus on the multidimensionality of visitor experience.  

For example, from their work at the Smithsonian Museum, Pekarik et al. (1999) 

developed a list of satisfying experiences. They found that there was 'often a common 

thread, a single type of experience, that surfaced repeatedly in these stories.' These four 

types of experience are object experiences, cognitive experiences, introspective experiences 

and social experiences. Each experience is closely linked to a preference for one aspect of 

the multimodal elements of an exhibition. Object experiences are connected to the material 

cultural object, or óthe real thing. Cognitive experiences are connected to the interpretive or 

intellectual aspects of the experience. Introspective experiences are those in which the 

individual turns inward, to feelings and experiences that are essentially private. Social 
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experiences are outward involving interaction with someone else or taking satisfaction from 

watching one's children learn. 

Csikszentmihalyi and Hermanson (1995, 36) use the concept of óflowô to describe the 

holistic sensation that people feel when they act with total involvement. They describe óflowô 

as óa state of mind that is spontaneous, almost automatic, like the flow of a strong current.ô 

When an individual is in óflowô they lose the sense of time and the sense of self, but at the 

same time through a dialectic between integration and differentiation their sense of self 

grows. Within the museum, óflowô manifests itself in the form of the total aesthetic immersion 

in the work of art. Csikszentmihalyiôs model of flow (1991, 124ï5) also has a multimodal 

aspect: 

1. Cognitive dimension: through which artworks appeals to prior knowledge 

2. Emotions: which are difficult to express in rational terms, but enrich our lives 

3. Visual impact: that artwork makes and causes perceptual refinement in the viewer 

4. Communicative dimension: in which artworks help us understand ourselves and 

others by making us reflect on what transpires when encountering the artwork. 

In their attempt to map the visitor experience in the St. Gallen Fine Arts Museum, 

Kirchberg and Tröndle (2015) combined computerȤmodelled movementȤtracking and 

physiological maps of the visitors in complement with entrance and exit surveys. They 

attempted to look at how the type of experience visitors are seeking generates physiological 

responses. They do this through the use of a data glove that records the visitorsô exact path 

and time spent in front of an object, label or panel, as well as two physiological responses ï 

the heart rate and the skin countenance level. The results suggested that visitors fell into three 

groups, which again might be seen as corresponding to a particular mode of experience.  

The contemplative museum experience corresponds to visitors who are open to the 

aesthetic beauty of the arts and wish to be surprised and entertained by this experience, as 

well as connecting deeply and reflecting on the exhibited arts and the exhibition design. The 

enthusing museum experience corresponds with the familiarity, i.e., the recognition of famous 

art already experienced and known before. The social museum experience corresponds very 
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highly with the experience of companionship, with the togetherness of family or friends and 

correspondent entertaining situations, not with introspective silence or a deep connection with 

the exhibited art itself. 

Each of these three models of visitor experience, come from different theoretical 

backgrounds and utilise different methodologies. Nevertheless, commonalities emerge that 

suggest some of the key elements of the visitor experience. Firstly, there is the binary those 

visitors who exhibit a preference for the material object and those visitors whose preference 

is for the non-object. Secondly, there is the idea of a cognitive response and a non-cognitive 

response, which might be manifested as aesthetic contemplation or emotional affect. Thirdly, 

there is the idea of the experience revolving around the presence of other people. This might 

manifest itself in the people who are part of the social visitor group, other visitors in the 

exhibition, or the imagined or absent other that the museum experience reminds us of. In 

outlining these different attempts to understand visitor experience, these models and 

theories provide me with some of the key types of experience that might equate to specific 

moments in the museum narrative. For example, when thinking about how visitors describe 

their experiences of museum climaxes, this might be done in cognitive, aesthetic or 

emotional terms.  

3.4.2 Motivation and identity  

In the previous section, I outlined the different ways that visitor experience in the 

museum has been theorised and drew out some of the key commonalities. A question that 

arises from this body of research is where do visitor preferences for different types of 

experience come from? Over the course of the next section, I look at two different ways of 

locating these preferences ï firstly in visitor motivation and secondly in visitor identity. 

Although these two approaches are not contradictory, they tend to place different emphasis 

on the ability of visitors to have access to different types of experience. Studies looking at 

motivation tend to see the possibility for visitor experience to change depending on the 

particular circumstances of the visit. A visitorôs motivation might vary depending on who they 

are visiting with and as a result they could have very different experiences. Those 
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researchers looking at identity tend to focus on how certain types of museum experience are 

related to social factors, like social class, gender and race. Bourdieu (1990) for example 

argues that those visitors with high cultural capital typically participate in different visitor 

experiences than those with low social cultural capital. Over the course of the next section, I 

explore both approaches and how they might relate to a better understanding of how 

narrative connects to the museum visitor experience.  

The origins of research into visitor motivation can be seen as a reaction against the 

emphasis in museum on demographic data to meet government targets. Grouping visitors 

according to their motivation was originally developed by leisure theorists such as Denby 

(1989), specifically to understand peopleôs leisure choices. Proponents of motivation such as 

Hood (1989) and Falk (2009, 29) argue that race, ethnicity, age, income and education 

offered a poor explanation for museum-going. They also argued that while collecting 

demographic data explained who came to the museum, it did not explain why they came. 

The concept of motivation can be seen as an attempt to meld together the two strands of 

visitor research conducted by the museum marketing and education departments.  

The first influential application of this type of research in museums was undertaken by 

Molly Hood (1989) and focussed on visitor leisure choices at the Toledo (Ohio) Museum of 

Art. Drawing on leisure, science, sociology, psychology and consumer behaviour literature, 

Hood (1989) collected data through in-person and telephone interviews. From this, Hood 

(1989) identified six key concepts that affected peopleôs decisions about their leisure 

choices, these were: 

1. Being with people (social interaction) 

2. Doing something worthwhile for the self or others 

3. Feeling comfortable and at ease in their surroundings  

4. Challenging new experiences 

5. The opportunity to learn 

6. Actively participating  
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Other models of segmenting visitors around motivation have built on Hoodôs (1989) 

research. These include Packer and Ballantyne (2002) who identified six motivational factors 

that impact on visitor experiences across a museum, art gallery and an aquarium. The 

museum consultancy agency Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2005) have similarly used a 

psychographic segmentation model with motivation as the central factor, which has been 

adapted as the main way visitors are categorised by many of the national museums in the 

UK, including the British Museum, the Science Museum, the V&A and the National Gallery.  

Perhaps the most influential of the psychographic segmentation models is Falkôs 

(2006, 154) concept of the motivation for visiting a museum being closely aligned with an 

individualôs sense of self and identity. Drawing on psychology and science-learning theory 

and combining face to face interviews, personal meaning mapping and visitor tracking, Falk 

(2009, 57) identified five categories of what he describes as identity-related motivations for 

visiting museums, these are:  

1. Explorers ï curiosity-driven with a general interest in the content. 

2. Facilitators ï socially motivated and focus on enabling the experience and learning of 

others in their group. 

3. Professional/Hobbyists ï feel a close tie between the museum content and their 

professional or hobbyist passions. 

4. Experience seekers ï perceive the museum as an important destination and are 

satisfied with óhaving been there and done that.ô 

5. Spiritual pilgrims ï seeking to have contemplative, spiritual or restorative experience. 

 

In using the term identity here, Falk (2009, 158) stresses that he is referring to small 

óiô identities (personal identity as opposed to collective identities) and, in particular, those 

aspects of identity that change before each visit. In Falkôs model a visitor could enter the 

museum on different days, each time with a different identity.  
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The mutability and universality of Falkôs model of small óIô-identities and their 

relationship to larger collective identities has been subject to criticism. Briseno-Garzon 

(2010), for example, has studied the role social and cultural practices of Mexican families 

play in their learning in the museum, and identified subtle differences between Anglo-

American and Mexican descriptions of the social role of a visit. These include the role played 

by Latin American concepts of educacion, which emphasises the familyôs role in imbuing in 

children a sense of moral, social and personal responsibility, which serves as the foundation 

for all other learning (Briseno-Garzon 2010, 22).  

The use of motivation as a means of classifying visitors has been criticised by Davis 

and Heath (2013, 6) in their literature review about summative evaluations conducted by 

museums. They reported finding little óevidence or warrant for these particular concepts and 

classification schemesô (Davis and Heath 2013, 6). Dawson and Jensen (2011) have taken 

this critique further, criticising motivation, and Falkôs application of it in particular, for being 

ótoo reductive in its treatment of the complexity of visitor experiencesô, and for óthe de-

emphasising of the role of demographic factors in identity constructionô (Dawson and Jensen 

2011, 132). Citing research by Sandell (2002) and Holland et al. (2001), Dawson and Jensen 

(2011, 132) argue that demographic factors such as class and ethnicity are óthe most 

durable social positionsô, and have an important link to peopleôs behaviours, attitudes, 

expectations and experiences, and, as a result, have a fundamental role to play in 

understanding museum visitors.  

Dawson and Jensen (2011, 132) argue for a contextual turn in visitor research, which 

abandons short-term, behaviourist approaches in favour of a model that authentically 

accounts for the way in which museum visitors approach, and make sense of their visits to 

cultural institutions and other sites of public engagement. Citing Bourdieuôs work on habitus 

and cultural capital, Dawson and Jensen (2011, 132) argue that class is an important factor 

in determining a personôs enjoyment of art and in explaining non-visiting patterns). Dawson 

and Jensenôs (2011) call for a contextual turn in visitor studies had led to other visitor 

researchers, such as Booth (2015), identifying their own work as part of this contextual turn. 
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Falk and Dierking (2013) have also responded by adding two extra categories to their model 

that takes into account demographic factors. These are: Respectful Pilgrims, ówho visit 

museums out of a sense of duty or obligation to honour the memory of those represented by 

an institution/memorialô and Affinity Seekers, ówho visit a museum because it speaks to their 

sense of heritage and/or Big óIô identity or personhood.ô  

I now turn to the work of Pierre Bourdieu and his 1966 study the Love of Art to 

explore in more depth the role demographic factors such as social class influence visitor 

perspectives in the museum. Bourdieuôs (1991) concept of cultural capital developed out of 

his large-scale study of visitors to art museums in five European countries: France, Greece, 

Holland, Poland and Spain. Rather than an interest in art being innate, Bourdieu (1991, 36) 

describes cultural devotion as being óinculcated from earliest infancy by the encouragements 

and sanctions of family traditionô. Bourdieuôs makes the link between the family and 

education, arguing that an education in relation to art can only be effective if enabled by the 

family:   

Given the underlying presuppositions which govern it, the educational action of the 

traditional school system can only be fully effective as along as it is exercised on 

individuals already equipped by their family upbringing with a certain familiarity with 

the world of art. (Bourdieu 1991, 27). 

If the family is where the cultivation of the museum visiting habit begins for Bourdieu 

(1991), then education is the next stage that develops this interest. One of the key aspects 

of the role of education is that it is óonce obvious and hiddenô, in order for the accumulation 

of cultural taste to appear innate. For Bourdieu (1991, 27) culture attempts óto sanction the 

attribution of all abilities to the óunfathomable fates of grace or to the arbitrary of talent, 

whereas, in reality, they are always the product of unequal education.ô   

Bourdieu (1991, 71) contrasts those visitors who occasional visit the museum, which 

is often done simply by chance, with those that regularly visit. He argues that regular visiting 

is connected to a visitorôs ability to apprehend the information offered, to decipher it and to 
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perceive meanings ï or rather, meaningful forms. Bourdieu (1990, 62) also makes the link 

between regular trips to the museum with equally regular trips to the theatre, and to a lesser 

extent, to classical music concerts. Out of these habits of visiting different forms of culture, 

develop constellations of knowledge and taste that are closely linked to an appreciation of 

art forms, but also to the idea of international travel and the visiting of heritage sites.  

In Bourdieuôs (1991) description of how people encounter and experience art objects 

we find two ideas, one that masks the other. On the surface the encounter with the object is 

so undefinable that it has a religious quality. Bourdieu (1991, 87) describes the museum as 

óa church where certain chosen individuals come to nurture a virtuoso faithéand wait 

patiently in long lines to have a brief glimpse of a masterpiece designated for collective 

adulation, much as in the past a crucifix or a reliquary was kissed.ô Those who possess the 

love of art are described as óthe chosenô or receiving a ógraceô, while the actual encounter 

with a work of art is described in terms of óself-abandonment and surrender.ô  

Behind this undefinable experience, lies that which is very much definable ï a system 

of learnt rules and hierarchies. Bourdieu (1991, 39) defines artistic competence as a mastery 

of a classification system in which each element of the (artistic) universe can be situated in a 

class. The sophistication of this artistic competence depends on the degree of refinement of 

this classification system, which results in the ability to distinguish more or less refined 

classes. For example, dividing Gothic architecture into primitive, classical and late period 

(Bourdieu 1991, 41). The opposite of this is the inability to classify or distinguish things. 

Those visitors who lack this classification system are limited in the type of objects they 

appreciate and how they consume them.  Visitors with low cultural capital are more 

interested, Bourdieu argues (1991, 56), calls óminorô works, such as furniture, ceramics, or 

folk of historical objects. The reason for this affinity with the everyday, Bourdieu argues 

(1991, 56), is that visitors with low capital can relate and understand these óminor worksô 

through their function.  
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As well as exploring the relationship between how people with different levels of 

cultural capital consume objects, Bourdieu (1991) also looks at their relationship to exhibition 

narrative and accompanying interpretation. Bourdieu (1991, 93) argues that the only way to 

ólower the level of transmission of a work is to provide, along with the work, the code in which 

is encoded, in a verbal or written explanation, or which continuously provides the key to its 

own decipherment.ô Bourdieu states, however, that members of the cultivated classes are 

loathe to use the more academic aids. Guidebooks are óscoffed at with a refined ironyô, 

while, in contrast, working class visitors are not put off by the clearly scholarly aspect of a 

possible course of trainingô (Bourdieu 1991, 52). 

I have likened visitor learning, visitor experience and visitor motivation in the museum 

to how a narrator adopts a particular perspective in a narrative. They can be seen as a 

particular lens, often linked to an element of an exhibitionôs multimodality, through which the 

museum visit is filtered. As Bourdieu (1991) has illustrated, however, these perspectives are 

not simply available for everyone to adopt but closely related to a visitorôs socio-cultural 

background. I now look at those approaches to understanding visitor meaning-making that 

attempt to connect a visitorôs preference for a particular mode of engaging with an exhibition 

with a personôs socio-cultural backgrounds.  

This idea of a visitorôs prior expectations being related to the exhibition content is 

explored in Doering and Pekarikôs (1996, 20ï23) concept of the entrance narrative. Unlike 

motivational models of classifying visitors, which tends to focus on the particular multimodal 

lens of the experience, Doering and Pekarikôs (1996) concept of the entrance narrative 

focusses on the exhibitionôs subject matter. They argue that museum visitors are not blank 

slates but come to an exhibition with an integral storyline about the exhibition subject matter 

that they call the entrance narrative. They break this entrance narrative into three distinct 

components: 

- A basic framework: i.e. the fundamental way that individuals construe and 

contemplate the world  
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- Information about the given topic, organised according to that basic framework  

- Personal experiences, emotions and memories that verify and support this 

understanding  

Doering and Pekarik (1996) acknowledge the importance of formal education in 

shaping a visitorôs relationship with the museum and stress how entrance narratives work to 

reinforce visitorsô prior expectations. For example, when visitors encounter the contents of 

an exhibition, they ónecessarily place them within the narrative that they have previously 

constructed to explain objects and ideas of this type, they certainly do not intend to have 

their narratives radically revisedô (Doering & Pekarik 1996, 21). The experience of most 

museum visitors thus tends to be, ósubtle, incremental and supportiveô, although an object 

may lead to questioning, óthe goal of the questioning is usually to place that thing even more 

firmly within the visitorôs established entrance narrativesô (Doering & Pekarik 1996, 21). 

Things that do not fit, that cannot be resolved, are usually deeply disturbing and are 

generally avoided and forgotten or distorted until they do fit.  

Doering and Pekarik (1996, 22) suggest the museum is generally conceived of as a 

place of settled understanding not as a place of active conflict. Visitors in turn tend to see 

museum presentations as óobjective truth rather than as the informal speech of an individual 

or groups of individuals with particular perspectives and intentionsô (Doering and Pekarik 

1996, 22). Indeed, it is only when a museumôs storyline deviates in radical ways from the 

visitorôs own entrance narrative that an individual is likely to become conscious that 

exhibitions have authors and interests to serve. According to Doering and Pekarik (1996, 

22), museums must ask themselves the question ówhat is the ideal reaction they want from a 

visitor to take with them, an exhibitionôs key messages, or to question and interrogate and 

disagree with an exhibition?ô, and in turn what are the best ways to provoke such behaviours 

in a visitor?  

Macdonald (2002) and Moussouriôs (1998) concept of the visitor agenda, based 

around Laveôs (1988) idea of a list, offers a potential alternative to visitor motivation, in that 
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the museum visitor is not defined according to a set series of types. Instead, visitor 

experience is understood according to the interaction of a variety of categories that make up 

the museum agenda. Macdonald (2002, 223) defines visitor itineraries as, óa set of desires, 

needs and expectations for what the visit will holdô, which relate to family profile, 

sociocultural patterns, the personal context, the social context and the exhibition itself. 

Macdonaldôs (2002, 222) concept of visitor itineraries make it possible to think about visitor 

motivations as fitting into wider sociocultural patterns ï the idea of lists being somehow óout 

there being evident in visitorsô own articulations.ô In the case of the Science Museum, visitor 

itineraries included the following: life cycle, place, family and education. 

 A list, a series of things ordered in a sequence, can be regarded as the skeleton of a 

narrative, or a proto-narrative. Moussouri (1998) argues that it is through the interaction of 

the visitor agenda and the museum agenda, óthe set of messages and behaviours that the 

museum expects the visitors to attend respond and adaptô, that creates the museum 

experience. Essentially the individual components that will make up the visitorôs narrative of 

the exhibition are formulated through their visit agenda and then solidified into a sequence 

during their visit.  

Using Macdonaldôs concept of cultural itineraries to conceptualise motivation, 

Moussouri and her colleagues have identified ten distinct categories of motivations related to 

visiting exhibitions (Hohenstein and Moussouri 2018, 251). These are: 

education/participation, place, social event, life cycle, entertainment, flow, biophilia, 

introspection, political/participation and therapeutic. A common finding across all studies 

Moussouri (1998) and her colleagues have carried out is that people have multiple 

motivations for visiting. Furthermore, their research, has shown that visitors do not perceive 

these reasons to be conflicting, a finding supported by other studies (Packer & Ballantyne 

2002).  Moussouri (1998) also used a situated approach to motivation to explore how the 

motivating force of cultural itineraries varies according to how salient the world of museums 

is to visitors and to their level of óexperienceô with them. Furthermore, Moussouri (1998) 
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makes a link between the complexity of engagement and a visitorôs level of óexperienceô with 

museums and the frequency with which they visit museums.  

Moussouri (1997) also explores how their prior motivations play out across the 

course of a visit. Moussouri (1997) uses the term visit strategy to refer to both a specific plan 

of what visitors might see or do in the museum, as expressed by visitors during interviews, 

and also to observable behaviour manifested by visitorsô movements through the exhibition 

space, recorded through the collection of observation data. Moussouri (1998) identifies three 

types of visit strategies: open, flexible and fixed. Moussouri (1998) found that visit strategies 

were directly related to social groupings with distinct motivations. In their work on visit 

strategies at London Zoo Moussouri & Roussos (2013) found that families with an 

education/participation motivation actively sought to engage in exhibit-relate activities, while 

families with a social event or entertainment motivation were likely to engage in a least one 

activity with a non-exhibit function during their visit.  

One approach to understanding how a visitorôs social background manifests itself in 

their interactions with an exhibit is presented in Leinhardt and Crowleyôs (2002) research into 

the components of visitor conversations in museum galleries. Describing learning as 

óconversational elaborationô, they have classified museum conversations into five categories 

based on their underlying structures. These categories are listed below (2002, 27): 

1. List ï refers to simple identification, or short-phrase evaluations.  

2. Personal synthesis ï refers to comments that connect an object or activity to a 

personal circumstance or possession.  

3. Analysis ï refers to language that examines one or more specific features with an 

object or activity.  

4. Synthesis ï refers to conversations that connect an object or idea, to other 

objects or activities within the exhibition, or to similar objects or ideas found 

elsewhere.  
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5. Explanation ï refers to language that investigates some aspect of causality, 

either with respect to how a specific object or particular effect was created, or 

with respect to how a larger thematic idea progressed within an exhibition.  

These five thematic categories are considered hierarchical, and often a segment can 

contain more than one code. If this was the case the highest code in the hierarchy would be 

used. The conversations were coded according to five overarching themes unique to each 

exhibition, which were identified in collaboration with the curators, often in relation to a 

geographically defined section of an exhibition, or a set of objects. Leinhardt and Crowleyôs 

(2002) study suggests that conversational engagement can be predicted by both the identity 

of the group and the response of the group to the learning environment. Rather than relating 

these to the different media in a museum exhibition, or a specific lens adopted by the visitor, 

Leinhardt and Crowleyôs (2002) model look at how visitor conversation relates to both the 

stories visitors present about their own lives and the stories presented by the exhibition.  

Everett (2009) uses a methodology taken from narrative inquiry to study how 

understanding the life experiences individuals have with a museum can lead to the 

development and maintenance of sustained visitor/museum relationships. Everett (2009) 

defines narrative inquiry as a means of understanding the ways in which individuals and 

communities story a life and live their stories. Everett (2009) traces thirty years of the visitor-

museum relationships to understand the complex set of personal and situational factors that 

influenced the formation and development of a sustained visitor/museum relationship. 

Exploring the life of a single individual, Everett (2009) explores how some of her 

interlocutorôs reasons for visiting museums relate to common motivations, such as a desire 

to learn and a preference for engaging in leisure time activities that are worthwhile and 

challenging, while others do not. For example, Cecilia, Everettôs (2009) case study, is not a 

person with a high level of income and education, nor was she exposed to museums as a 

child and only started visiting them in her mid-twenties. An important contribution narrative 

inquiry is the opportunity to place museum visitation within the broader context of people's 
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lives and that a narrative research design provides the opportunity to follow threads and 

identify tensions that influenced Cecilia's museum visitation. In tracing how Cecilia's 

relationship with the museum has changed over time, Everettôs (2009) study provides depth 

to other research that identifies museums as important sites for fulfilling identity-related 

needs (Falk, Heimlich, & Bronnenkant, 2008; Rounds, 2004). 

Everettôs (2009) narrative inquiry approach to museum visitors can be seen part of 

the wider Post-Classical phase of narratology, beginning in the 1980s, which marked a shift 

in focus away from classification. Rather than viewing narratives as an abstract system of 

signs, narratives were to be understood within their wider historical and social contexts. This 

was increasingly done through the lens of the emerging critical theory, such as feminism, 

queer theory and post-colonialism (Herman 2007). In the social sciences, Andrews (2007) 

sees Post-Classical Narratology as combining the post-war humanist approach ï often 

including attention to individual case studies, biographies and life histories ï with post-

structuralist concerns such as narrative fluidity, contradictions, unconscious as well as 

conscious meanings, and the notion of a fragmented subject. In turn the scope of narrative 

research broadened away from understanding texts in the literary sense to instead applying 

narrative to a diverse range of social phenomenon. This ranged from mapping individuals' 

biographical accounts of crime in the community (Holloway and Jefferson 2000), tracing the 

life histories of individual artists (Freeman 2004), to understanding how personal lives 

traverse social change (Andrews 2007). 

This contextual turn of post-classical narratology away from the syntax of óstoried 

eventsô, to the semantics of narrative experience was brought about because it was felt that 

a focus purely on structure neglected key elements of what it means to tell a story (Mishler 

1986). In the field of socio-linguistics, Squire (2008, 41) illustrates the limitations of a purely 

structuralist approach in three ways. Firstly, a focus on events leaves out any talk that is not 

about events but is significant for the narratorôs account of who they are. Secondly, a focus 

on events omits interactions between storyteller and listener and the co-constructed nature 
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of stories. Thirdly, structuralist approaches to oral stories do not take into account the 

changeable nature of accounts. Stories are distanced from the happenings they described, 

have many meanings, and are never the same when told twice.  Squire (2008) locates Post-

Classical narratologyôs focus on experience in the work of Paul Ricoeur. For Ricoeur (1984, 

1991) narratives convey experience through reconstituting it, resulting in multiple and 

changeable story lives. In telling and understanding stories, we are thus, working on the 

relationship between life as a story in its nascent state (Ricoeur 1991, 29) and its symbolic 

translation into the recounted narrative. 

Applying a post-classical perspective to narrative in a museum exhibition, we can say 

that any account by an exhibition maker or an exhibition visitor about an exhibition narrative 

is also an account about themselves and their relationship to that exhibition. Each interview 

is in fact an insight into the perspective of a particular first-person narrator.  In defining my 

own approach to visitor experience, I will be looking to explore its multimodality. This will 

include how visitors respond to the different multimodal elements that make up a museum 

exhibition narrative. I will also be looking to explore how visitors connect their relationship 

with the exhibitionôs subject matter and exhibition visiting in general with narratives in their 

own lives. Out of this, I hope to investigate some of the issues of perspective brought up in 

the first half of this chapter surrounding the role narrative plays in making museumôs 

accessible. In particular, I will be looking to address research question four: What is the 

relationship between a visitorôs socio-cultural background and their attitude towards 

exhibition narrative?  

 Summary 

In this chapter I have explored the concept of narratorial perspective in museum 

exhibitions and drawn parallels between the multimodality of exhibition narratives and the 

focus on multidimensionality in understanding museum visitor experience.  Out of these 

different theories, I take the following five concepts that I will be applying to the analysis of 

the case studies in my narrative chapters. Firstly, rather than thinking of a single unified 
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exhibition narrative, I will be attempting to trace the multiple threads and voices that 

comprise the whole narrative. Secondly, rather than just looking at perspective as only being 

found in text I will also be locating it in the positioning of objects, the design of graphics and 

the arrangement of space. Thirdly, I will be seeking to trace how these various voices 

entered the exhibition narrative during the making process. Fourthly, I will be adopting a 

dialogic approach looking not only at the museum-makers but also how the museum visitors 

decode these exhibition narratives. Fifthly, I will be looking at ways that visitor identity and 

their relationship to and preference for particular types of exhibition narrative shape their 

accounts of their museum visits.  
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Chapter 4 The encyclopaedia and the blockbuster  

Introduction  

This chapter seeks to do to two things, firstly I want to situate my three case study 

exhibitions within the broader historical context of the British Museum and, secondly, I want 

to explore two contrasting models of museum narrative: the encyclopaedic exhibition and the 

blockbuster exhibition. These two forms of display are themselves historically situated with 

the encyclopaedic model, as its name suggests, arising out of the museumôs Enlightenment 

origins while the blockbuster exhibition came to prominence as one of the forms of the mass 

popular culture in the 1970s. Although there are multiple differences between the two forms 

of display, the most prominent structural distinction is that encyclopaedic exhibitions are 

predominantly non-linear and blockbuster exhibitions tend to be linear, which in turn affects 

how visitors are expected to use these spaces. Encyclopaedic displays are intended to be 

used as tools of references and like an encyclopaedia to be revisited on different occasions 

as the visitor/reader seeks out the answer to particular research inquiry. Conversely, 

blockbuster exhibitions have a distinct beginning, middle and end and are meant to be 

consumed in one sitting like their Hollywood Blockbuster movie namesakes. I want to stress, 

however, that it is not simply a case of Blockbuster exhibitions being redolent with narrative 

potential, while Encyclopaedic exhibitions contain no elements of narrative. Rather Iôd like to 

draw on Austinôs (2012) idea of narrative existing on a spectrum with some types of 

exhibition displaying more characteristics of narrative than others. Blockbuster exhibitions 

seek to make their narrative as overt to the visitor as possible through the linearity and 

design of the space. In contrast, as the likes of Bal (2007) and Jenkins (1992) have shown 

encyclopaedic displays still possess narrative but it is often concealed, readable to those 

who possess the requisite interpretative framework to access it. The narratorial perspectives 

of the museum are also not fixed but fluctuate over time and in this chapter, I use the 

changing approaches to displaying the ethnographic collections at the British museum to 

illustrate this. In attempting to understand the specific context that led to the creation of the 
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blockbuster exhibition, I look at the example of The Treasures of Tutankhamun display held 

at the British Museum in 1972. Often credited as the first blockbuster exhibition (Collins and 

McNamara 2014; The Economist 2014, 65), Treasures of Tutankhamun shifted the museum 

into the realm of popular culture and laid the blueprint for blockbusters, which is still being 

used today. In exploring the qualities, both aesthetic and political that led to Treasures of 

Tutankhamun capturing the public imagination, I aim to gain a better understanding of why 

the British Museum revived the Blockbuster exhibition during Neil MacGregorôs tenure as 

Director in the mid-2000s.  

4.1 The revival of the British Museum 

The first decade of the new millennium was a period of contrasting fortunes for the 

British Museum. In 2003 the institution celebrated 250 years since its foundation, but it was 

also beset by problems. Attendance figures were down (Lebrect 2006, 39), and there had 

been a thirty percent shrinking in its government grant (Lebrect 2006, 39), a number of 

strikes related to pay (Lebrect 2006, 39) and the wrong kind of stone had been used in the 

restoration of the Great Court (BBC 2000). Also, the British Museum exhibition programme 

had been criticised for lacking direction and purpose, encapsulated by this review of the 

Agatha Christie and Archaeology: Mystery in Mesopotamia exhibition (8 November 2001 ï 

24 March 2002): óit (the British Museum) has no brain just diverse limbs, flopping about. It 

doesn't seem to know who it is for, or why?ô (Jones 2001). In the same review the Museum 

is also accused of being simultaneously elitist in its lectures programme, while ódumbing 

downô its exhibitions for the general public, óthere is a disdain for non-specialist visitors. We 

are idiots to be led by the noseô (Jones 2001).  

By the end of the decade the British Museumôs fortunes had changed. Its general 

attendance figures had grown to make it the most visited attraction in the UK (ALVA 2008). 

Its exhibition attendance had rocketed with 850,000 people coming to see The First 

Emperor: Chinaôs Terracotta Army (13 September 2007 ï 6 April 2008), the highest 

attendance at a British Museum exhibition since The Treasures of Tutankhamun (30 March 
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to 30 September 1972). Following these exhibitions and the success of the A History of the 

World in 100 Objects radio program, the British Museumôs Director, Neil MacGregor, was 

named the Times Briton of the year for 2008 (Campbell-Johnston, 2008). Far from being 

critically panned for lacking direction, the exhibition programme was now lauded as a model 

for others to follow: 

For several years now its (the British Museum) exhibitions have followed a master 

plan and its blockbusters have linked together to offer an argument about world 

culture. This is brilliant, and gives me the feeling of being taken on an educative 

journey. I would like to see similar approaches by other galleries (Jones 2010). 

In this chapter, I use the metaphors of the encyclopaedia and the blockbuster to 

consider how the British Museum under the Directorship of Neil MacGregor transformed its 

fortunes. Although they are different exhibitionary narrative formats, I argue they are closely 

entwined in terms of influencing how the narratorial perspective of the British Museum was 

shifted. Drawing on the work of James Cuno (2009), the term encyclopaedic was used to 

suggest the temporal and spatial breadth of a museumôs collections. It also alludes to the 

museum and the encyclopaediaôs shared Enlightenment origins and outlook, including the 

idea that museum predated the idea of the nation state and was therefore internationalist 

and universal in the outlook. 

This inherently international nature of the museum was also present in MacGregorôs 

reinvention of the blockbuster around óthe principle of using objects and the forum of an 

exhibition to try to understand the complex world in which we liveô (MacGregor 2012, 9) . 

This is illustrated by the press conferences surrounding the exhibition Hadrian: Empire and 

Conflict (2008), in which the exhibition curator Thorsten Opper deliberately tried to connect 

exhibitionôs with the burgeoning Stop the War movement which surrounded the second Iraq 

War. He did this by provocatively saying that the first thing that Hadrian did when he became 

emperor was pull his troops out of Mesopotamia ï modern-day Iraq (quoted in Akbar, 2008).  
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The British Museumôs self-styling of itself as an encyclopaedic museum can be seen 

as growing out of the use of the term universal museum, in a document called the 

ñDeclaration on the Importance and Value of Universal Museumsò released in 2002. Signed 

by eighteen institutions including the British Museum in London, the Louvre in Paris and the 

Metropolitan Museum in New York the primary purpose of óthe Declarationô can be seen to 

repudiate calls for restitution by arguing that the museums serve not just the citizens of one 

nation but the people of every nation. The sculpture of Classical Greece was used as a case 

of in point3 of how the accession of collections into public museums throughout the world 

had led to ómarking the significance of Greek sculpture for mankind as a wholeô and thus 

ómuseums serve not just the citizens of one nation but the people of every nationô (ICOM 

2004). The evocation of universality was met with criticism however, as all but one of the 

museums was located in Europe or North America. George Abungu (2004), former director 

general of the National Museums of Kenya, decried the idea that these museums could in 

fact hold a universal perspective but argued instead that óthe museumôs ñuniversalismò is an 

ideological position that has its own history and its own politics, and the universal museum is 

fighting to preserve its own heritage not the worldôs.ò 

With claims of óuniversalityô deemed as problematic, the term morphed into the 

encyclopaedic museum with the publication of the collection of essays: Museums matter: In 

the praise of the encyclopaedic museum (Cuno 2011). In this work James Cuno, President 

and CEO of the Getty Trust, makes the case for the importance of the Encyclopaedic 

Museum. In another publication, Neil MacGregor (Cuno 2009, 50) argues that óthe great 

achievement, I think, of the Enlightenment museum, the encyclopaedic museum like the 

British Museum, was the notion that the context of the museum would allow truths to emerge 

that could not emerge if the objects were studied only in the context of objects like them; that 

is, among only objects from the same culture.ô This global vision, for MacGregor (2009, 50) 

is what differentiates the Encyclopaedic Museum in Europe and America from other 

                                                           
3 No doubt with renewed calls for the restitution of the Parthenon Sculptures back to Athens in mind.  
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countries such as China, which possesses great collections but come from a single 

perspective.  

 4.2 Encyclopaedic museums 

The term encyclopaedic has been critiqued for its Eurocentricism and as a mask to 

avoid arguments about repatriation, but it has been less obviously thought of in terms of the 

narrative structure it implies. Museums like the British Museum are often given the label 

encyclopaedic, which both suggests the temporal and spatial breadth of their collections and 

also hints at their shared enlightenment outlook and origins: the British Museum was 

founded in 1753, Diderotôs encyclopaedia was written between 1751 and 1772. Given that 

for the first hundred and fifty years, the Director of the British Museum was invariably also 

the Principal Librarian, it is perhaps unsurprising that objects were organised and displayed 

as tools of reference like an encyclopaedia. Just as an encyclopaedia is not meant to be 

read from beginning to end in a chronological fashion, so the ninety permanent galleries of 

the British Museum are not intended to be experienced in their entirety in one visit, nor are 

they meant to be read in a particular order. Yet at the same time, clues are provided in the 

museumôs architecture and layout as how to navigate and decode the permanent collections 

of the British Museum.  

As visitors approach the colonnade above the entrance of the British Museum, if they 

glance upwards, they will be greeted with a view of the Westmacott Pediment (fig. 4.1). 

Designed by the sculptor and trustee of the British Museum Richard Westmacott, the 

arrangement of sculptures is titled The Progress of Civilisation. In an explanatory letter to the 

Principal Librarian Henry Ellis, Richard Westmacott describes the narrative that unfolds as a 

viewer reads the sculptures from left to right. óCommencing at the Eastern endéMan is 

represented from a rude savage state through the influence of religionô (Westmacott 1851 

quoted in Bryant 2016). The sculptures of man with cattle represent man ópersonified as a 

Hunter and a Tiller of the Earth.ô As the sculptures ascend to the peak of the pediment, in the 

words of Westmacott (Bryant 2016), óCivilisation is now presumed to have made 
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considerable progress.ô At the peak of the pediment is astronomy, which then descends to 

mathematics, drama, poetry, music and natural history.ô 

 

Fig. 4.1 The Westmacott Pediment with an accompanying illustration by Richard Westmacott. The pediment 

begins with man in his rude, savage state on the left, reaches its peak with astronomy in the centre and 
culminates with natural history in the lower-right hand corner.   

 

The Progress of Civilisation portrayed in sculptural form by Westmacott can, like the 

thread given by Ariadne to Theseus, be seen as a master narrative by which visitors can 

guide themselves through labyrinthine corridors of the encyclopaedia. It speaks to a time 

when the Museum was intrinsically linked to the construction of disciplines and not limited to 

archaeology or art, but contained the collections that would become the British Library, the 

National Portrait Gallery and the Natural History Museum in South Kensington as well. 

These are the ógrand narrativesô of the nineteenth century that the French Sociologist Jean-

Francois Lyotard (1996) argues people no longer believe in, in the age of Post-Modernism. 

The visitor to the museum can be seen as undergoing the same narrative of self-cultivation, 

travelling from an untamed natural state among crocodiles and wolves, seemingly emerging 

from a primordial swamp, where at the conclusion of the pediment he reclines with elephants 

and lions tamed at his feet, representing his mastery of the world around him. However, just 

as this narrative is only apparent to those with the requisite level of knowledge to interpret 

Westmacottôs allegorical meanings, so it only those with the required level of cultural capital 

who will be able to decode the Museumôs collections. As Butler (2007) has shown the 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjvnKDS57jdAhVkxYUKHS2wCJgQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://twitter.com/britishmuseum/status/449207575863508992&psig=AOvVaw2rvXyO5LFZqcT42l4744uE&ust=1536956492833979
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location of the pediment in the context of Greek sculpture, can also be seen as the British 

suggesting they are the rightful inheritors or Greek culture and in a sense the museum itself 

can claim the mantle of being the culmination of civilisation. At the same time, the rise and 

fall of the triangular pediment, mirroring the rise and fall of a narrative arc, suggests a 

narrative of not only progress but also decline, which will feature prominently in the story told 

within the British Museumôs galleries.  

For example, Jenkins (1992) has traced how the classical galleries of the British 

Museum were arranged to illustrate a narrative about the progress and decline of Greek 

classical sculpture according to the concept of the chain of art. Based on Aristotleôs idea of 

the chain of being, the chain of art was a developmental system used to explain how the 

depiction of the human form developed in, and between, different cultures. Originally this 

was used to create a narrative explaining how the perceived rigidity of Egyptian sculpture 

transitioned to the flowing movements of the human form in Classical Greek sculpture, which 

reached its zenith in the sculptures of the Parthenon, and then fell into decline with the 

overly exuberant sculpture of the Hellenistic period, and the derivative art of the Roman 

period (Jenkins 1992). Continuing the evolutionary metaphor, the archaeological excavations 

of Nineveh and Nimrud beginning in the 1840s effectively provided a ómissing linkô in the 

narrative between Egyptian and Greek sculpture.  

Jenkins (1992) has shown how this notion of the chain of art was an important narrative 

device by which people navigated the collections of the British Museum. For example, a print 

by James Stephenoff that arranges the sculptures of the British Museum in a hierarchical 

order, placing what were regarded as the óprimitiveô sculptures of India and Central America 

at the bottom, the Ancient Egyptians and Assyrians at the second tier, the Lydian relief of the 

Harpy Tomb to follow and the Parthenon Sculptures occupying the pinnacle.  
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Fig. 4.2 Watercolour by James Stephanoff (1845) showing sculptural collections in the British Museum arranged 

hierarchically beginning at the base with óHindu and Javanese sculpture, colossal figures from Copan and 
Palenque; Persepolis and Babylon, followed by the Egyptian, Etruscan, and early Greek remains, and 
surmounted by the pediment from Aegina; bas-reliefs and fragments from Xanthus and Phygalia and figures from 
the Parthenon.ô 

Finally, the concept of the chain of art can also be traced in the layout of the British 

Museum galleries themselves, which were designed to allow visitors to effectively walk the 

chain in a linear fashion. This manifested itself in two forms, both in terms of the 

development of sculpture in ancient Greek culture, but also to compare across cultures with 

visitors entering through the Egyptian sculpture gallery, traversing through via the Assyrian 

sculpture gallery, then encountering Greek culture from around 480ï470 BC in the form of 

the Harpy Tomb, and finally arriving at the climax of the journey, the Parthenon sculptures. 

Although as Jenkins states the idea of a chain of art would be rendered redundant with the 

advent of cultural relativism in the early twentieth century, and it is unmentioned in the 
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interpretation of the galleries, it is still the path many visitors tread as they walk through the 

museumôs ancient world sculpture galleries today.  

 Although a strong narrative element can then be located in the encyclopaedic 

permanent galleries of the British Museum, this would not be overtly presented to the visitors 

in the form of museum interpretation. Rather they would be expected to have the necessary 

education to deduce it for themselves. Furthermore, although the plans in the nineteen-

century guidebooks reveal how sequences of rooms connected together to suggest 

sequences of narratives within the museum, these were often undermined by the somewhat 

chaotic and hybrid nature of the displays themselves. A good example of this are the 

arrangement of the natural history collections, which are organised in a linear sequence to 

illustrate the chain of being, a neo-Aristotelian sequencing of animals according to their type 

(Jenkins 1992), but are then disrupted by incongruous additions. For example, in the 

Mammalôs gallery where a large basking shark is inexplicably placed in the centre of the 

room (fig 4.3). Similarly, in the Birdsô galleries the walls are decorated with rhino heads and 

portraits, which formed the nucleus of what was intended to be the beginnings of a national 

collection that would eventually become the National Portrait Gallery (2.4). The presence of 

these paintings hints at the organic nature of the development of the permanent displays at 

the British Museum and also illustrate how the rigidity of these galleries breaks down over 

time. Comparing the floorplan from the nineteenth-century guidebook (2.5) with a 

contemporary museum map (2.6), we can see that although sequences still exist, such as 

the European run of galleries, they are no longer as coherent and clear as their nineteenth-

century layout. Part of the reason for this, is that the master narrative around the progress of 

civilisation has now been discredited but no all encompassing alternative has been found to 

replace it.    
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Fig. 4.3 Basking shark in the Mammals gallery (currently room 40) at the British Museum. Photograph by 

Frederick York, around 1875. 

 

Fig. 4.4 The Birds gallery (currently room 52) at the British Museum. On the wall are oil paintings, which 

would form the nucleus of the National Portrait Gallery. Photograph by Frederick York, around 1875. 
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Fig. 4.5 Plan of the British Museum galleries from the Guidebook of the British Museum (1848). After 
ascending the stairs visitors would proceed through a continuous run of rooms (one to ten) all featuring 
zoological specimens.  

 

Fig. 4.6 Plan of the British Museum galleries from the British Museum website (2016). By the 2000s, the galleries 

have become more fragmented and the logic of the 19th century has been lost. 68 is the money gallery, 69 to 73 
is Greek and Romans, 59 to 52 is Mesopotamia, 61 to 65 is Ancient Egypt, 38 to 51 is Europe.  

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjx1JfAp4PaAhUEK1AKHfBWB-wQjRx6BAgAEAU&url=http://www.holmes-wood.com/projects/the-british-museum&psig=AOvVaw3XZwYtK45-T-XhEoF9_Zvz&ust=1521924157983260
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The struggles that arise from the question of what to replace the disintegration of this 

initial master narrative around óthe progress of civilisationô and how its ghosts continue to the 

haunt the galleries can be illustrated by the changing models of display the British Museum 

has adopted to display its ethnological collections over time. Originally the nucleus of the 

ethnographic collections were displayed in room one of the South Wing of the Museum. The 

role of ethnographic objects as illustrating non-European otherness and its positioning within 

the hierarchy of civilisation is reflected in the entry in the British Museum Synopsis (1842, 4), 

which describes the display as óa series of artificial Curiosities from the less civilised parts of 

the world.ô In the 1860s with the departure of the natural history collections to South 

Kensington, the ethnographic galleries were finally given their own run of galleries. Located 

in rooms forty-one to fifty-two, they were displayed in a roughly geographical arrangement in 

densely packed cases, which were the hallmark of the collectionôs curator Augustus Franks 

(fig. 4.7). So tightly-packed were the displays that the sculptor Jacob Epstein, who regularly 

visited the ethnographic collections seeking inspiration, was reputed to have produced a 

work based on a striking-looking but unusual Pacific Bowl decorated with two birds, not 

realising that it was a number of bowls stacked together (Mack 1997, 47).  
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Fig. 4.7 The crowded cases of the Ethnography galleries at the British Museum, 1870, Photographer Frederick 

York. 

This approach was criticised by Henry Lane Fox, the founder of the Pitt Rivers 

Museum, who declared that while this was a satisfactory system for the expert, it was no use 

whatsoever for the education of the masses (Chapman 1981). He contrasted the British 

Museumôs displays with his own typological system where he used specimens to illustrate an 

educational sequence showing how certain forms must have preceded or followed others in 

the order of their development. Typology in the words of Pitt Rivers (1891) óforms a tree of 

progress and distinguishes the leading shoots from the minor branches.ô Underpinning Pitt 

Riversô ótree of progressô was a series of assumptions linking technological sophistication 

with racial evolution, which would be discredited with the advent of cultural relativism in 

anthropology pioneered by the likes of Franz Boas. 
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Fig. 4.8 The diorama-style of display of Solomon Islands canoes in the Museum of Mankind exhibition 'The 

Solomon Islanders' 1974ï1975. 

In 1970 these ethnographic collections were moved to a purpose-built institution in 

Burlington Gardens in Piccadilly, which given the title he Museum of Mankind. Here the 

objects were displayed in dioramas (fig. 4.8) populated by models and mannequins, which  

aimed to bring the objectsô relationship with people and the context in which they were used 

to the forefront (Shelton 2006, 73). This innovative approach to employing scenography and 

dioramas in their displays provided the opportunity for experimentation. Conversely, the 

displays have been criticised as misleading simulacras with the diorama barrier effectively 

reinforcing a viewer/other binary reminiscent of the humans zoos of the nineteenth century. 

When the African portion of the ethnographic collections returned to the British 

Museum in 1997, following the departure of the books and manuscripts collections to the 

newly-built British Library, they were given a new narratorial perspective again and viewed 

as works of art (fig. 4.9). This was partly influenced by Epstein and Mooreôs use of the British 

Museumôs ethnographic collection to inspire their own work. The reimagining of African 

objects as artworks was a means of attempting to escape from the problematic racial 

motivations, like those of Lane Foxôs, that lay behind their original collection. The 

interspersing of the works of contemporary African artists among the original collection 


