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So can anyone be a curator? Public history institutions 
are wrestling with this question as they feel external and 
internal pressures to share interpretive authority with 
audiences of all kinds . Even as digital media collapse 
geographic distances, museums are deepening their 
relationships with local communities. This new intimacy 
between museum staff and their constituents may help to 
break down perceived audience barriers that museums 
have struggled with for years-exclusion, intimidation, 
elitism, and disconnection-but it brings new questions 
and challenges that museums now must face: 

Is the definition of expertise in the museum context being 
radically transformed? Whose expertise is now valued? 

How much content authority can or should be shared in 
community-shaped programming? Do visitors now expect 
to see their own cultural productions on the walls and in the 69 

collections of their local museums? 
What is the role of the museum curator in these new 

enterprises? Guide? Mentor? Content-provider? Technical 
assistant? Does the museum educator still"educate"? 

Finally, does the desire to respond to local needs change 
how museums measure success? What do excellence and 
quality look like within this new paradigm? 
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Whose Questions, 
Whose Conversations? 

Kathleen McLean 

Why is it that the most interesting and meaningful conversations among 
museum staff usually take place without the presence of visitors? When 
dreaming up exhibition and program ideas, framing the questions for research, 
and articulating future visions for our museums, we explore with colleagues 
our passionate interests and burning questions. Only rarely, though, does this 
passion and energy make it into the public arena. 

It's not that museum professionals are opposed to interacting with visitors. 
Museum calendars are filled with receptions to meet the curators, lectures 
with question-and-answer periods, behind-the-scenes tours, and programs 
where artists-in-residence talk to the public as they work. And most museums 
incorporate some form of visitor participation-from comment books to 
make-and-take activities-into their exhibitions and programs. While these 
activities may indeed elicit visitor participation, they mostly preserve the usual 
novice-expert construct: the museum pushes content toward the visitor, and 
the visitor reacts. 

True interaction, by contrast, requires an exchange of some sort, a reci
procity that creates new knowledge and insights. This is where the notion of 
conversation-the most essential of human interactions-can help museums 
create more meaningful relationships with their visitors. At their best, muse
ums are places of inquiry that nourish the exchange of ideas. From historic 
house to national treasures house, from art gallery to science center lab and 
natural history display, museums are places to contemplate, celebrate, and 
share perspectives on human understanding. It naturally follows that all people 
have a narrative role to play in the exploration of human experience. 

THE PROBLEM WITH EXPERTS 
But museums, conceived and perceived as sites of authority, still embody the 

"information transmission" model of learning that developed in the late 1800s, 
with museums as the source of expert knowledge and visitors as the recipients 
of that expertise. Many of the people who work in museums today still see 
themselves as experts and see their visitors and communities as uninformed 
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novices in need of guidance. (I recently heard an art museum curator liken 
his expertise to a medical doctor's and equate visitor-contributed exhibition 
content to "a gardener operating on one's children:') 

Even within the ranks of museum professionals, a novice-expert tension 
prevails, as certain professionals are designated the creators of knowledge 
and others are not. While some museums have embraced new exhibition
development processes that challenge outdated hierarchical models of practice, 
they are in the minority. I still meet people with the word "curator" in their job 
title who insist that only they have the qualifications to frame the issues and 
develop the ideas in exhibitions. Other museum staff, such as designers and 
educators, may have as much content expertise as their curator colleagues, but 
they are still usually not considered knowledge-creators in the expert sense 
and are rarely given a voice in content decisions. 

Given these ongoing struggles over power and expertise among museum 
professionals, it's not surprising that attending a museum might feel more like 
a visit to the home of the authorities than the home of the muses. In the midst 
of writing my first book, struggling with voice and verb, I turned to a writing 
coach for help. A gifted writer with a doctorate and several books under her 
belt, she was articulate and devoted to the creative spirit of writing. And she 
was intimidated by museums. "I don't know the rules. I know there's a code 
of behavior, but it eludes me:' 

She encouraged me to write a book for potential museum-goers that could 
help them navigate and feel more at home in a museum environment and bet
ter understand their role in the museum-visitor relationship. That suggestion 
stayed with me over the years: Why would such a creative and well-educated 
member of the public feel unschooled in the art of museum going? Why did 
she feel a need for a user's manual? (And she is not alone-I've encountered 
dozens of intelligent people with similar concerns.) 

BEYOND AUTHORITY 
Clearly, museum power structures and the people who work within them 
reinforce and benefit in some ways from perpetuating a novice-expert polarity. 
But this dualistic notion oflearning just doesn't map onto today's Knowledge 
Age, with its dynamic flow of information and new forms of meaning-making 
contributed by people from all places and of all persuasions. 

This is not to say that we should abandon our respect for expertise. Quite the 
contrary. We need to embrace the contributions of expert knowledge and at the 
same time expand our definitions of"expert" and "expertise" to include broader 
domains of experience. And we need to consider new roles for visitors as they 
engage more actively in our programs and exhibitions. Rather than perceiving 
visitors as novices, we would do well to consider them "scholars" in the best 
sense of the word-people who engage in study and learning for the love of it. 

We also need to separate our own notions about expertise and knowledge
generation from the associated concept of"authority" derived from the ancient 
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Roman auctoritas- meaning the power conferred by authorship or socially 
recognized knowledge. The assumption that expertise inherently confers 
authority and power makes it almost impossible to support the open invita
tion to conversation and exploration that is essential to the life of the museum. 
Successful conversations require reciprocity and a mutual respect among 
participants, as well as mutual interest and a balance of contributions. This 
balance is difficult to establish when the authority of the expert is predominant. 

Most museum exhibitions and high-profile programs grow out of curator
driven questions. Curators determine the scope of inquiry and parameters of 
content, and disciplinary boundaries abide: an art museum curator determines 
content about art, a history curator about history. Often the scope is quite nar
row, particularly when curators think of exhibitions as their opportunity to 
create three-dimensional monographs. At the same time, educators, as visitor 
experts and "audience advocates;' develop interpretive questions that attempt 
to "hook" people into being interested in curator content. Yet both these 
practices leave little room for the voices of visitors and community members. 
I find it curious that educators spend so much time trying to develop engag
ing questions to help visitors make sense of curatorial content, when visitors 
bring their own questions to their experiences in museums. 

COMMUNITIES OF LEARNERS 
Museums, at their core, are learning environments, and much of the work 
of museum professionals-administrators, curators, educators, and design
ers alike-is to understand and support the learning process in our visitors 
and in ourselves. We at least need to be aware of current learning theory, 
which takes us beyond "information transmission" to more sophisticated and 
nuanced notions of learning. Today, it is generally accepted in the world of 
learning research that knowledge-generation is complex, is socially situated 
and learner-centered, and requires interaction, conversation, and reflection. 

We need to think of visitors as partners in a generative learning process 
within a dynamic community of learners. In describing a museum-learning 
research project at the Exploratorium in San Francisco, educational research
ers Josh Gutwill and Sue Allen "imagine an ideal world in which communica
tion is so fluid that each person can bring his or her expertise and curiosity to 
a global 'ecosystem' oflearning, moving among the roles of teacher, participant, 
and learner as the situation changes:' ' Staff and museum organizations as a 
whole need to participate in learning along with their communities and visitors, 
and embrace the possibility of change as a result of that learning. 

It's not as radical as it might sound. Increasingly, museums are employing 
visitor research and evaluation to better understand how their programs and 
exhibitions affect their end-users. Often driven initially by funder require
ments, these studies are prompting rich exchanges between museums and 
their constituencies, and some museums are incorporating visitor research 
into their ongoing organizational work. As research and evaluation give voice 
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to visitor questions and ideas, these exchanges are having profound effects on 
museum practice. 

BROADENING THE CONVERSATION 
The Oakland Museum of California (OMCA), for example, is transforming 
its presence and practice through a series of initiatives that embrace public 
conversation and co-creation. With the receipt of a major grant from the James 
Irvine Foundation's Arts Innovation Fund, the museum developed a program 
of visitor research, prototyping, and project experimentation designed to 
inform the 2010 reinstallation of its Gallery of California Art. One of the 
resulting projects was Cool Remixed, a temporary prototype exhibition co
designed in 2009 by local teenagers and education curators. 

Conceived as "a cultural and historical counterpoint"2 to the Orange 
County Museum of Art's traveling exhibition Birth of the Cool: California Art, 
Design, and Culture at Midcentury, Cool Remixed explored a contemporary 
definition of"cool" from Oakland teenagers' perspectives. The two exhibitions, 
installed simultaneously in adjacent galleries, set up an interesting dialogue of 
call-and-response, with visitors going back and forth between them. 

The design of Cool Remixed experimented with new installation techniques 
suggested by the teenagers based on the outcomes of a focus group about the 
attracting power and accessibility (or the lack thereof) of the former Gallery of 
California Art. The exhibition, with its brightly colored walls, plenty oflounge 
spaces, plywood and hand-painted furniture, and "Loud Hours" programmed 
With music, provided an interesting contrast to the '50s cool sensibilities of 
Birth of the Cool. Before the two exhibitions opened, some museum stake
h~lders considered Birth of the Cool the main attraction, and Coo/ Remixed 
a community exhibition" not worth serious marketing attention or funding. 
But visitor response suggested something quite different. The freshness of the 
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content and the activated spaces in Cool Remixed attracted a broad range of 
visitors who stayed and engaged in the ongoing programs. Many of the design 
experiments in Cool Remixed ended up being incorporated into the reinstal
lation of the new Gallery of California Art. 

Reflecting back on the overall process, I think the vitality of the exhibi
tion grew out of its conversational nature: its origins in talks with teenagers 
about engaging with works in the art gallery, its position in dialogue with 
the Birth of the Cool exhibition, and its design that encouraged discussions 
among visitors in the exhibition. Working with education curators, teens 
joined the curatorial process and developed the questions: What does "cool" 
mean today? How does it look? What does it sound like and feel like? How 
can we create an exhibition that brings today's cool to life for everyone? 

COMMUNITIES AS EXPERTS 
Conversation also shaped the Native Californian section of the new OMCA 
Gallery of California History. But in this case it was an ongoing dialogue 
among curators, project staff, and the museum's Native Advisory Council. 
During review of an early curatorial plan for a "First Peoples" display, one of our 
Native advisors remarked, "We are not the First People. The First People were 
the rocks and the animals and the trees:' Native People were, he told me, the 
second and third people. I asked the advisors what they called that pre-contact 
time period, and they replied, "Before the other people came;' which is now the 
name of that section of the gallery. 

Rather than structuring the exhibition around the anthropology curator's 
perspective and subject interest, we reorganized exhibition concepts around 
what our Native partners thought most important. They determined the 
focus of content; selected the Native participants; interviewed, videotaped, 
and edited all the commentary; and participated in selecting and placing the 
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objects. Curators responded to and supplemented the Native content, and 
designers and Native artists shaped the installation. While much of the exhi
bition content remained similar to the original curator's plan, the emphasis, 
voice, and aesthetic shifted considerably. 

Admittedly, this is not a new idea-the National Museum ofthe American 
Indian and other cultural history museums use similar approaches in develop
ing most exhibits and programs about Native People today. But they often end 
up feeling like fixed presentations, delivering messages very similar from one 
to the next. The challenge for OMCA going forward will be to find ways to 
encourage ongoing dialogue among visitors and the Native participants that 
might, in turn, alter the look and feel and content of the exhibition. 

Yet another conversational model shaped the section of the OMCA his
tory gallery that focuses on the period from 1960 to 1975- a truly iconic and 
intense time in California. Here again, community members played expert 
roles. Design of the section, called "Forces of Change;' also began with cura
torial ideas, but the museum's Latino, African American, Asian Pacific, and 
Teacher Advisory Councils quickly dissuaded us from those intentions: the 
advisors felt that the conceptual plan did not accurately depict the chaotic 
and diverse spirit of the times. With their help, we identified twenty-four 
people from across California who lived through the 1960s and early '70s, 
and invited them to design and create individual displays that embodied their 
personal experiences and memories of that time. Participants attended several 
Workshops with the exhibition team to explore potential design ideas and 
installation constraints, and then worked with staff to create their own displays. 

The resulting installation, which includes a light show, music, a staff
compiled "Top 100" list of major events of the period, and a place for visitors 
to leave their comments and stories, creates a gestalt that more adequately 
represents the collective memory and history of this period. In exit interviews 
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soon after opening, some visitors cited the 
"1960s memory boxes" as their peak gallery 
experience. Perhaps even more telling were 
the hundreds of comment cards contribut
ed by visitors during the opening weekend. 
Visitor stories, questions, and even messages 
to the creators of the displays covered literally 
all the empty wall space, extending the "voice 
of the people" sensibility of those times into 
the gallery. 

FRAMING THE QUESTIONS 
While much of the work described above 
can be characterized as encouraging "visitor
generated content;' the fundamental inten
tion goes deeper than that, to the generation 
of questions. All meaningful museum expe
riences grow out of compelling questions 

asked: "I wonder who ... ?" "What happens if. .. ?" "Why is it that. .. ?" Museums 
need to stretch beyond existing channels of communication and find ways to 
include visitors more interactively, even in the articulation of core questions. 
Besides conducting focus groups to ask visitors what they think about our 
ideas, we should be figuring out how we can bring them to the table as ques
tions are posed and ideas developed. 

Conversation isn't any easier for visitors than it is for museum experts
many visitors have difficulty articulating questions at the drop of a hat. Josh 
Gutwill and Sue Allen spent over five years at the Exploratorium learning how 
to encourage family groups to participate in active inquiry around science 
museum exhibits. Although their research focused on interactive exhibits 
of natural phenomena, their experiments helping visitors to work together 
to articulate "juicy questions" can help us model what we should be asking 
ourselves: How can museum programs and exhibits better support visitor
generated inquiry? What skills do visitors need to engage more deeply? How · 
can visitor questions inform museum practice?3 

In discussing her use of artworks in history displays, Louise Pubols, OMCA 
chief curator of history, also focuses on questions: "The content of an exhi
bition depends on who is asking the questions, whether it is a curator, an 
educator, or a visitor. I brought history questions to the art: Who paid for the 
art? Where did they hang it? What did they want people to look at and why? 
Historians may choose an artwork for its impact on society, and to understand 
what people were thinking about at the time. These are valid questions, and 
potentially interesting for visitors as well."4 

Arguably the most dynamic conversations and exhibitions take place 
around the edges, in the margins, in the overlap of disciplines, and in the 
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framing of questions in surprising new ways. Extending that idea even further, 
Pubols suggests that intriguing questions can come from anywhere. "Take for 
example, an exhibition about salmon. A scientist might ask, 'What is the role 
of salmon in the health of a riparian community?' A philosopher might ask, 
'What is the proper relationship between humans and salmon?' A historian 
might ask, 'What was the role of salmon in establishing the cannery industry?' 
An artist might ask, 'How does the salmon symbolize California wilderness?' 
And a visitor might ask, 'How can we protect salmon for future generations?' "5 

All of these questions suggest different conceptual frameworks that could form 
the basis of different exhibitions and require different methods of inquiry. 

LEARNING TO LISTEN 
I am not suggesting that museums replace curator expertise with public chat. 
Twitter, Facebook, and other social media take care of those exchanges quite 
nicely. At the same time that visitors expect to engage more actively in their 
museum experiences, they also expect and want to hear from museum experts. 
Visitors want to know what the experts think, why experts value some ideas 
or objects over others, and how that expertise can help them make meaning 
and find significance in the world around them (or at least at the museum). 
But visitors are just not interested in monologues. This means that museum 
experts need to learn how to listen and respond, share the inquiry process, and 
change perspectives as new ideas emerge. 
. Engaging in conversation is an acquired skill, an art form that requires prac

tice and experimentation and a willingness to fail, or at least to stumble around 
a bit. When the new OMCA galleries opened, I wasn't prepared for the respons
es of some of my colleagues, who thought the Native Californian display was 
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uncomfortably dissimilar from the rest of the gallery. And not all visitors appre
ciated the community approach employed in the "Forces of Change" display: 

"Wow! I am extremely disappointed! Instead of an honoring 
of ... political and cultural upheavals, I found a cheeky little col
lection of panoramas of 'my summer vacation' in the 60's by 
mostly non-political, non-Bay Area folks. Yes there was some
thing interesting about the zeitgeist captured there ... but it felt 
completely void of our amazing collective historic struggle!"6 

Because these installations are designed as prototypes, we actually have 
the opportunity to adjust and change them in response to visitor comment. 
For example, we went back to the "Forces of Change" participants and asked 
them to write a short description of the social and political context of the times 
from their perspective. Their writings, now included in the gallery, have added 
a depth of content and a palpable sense of personal witness that was missing 
from the original installation. 

TOWARD RECIPROCITY 
Let's face it. We live in a world interconnected in ways unimaginable just a 
few short years ago. On the radio in the morning I can listen to a song that's 
creating a sensation in Nairobi nightclubs, contact the Congolese musicians 
and their fans by noon, and engage them in a lively discussion with museurn 
visitors in San Francisco that evening. As people around the world "log on" 
and weave together increasingly interconnected patterns of knowledge, they 
expect museums to be players. 

And people expect to be able to take more active roles in shaping their own 
learning activities, from co-designing the programs they attend to asking their 



own questions and contributing their own expertise and opinions. The issue 
isn't whether we should provide opportunities for people to choreograph their 
experiences in museums; it's how we embrace these opportunities ourselves. If 
we don't take people's expectations seriously, they will simply "vote with their 
feet" and go elsewhere. 

We need to find ways to bring the museum's expert knowledge into con
versation with the people who attend our museums- people who bring with 
them their own expert knowledge. And this means letting go of the notion that 
we, museum professionals, are a class apart from our visitors. And we need 
to find new ways to create narratives in common, narratives that will change 
over time as the world around us changes. As the news each day reminds us, 
these are not always easy or comfortable conversations. But they will breathe 
new life into our museums. 

joshua P. Gutwill and Sue Allen, Group 

Inquiry at Science Museum Exhibits: 

Getting Visitors to Ask juicy Questions 

(San Francisco: Exploratorium; Walnut 

Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2010}, 3. 

2 Evelyn Orantes, "Listening to Teens;' in 

How* Visitors Changed Our Museum: 

Transforming th e Gallery of California 

Art, ed. Kathleen McLean and Barbara 

Henry (Oakland: Oakland Museum of 

California, in press). 

Gutwill and Allen , Group Inquiry at 

Science Museum Exhibits. 

4 Conversation with author, December 

2009. 

5 Ibid. 
6 Letter to the hi sto ry curato rs at the 

Oakland Museum of California, May 

28, 2010. 
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The "Dialogic 
Museum" Revisited: 
A Collaborative 
Reflection 

John Kuo Wei Tchen 
and Liz Sevcenko 

In May 20 7 0, Jack Tchen and Liz Sevcenko sat down over soup noodles 
to reflect on their early experiences and subsequent struggles with the 
idea of "dialogue-driven" practices, and its implications for museums. 
This collaborative essay began with that conversation's transcript and 
then layered subsequent thoughts and edits. 

Jack (John Kuo Wei) Tchen is a historian, curator, and dumpster diver. 
In 7 980 he co-founded the New York Chinatown History Project, now 
called the Museum of Chinese in America. He co-curated the museum's 
new core exhibition in its new space that opened in 2009. He is the 
founding director of the Asian/Pacific/American Studies Program and 
Institute at New York University. 

Liz Sevcenko is founding director of the International Coalition of Sites 
of Conscience, a network of historic sites that foster public dialogue on 
human rights and social justice issues, and inspire visitors to address their 
contemporary legacies. Before launching the Coalition, she spent over 
ten years developing dialogic public history projects in New York City and 
around the country. 

How did you come to your 
original idea of "dialogue"? 

Jack: In 1989 I wrote "Towards 
a Dialogic Museum" reflecting on 
nine years of work with the New 
York Chinatown History Project 
(NYCHP), now the Museum of 

Chinese in America (MaCA). It 
marks a certain moment w ith all 
the possibilities of that moment. 

We were a part of the emer
gence of the "new social history" 
movement, wh ich pioneered a vari
ety of ways to document the story 



of people w ho had not been part 
of dominant historical narratives. 

The Ch inatown History Project 
re lated to how history, politics, and 
citizensh ip/power emerged in New 
York. In New York City we have the 
New-York Historical Society or the 
Museum of the City of New York
they both represent a historical 
formation of white Anglo American 
Institutional power that emerged 

in the 19th century. But what was/ 
is not collected? What is not exhib
ited? What dialogues are not going 
on? And therefore, in that absence, 
why must different collections 
begin to emerge in that breach? 

Another reason for the forma
tion of the NYCHP was a discon
nect between new immigrants 
from Hong Kong and Canton 
and the older rural Cantonese 
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immigrants who had been through 
the era of the Chinese Exclusion 
Act (1882-1968) and survived 
it. When new immigrants arrived, 
they did not know about the 
Exclusion Laws. They were not 
familiar w ith the anti-Chinese/anti
East Asian racism of the U.S. So 
part of the NYCHP's goal was to 
create that bridge to communicate 
back and forth within the Chinese 
New York community. It wasn't a 
project that was meant to be just 
going out to the larger public. 

For me, to be dialogue-driven is 
a work process where documenta
tion, meaning, and re-presentation 
are acknowledged to be co-devel
oped with those whom the history 
is of, for, and about. Conventionally, 
curators are trained to become 
experts of a collection already 
deemed valuable to a historical 
enterprise or university. When we 
wanted to explore the formation of 
New York Chinatown in the 19th 

Tche n, Sevcen ko, The "Dialogic Museum" Revis ited 

century, we realized it was founded 
by the thousands of small hand 
laundries scattered in the New York 
metropolitan region. There was 
not documentation about this low
status, racially excluded community. 
There were not collections. There 
were no academics studying th is 
experience, except for one. There 
were no Chinese American histori 
cal groups . This was a subaltern 
history best understood by those 
who lived the experience and ca me 
from it. 

As young, college-educated 
smart alecks, we quickly became 
humbled . To be dialogue-driven 
was to admit what was actually 
going on and to demystify the 
knowledge formation process. 
Mike Frisch's theory of "shared 
authority" is critical to this working 
process. Issues of power are always 
at stake. And fundamentally, the 
understanding of the significance 
of a past time/place from the va n-



tage of the present moment, what 
Mikhail Bakht in called chronotopes, 
are always at stake. 

That one scholar-who did a 
brilliant ethnography of Ch icago 
area hand laundries-was Paul 
Chan Pang Siu, a University of 
Chicago sociology Ph.D. student 
who was t he son of a laundryman. 
When he sought to publish his 
dissertation, the Univers ity of 
Chicago Press t urned him down. 
I'm proud to say that thirty-six 
yea rs later I was ab le to get The 
Chinese Laundryman.· A Study of 
Social/solation published (1988). 
He passed away just months 
befo re the book came out but 
Professor Siu was delighted to 
finally have his study ga in the 
recogni t ion it deserved. 

Liz: I read your essay in co llege, 
and it was totally mind-blowing 
and inspirational to me. 1 was 
seized by the hidden histories that 
could emerge in what 1 understood 

to be your definition of a dialogic 
museum: one w hose narrat ive is 
developed entirely through the 
diverse stories and perspectives of 
those who lived it, not as a master 
na rrative written by a historian. 
This inspired me to try my own 
small dialogic museum project: a 
history of Hillhouse High School 
in New Haven composed only 
of objects donated by different 
generations of students, from the 
1920s through the present, and 
the memories they wrote . What 
interested me most was what hap
pened when they all came together 
to see the exhibition, and were so 
surprised to see that others had 
such different experiences at the 
same place: like many urban public 
schools, it had totally transformed 
from the fifties to the seventies to 
the nineties . This made me think 
that community-curated exhibitions 
provide the opportunity for another 
type of dia logue: exchange across 

Following their 

tours of re-created 

immigront apart

ments, the Lower 

East Side Tenement 

Museum hosts 

public dialogues on 

pressing contempo

rory immigrotion 

issues. Photo by 

Greg Scaffidi . 
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difference about the different ways 
people can experience the same 
thing, why they did, and why it 
matters. 

But by the time I started 
working in New York in the 
mid-nineties, I assumed that uncov
ering marginalized histories was a 
basic responsibility of museums
that particular idea of "dialogue" 
was no longer radical in the field. 
But many museums began embrac
ing the idea of opening a space for 

"the community" to tell their stories 
without raising the questions of 
power, access, and voice that were 
so central to NYCHP's approach
questions of who was speaking, 
who was not, and what we mean 
by community-were not raised. 
In some cases, when the "public" 
were invited to shape the narrative, 
they could even reinforce exist-
ing inequalities. When I started 
at the Lower East Side Tenement 
Museum, for instance, many 
visitors felt honored to have their 
ancestors' experiences of working 
class tenement life validated as 
American history for the first time 
in a museum. But many spoke 
out to distance themselves from 
new immigrants living in similar 
conditions. The idea of "dialogue" 
we pursued drew connections 
between groups with different 
experiences. But we also wanted to 
facil itate discussion on the deeper 
issues underlying social conflicts. 
This was harder. 

So the museum's president, 
Ruth Abram, decided to reach out 
to museums across the world to 
see if others felt that they had a 
similar mission . What started as a 

meeting among nine historic sites 
from radica lly different contexts 
has become, a decade later, an 
international exchange community 
collaborating on these issues. 

From the beg inning, the idea 
of "dialogue" brought museums 
in very disparate contexts together. 
The group decided to call them
selves "Sites of Conscience" and 
to create a deliberate definition of 
a new kind of museum form. One 
of the main foundations of Sites of 
Conscience was this commitment 
to "stimulate dialogue on pressing 
social issues." 

Over the last ten years, "dia
logue" has been the idea that binds 
us, and at the same time, what's 
most hotly debated, in a wonder
fully productive way. There are at 
least three different ideas, or layers, 
of a "dialogic museum" circu lating, 
with different implications for shar
ing authority. 

The first idea of a dialogic 
museum is one that promotes 
public discussion of a truth that 
has been forgotten or deliberately 
suppressed. This is a particularly 
critical goal for museums working 
to expose a truth that the state 
has denied for decades and make 
it incontrovertible- for instance 
that 30,000 Argentineans were 
disappeared, or that the US gov
ernment authorized and practiced 
torture. Here the goa l is to get 
people to recognize and talk about 
something that's critical for their 
understanding of their society and 
their place in it, to make this truth 
part of an accepted portrait of w ho 
we are. In this "dialogue," it's pub
lic officials, the media, and perha ps 



educators who are doing the talk
ing, supporting a single story and 
establishing its credibility, so that 
they shape the way the nation col
lectively talks about the past. This is 
not so much about sharing histori
cal authority, but seizing it-taking 
it out of corrupt hands and using it 
for social good . 

The second idea of a dia logic 
museum is based on the kind of 
community curation pioneered by 
the NYCHP and theorized in your 
article. Here it seems "dialogue" is 
between academic historians and 
people with lived experience; the 
established exclusionary narrative 
and the individual story that chal
lenges it; and between the differ
ent perspectives of each individua l 
story. Face-to-fa ce discussions 

among people with shared experi
ence can also help to unearth new 
memories, or develop new collec
tive understandings. This is sharing 
museums' and historians' tradition
al curatorial authority, tapping into 
the knowledge and perspectives of 

people who have been marginal
ized. It also shares the authority 
of a sing le narrative, embracing 
multiple perspectives that together 
create a Ia rger truth . 

The third idea builds on both 
of the first two, but goes a step 
further, opening the museum as a 
space for using new truths about 
the past as the starting point for 
discussion about their unresolved 
legacies, and what we should do 
about them. Here, "dialogue" is 
more literal, direct face-to-face 
discussion among visitors-tourists 
and those wi th direct experience 
alike-on questions of shared 
concern, such as Who is American? 
and What responsibilities do we 
have to each other? Questions on 
which, because of their different 
past experiences, they may have 
very different perspectives . Here, 
sharing authority is about serving 
as a forum for open discussion of 
the implications of the past for the 
present, as opposed to imposing a 
single conclusion or moral. 

Salvaging the 

signage of the Mee 

Heung Chow Main 
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America Archives. 
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Jack: I agree all three ideas are 
operative. The Chinese Exclusion 
Laws are not taught as a major 
issue in U.S. history and are 
unknown to the great majority of 
Americans. We've sought to col
laborate with the bearers of this 
knowledge, Chinese Americans 
subjected to exclusion and racism, 
as the laws violated their human 
rights, to document their stories 
and then accurately contextualize 
them . And once affirmed, we've 
fashioned public programs for 
the larger public. This question of 
what social histories necessitate 
all three layers of dialogue is what 
defines a subaltern experience, in 
other words, to be legally and 
culturally non-beings, not just non
citizens, but in the case of Chinese 
in the U.S. during the Exclusion 
era defined as "alien ineligible 
for citizenship" or fundamentally 
un-American. 

In effect, this has been the 
ongoing challenge of the Museum 
of Chinese in America-to keep 
all three dialogues alive with dif
ferent constituencies. For MoCA 
that founding, internal Chinese 
American dialogue is incomplete. 
The fact of the matter is that post
Exclusion Era Chinese Americans 
continue to be impacted by per
ceptions of alienness or racialized 
otherness. The legacy? After so 
many years of social, cultural, and 
political marginalization, New 
Yorkers finally elected the first 
Chinese American to represent 
the Manhattan Chinatown/Lower 
Manhattan district in 2010-190 
years after the first arrival. Can 
MoCA serve both the historical 
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community defined by the struggle 
with Exclusion and the post-1968 
immigration reform community 
who have enjoyed a new era of 
official desegregation? 

To add another layer, then, 
is perhaps the most daunting 
challenge. The formation of an 
organization that can juggle these 
multiple dialogues which also oper
ates in a humble dialogic fashion. 
The conventional hierarchy of 
19th- and 20th-century decision
making, w ith the curator ruling 
the collections roost, creating a 

"permanent" interpreted exhibition, 
then handing it off to educators to 
bring in schoolchildren, has long 
needed upending. In the late 20th 
and early 21st century, the difficul
ties of fund raising have forced an 
additional top-down layer-that 
of the tyranny of constant fund
raising, fundraising boards, and 
private donors and their explicit 
and implicit agendas. Can a par
ticipatory social history be fostered 
in this era of flat public-sector sup
port and the growing dependence 
on benevolent donor wea lth? 
Unfortunately, the wealth of laun
dry-worker stories-basic human 
stories, truly-doesn't pay the bills . 
Yet their wealth, now embodied 
in MoCA's collections, cannot be 
simply taken for granted. Both 
Exclusion-era and post-Exclusion
era stories and dialogues must 
go on. 

What are the tensions around 
dialogue in museum spaces? 
Morality in museums: Dialogue 
vs. truth-telling 



Liz: one major shift in my 
own personal understanding of 
dia logue came from the intense 
debate among Sites of Conscience 
in different contexts about the 
relationship between dialogue and 
truth-tell ing. I was trained that 
there was one liberatory way of 
dealing with the past, and that was 
to understand it not as an objective 
reality that one could apprehend 
with the right sources, but instead 
as something that's continually 
constructed and reconstructed. 

It was very challenging to me to 
meet people who were struggling 
so hard to establish objective facts: 
that someone had been raped, or 
that thirty thousand people had 
been disappeared, or that six mil
lion people had been killed-and 
most importantly, by whom. 

These were truths that had 
been denied vigorously by power
ful forces for so long that it was 
critical for people to absolutely 
understand them as fact, not as 
a construction of anything. These 
were museums based on the pri
macy of truth. For them, dialogue 
meant ensuring that people were 
talking openly about truths that 
had been silenced . The idea of 
opening dialogue from or about 
different perspectives smacked of 
moral relativism. 

For other Sites of Conscience, 
dialogue meant debating different 
perspectives on the past. The foun
dation of their notion of dialogue 
was an acceptance of the past as 
something inherently constructed 
in the present by different individu
als and through different individu
als' experiences. 

Both forms had a goal of devel
oping critical thinking about domi
nant narratives, but one sought 
to replace a false narrative with 
a true one, and the other sought 
to encourage analysis of how 
narratives are constructed in the 
first place. I think both forms are 
equally important in the US and in 
international contexts, and create 
a really productive tension. So far 
the sites have begun to connect 
about an idea of dia logue that 
affirms the forensic truths of the 
past, while opening debate on the 
implications of those truths for the 
present and future. 

Jack: In the US, too, we 
know that histories are contested, 
but there are certa in realities 
we're hoping to document. How 
many Native Americans were here 
before European contact? How 
many died from disease, wars, 
and violence? How many enslaved 
Africans died on the ships, from 
violence on plantations? 

How can we honestly look at all 
that and accept it all? I mean, we 
read it in the textbooks, but do we 
really understand the fullness of 
these interactions in all their human 
dimensions? Given that it is not in 
living memory, how can we own 
that past and recognize it? 

Liz: And then do something 
with that recognition. I also feel 
that asserting a truth that's been 
uncovered or demanding a recogni
tion may not always complete what 
we're trying to do. The question is, 

"Why is it so important to recognize 
what happened, and how can it 
shape how we go from here?" 
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A museum could say it's about 
encouraging that kind of recogni
tion or making it impossible not to 
recognize something once you've 
been through the museum. But the 
opportunities lie in creating space 
for people to confront the implica
tions of their recognition in their 
own way, without instrumental
izing that recognition for some nar
row lesson that the museum itself 
determines. And exploring those 
implications must be done together 
with people with other perspec
tives. That's where dialogue comes 
in for me. 

Jack: But, in fact, these 
moments of genuine documen
tation and genuine truth-telling 
represent a different kind of d ia
logue than simply: I can say some
thing, and then it's your turn to 
say something, and then it's your 
turn. That's how dialogue is often
times seen in this culture, right? 
Everybody has a right to say some-

thing. And everybody's right 
is the same. 

Liz: Right, and that raises 
a question we're always wres
tling with in the Coalition: in our 
debates, what's up for debate? 
Should a museum set limits on 
what people have a right to say? 
In other words, what is the moral 
or political role of museums in 
dialogue? 

When we say "dialogue on 
contemporary issues" a lot of 
museum folks hear "the museum 
taking a stand on a contemporary 
issue," and say they can't conduct 
dialogues because the museum 
can't advocate for a particular posi
tion. It's disappointing that so few 
people can imagine that a museum 
could raise a question on a current 
issue and have an open dialogue 
on that question that invites diverse 
perspectives-when so many 
museums are doing so very suc
cessfully-which is totally different 
from a museum taking a stand. 

But of course if museums are 
going to raise sensitive questions, 
they do have an obligation to pro
tect the visitors they invite into dia
logue by creating a safe container. 
Some museums set boundaries to 
protect forensic truths-to cor
rect people if they make patently 
false claims-or to protect people 
against hurtful comments. 

Jack: Two quick comments. 
Did the Nazi exterminations of 
Jews, Romas ("gypsies"), gays, les
bians, and others happen? Certainly, 
despite what fringe anti-Semitic 
Holocaust deniers still maintain . 
Is anti-Semitism a shifting, con
structed racist practice that is a bit 



different from place to place, and 
changes over time? Yes. As histo
rians, scholars, and informed pub
lics we have the responsibility to 
keep both truths alive. A book, an 
exhibit ion, a dialogue are always 
engagements of a present moment 
with explorations of various under
stand ings of contested pasts-such 
productions mark a publicized knot 
of that present-past exploration. 
And as the present shifts and we 
gain more visceral distance, we 
lose certain opportunities of under
standing and we also potentially 
gain greater perspective. In demo
cratic participatory cultures, bet
ter, more rigorous interpretations 
emerge and ideally become widely 
accepted as more truthful. Yet, 
the ongoing challenge reemerges: 
what happens when certain truths 
are quickly glossed over and yet 
their ongoing inequitable conse
quences live on? 

Storytelling and sharing 
authority in the dialogic 
museum 

Jack: The dialogue-driven 
museum is not simply a technique, 
and shared authority is not simply 
a technique. These practices raise 
foundational questions of history 
and also trust. How can we trust 
what 's being written by a histo
rian7 What are the sources7 Are 
the sources based in archives that 
are t ruly resonant with the lives of 
people who are victimized by some 
of these laws or on the other side 
of power? 

I think historians have an impor
tant role to play in contextualizing 

individual stories; in helping to 
parse out what likely happened, 
what's the difference between a 
mythical recounting of an event 
or a policy and something that is 
more complex and more accurate. 
But it's not simply the historians 
who have the authority here. It's 
also people who have lived the 
experience. And what about those 
communities of people who did 
not have that power to document 
and archive their perspectives, to 
develop historians and institutions 
that would then represent their 
point of view? 

This is the foundational ques
tion of authority and trust: what's 
the basic stuff that historical explo
rations and meaning can be made 
from? And when you have two 
very different perspectives and two 
very different parts of the power 
struggle, how do we, in a dia
logic context, sort these questions 
out? Can there be a trusted public 
venue? This is particularly challeng
ing onl ine, where anyone can blog 
about anything. Just like we all 
need to learn "street smarts," we 
all need to learn history smarts. 

Liz: I feel like the most com
mon way museums have worked to 
become dialogic and share author
ity is to create a space for people to 
come and share your story, to have 
your experience validated, to give 
people a place in history. This has 
amazing transformative potential in 
the context of something like the 
NYCHP. But based on my experi
ence at the Tenement Museum, I 
think it's also important to rec
ognize that creating a space for 
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untold stories does not necessarily 
challenge existing power struc
tures; in fact, it can reinforce them . 
Honoring the story of a second
generation Ukrainian who grew up 
in a tenement and believes Chinese 
immigrants are un-American may 
validate working-class struggle but 
also racism. The conclusions people 
draw from reading other people's 
stories or telling their own can be 
all over the map. It can confirm 
their worst prejudices; promote 
tolerance; or have no effect at all. 
So what's a museum's role here? 
I think museums have to be very 
deliberate and reflective about how 
they are serving as spaces for story 
exchange, and to what end. 

There is definitely the 
StoryCorps model, which argues 
that creating an open space for the 
exchange of stories with absolutely 
no comment or mediation allows 
amazing, unpredictable things to 
happen. But I think museums do 
have the potential to do more than 
just va lidate everyone and every
thing, and instead to tease out 
some of the power dimensions or 
the political questions that people's 
stories raise. Th is is absolutely not 
to take everyone's very nuanced 
experiences and stick them into 
some teleological narrative. Rather, 
it's to respect that complexity by 
drawing connections and raising 
questions that help people see 
something different in the famil
iar. It's to link stories together in 
interesting ways, both ones that 
are totally different from one 
another and ones that have amaz
ing resonance that the individuals 
might not have realized. And then, 

Tchen, Sevcenko. The "Dioloaic MtJsP.11m " RPvi<itPri 

perhaps most important, just ask 
the questions of, Why do you think 
they're different? Why do you think 
they're the same? Why does 
it matter? 

How has your thinking about 
"dialogue" and museums 
evolved? What are the issues 
you're struggling with now? 
Complicating who dialogue 
is between 

Jack: Since my initial ideas of 
dialogue in museums, the ques
tions for me now are, What kinds 
of spaces are we creating? How 
are we curating spaces for people 
to have more in-depth reflection 
and deliberation, instead of creat
ing a binary of one stark position 
versus another and asking people 
to choose one? We're talking about 
a more complex, more internal self
reflection, asking, "Why do I th ink 
this way?" 

When we think of dialogue 
between ourselves and others, we 
should think about how "otherness" 
is in some ways within ourselves 
as well. We tend to have surface 
notions of what kinds of people 
are like us-whether it's defined by 
narrow notions of skin color or ha ir 
color or whatever it may be-and 
then who is outside of that. The 
more interesting question, in this 
encounter between the self and 
the other, is: What's really going 
on? Within oneself? Between our 
notion of the self and an other? But 
especially across differences and 
across cu ltures? 

Liz: I agreel I think the word 
dialogue, for most people, con
notes an exchange between you 



as th is coherent person and some
body else outside you. But one 
f the big goals of many S1tes of 

~onscience is to provide a space for 
each participant to recognize and 
reflect on their ow n assumptions. 
The questions facilitators ask at the 
sites encourage people to have a 
dialogue with themselves, to ques
tion themselves, as a starting point 
for having any encounter with 
others. But it's a constant dialectic: 
it's about w hat kind of reflections 
you can have about yourself when 
you 're confronted with a very dif
ferent perspective. The facilitator 
starts by asking each person to 
share their personal experiences 
and then reflect on how those 
experiences shaped the opinions or 
perspectives they are bringing to 
the table . 

Dialogue in museums: Is it bet
ter to feel strange or familiar? 

Jack: How do museum spaces 
play with those tricky boundaries 
between self and other? Part of 
the virtue of a museum is that it's 
a contained space-as opposed 
to other spaces of encounter, like 
neighborhoods or schools -in 
which a certain kind of concentra
tion of focus is enabled. 

Liz: Museums can serve as safe 
places to confront difference. It 
can be done in a way that cuts off 
opportunities for real engagement, 
or in a way that provides possibili 
t ies for exchanges that wouldn't 
otherwise happen . A museum can 
sort of neatly label all of the kind 
of "foreign" things people want to 
learn from, in a contained environ
ment. Or it can be a place w here 

you would come w ithin your own 
neighborhood to meet and have 
discussions with other people 
that wouldn't take place in some 
open-ended kind of space, li ke out 
in the street. On the one hand, I 
think our ultimate goal is to make 
museum spaces an extension of 
everyday life-places for ongoing 
engagement with the concerns of 
everyday life. But our dialogue faci l
itation trainer always stressed that 
dialogue is an incredibly unnatural 
process; and that actually, that's a 
helpful thing. "Artificial" doesn't 
have to mean uncomfortable: it 
can just offer a space for people 
to explore things in a way they're 
not able to in other spaces- where 
they may have circumscribed roles 
they feel they can't break out 
of- in order to delve into sensitive 
questions in deeper ways. But at 
the same time, if you make dia
logue into a totally strange experi
ence, then it wil l feel alienating to 
people and no one will want to 
do it, or no one wi ll open up. So 
it's a ba lance between bui ld ing on 
the familiar whi le tapping the pos
sibilities of what's different about 
museum dialogue. 

Jack: Early on at the NYCHP, we 
seized on the idea that reunions are 
really great spaces for dialogue. All 
groups have reunions of different 
kinds. They are a familiar form of 
making sense of our experiences. 
But usually reunions are organized 
in a very thin w ay that doesn't 
allow for the more meaningful 
explorations you're actually seeking 
at the reunion- to explore those 
past- present questions that are 
always there. 
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At Constitution Hill 
in Johannesburg, 

a former apartheid 
prison has been 
preserved as a 

historic site and 
museum, devel-

oped in collabora
tion with former 

prisoners and 
guards. Photo by 

Oscar G. 

92 

Liz: That's a great example: 
shou ld museums replicate exist
ing forms of dialogue, or create a 
totally artificial space that taps 
into familiar vocabula ries of dia
logue, but structures it differently, 
to do the things that the organic 
forms don 't! 

In Johannesburg, Constitution 
Hili-a prison museum trying to 
open new conversations on jus
tice in South Africa today-ca lls 
their dialogues /ekgotla, a word 
that recalls Botswana village 
council deliberations, tapping 
into a reference to a sort of 
indigenous form of democracy. 
When I was still there, the Lower 
East Side Tenement Museum's 
dialogues were ca lled "Kitchen 
Conversations," and were held in 
a space with mismatched wooden 
chairs, conjuring images of friendly 
family exchanges. But both /ek
gotla and Kitchen Conversations 
try to open more space for equality 
and exchange than an all-male vil
lage council or a hierarchical family 
table actua lly have. 
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Other sites try to break away 
from existing spaces for exchange 
altogether, as part of their effort 
to subvert what they see as a 
repressive culture or system: 
the Liberation War Museum in 
Bangladesh wanted to teach 
the founding of the Bangladeshi 
Constitution and its principles 
of human rights and democratic 
engagement to students in rural 
vil lages. But the culture of learn
ing and exchange in the classroom 
was so hierarchical that they would 
bring a bus with a portable exhibi
tion and set it up in the schoolyard, 
creating a space for more open 
exchange among students. 

One size does not fit all: 
Adapting different forms of 
dialogue for different ends 

Jack: Part of the question is, 
how long are museum tours and 
how much time do you get to 
spend with visitors/ Can enough 
trust develop over a short amount 
of time that they can begin by hav
ing identified where they or their 



wn family may fit into a larger 
0

10ry; and also open up to thinking 
s I , . 7 
bout other peop e s expenences. 

~s there a way of bringing them 
into some kind of sustained dia
logue past the one visit, given staff
ing and other resource constraints7 

Liz: 1 think it's also important 
for institutions to think aboul dia
logue as a tool that can be used in 
very different ways for very differ
ent ends. There's a whole range of 
achievable goals from modest yet 
still very powerful, to more ambi
tious, that can be sought through 
the adaptable tool of dialogue. The 
most successfu l institution I think 
is one that integrates dialogue in 
a whole bunch of different ways 
and doesn't just have everything 
be didactic, and then this one little 
space fo r d ia logue. 

For example, traditional inter
pretive planning for exhibitions is 
organized around themes, which 
are usually expressed as a series 
of factual statements, or learning 
objectives. The Tenement Museum 
began developing its interpretive 
plans arou nd questions-ques
tions rooted in the history being 
interpreted, but equally urgent 
today-like Who is American? and 
How are we responsible to each 
other?-and organized its tours to 
raise those questions with visitors, 
Including tra ining educators to 
pose some of those questions dur
Ing the tour. 

. If the principle is to pose ques
tions, to allow visitors space to 
respond to them and to learn 

from each other's responses then 
th ' 15 can be achieved in all kinds 

of ways. Exhibitions can invite 
visitors to respond to questions 
in written posts, talk-back booths, 
or voting mechanisms. Educators 
can pose questions during tours . 
Short exercises can be conducted 
during school programs (the 
Tenement Museum, for one, has 
about twenty minutes to spend 
with each school group). The 
museum can provide one-time, 
hour-long, facilitated, face-to-face 
dialogues for walk-in visitors. And 
going deeper, it can also offer a 
six-month or ongoing series of 
dialogues for community leaders 
or people sitting on different sides 
of a significant divide, to explore 
their histories and the issues before 
them and actually forge ways to 
work together. Each of these differ
ent forms will have different goals, 
different audiences, and different 
expectations for outcomes . But 
they all complement each other. 

Change over time: Adapting 
different forms of dialogue for 
different moments 

Jack: I just want to point out 
the work of Eric Yamamoto, a 
legal scholar at the University 
of Hawai'i-Manoa. In Interracial 
Justice, Conflict and Reconciliation 
in Post-Civil Rights America, he 
theorizes from efforts people 
have made to dialogue and com
municate across racial divides. He 
focuses on instances of flashpoints 
between groups literally at each 
other's throats. 

We tend to think of these flash
points as exceptional moments; 
but they embody ongoing simmer-

IPtfinn Gn2 <::.hn rinn Hic:trvir,-,1 l::..1tthnrik1 in,..... llcor.r: ....... ,.,a rnt..-..-J \/\/1""\rlrl 

93 



94 

ing tensions that are happening 
between these crisis moments. 
How do we then begin to have 
dialogues between moments of 
crises, if we think of crises as not so 
much some exceptional, rare kind 
of occurrence but as eruptions of 
unresolved issues? 

Yamamoto talks about four 
phases recognition, responsibility, 
reconstruction, and reparations. 
Each leads to a deeper stage 
of trust-building, contributing 
to a fuller and fuller mutual 
understanding; but also going 
from simply strictly recognizing and 
understanding, empathizing, to 
actually trying to create concrete 
ways in which understandings 
change; real investments begin to 
happen so change happens. 

What's next? 
Liz: It's extremely heartening 

to reflect back on the time since 
I first read your essay and to see 
how much these ideas of dialogue, 
civic engagement, and sharing 
authority have taken hold. From my 
experience working with hundreds 
of museums trying to implement 
these ideas, it's clear that there's 
still an urgent need for diverse tools 
and training on how. But I think we 
also need to keep the conversation 
alive about why. In some cases, I 
feel like the urge to share authority 
becomes a little tendentious-"we 
should engage visitors so that more 
visitors are more engaged." The 
moral, ethical, or political dimen
sions- and potential-of the many 
very different ways of sharing 
authority are always there, but are 
not always confronted or tapped 

0\j . .0 

into. What is the larger social goal 
we have as museums, and how, on 
our small scale, can we contribute 
to it? What are the transforma
tive possibilities of dialogue we 
seek-what are we trying to make 
happen? How can a change in 
museum practice actually contrib
ute to social change in society? 

This doesn't require museums 
to take on changing the world by 
themselves. Museums can think 
of themselves in relation to other 
spaces, institutions, and practices 
in the wider society. What kinds 
of exchanges among people in 
the wider society do we want to 
reinforce, by replicating them at 
our museum? What new kinds of 
exchange do we want to introduce, 
because they're not taking place 
in the wider society? In either case, 
what are the institutions or spaces 
we can partner or connect w ith to 
give what we do more impact? 

Another aspect of dialogue 
that could provide more support 
to museums, but also increase 
their impact, is if sharing authority 
is reimagined as instilling collec-
tive responsibility. Sharing author-
ity doesn't need to mean asking 
museums to do more with less. If 
a museum is collaborating with a 
community on developing an exhibi
tion, then there needs to be both a 
collective ownership of that exhibi
tion and a collective responsibility 
for maintaining and promoting it. 
And creating that sense of collective 
responsibility could be a powerful 
catalyst for broader social action. 

Jack: So what's next? How can 
we learn from our various efforts, 
from our various subject positions, 



and develop more powerful models 
to reorgan ize cultural work, human 
rights, and knowledge produc-
tion? High-cu lture Euro Amencan 
modes of organizing spaces are too 
constricting. How can we create 
much more democratic, participa
tory research, meaning-making, and 
cultural productions across local, 
linguistic, and cultural divides? In 
person and using new medial The 
issues of growing inequities in the 
us and internationally continue to 
haunt globalization and sustainabil
ity. These are the urgent questions. 

Our dia logic work, whether in 
museums, educational institutions, 
online, or wherever honest curation 
can happen, is now more impor
tant than ever. We have to con
tinue ou r local/global work, bring 
together fol ks doing this work to 
learn from each other, and democ
ratize conventional top-down prac
tices wherever we are . 

I am now most excited about 
using new social media to cre-
ate heightened dialogues even 
as we walk the streets of New 
York City. At the Asian/Pacific/ 
American Institute and with my 
students, we're experimenting 
with "augmented reality" uses of 
smartphones and GPS tablets. The 
new MoCA space is located nearby, 
where Robert Moses sought to 
build the crosstown expressway 
that would have wiped out all we 

love about lower Manhattan
Little Italy, Chinatown, the Jewish 
Lower East Side, Soho, etc. A coali
tion of community organizations 
and individuals such as Jane Jacobs 
successful ly fought Moses's gran
diose plans for "slum clearance." 
Today that same neighborhood is 
confronted with a different kind 
of displacement-that of urban 
hipsters and Wall Street brokers 
seeking to live in what Sharon 
Zukin refers to as an "authentic" 
historic inner city. And complicat
ing Chinatown, but also all of 
Manhattan, is the investment of 
foreign monies into the NYC real 
estate market. 

The contestation for the rights 
to the city now and the current 
moment's relation to past fights is 
what New Yorkers don't yet have 
the dialogic spaces and context 
to understand. Do we need brick
and-mortar history organizations to 
engage with these issues? Perhaps 
our smartphone and other new 
technologies are better suited for 
these new dialogues to come. I 
believe this is the future form 
museums will have to take on-a 
provocative remix of the real and 
the digital . 
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Moving Pictures: 
Minnesota's Most 
Rewarding Film 
Competition 

Randal Dietrich 

Moving Pictures was an open film competition and, really, a leap 
of faith. The Minnesota Historical Society invited short submissions
no more than ten minutes-from professionals and amateurs a like, 
and of all ages. The only requirement was that the film be a docu
mentary about a member of Minnesota's "Greatest Generation: 
The festival was held annually from 2006 to 2009 by the Minnesota 
Historical Society (MHS), as part of a five-year multifaceted project 
dedicated to exploring the lives and legacies of the World War II 
generation in Minnesota. The project involved lectures, publications. 
school programs, and a major exhibition that opened at MHS's flag
ship building. the Minnesota History Center, in 2009. 

Each year as I scanned the pictures in the film festival program. 
I was always struck by the photographs-the faces of those in "star
ring roles" as well as those behind the camera. Taken together. these 
photos reveal at least two generations-the first. who came of age 
during the Depression and World War II. and a second, later gen
eration who answered our call to document through film the lives of 
the men and women who have been called our "greatest genera
tion." The intersection of these lives produced an extraordinary bodY 
of work- more than 150 short films . 

From the beginning, we at MHS made a strategic decision to 
democratize the film component of this project by inviting contribU
tions from the general public. 1\vo factors influenced our decision 
to share authority with so many. The first. which was not in our favor. 
was time. We weighed how quickly members of the generation were 
passing away. We also weighed the limited number of our ov.rn 
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staff who could make a more traditionaL long-form documentary 
compared to the nearly limitless number of potential storylines to 
consider. II was daunting, given that more than 300,000 Minnesotans 
served in the war, to say nothing of the stories from the home front. 
At this time, coincidentally, Ken Burns. a documentarian rich With 
resources, was trying to defend many of his own omissions a bout 
World War II prior to the release of his epic The War. The second factor, 
which was in our favor, was technology. The increasing availability 
of the software and hardware needed to make films suggested that 
we could call upon a cadre of mostly first-time filmmakers to cover 
the geographical distance we could not cover on our own. We had 
faith that this growing community of filmmakers would accept our 
call for entries as a labor of love. Essentially, we were looking for 
volunteers. We did not pay anyone to make a film, although we did 
offer other indirect incentives (access to our film and photo archives, 
free filmmaking workshops, one-on-one consultations with leading 
filmmakers, our promise of their film appearing on the big screen, 
etc.) and cash awards totaling $10,000 for the winning entries. 

While the expertise of the filmmakers varied widely, they all 
shared a love for their subjects. The father-daughter team of Tom 
and Ali Drube, who shared their story of Ali's grandmother, was 
representative of the many novice filmmakers . The other entrant 
represented here, Matt Ehling, is an accomplished filmmaker and 
owner of ETS Pictures. He crafted a beautiful retelling of his g rand
father 's service in the war. 

Each year, a September submission deadline yielded an October 
festival that showcased the short films, filmmakers, and their subjects. 
At the screenings, audiences were encouraged to cast their votes for 
the Audience Choice Awards while a panel of historians and film 
instructors convened in advance of the festival to judge the best 
films in five cash categories ($5,000 Best Film; $2,000 Best Coming of 
Age Depiction; $1.000 Best Collaborative Effort; $1.000 Best Film by a 
First-time Filmmaker; $1.000 Legacy Award). 

Nationally, there is nothing else like this film festival. Simply 
put. it has been the product of collaborations-between organiza
tions, between individuals, between young and old. The generosity 
of many funded the festival and enabled us to annually award 
$10,000 in prizes. Our libraries, schools, theaters and even the Mall 
of America hosted dozens of statewide screenings. And finally, our 
partners at Corneas! and TWin Cities Public Television collaborated 
with the MHS to ensure that the films were available to a wide and 
varied audience. 

Along the way, we were reminded that the World War II genera
tion is passing at an alarming rate . In fact. we lost several of our 
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leading men and women over those years. But in these films you 
can see them traveling back through time and memory, becom
Ing "forever young" through the historical photographs used by our 
younger filmmakers. 

We also learned that it would be a mistake to believe that reliving 
these sixty-year old stor ies always came easily. As one of our leading 
ladies told me, she didn't sleep so well after working to recall trau
matic times of Depression and war. StilL one of the best experiences 
of this festival was to be drawn into a short film, to see someone 
filmed at their kitchen table or in their backyard, and then to find 
them sitting next to you in the theater. 

Many of the filmmakers reported that they had always 
meant to do something like this-to document the life of some
one dear to them-and that this competition provided the 
Incentive to finally do it. The cash award sets this competi
tion apart from many festivals , but ultimately the most reward
Ing part was in the doing. One of the filmmakers put it this way: 

I showed my Dad the film last night and it made him 
cry. It was a powerful moment between us, so I must 
say I have a l ready won something that is most pre
cious .... I am emotionally raw from it in a way that I 
have not felt with my work in some time . I know the 
work I am most proud of over the years is the work that 
has come from the deepest places in my souL and this 
film certainly found a new place at the top of this list. 

Tom Drube (center} 

and his daughter 

A li (right) discuss 

with festival director 

Randal Dietrich and 

the audience their 

fi lmmaking choices 

for their award

winning film My 

Grandma Lucy. 
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Ultimately, our strategy to democratize the filmmaking process 
proved empowering: filmmakers responded with passion and PUr
pose that far exceeded our expectations. We collected many more 
stories, and garnered a far wider audience, than we would have 
had we just made a single, long-form documentary. 

Perhaps the most rewarding outcome was an unintended one. 
Those in the starring roles and those behind the camera came to 
serve as amazing ambassadors for the Minnesota Historical Society. 
They helped spread the word in communities across the state, spoke 
to their local newspapers, e-mailed their friends and gathered their 
families. Through their experience, they gave voice to why w e do 
what we do. No marketing message or public relations campaign 
is as true as their authentic appreciation for the opportunity we 
afforded them. It was endorsement of our commitment to p reserve 
Minnesota's history-a h istory and commitment we all share. 

My heartfelt thanks go out to the generation who so evocatively 
shared their stories and to the generation of filmmakers, including 
Matt Ehling and Tom Drube, who so lovingly recorded it . 
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Remembering Grandma Lucy 
rom Drube 

MY impression of history p rior to my involvement with the M innesota 
Historical society came from watching the History Channel. I felt that 
hiStory was reserved for the fantastic, that such stories and data were 
the reason for history museums. I fully bought into the tired cliche 
that those who didn't understand history were destined to repeat it . 
History, in this more serious context, was reserved for policy makers 
and social leaders. I had license to treat it as an escape and enter
tainment. I could draw on it when I wanted to as one might enjoy a 
game of golf or a fantasy movie at the theatre. This would change 
when my daughter Ali brought home a flyer from an event she par
ticipated in as part of her history class at school. 

The flyer called on normal folks like us to make a ten-minute 
mm on someone from Minnesota's greatest generation. When Ali's 
grandma Lucy had passed away, a movie much like that had been 
prepared as part of the memorial service. It seemed like a remake 
might serve a purpose for both Ali's school projects and as a means 
for us to work together. 

My mother's story is anything but fantastic, as it was typical for a 
large number of folks growing up in the 1920 sand '30s. As a youth 
she was in and out of various sanitariums in Minnesota as she battled 
tuberculosis. She spoke very little about this time as I was growing 
up, but as I became an adult she spoke more freely. Eventually a 
musty shoebox of pictures was shared that showed her as a young 
girl and what was "home" for her in her formative years. She was 
at the Ah-Gwah-Ching Sanitarium for Consumptives near Walker, 
Minnesota,as a teenager. Several years before she passed away, I 
accompanied her to a class reunion in Ortonville, Minnesota. On the 
return, we stopped at the then-vacant Riverside Sanitarium, where 
she had finished her recovery. It was there that she revealed that she 
had met my father there when he was a patient. My father, much 
more private than even my mother, had never shared this informa
llon. Large gaps in understanding where I had come from slowly 
began to have the fog lifted from them, and now I had a chance to 
lift them for Ali. 

We started with the VHS tape put together for Mom's service and 
the box of pictures . Sorting through them we realized that we had 
an opportunity to make this seem even more real for Ali by visiting 
her grandmother's first sanitarium home. Ah-Gwah-Ching is a nurs
ing home now, but when Lucy was there it was full of TB patients. We 
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Ali behind Building 

B at Ah-Gwah

Ching, as featured 

in the short film . 

Grandma Lucy at 

Ah-Gwah-Ching 

when she was a 

patient there, (left) 

at the same door

way as Ali and 

in bed . 
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k a summer road trip to Walker and photographed the site. With 
tOO early seventy-year-old photographs in hand, we were able to 
then 

ucate the shots for a then-and-now effect. One such picture was 
re~nclude Ali sitting on the very bench that my mother had sat on 
~ecactes ago. Comparing the two, I can see my mother's teenaged 

face smiling at me through Ali's. 
In order to get our dates right we visited the Minnesota History 

center in St. Paul. After several hours of online searches, we came 
across severa l boxes that stored Ah-Gwah-Ching records. In one was 
the original patient-admittance record book. There, in the original 
handwritten ink, was my mother's name, the date and time of her 
arrtval. and the names of those dropping her off. A chill went through 
me. as though I was transported in time. And then another revela
tion: immediately next to her name was my Aunt Florence's. I had 
not known that she, too, had been admitted to the "San." Yet another 
layer of fog lifted. 

Both my mother and her sister were subsequently discharged, 
but my mother was readmitted. Shortly after being readmitted there 
was yet another discharge and readmittance, which we had trouble 
understanding. We then visited the death certificates for my mother's 
family and verified that her mother had in fact died of TB and that 
her older b rother Leo had also died from the infection, although his 
was meningitis tuberculin. My mother had always professed that 
Leo did not die from TB, but rather meningitis, but that was appar
ently only half true. My grandfather's death certificate verified that 
he passed while Mom was at Ah-Gwah-Ching, which explained the 
short discharge, as she was permitted to leave to attend his funeral. 

Ali and I spent priceless hours discussing Lucy's time growing up 
and how it may have shaped who we were as a family. Ali quickly 
realized tha t the TB that had killed several in her grandma's family 
and had almost killed her grandmother was also what had brought 
her grandparents together. Without the tragedy of the TB, Ali would 
not be here. She also grew to understand that the defining charac
teristic of the greatest generation was not the circumstances that 
they endured, but rather the hope they had for a better tomorrow. 

It was around these themes that we began to assemble our film. 
Like an p rojects, the approaching deadline for submittal was a 
necessary threat to make sure something got done. We knew that 
we would essentially be creating a narrated slide show, so we orga
nized the presentation into sections and began to write a narrative. 
Since Ali was to narrate, she was the final editor on the choice of 
words. In the end, we had a bit of trouble with the sound and were 
ever reminded of how much we missed the opportunity to capture 
Lucy· i s story in her own words. We would learn, however, that the only 
rnportant thing is the story itself . 
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Completing the film with Ali was more rewarding than I 
have imagined, and yet there was more reward in store. The 
ning of the film presentations challenged my long-held " ...... ,r,n~~. 

about history. I came to realize how important an audience w as 
a story. Each contributor to the film festival was given this g ift of 
venue for their work to be seen. k3 such, the day became m ore 
a conversation than a presentation. I found myself more 
with the simple, honestly delivered stories of my peers than I 
ever be by the History Channel. I remember the film by Roger 
His subject Terrence Brennen, tells how he worked all summer for 
cents, only to lose it as he ran home. I remember Samuel 
film showcasing his grandfather, whose wit in telling simple stories 
managing a farm drew me in. These stories were very personal 
so very familiar in their human connection. These people's lives 
built on a collection of interpersonal relationships that I could 
stand because they were not that different than my own. It hecaJffiiJl 
apparent that our technical shortcomings could not undermine 
impact we could have by simply making a film and telling a story. 
the end we also were rewarded in knowing that the stories would 
preserved at the History Center and as such would not simply be 

In the end, my attitude toward the History Center changed . I 
longer saw it as a museum of the spectacular, there for my 
ment but rather a library of our common bonds. I was not a <-·-"',._ 
demanding to be entertained, but a part of it. We were the 
While I don't reject the tired cliche that we must understand · 
as not to repeat it, I now see both the role of our history museums 
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own in documenting who we are in a much different light. Each 
:vus has an obligation to future generations with our stewardship 
of the past. We have a basic need to feel safe and to belong. If we 
teel separate from other groups, we push ourselves from them and 
ur abilitY to relate as people fades . If we feel a part of something 

~arger, we tend to communicate and draw closer. 
History, it seems, has a half-life. What we remember diminishes 

with ume. By documenting what we know, we preserve the truth 
tor more generations. This increases the number of generations 
that can, in turn, find that sense of belonging. The History Center 
has continued its campaign to collect real and personal stories in 
the years following our submittal of My Grandma Lucy. Each year 
1 have been eager to participate again. Each year I have found a 
personal subject within my own family in hopes that our story will 
resonate with the others in the festival. Each year I look forward to 
the conversation. 
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From Book to Film- The Artifacts 
of Wartime History 
Matt Ehling 

The book was a thin volume- light gray and gen tly w orn at the 
b inding. On its title page, the following was written: 

This is a testimonial without names, and with just one 
number: The 60th. 1 

My grandfather Bill served in the 60th Infantry Regiment- part 
of the First Army's Ninth Infantry Division. Bill joined up with the 6oth 
in England, shortly after the Allied assault on Utah Beach. The 
day, he found himself in combat in Europe. He remained there until 
well after the war was over, as part of the American occupation army. 

Three years later, a small commemorative volume entitled Follow 
Thru was mailed to my grandfather. Written by Morton J. Stussman of 
the U.S. Army, the booklet chronicled the exploits of the 60th Infantry's 

"Go Devils" in pictures and in text. This book soon joined the other 
artifacts that Bill kept from the war years, including his dress uniform 
and a pair of German officer's swords. It was through this collection 
of items that I came to know the history of the Second World War. 

I had other relatives who fought in the war. Many on my mother's 
side had served, mostly in the Pacific . Some talked reluctantly about 
their experiences in combat. Some would not talk at all. Bill never 
hesitated in this way. A5 a child, I spent many summers at his farm. 
and heard long tales from the European campaign. For m e, his 
stories, his uniform, and his book were not conduits to history-they 
were history. They made the war indelibly reaL and established a 
connection with that time period that has never left me. 

In the late l 990s, I decided that someone in the family needed 
to preserve my grandfather's stories. One fall afternoon, I packed 
a microphone and audio recorder into my car and drove south to 
my grandfather's farm. Around his kitchen table, we shared taleS 
from his wartime experiences: the Battle of the Bulge, the taking of 
the Remagen bridge, the assault that killed every man in his unit 
except for him. 

The tape sat on a shelf in my office for the next several years; an 
archival record of family history. Its main use, I assumed, would be 
in the years to come, when Bill was no longer with us. 

In late 2006, I came across a notice for a film competition thai lh8 
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Minnesota Historical Society was sponsoring. They were soliciting 
short films and videos about the experiences of the fabled "greatest 
generation" of the 1930s and '40s. 

After the publication of Tom Brokaw's The Greatest Generation 
compendium a decade before, my grandfather had mentioned 
to me that its celebration of World War II veterans was g rati fy
ing because such sentiments had not been widespread when he 
returned from Europe. Most people in his smalL rural community 
wanted to forget and to simply move on. It would be fitting, I thought, 
to use the Historical Society's contest as a way to craft a public tribute 
to my grandfather's service- the kind that he had never received. 

Slowly, I built a film around the audio recording of Bill's stories. 
The final production, entitled Coming Home, was screened at the 
Minnesota History Center in the fall of 2007. Its emotional impact was 
clear. My grandfather's taut storytelling delivered the audience to 
the war's front lines, and presented an experience that was not easily 
forgotten. The recorded recitation of his tales won the competition's 
top Prize in 2007, and led to two years of screenings across the state. 

The film's impact on Bill has been marked. Its broad exposure
through the Historical Society and on public television- has led to 
many instances where strangers have stopped him in public to talk. 
Sometimes they have asked questions about his service. Mostly they 
have thanked him. 

Much mythology surrounds the Second World War. This is under
standable, for these myths rest upon truly astonishing events in 
American history. For the most part, the combatants in that war were 

Matt and his 
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rofessional soldiers. They were farmhands and factory workers. 
not p urere given six weeks of basic training and a rifle, and were 
TheY vv 

ed on a boat bound for combat. A handful of years later, they 
plaC 

d defeated Fascism across the globe. 
ha On its own, an individual's oral history cannot provide a complete 

tcture of such an event. Nor can it always extract accurate details 
from decades-old memories. However, its value lies in providing a 
vtsceral connection to a historical moment. For the generations that 
cannot experience the original event, oral histories, video compila
tions, and other artifacts can bridge great distances and make the 
Intangible real. This is what my grandfather's war stories- and his 
bOOk--did for me. Perhaps his short film has done the same for others . 

Recently, the book passed into my hands. A couple of years after 
the film first screened, my grandfather approached me at a family 
gathering. In his hands was the slim gray volume I had read as a 
child. "You should have this, " he told me. 

1 first set eyes on my grandfather's book many years ago. There 
have been births and funerals since. Now, I have a son of my own. 
One day, when he is old enough to understand, we will head south 
to my grandfather's home town. We will sit on a bench in the late 
afternoon and read from the book. 

Inside, amidst photos of combat and dead men, one can still see 
the scrawl of my father's colored pencils in the margins- remnants 
of his childhood attempts to write. The pages have yellowed, but the 
pigments are still vibrant. The book's sole color photograph is repro
duced on page twelve. It is a picture of a graveyard, bathed in the 
day's waning light. Underneath it, the following is written: 

·It was a tough grind, cruelly out of proportion for sports lov
Ing youngsters when pitted against bitterly fanatical men 
who knew no rules . And yet they won."2 

1 Morton J . Stussman, Follow Thru (Stuttgart: Chr. Scheu tele, n .d .). 

2 Stussman, Follow Thru. 
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Community as Curator: 
A Case Study at the 
Brooklyn Historical 
Society 

Deborah Schwartz 
and Bill Adair 

Since 2006 the Brooklyn Historical Society (BHS) has held a Public 
Perspectives Exhibition Series in its Independence Community Gallery, 
providing a forum for Brooklynites to have an active voice at BHS by 
presenting community-curated exhibits. Topics have included Chinese 
immigration, Italian Catholic culture, storefront far;ades, gentrification, 
and affordable housing. The following is a conversation between Deborah 
Schwartz, director of the Brooklyn Historical Society, and Bill Adair, 
director of the Heritage Philadelphia Program, The Pew Center for Arts & 
Heritage, reflecting on the BHS's community-curated exhibitions program. 

Bill Adair: Can you tell me how the 
Public Perspectives gallery got start
ed/ I know this is something that 
you initiated when you came to the 
Society. How did it begin, and what 
was the thinking behind itt 
Deborah Schwartz: I knew that 
it was important for the Brooklyn 
Historical Society to signal to 
Brooklyn's incredibly diverse and 
complicated communities that this 
was a place that was for everyone, 
that the history that was told here 

Throwing Open the Doors: Commun iti es as Curators 

was not just a very narrow sl ice of 
history. We are located in a very 
beautiful, very well-to-do neigh
borhood in Brooklyn Heights, sur
rounded by beautiful 19th-century 
brownstones, and frequently peo
ple perceive this to be the Brooklyn 
Heights Historical Society rather 
than the Brooklyn Historical Society 
(BHS) So the question was what 
do you do to change that, and so 
I began to think and talk with my 
staff and trustees about what we 



could do, what kind of project we 
ld construct that would rea lly 

cou I . . I 
11 

w us to give a we comrng stgna . 
a 

0 
And that's real ly what the Public 

Perspectives project was born from. 
Theoretically we wanted to say 
to people that we don't think we 
always have the def tntttve verston 
of history here. And as a practtcal 
matter, we certain ly don't have the 
time or the resources to go into 
the nooks and crannies of Brooklyn 
and pull out all that history, reveal 
it to people, and help them think 
about it and be engaged wit h their 
own history. We need their help
their input. So we then set up t his 
project, and fortunately we had a 
couple of funders who were very 
excited about it. The concept was 
to put out an open call to people in 
Brooklyn who had ideas about how 
to tell history-what history they 
wanted to tell, sometimes in a very 
small way, a very small slice, and 
at other times a more ambitious 
look at pieces of history related to 
Brooklyn . We worked very hard to 
create a set of guidelines that we 
thought were smart, that wou ld be 
clea r to people, not so complicated 
that they would be put off by it. 
We were t rying to reach all kinds of 
people-def initely not just people 
who already knew how to curate 
exhibitions. We knew that we were 
going to put in a certain amount of 
time and energy to facilitate these 
projects once they were chosen in 
order to make good projects, and 
off we went. 

Bill Adair: So how does this 
process play out? 

Deborah Schwartz: The first thing 

we did was we set up an advisory 
group; it changes year after year, 
but the group basica lly consists of 
historians, folklorists, artists, and, 
at this point, somebody who has 
been through the process before
Bill Adair: From the Brooklyn 
community? 
Deborah Schwartz: Professiona ls 
from the community, including a 
traditiona l art curator who is part 
of the process. The advisors rotate, 
so there are always some people 
who have been th rough the pro
cess before and others who are 
new. 
Bill Adair: Any society staff on that 
advisory committee? 
Deborah Schwartz: There is 
nobody from the society on that 
advisory group. 
Bill Adair: That sounds scary. 
Deborah Schwartz: There are 
two staff members who facilitate 
the process, so they bring in the 
proposals, they review them, they 
put them together, they send out 
packets to the advisors in advance. 
And they are there in the room as 
the advisors are making their deci
sions, and there's a very clear set 
of criteria . What are we looking 
for in these shows7 The criteria are 
broad, but very clear. The staff is 
there to remind the advisors about 
the criteria and the priorities of the 
program. 
Bill Adair: So you send out a call 
for ideas. 
Deborah Schwartz: There's an 
RFP-a form that people have to 
fill out. It's on the website so any
body can see it at any time, and 
that form requires certain compo-
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114 nents. You have to articulate the 
idea you have. You have to show 
us some images. You have to give 
us a sense of what your prelimi
nary checklist wou ld be. There are 
certain kinds of proposals that 
are disallowed. You can't be one 
individual artist, because we knew 
we would get lots of proposals like 
that, and that's not the point of 
the project. The advisors review all 
the proposals, and then they come 
together for a day, and they sit in 
a room together, and they review 
things. And they pick three propos
als for the year, and have backups 
in case for some reason somebody 
falls through on us. And then their 
work is done. At that point we 
make contracts with the groups 
and decide on a schedule. 
Bill Adair: How does the budget 
work? 
Deborah Schwartz: We have sti
pends for the groups. The stipends 

Schwartz and Adair, Community as Curator 

can be used in any way they want 
for putting up the exhibition. They 
can buy framing supplies, they can 
pay designers with it, they can do 
whatever it is they feel they need. 
They can't have any more than 
we give them-it's $2,000. And 
we make it clear that there's not 
going to be more if you come back 
to us and say, "Oops." And then 
we provide funds for a postca rd 
announcement and an opening 
reception for the exhibit ion. The 
guest curators design the postcard 
and then we send it out to our 
patrons and members, and they 
send it out to their own mailing 
lists. This is a crucial piece of audi
ence building for BHS. 

Part of what organizers have 
given us in their original proposal 
is some sense of ideas for public 
programs that they want to run 
in tandem with the exhibit ion, 
and that's an important criterion 



. dging the projects . We tor JU . , 
t to see t hat tt s people who 

wan . . h 
·nterested in engagtng w tt are 1 

the public beyond the actual 
hibition expenence. ex .. . 

So the process ts tnteresttng, 
because once we' re real ly rol ling 
up our sleeves and doing this, the 
community groups have learned a 
great deal about what it means to 
put up an exhibition And we, the 
staff, put a lot of energy into it, not 
to shape thei r exhibition or their 
ideas as much as to shape what 
they know about the possibi lity of 
the exhibition as a medium. 
Bill Adair: So you see the staff's 
contribution as technical assistance 
rather than conceptual or content 
assistance? 
Deborah Schwartz: Right I think 
one place we get a litt le closer to 
conceptual input is that we give 
the community groups the option 
of including things from the col
lection . Some people are savvy 
enough and come in th inking 
about the artifacts. They'd like to 
use X, Y, and Z f rom the BHS col
lection . Other people haven't even 
thought about that, and we will 
present this as an option. If they 
say no, it's tota lly fine. So it's not 
very interventionist 
Bill Adair: So any content is 
acceptable? 

Deborah Schwartz: The one place 
I've seen my staff be a little bit 
heavy-handed is on the occasion 
When somebody has come in with 
an idea that turns out to be more 
of a book on t he wa ll. We had 

d
sornebody w ho had been writing a 

ISSert t ' a ton on a topic and wanted 
to do the show. Great topic, great 

show, fabulous work, fabulous his
tory, but the person did not know 
how to translate that So we put a 
lot of energy into that, helping the 
curator to think about how to rep
resent some of these ideas using 
artifacts and images and less text 
Bill Adair: Design and fabrication 
of an exhibition is such a big deal 
in contemporary museums, so how 
much are the groups involved in 
design and fabrication? 
Deborah Schwartz: It really varies. 
Ultimately, they are the ones who 
put up the show. 
Bill Adair: Physically? 
Deborah Schwartz: Physical ly. 
Again-we are present Sometimes 
they ask for our advice about 
designers or art handlers and that's 
not a problem for us-but they 
have to pay these people from their 
stipend and the groups themselves 
are doing the work and making 
decisions. 
Bill Adair: When you founded this 
program did you have as an explicit 
intention the goa l of sharing his
torical and curatorial authority with 
your aud iences7 
Deborah Schwartz: Very, very 
much so. It was absolutely the 
purpose of this, to signal to people, 

"This place belongs to you. We as 
an institution and as a professional 
staff don't know everyth ing there 
is to know about Brooklyn's his
tory, about your history, about your 
church's history-whatever it is. 
And we are interested in honoring 
your assessment of that history." 
And we do not assume that we 
are actual ly going to completely 
agree with everything that gets put 
out there, but we insist on a pretty 
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rigorous process. If we see that 
somebody's ideas seem very sloppy 
or unformed, that's not likely to be 
one of the exhibitions our advisors 
wou ld se lect. 
Bill Adair: What about offensive 
or potentially offensive ideas? Or 
even controversial7 Have you faced 
that yet? 
Deborah Schwartz: The cu r-
rent exhibition [summer 20 1 0] is 
about a pa rticular set of subsidized, 
affordable housing in Brooklyn, 
now in the throes of a lot of poli ti
cal controversy w ith huge financial 
implications for the tenants and 
the developers. This exhibi t ion was 
put together by some of the ten
ants who are also very vocal act iv
ists . It's their point of view, and 
we knew that, and we're totally 
okay with that. We've had people 
do a project around At lantic Yards, 
where the new Nets Stadium will 
be built- also highly controversial. 
These are all very hot topics in 
Brooklyn. 

Publ ic Perspectives projects are 
about giving a lot of voice to a lot 
of different people, and it took 
me a while to make sure that I 
was ready for any confrontations, 
should they come. So far, any con
frontations I have had have been 
very private. People call me up and 
say, "Why'd you do that show? 
That's not right." And the most 
interesting thing for me is that I get 
to say, "This is pa rt of a program 
that is very deliberately about let
ting people have voices here. And 
it's not your voice- it's okay that 
it's not your voice. It's their voice, 
and that's very clear in the exhibit, 

Schwartz and Adair Communitv s Cu ator 

in the way it's set up," and so far 
that works. 
Bill Adair: Were you looking at 
other models of similar practice 
when you developed this prog ram 
or do you think it's really a new ' 
kind of model? How radica l is this 
kind of practice, where you turn 
over the exhibition content to your 
aud ience? 
Deborah Schwartz: I actu-
al ly don't th ink it's radica l. I th ink 
there've been versions of commu
nity-driven ga lleries in museums 
for decades. It's interesting to me, 
however, that there haven't been 
more of these recently. I th ink this 
work is largely being done on the 
Internet these days. 

But I've had a couple of col
leagues ca ll and say, "''m taking 
your idea. Is that okay?" and I say, 

"Of course it's okay. It's fabulous." 
We weren't looking at a pa rticu lar 
model when we began this pro
gram. As a practical matter, we 
were mostly bui lding from scratch. 
Bill Adair: Has there been push
back from the staff or the board at 
all in terms of the process or any of 
the content? 
Deborah Schwartz: No. The staff 
and board have been very happy 
with this project. The only issues 
that have come up have been 
around the amount of physical 
space that we give it. And that 
is the dilemma of being a smal l 
institution, because when we turn 
over space for a big chunk of t ime 
to these shows, it means there's 
something else we're not doing . So 
the board is eager to see us shoW 
off more of our permanent col-



. n and they are totally right 
leCtiO • 
about that. We have a gorgeous 

d fasc inat1ng permanent col-
an d . 
lection. The felt nee to continue 
p blic Perspect ives AND show 
uore of the co llection has led us to 

m eate a new configura t ion of the 

~~st floor of the build ing and the 
lower level, and probably a year 
and a half from now we'll have 
another really nice exh ibition space 
carved out of the building . This will 
include a better ga llery space for 

Public Perspectives. 
Bill Adair: That's a real commit
ment on the part of the institution. 
Deborah Schwartz: Yes, and 
that's very exciting. There's no 
question we're very different from 
a brand new history center with a 
new large fa ci lity. So we've got to 
be really creative about how we 
think about our space and how we 
use the space. 
Bill Adair: Do you think the project 
has truly worked as a community 
building exercise' Do you think 
it's worked in terms of bu ilding 
new audiences, maybe even bring
ing new members? Do you think 
it's built a sense of community 
between the insti tution and the 
neighbors or among community 
members? How has that played 
out? 

Deborah Schwartz: 1 think it has 
definitely served to bring new peo
ple to the Historica l Society who 
have not been here hadn 't known 
about the place A ~ajor dilemma 
that so many museums face- if 
you do someth ing that resonates 
for a group of people who have 
otherw ise been alienated does 

that instantly turn them into regular, 
engaged members? A little hard to 
tell. A litt le hard to track. I do th ink 
a lot more people know we're here. 
They know our resources now. 
We've built important relationships 
through this program. 
Bill Adair: You have many 
tentacles out there in the com
munity now as a resul t of Publ ic 
Perspectives? 
Deborah Schwartz: That's right, 
but it's a little hard to quant ify. I 
don't think that we've done every
thing we can to keep these folks 
close to the organization. On t he 
other hand, we've had people who 
participated in Public Perspectives 
who then turn out to be regu lar 
members of our freelance educa
t ion staff- they do talks and tours 
and have become actively engaged 
in the institution . That gives us a 
great feeling. 

Relationships, programs, con
nections, networks- that is very 
appealing and it's what a sma ll 
history center such as this one 
can and should be at this moment 
in time, with the limits we have 
on space, on resources, on staff. 
We've found a way to be vibrant 
for people. 
Bill Adair: I think many people in 
the public history field are wonder
ing right now about these kinds 
of projects. We're all interested 
in them and noticing this trend 
among ourselves, but are our aud i
ences noticing it? Does it make 
audiences more attached to an 
institution, or could it make them 
more suspicious of an institution? 
If we're sharing authority with our 
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visitors, then the other visitors that 
come in are being asked to hear 
from peers rather than historical 
or curatorial experts. Is that some
thing that they want? 
Deborah Schwartz: These are 
really important questions and we 
haven't yet done any systematic 
evaluation. I think it's time to do 
that. It probably needs to be a 
longitudinal study in that you can't 
do it for just one show. You've 
got to do it for three, four shows 
or you won't real ly get a sense 
because the shows are so different 
from one another. Sometimes we 
hea r ''I'm not sure I like the point 
of view of that show," which is 
one way that people talk about it. 
They know that it's a very distinc
tive point of view, and it's not one 
they share. We are very deliberately 
sharing authority with some of our 
visitors and we need to evaluate 
the impact on everyone. We need 
to do that study. 
Bill Adair: The value that the soci
ety now places on sharing authority 
with its communities-it's got to 
emanate from the leader of the 
institution, right? Certainly one of 
your roles as director is to clarify 
and communicate the value system 
of the institution. How do you set 
the tone for shared authority with 
your board, with your staff-and, 
of course, your audience7 
Deborah Schwartz: We're a very 
sma ll staff, and so we're in the very 
wonderful position of being ab le 
to communicate very efficiently 
and deeply in small groups-there 
are fifteen of us here. So when an 
idea is gestating, you throw it out 

Schwartz and Adair. Communitv as Curator 

to your colleagues and you have 
a healthy discussion and debate 
about it. It's not that everything is 
done as a democracy. But there is 
definitely a sense that we're in this 
thing together and everyone has a 
voice. I think the staff that's here 
is drawn to the vision that we've 
developed since I've been here. 

When we were looking for a 
new archivist-a professional w ho 
is charged in part with the job of 
protecting the collections-we 
asked candidates about their 
interest in public access-not 
just access to scholars, but to 
lay people. We told them about 
Publ ic Perspectives. I asked people 
how they felt about working in an 
archive where young teenagers 
were just as welcome as anybody 
else to come in. I listened very care
fu lly to the answers, and we now 
have an amazing staff here w ho 
tota lly loves what we're doing . So, 
you put the right people in the 
stew pot together, and it's not 
t hat hard. I haven't fe lt as if we 
were dragging people kicking and 
screaming into this process of shar
ing authority. 

Quite frankly, I also have some 
very trusted funders that I run 
things by. That makes a big differ
ence, too, if somebody's going to 
invest in your va lue system. We've 
had very good luck w ith fund ing 
Public Perspectives. People under
stand it. It's not hard to explain. 
Our track record is pretty interest
ing, and so it continues to have 
legs. It might at some point get 
tired, and that would be okay. You 
have to pay a lot of attention and 



know if you've spent an idea. 
Bill Adair: You mentioned that 
several other institutions are doing 
community curating projects like 
yours but are doing them online. 
Quite a few organizations are 
beginning to experiment with 
sharing curatorial authority online, 
but doing it in real space is a very 
different thing. How important is 
it to you that these exhibitions be 
real space projects and not virtual 
projects? 

Deborah Schwartz: Very impor
tant. The reason that I think we 
care so much about doing this 
physically is because we want to 
signal to people that this building 
in this particular place is full of 
surprises, is not what you expect it 
to be. It is a place that really is co
owned by the community. And you 
can't do that by just having it play 
out online. That is about the physi
cal place. And even though I may 
complain at times about havi ng too 
small a place, it is very important 

that some of our space physically 
be turned over to the public so that 
their voices can be heard. 
Bill Adair: Do you think it va lidates 
people's stories and histories to 
have them presented here in this 
grand building7 
Deborah Schwartz: I hope so. For 
us it's about saying, "We really 
want you to know that this is here 
for you. You might not think it's 
here for you, you might not even 
know it's here, you might never 
have been in Brooklyn Heights, but 
come check us out, and here's a 
really good reason to come check 
us out." So that's an agenda that 
is somewhat self-serving . But I also 
think for an institution like this one 
to be a gathering place for the 
community is a very good way to 
use this building. And you can't do 
that, obviously, if it's all virtual. 
Bill Adair: Has the program 
evolved or changed in response to 
the feedback you've gotten from 
the participants? 
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Deborah Schwartz: There are a 
few things that have changed. We 
clarified some things about what 
we were looking for. We gave 
people more time. We changed the 
makeup of the advisory committee 
a little bit. We found some new 
places to publicize the program. 
And we put the shows up for a 
little bit longer now than we did 
at first. But I think otherwise the 
project has been pretty steady. I 
think the staff has learned a lot 
about what to expect. We've had 
what I think are really instructive 
moments that were not always 
easy: with community curators 
not meeting deadlines, or show
ing up late for meetings. People 
who don't work in the field don't 
always understand (or care) about 
deadlines, and don't have any idea 
about the consequences of delays. 
Occasionally this is really hard on 
the staff and they get frustrated. 
But the process of give and take, 
of learning to know and respect 
stylistic and cultural differences and 
expectations is all a part of what 
it means to share authority. So, it 
turns out that we are teaching our 
community curators how to make 
exhibitions, but we are also learn
ing about tolerance and openness 
ourselves. The process requires an 
adjustment for staff. And I think 
that makes us a more interest-
ing and community-engaged 
institution . 
Bill Adair: So there have been 
some cultural barriers. Do you think 
there might be ways in which this 
curatorial process doesn't translate 
cross-culturally7 What about lan
guage barriers? 

Schwartz and Adair Commtmitv m lttrntm 

Deborah Schwartz: We have 
not yet had a group participate in 
Public Perspectives who was not 
English speaking, and we haven't 
really figured out how to address 
that. I think we know that we have 
some serious limitations in w hat we 
could respond to, and so then the 
question becomes how do we find 
the resources to pay translators, etc. 

I would say one of my rea l dis
appointments was when we did a 
Public Perspectives exhibition about 
the history of the Chinese immi
grant community in Brooklyn. We 
worked closely with the Brooklyn 
Chinese-American Association and 
they helped us with publicity, and 
we brought on a Chinese speaking 
intern who translated exhibi tion 
texts into Chinese and who w rote 
a press release in Chinese. But w ith 
the exception of the opening we 
didn't get a lot of the Sunset Park 
Chinese community here. And that 
was a big disappointment. There 
are probably a lot of reasons w hy 
that didn't work, some of w hich 
we might have been able to rethink 
and some of which in retrospect is 
not so surprising. I think it's partly 
about, again, a lack of resources
not being able to put full-page 
ads in Chinese in the local Ch inese 
newspapers and things like that. 
That could've made a difference; 
we'll never know for sure. 
Bill Adair: How far do you think 
that the society could go, and 
institutions like this-in terms of 
sharing authority with visitors? Are 
there next steps? Are there other 
boundaries and barriers between 
staff and visitors that are still to be 
broken down, do you think? 
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Deborah Schwartz: Yes, I think 
we will always be looking at inter
esting ways to share authority, to 
use a constructivist approach to 
what we're doing, not just in edu
cation, but in everything we do. I 
think it's very interesting, appealing, 
smart, a little unpredictable in the 
good sense, and fits well in a place 
where, even if you wanted to run 
a really old-fashioned, authoritative 
place, you actually aren 't terribly 
well-equipped to do so. So, am I 
always seeing exactly where it's 
going to go next? No. But I pay a 
lot of attention to the lessons that 
you can learn from each of these 
things that we do. I think we are 
always asking how we want to 
position ourselves in a world in 
w hich we are looked to as some 
sort of authority. 

I think we do keep pushing the 
boundaries. I hope we will always 
push them, because I just think it 
gives us such incredibly interesting 
results. 
Bill Adair: So you've never had 
a sense that you've opened a 
Pandora's box? That this very open 
process is leading you to potentially 
uncomfortable places and you're 
going to lose control completely7 
Where's this authority sharing 
going to end? Certainly a lot of 
organizations fear that. 
Deborah Schwartz: In fact, I actu
ally think it's almost the inverse of 
that. The more we do this, the less 
fearful we get. What happens is a 
relationship gets built between the 
staff and the group, and there is a 
lot of back and forth. By the time 
staff and community have been 
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working together for several weeks 
there is a lot of trust on both sides 

The staff and community · 

groups use each other as sound ing 
boards. You see curators do this 
with each other all the time, right? 
In the end, there's not really a lot 
of fear here. Maybe someday we'll 
run into a really tricky spot, but not 
so far. 
Bill Adair: So all of the Public 
Perspectives projects have been 
a success? 
Deborah Schwartz: Of course it 
depends on your definition of suc
cess . We're obviously very focused 
on process- our engagement w ith 
the groups, the evolution of thei r 
thinking and knowledge about 
how to put up an exhibition. And 
sometimes those lead to final prod
ucts-exhibitions- that are fabu
lous, and sometimes they lead to 
exhibitions that are less than fabu
lous. And so the question is- Is it 
okay that in the end the audience 
who's coming to see this project 
has a less-than-fabulous experience 
of an exhibition? Because we have 
chosen to cede our authority to 
some extent, we live with a certain 
discomfort- knowing that there 
are going to be times when the 
process of creating these exhibi
tions is better than the end product. 
That may be the most controversial 
part of this. That may be the part 
that for some people is just sim ply 
not acceptable-particularly people 
in the history and museum fields. 
And I have had those arguments 
with people. 
Bill Adair: But for you it's okay? 
Deborah Schwartz: For me it's 
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0 a ' h I h. okay. It also isn 't t e on y t tng 
we do There are moments when 
we assert our authority and 
there are other moments when 
we take an institutional back 
seat. In the future we may want 
to take up a topic that comes 
to us originally through Public 
Perspectives and we'll present a 
different version-our version of 
it-complete with scholarly advi
sors and authoritative narrators. A 
lot of fabulous ideas have come 
out of Public Perspectives that I 
could imagine revisiting any num
ber of subjects with additional 
resources and expertise. Wouldn 't 
it be fascinating to see some of 
the Publ ic Perspectives stories 
played out using utterly different 
methodologies? 
Bill Adair: So there's still room 
for the traditional curator-curated 
exhibition at the Brooklyn Historical 
Society? 
Deborah Schwartz: Of course- a 
little. 

Lellina Go? Shorina Historical Authoritv in a User-Generated World 

123 


	Blank Page



