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First Impressions
Should art be interpreted or should it 

speak for itself? Photo: Minneapolis 

Institute of Art. See the story on page 6.
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Ellen Church in a United Air Lines airplane.

Interpretation in Museums
An EditoriAl

a hypothetical

let’s begin with a hypothetical 
situation. 
imagine that 
you have some 
family or friends 
coming into 
town and they 
want to visit 
the local art 
museum. it’s 
been a while 
since you have 
visited, and you 
are looking forward to the day. You 
take them and find yourself in a 
white-walled room reviewing many 
different pieces of art. no artists 
specifically designed these pieces 
of art to be in this white-walled 
room. The pieces presented here are 
disconnected from their original 
time and place. one of your guests 
asks, “oooh, what’s this?” You turn 

around ready to help bring context to 
the piece in question. 

For this particular piece, you 
have very little knowledge. You look 
to the exhibit label and find words 
like, pottery, Mesopotamia, and 
donated by. now you have a vague 
idea about the time and place but no 
connections to larger ideas. if the 
label had an intended audience, it 
doesn’t feel like that includes you. 

You then turn to look near the 
main door to the room, frantically 
looking for a book stuck on the wall 
with small vinyl letters. not so lucky. 
nothing in this particular room.

Your eyes widen. You realize 
that you are in a room intentionally 
designed to be void of interpretation. 
The art should speak for itself. And 
yet you hope to help give your guest 
an aha moment. instead, the guest 
has already wandered into the next 
room with four white walls.

c h r i s  e va n s

sound familiar?

Have you experienced something 
similar to the description above 
before? Many of us have. Yes, 
this hypothetical is an unfair 
representation of a conscious choice 
in museum exhibit design. The 
proverbial white-box exhibit stirs 
heated debates in the field yet 
continues to be created year after year. 
The basic argument for the white box 
is to remove any bias from the visitor 
experience and let the resource—most 
often art—speak for itself. As museum 
professionals, we should not get in 
the way of the visitors’ experiences 
with the resource. it would not be our 
place to speak for the art, or for the 
artist. Essentially, by telling the visitor 
that the artist is important, we might 
be telling the visitor to like the art or 
how to think about the art. if visitors 
want interpretation, they should take 
a docent tour.
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or so the argument goes. Many 
of our fellow museum colleagues 
have a different opinion. Ed rodley, 
Associate director of integrated 
Media at the Peabody Essex Museum, 
jokes, “We can be clear that art 
never speaks for itself unless it has a 
speaker embedded in it or otherwise 
makes noise.” Joking aside, for the 
white box to be effective, exhibit 
curators depend on the assumption 
that visitors all come with a baseline 
of specific prior knowledge, for 
instance, a graduate degree in art 
history. 

The interpretive plan from the 
Minneapolis institute of Art (Mia) 
uses a different approach, stating, 

“Visitors generally do not understand 
art history terms. They have a 
moderate to high interest in art but 
little to no formal background in art 
or art history.” 

douglas Hegley, Chief digital 
officer from Mia, follows up, 

“remember that we don’t teach 
calculus to kindergartners, instead 
we start with basic counting and 
then move forward. Applied to the 
museum context, that means we’re 
not ‘dumbing down’ anything. We’re 
opening doors and introducing 
people to concepts. And we’ll always 
have accessible to them that rich, 
deep scholarship, because that’s the 
foundation of everything we do.”

Mia is not alone. The use of 
interpretation in art museums is 
growing. Jennifer Foley, director 
of Education and Community 
Engagement at the Albright-Knox 
Art Gallery, says, “over the past 15 
years i’ve really been seeing that 
[interpretation in job titles] is getting 
significant traction in art museums.” 

not to paint all museums as 
art museums. Many art museum 
professionals will be the first to tell 
you art museums are way behind 
science, history, and children’s 
museums in using interpretation. 
Generally, science museums 
welcome interpretation and do not 
use the white-box model. natural 
history museums also focus on 
exhibits and programs that seek to 
forge emotional and intellectual 

connections. Most large-scale history 
museums do the same, though you 
have no doubt experienced ones 
that could just as well be an antique 
store—cases of things with no or 
meaningless labels. 

the challenge

So, nAi folks, here we are with 
decades of interpretive expertise to 
offer. let’s use another hypothetical. 
You are asked to partner with a 
local museum during an exhibit 
development project. What can you 
bring to the table? And how can you 
and the project be successful?

Sit
First you have to get to the table. 
You could be brought in through a 
partnership as a content expert. Better 
yet, someone else with real power 
has decided that interpretation is an 
integral part of the process and brings 
up a chair to the table for you. Build 
your professional network to advocate 
the latter.

Art
too often museum professionals 
say the words “museum” when they 
mean “art museum.” This article 
itself is highly focused on examples 
from art museums, for it is the art 
museum world that is the most 
lacking in interpretation. But if you 
can find yourself working with a 

non-art museum, your job will most 
likely be easier. 

Team
next, be a true member of the team. 
rodley says, “Mutual respect and 
willingness to say my expertise 
and yours are different and both 
necessary.” Bring your expertise, but 
also trust your colleagues to bring 
what you do not.

Inspire
interpretation helps frame the 
planning conversations about who 
the museum is for—the visitor. 
By beginning the planning with 
visitor-centric ideals, using language 
like visitor experience and visitor 
engagement, we walk in the right 
direction. After all, the root of 
the word museum is muse and my 
favorite definition of the word muse 
is to inspire. We should be inspiring 
visitors.

Focus on Visitor Experience
Hegley and other folks at Mia are 
trying to avoid the visitor experience 
of, “Welcome to the museum. You 
must be very proud to be here, to bask 
in the glory of our magnificence.” And 
instead try, “Welcome to the museum. 
How can we help you have a great visit 
today?” After asking the visitors, when 
interpretation is what they are looking 
for, deliver.

Clear Goals
direction can lead to smoother 
planning processes. When 
developing an interpretive experience 
around an impressionist painter’s 
view of the water, rodley’s team 

“knew what the goal was we wanted to 
achieve. That makes all the difference. 
if you can be really clear about what 
you’re about, it can also tell you what 
you’re not about.” 

Visitor Research
At minimum, conduct formative 
evaluation. ideally, ask skeptical 
colleagues to be part of the evaluation 
process. it’s easier to change minds 
when a doubting colleague can listen 
directly to real people in a focus group. 

How can we help improve museum 

visitors’ experiences?
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Foley says, “Building visitor research into 
the process is important. it does a few 
things. 1) it centers the visitor by asking 
the visitor to weigh in. 2) it shifts the 
discussion from two experts in different 
areas focusing on their relative expertise 
into a discussion that the visitor is 
actually saying X. What can we [as team 
members] do to get to X?”

Push vs. Pull
often, the hardest discussions on 
interpretation involve the media placed 
in front of the visitor. rodley suggests 
discussing interpretation in two forms: 
push and pull. For instance, the panel the 
visitor is forced to see directly in front 
of the resource is push interpretation. 
Alternatively, consider allowing visitors 
to pull more information when they 
want it. Foley says, “There may be more 
interpretive leeway in a digital medium.” 
(See more.artsmia.org for an example of 
pull interpretation.) 

Hegley says, “Allow ways for 
visitors to keep digging, a little like 
Wikipedia—following links for more 
content of interest. Some user groups 
are really interested in this ability, 
including visitors but also docents and 
tour guides. With a couple of clicks 
they can get to content to learn more, to 
demonstrate an idea, or find answers to 
their questions.”

Bottom Line
Can you draw conclusions that 
interpretation improves the visitor 
experience, leading to increased 
visitorship/membership, and thus 
influencing the bottom line? For instance, 
Hegley says, “[Mia] has recently been 
keenly focused on its audiences, and 
with demonstrated success. For the 
fiscal year ending in June 2017, Mia 
broke its all-time attendance record with 
over 891,000 visits during the previous 
12 months. Furthermore, that feat is 
actually the fourth time in the past five 
years that Mia has set the all-time record. 
We are doing something right!”

a b o u t  t h e  au t h o r

Chris Evans is Director of Media 
& Design with NAI Commercial 
Member 106 Group. Reach him at 
ChrisEvans@106group.com.


