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Is the Museum an anachronism within the ‘informatio n society’?

As society evolves, technology moves on faster than most of us can
comprehend. As a consequence of this rapid advancement, information
becomes more accessible and varied in its content and value. No longer the
sole province of an educated elite, almost anyone can purport to be the
‘authority’ on a particular subject. With the huge changes in the types of and the
quantity of voices to be heard and audiences to hear them, is there still a place

for the museum within this increasingly global community?

An anachronism is described as something that is ‘out of time’ — something so
unquestionably associated with a specific time period that to experience it
outside of this time would be mentally discordant. To take the museum as a
concept as well as a physical entity (whether ‘real’ or ‘digital’), it could be
suggested that the whole reason of a museum is to be anachronistic. As a
“depository of the past” (Semmel & Bittner 2009) all objects within a museum are
out of place — not only chronologically, but contextually, geographically and

spatially; this is how museums have generally functioned since their creation.

It is obvious to anyone who attempts to use the internet for any type of research
that there is an abundance of information available. Knowledge and information
are fast becoming commodities and everyone has an opinion that is clamouring
to be heard. Information is a vital part of our daily lives, it transcends time and
space, but does this mean that we are becoming an information society or a

society of information? Precise definitions of an information society are hard to
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determine; Webster posits that many information society theorists operate with
undeveloped definitions (2006). These theorists claim that we are clearly in an
information society, but don’t establish why and how the information is being

used, how it is becoming more critical to society and how it is changing society.

There is no doubt that information permeates every aspect of our daily life and
that there is more information available to us — but it is unclear whether the
character of the information is evolving and whether modern culture is changing
because of it or vice versa. How can this particular period of society be defined
as an ‘information society’ over any other period of time that encompassed
advancement in theoretical knowledge and technology? Webster does concede
that information is becoming more central to many different parts of the modern
age, specifying technological, economic, occupational, spatial and cultural
categories that have an affect on and are affected by availability of information.
Until an accurate critique and analysis of this phenomenon is developed, we

should describe ourselves as a society of information.

The belief that museums are generally anachronistic in nature is discussed
briefly in Didier Maleuvre’s book ‘Museums Memories’ (1999); whilst he may hold
an outdated view as the book was written before the increasingly widespread
adoption of the digital world, he does explain his theory as to the perception of
the museum as an anachronism. He believes that objects held within the
museum are generally monumentalised — taken out of history — and therefore
become a product of the present. The past is “always a ruin” because it always

appears out of time — anachronistically — within the present. Even so,
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anachronisms should be and are, abominations to museums as their presence
can undermine the authenticity and authority of the institution, so in order to
diffuse the impact of an anachronistic state, objects, galleries and knowledge
need to be regularly rearranged into a more relevant order. This could be
chronologically or thematically - often depending on current academic, social or

political thinking.

Museums are often perceived as elitist and belonging to another time — the
preserve of Victoria collector philanthropists with their (sometimes) ill-gotten
gains. How can a twenty-first century visitor be expected to relate and make
meaning within the museums hallowed halls? Rather than asking whether the
museum is an anachronism, the more appropriate question might be whether

museums have a relevance to the society of information.

If, based on Webster’s theories, we decide that we can dismiss the fact that we
are developing into an information society per se, we can still agree that society
is encompassing a “cult of information” and that there has been an extensive
“informisation of life” (Webster 2006). With this in mind along with the idea that
museums are purveyors of knowledge and information, are “solely about
learning”, it seems logical to agree that museums have a valid place in our

society, forcing an adjustment of this role into to new territories (Fleming 2005).

In his keynote address at The Museum and Change international conference in

2005, David Fleming! already recognises a change in role and of new

! David Fleming, Director, National Museums Liverpool (8th Nov 2005)
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approaches to the work of museums. He underlines the fact that there is
increasing competition for people’s time and attention which makes if difficult for
museums to expand and retain their audiences, but he also believes that
museums are an agent of social change and through promoting diverse learning
opportunities and broadening audiences, lives and societies can be changed for
the better. If the theory of an information society is based on the value of
information to a society, then a museum, as a social construct based on

information has to be an integral part in any society.

Semmel and Bittner (2009) believe that museums have a “role as keepers of the
public trust” and this role is vital in disseminating the knowledge held within their
walls to the general public. With the development of the web as an open
platform and with the ease of content creation by anyone, users can be
bewildered by the quantity and quality of information available relating to almost
any subject or object. As the web is increasingly becoming the first stop for
accessing information, it could be suggested that museums are becoming more
relevant to society as they can stake their claim to have a knowledgeable and
authoritative voice. Trust and reputation are of great import to assessing the
quality of any information. In 2008, Henry Jenkins is quoted as saying that “[on
the web] we are not so much assessing content as we are assessing the
reputations of the sources of that content. [We have] the greatest trust in the
institutions we would trust for information in the physical world” (Chan, 2008). If
a museum is a trusted institution in the physical world and if policies are
appropriately managed, museums could and should be a trusted institution in the

digital world.
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There is a suggestion rapidly gaining credibility that technological advancements
are actually to the detriment of society. The creativity and communication that is
made possible could also lead to an individualisation of society, resulting in
fragmentation of society and a reduction in the number of ‘shared codes’ that
enable particular groups to communicate successfully. Castells maybe takes this
individualisation of society a little too far, suggesting that the result will be an end
to society itself. There is a possibility that there are already ruptures in
communication lines that could be repaired by the next generation museums,
and as Castells puts it, museums can be “cultural connectors of time and space”.
Museums are at a point of divergence; they can either continue to be
mausoleums, as elitist monuments to the past or they can become cultural
connectors, centres of innovation and experimentation to bring together

communities and connect disparate identities (Parry 2010).

Museums are beginning to embrace the emerging technologies of Web 2.0 to
further enable their content, allowing them to better engage with audiences. On
his blog in 2008, Ross Dawson was already describing ways that museums are,
or should be, intersecting the virtual and the physical worlds to stimulate
audiences and thrive in this information-heavy world. New technologies
including blogging, social networking, image-sharing, mobile access, applications
(‘apps’) and geotagging are facilitating accessibility of information and are also
including a wider audience with a wider range of views and knowledge.
Museums are using, developing and inspiring new technologies not only to

improve access to their content, but to encourage users to develop their own
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meanings and content, providing a supplement to the museums own range of

knowledge.

The museum needs to make its voice heard above the cacophony of voices
purporting to be telling the real story, so the tools and technologies available to
the information society could facilitate the revitalisation of the museum.
Museums could regain the status they held in the nineteenth century, continually
reinventing themselves to satisfy social demands and needs, whilst promoting
social change (Knell 2007). Museums should be purveyors of social
advancement and integration rather than stuffy depositories of dusty objects.
Rather than being an anachronism, the museum could use the current reliance
on information to become a cultural institution with immense value and relevance

to modern society.
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within the information society?
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¢ What is an anachronism?

— Something out of time or
place

e What is a museum?
— Depository of the past

s Girl with a pearl earring, adapted for the Gallery Game
therland:

Vel r's Gi
(Marthe de Vet, Royal Picture Gallery Mauritshuis, The Netherlands
Nov 2009)
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