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The framework of Library and Information Science (LIS) underscores libraries,
archives and museums alike, as they are all cultural institutions with many parallel issues.
One area of inquiry within LIS is the study of information behavior—how indiviauals
encounter and make sense of their world. This study explores experiences of the museum
user that are non-practical goal—oriénted and deeply affective—specifically numinous
experiences with museum objects. A numinous experience in the museum context refers
to a deeply meaningful, transcendent encounter. The aims of this study were to: 1)
describe the meaning museum users make of these special encounters; 2) identify patterns
or themes, if any, that emerge from their descriptions of these experiences; and 3)
contribute a perspective to the overall understanding of the museum user experience. This
inquiry used interpretive phenomenological methodology, drawing on perspectives
informed by documentation studies, reader response theory, and Deweyian notions of
transaction and experience.

Data analysis based on five intensive interviews with museum users revealed four
essential themes (meanings) of these experiences, with the first theme acting as an over-

arching grand theme to the others: 1) Unity of the Moment — the experience is a holistic,



uniting of emotions, feelings, and intellect with the experienced object; 2) Object Link —
that the object links the experiencer to the past through both tangible and symbolic
meanings; 3) Being Transported — the experience is felt as if one is being transported to
another time and place, and is felt temporally, spatially, and bodily; and 4) Connections
Bigger Than Self — the experience consists of deeply felt epiphanic connections with the
past, self and spirit.

These four themes are interpreted in the frames of Dewey’s aesthetic experience,
Csikszentmihalyi’s psychological flow, and William James’ mystical consciousness. The
combination of these three sets of concepts helps illuminate the meanings behind the
numiﬁous encounter. This research demonstrated that the physical object is central to the
user’s numinous experience, as part of this total holistic encounter. These findings
underscore the multidifnensional modes by which museum objects affect visitors, and the
need to compare such experience with the effect of surrogates such as digital images on

people.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

One of the agendas of library and information science (LIS) research is to explore
and understand how people use information. People today find themselves immersed in
an information-rich society, with many messages bombarding them from all directions.
Museums, as one kind of infofmation system, are struggling to understand their place in a
rapidly changing, technology-driven society. The trend in many American museums is to
provide many overlapping layers of data to the user—such as exhibit elements, text,
sound, recreated scenarios, animation, interactives, and digital sources of information—
rendering the museum object, the core of the museum, to become lost in the experience.
The goal of this service orientation is to provide everything for the museum user, leaving
little to the imagination and perhaps resulting in information overload. As a resuit of this
purposeful heightening of museum visitor experience, this trend has involved a major
shift away from collections. A decade ago this involved creating more interactive
exhibits, but more recently it involves the creation of entire worlds that only exist
virtually, increasingly de-emphasizing the physical presence of objects that were once the
mainstay of the museum. Many museums are now moving towards the viﬁual, with
concepts and technologies such as Second Life, creating worlds that they claim, “make
:the impossible possible” (Seligson, 2007, p. 56). Ironically, in the process of creating
“experience” for users, museums are minimizing the experience that makes them
unique—the experience of the physical museum object. This study seeks to find out more
about a special museum experience—the numinous—a deeply meaningful encounter

between a visitor and the physical museum object and attempts to understand the basic



structures of this encounter, the role of the museum object, and the meaning that results
from this transéction for the museum user.
Museum Value: A Return to the Museum Object

In the rapid move toward new techﬁologies, there remains a need to return to the
basics, the foundation of museums—their collections of objects. Yet, the object—the
physical thing—seems to be getting lost in the contemporary process of museum-going.
At least in the recent past, museums have been the repositories of cultural and natural
represéntations from around the world and across time (Hooper-Greenhill, 1992).
Museums, in this sense, are the holders of multiple individual and collective histories that
tell stories about some event, person, animal, thing, time, or place. These collective
histories are embedded in the physical symbols that are represented in museum objects.
Almost daily, museums struggle to understand their purpose in today’s society. What,
they ask themselves, makes us unique, worthwhile, and valuable to our publics? Gurian
(2006), an American museum philosopher, wonders how we can make the museum
“essential,” that is, transforming it into a place where users consider the museum vital to
their lives. How can museums become not only important, but essential to our public?
Gurian is seeking to describe what is unique about museums and how this might be
shared with the public. Ironically, the museum’s uniqueness may be the very thing that is
presently being taken for granted, the museum object. It is the museum object that will
help make museums “essential” and unique and, therefore, valuable to the public. It is out

of this conundrum that this study arose.

The answer may lie somewhere in the simplicity of an individual encountering an

object of the past. What constitutes the basic level of a person experiencing a museum



object? What encounters are special in the presence of a physical thing? Carr (2008), in
an attempt to understand the connective experience one may have at a museum, points
out that:

Each work is awake (and awakens us) in a different way. The engaged museum

will assume that artists and museum users have much in common; each leads to a

feeling life and constructs and revises provisional ideas grounded in familiar

contexts. And each person, whether artist or museum usef, has the power of
presence as one among others. Museum, artist, artwork, museum user: these are
the four sources of energy given to the art museum educator. Given these sources,
how might a new fusion of museum experience and personal experience occur?

(p. 224).

Carr is, of course, speaking here of the art museum, art museum workers and visitors, and
objects of art. But his question can equally apply to all museums, their visitors, workers
and collections. His quote reminds us of what the museum can be—a place for
communication, thinking and inspiration. He wonders how museums become (or remain)
the sites of intensely personal experience, as places that cause us to think. And what
differentiates, he asks, museums from other cultural institutions or
communication/information agencies in society?

Immersed in this technology-rich, often over-scripted environment, museums
need to understand these unique encounters people can have at museums. What can occur
when we bring together physical representations of the past—with their form, beauty,
function and residue of past lives—with individuals from the present, living a moment in

time within their own complex lives? Museum objects, like books, belong to a continuum



of document-types; while they hold real, tangible evidence of past human behavior, they
also tend to be meaning—laden. What a museum object means depends, at least partially,
on the viewer.

Although there remains a great scholarly interest in the museum visitor
experience, many studies on these experiences are based on cognitive science principles
and positivist research assumptions, What is needed is a more holistic understanding of
human experiences that acknowledges the intersection of the cognitive and rational with
the emotional and spiritual. Only such an approach will enable some understanding of the
deep human experiences that take place in museums. Only then can we begin to
understand the lived experience of a museum user.

As a member of the group of cultural facilities that can be characterized as
memory institutions, the museum has encountered changing trends in technology that
have thrust it into a period of change. Just as Online Public Access Catalogs (OPACS)
and the digital library have helped to re-define the library as place, the digitization of
museum objects and the existence of the virtual museum forces upon us the need to
understand more about the lived experience of museum users with real, tangible, three-
dimensional things found in museum spaces. The question about experiencing the
physical object persists. Museum workers continue to ask what remains to make the
museum experience unique? Learning more about the encounter a user has with a
museum object can potentially provide answers to these questions.

Relevance of Study to Library & Information Science
The framework of LIS underscores libraries, archives and museums alike, as they

are all cultural institutions with many similar issues (Usherwood, Wilson & Bryson,



2005). One area of inquiry within LIS is the study of information behavior, how
individuals encounter and make sense of their world (Case, 2006). Within this area of
investigation are user studies, which emphasize people as creators, finders and users of
information (Case, 2006). As the central core around which LIS studies merge, the term
“information” must be clearly defined as it is viewed in this study. Using Buckland’s
notion that information is anything that informs (Buckland, 1991a, 1991b) and Case’s
(2006) description as “any difference you perceive, in your environment or within
yourself” (p.5), it is clear that museum objects are eligible as one thread in this line of
study. Indeed, Buckland (1991a) further argues that museums are information systems
and museum objects are documents and, hence, forms of information. Kniffel (as cited in
Usherwood et al., 2005, p. 90) points out that the “library and museum capture a
collective cultural knowledge, hold it for use, and expand it by allowing it to connect to
our inward thought...They are all...about the possibility to construct unrestricted
knowledge, and to craft personal trust of individual design.”

Even with an understanding of museums as information systems and places where
knowledge is constructed by the user, studies within LIS on museums tend to focus on
the management, organization, and socio-technical aspects of museums and their objects
(Marty, 2007) and not on the meaning and interpretation of these objects by their users. A
handful of user studies on museums exist (e.g. Booth, 1998, 1999), and these tend to
focus on the rational, practical and purposive behaviors of museum users. In 2004, Orr
pxjovided an excellent review of the literature on the information-seeking behavior of

museum users. Interestingly, very few scholarly works from LIS are noted in this review,



even though concepts and models developed in user studies are highly relevant to
research on museum visitors.

A museum user does not necessarily go to the museum to reduce an uncertainty or
to fill an information gap the same way a library user does. As such, studies in LIS on
non-purposive user behavior are of interest to museum user studies. A few examples of
LIS studies have used concepts of non-purpdsive user behavior such as information
encountering (e.g. Erdelez, 1996, 1999, 2005), incidental information acquisition (e.g.
Williamson, 1996, 1998), serendipitous information retrieval (e.g. Toms, 2000), and
passive acquisitioﬁ through enjoyable behaviors (e.g. Hartel, 2003; Ross, 1999).

This study, within the context of LIS, seeks to understand those experiences of the
museum user that are non-practical, goal-oriented and deeply affective, which entail other
forms of information response—specifically numinous experiences with museum objects.
Within this LIS user perspective, I seek to find out more about what it means to have
these responses (uniquely personal experiences) with sources of information (museum
objects) from the view of those who experience them.

This Study

The research done for this dissertation hones in on the museum object and its role
as a meaningful symbol to the museum user. Museum objects, just as books, archival
documents and other text-based materials, are carriers of symbols with multiple layers of
meaning. In particular, this study focuses on a very intimate experience that may occur
between the user and an object of history. This phenomenon—referred to as a numinous

experience—has been described as a deeply affective, transcendental, almost spiritual



encounter one may have in the presence of a museum object (Cameron & Gatewood,
2000, 2003; Gatewood & Cameron, 2004).

The purpose of this study was to explore the meaning museum users make of their
numinous experiences with objects. The central research question was: What meaning do
museum users make of a numinous experience with museum objects? This question was
kept purposefully simple in order to attain descriptions of the phenomenon as it is
recollected and recounted by those who have experienced it. Using qualitative methods
and perspectives informed by interpretative phenomenology, documentation studies, and
reader response theory, this inquiry sought to gain a deep understanding of this elusive
museum ehcounter. Through qualitative phenomeﬁological interviews and written
participant narratives, the descriptions of these lived experiences of a sample of museum
members and volunteers were meant to help us to gain insight into these little understood,
transcendent events. The aims of this study were to:

1) Describe the meanings made of numinous experiences with museum objects

by those who experience them;

2) Identify patterns or themes, if any, that emerge from people’s descriptions of

these experiences; and

3) Contribute a perspective to the overall understanding of the museum user

experience.

A study such as this is important to the museum field’s perspective of that
fundamental unit in the museum—the encounter between a museum visitor and the
museum object. Focusing on this unit will help visitor-oriented decision§ that affect every

department of the museum, from exhibits, to curation, to administration. The research



focus here addresses those user behaviors not typically discussed in the literature of LIS,
museum, or archival studies, such as the role of affect in the acquisition of information
and more passive forms of information behavior. Within this fast-paced and increasingly
technological world, it is vital that we ask questions related to the foundation of our
information institutions—the personal as well as the physical experience of users (Wood
& Latham, 2009).
Definitions of Terms
| Museum
A museum is a permanent institution, open to the public, which acquires,
conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of
humanity and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment
(International Council of Museums, 2009). This definition also incorporates historic
sites, natural parks, zoos, aquaria, and children’s museums.
Object
An object is a physical entity made or arranged by human beings. Other terms
used may be: thing, stuff, artifact, specimen, item and material culture (Pearce, 1994).
Although there is debate surrounding the semantics of each of these terms, for the
purpose of this study all terms are used interchangeably to describe a three-dimensional,
physical thing thét can be held, touched, used and/or seen. Susan Pearce describes them
as “selected lumps of the physical world to which cultural value has been ascribed”
(Pearce, 1992, p. 4). These two components—the thing itself and the cultural value

ascribed to it—are the main ingredients in the definition of “object.” The use of the word



“object” in this study, then, refers to something made or modified by a human being
(Prown, 1982).
Museum Object

The term museum object refers to any of the above physical entities found in a
museum, historical site, or cultural venue. It may include less obvious attributes as
structures, archaeological features and natural objects conceptualized by humans—if
found in the museum context.
Numinous Museum Experience

Broadly defined, a numinous experience is described as a meaningful,
transcendent experience that results in a deep connection with the past (Cameron &
Gatewood, 2000, 2003; Gatewood & Cameron, 2004). Other wordings of the concept
used in this dissertation are numen, numinosity, and numen-seeking.

Structure of this Dissertation

The remainder of this dissertation is divided into five sections: context of the
phenomenon (chapter 2), conceptual framework of the inquiry (chapter 3), research
methodology and design (chapter 4), analysis and results (chapter 5), interpretation of
results (chapter 6), and summary, implications, and suggestions for further studies
(chapter 7). The literature review, or context of the phenomenon, will review current
research on museum objects, as well as the work done to this point on numinous
experiences in museums. Following this, the conceptual framework will then help explain
the point of view taken when approaching the problem and embed the current study in the
broader perspective of information behavior studies and LIS. Because of the

methodology used in this study—interpretative phenomenology— the approach here was
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to leave descriptions of the phenomenon to the participants in the study. In the
methodology chapter, this approach to exploring the phenomenon is explained and the fit
between this approach and the research question asked is described. In addition, details
about site selection, participant selection, data collection and analysis procedureé, role of
researcher, ethical standards, credibility of study, and strategies of validation will be
provided in this section. As part of the focus on participant description, an entire chapter
will be devoted to the thematic results from the data, with a special emphasis on the
voices of the participants. The chapter following this (chapter 6) will be an interpretation
of the results using extant literature in support of the findings. Finally, the study will be
summarized and the implications of the findings to LIS and museum studies will be

discussed and potential future work will be recommended.
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CHAPTER 2
CONTEXT OF THE PHENOMENON
Past memories, present experiences, and future dreams of each person are
inextricably linked to the objects that comprise his or hef environment.
(Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981:ix)

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the intellectual context surrounding the
phenomenon of numinous experiences in museums. It is a literature review, but also a
mechanism to inform the feader of the context in which the phenomenon is situated. This
review is comprised of three sections. First, the origin and definition of the numinous
concept within the field of religious studies is provided. Second, an overview is given. of
the research that has been done on numinous experiences in the museum. And finally, a
sample of other research related to numinous experiences in museums that helps
contextualize the experience in the field of museum studies is provided.

The Numinous Experience

In 1917, Rudc;lph Otto, a distinguished German professor, wrote Das Heilige (The
Holy or The Sacred) in an attempt to find a deserving place for “non-rational” behavior in
religious studies. Among many other translations, the English version, The Idea of the
Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational Factor in the Idea of the Divine and Its
Relationship to the Rational, came out less than a decade later in 1923 and has been
popular in religious studies ever since (Gooch, 2000). Otto introduced the term
“numinous” as the central concept of his book and explored the place of this seemingly

non-rational experience in the spiritual world—an experience that he claimed lies at the
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core of all religions. The numinous, according to Otto, contains a “moment” that is
almost inexpressible in normal terms and concepts. It is a state of mind, or a numinous
consciousness, and is in the same category as one’s reaction to “the beautiful.” It is a
qualitative feeling, affect, but more than that. The numinous cannot be taught, only
awakened or evoked in the mind of the person and “can only be suggested by means of
the special way in which it is reflected in the mind in terms of feeling” (Otto, 1917/1965,
p. 12). The numinous is endowed with power, transcendence, majesty, and
overpoweringness that goes beyond any created thing and is also beyond the familiar, the
usual or the intelligible (Lopez, 1979).

Otto explains that there are two elements that make up numinous consciousness:
mysterium tremendum. The mysterium component has two elements: that the numinous is
experienced as the “wholly other,” something outside of our normal experience, and
fascination, which causes the person feeling the numinous to be enraptured or caught up
in the moment. Otto (1917/1965) explains the wholly other this way when likening it to
ghosts:

...because itis a thing that “doesn’t really exist at all,” the “wholly other,” is

something which has no place in our scheme of reality but belongs to an

absolutely different one, and which at the same time arouses an irrepressible

interest in the mind (p. 29).

Fascination, the other main element, is less complex, at least the description of it
is. The numinous fascinates or draws us to it with a force that is nearly irresistible. At its

most intense, it transforms into the mystical moment or direct contact with the numen.
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The tremendum component has three elements: awefulness, overpoweringness,
and energy. Awefulness, or awe, is the sense of absolute inapproachability. Perhaps it is
best summarized as mystical awe, as Otto at one point describes it. Overpoweringness,
related closely to awfulness, is the power than comes over a person, making one feel
“nothingness™; it inspires a feeling of humility. Finally, energy is a vigorous, compelling
urgency or passion, will, movement, excitement or activity.

Otto believed that there was a close relationship between the feeling of the
numinous and the aesthetic experience (Gooch, 2000; Lopez, 1979; Otto, 1917/1965).
The elements of both include feelings of the sublime, non-rational and wholly othér. He
also points out another similarity between religion and art, stating that with art one can
also reach that point of transcendence, beyond the magical and into the numinous itself
(Otto, 1917/1965).

From the beginning, Otto (1917/1965) states that the numinous is difficult to
quantify, describe or relate. He even says that the numinous must be directly felt to be
understood and “knowledge of its truth comes into the mind with the certitude of first-
hand insight...” (p.137). When the numinous is experienced, there is an immediate
certainty that this is a realization of a deep truth (Lopez, 1979).

Previous Research on Numinous Museum Experiences

In relation to museum objects and exhibits, the term numinous emerged with the
authors Catherine Cameron and John Gatewood (2000, 2003; Gatewood & Cameron,
2004), who wrote a series of articles about numinous experiences at historic museums
and sites. They were exploring the underlying motivations of tourist visits. Why else,

beyond information-gathering, having fun, and creating family memories, do people go to
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historic places? Cameron and Gatewood (2000, 2003; Gatewood & Cameron, 2004)
hypothesized that people often seek a deeper, more meaningful connection with a place
or time period and théy called these people numen-seekers. They borrowed the term
numen from Rudolf Otto’s book, The Idea of the Holy. In their first study (2000), they
offer a non-religious context for this response. Historic sites and displays, they
hypothesized, can conjure in visitors a visceral or emotional response to an earlier event
or time, one that could allow them to achieve a connection with the “spirit” of times or
persons past. In this description, Cameron and Gatewood refer to Csikszentmihalyi’s
work on “flow” and cite another study on tourism that describes this kind of experience
as “cognitive states in which there is intense engagement, a loss of the sense of time
passing, and a transcendence of self,” all related to an optimal experience (Prentice, Witt
& Hamer, 1998, p. 3). Cameron and Gatewood start their journey with this definition of
numinous: a transcendental experience that people can have in contact with a historic site
or objects.

In their initial study, done on visitors to historic sites in Bethlehem, PA, Cameron
and Gatewood fouﬁd that 27% of the people were actively seeking some sort of personal
experience with historic sites and museums. Their resulting taxonémy of coded open-
ended answers to the survey question, “What do you want to get out of your visits to
historic sites or museums?” showed a personal motivation for seeking historic
institutions. In 2004, Cameron and Gatewood expanded their study by doing not only
open and closed-ended surveys but participant observation, archival research and
interviews with park personnel—this time at Gettysburg National Military Park. Again,

Cameron and Gatewood found that 27% of visitors surveyed were “numen-seeker types.”
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In this study, the authors went more in depth and discovered more detail about the
phenomenon. They were able to refine their description of numinous experiences with
mainly historic sites and objects by positing three dimensions that make up the
experience:

1. Deep engagement or transcendence--which can involve such concentration that
the individual loses a sense of time passing or may have a flow experience of the
kind suggested by Csikszentmihalyi & Csikézentmihalyi (1988).

2. Empathy--a strongly affective experience in which the individual tries to conjure
thoughts, feelings, and experiences, including hardships and suffering of those
who lived at an earlier time,

3. Awe or reverence--an experience of being in the presence of something holy, or
spiritual communion with something or someone (Gatewood & Cameron, 2004,
p- 208).

‘While Cameron and Gatewood’s data were partially based on open-ended survey
questions asked of museum ﬁsers, their results were limited because their questions were
restricted by the survey-format and a lack of intensive, in-depth interviews in free-
flowing and infdrmant—directed format. Participants who provided open-ended answers to
survey questions were not able to guide their own descriptions and the authors’ findings
were limited within the framework of the survey instrument. In the end, their definition of
a numinous experience was based on their own notions, derived indirectly from their
survey daté, and not based on direct accounts of those who lived the experiences

themselves,
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In addition to Cameron and Gatewood’s work, there are a handful of others who
studied these kinds of objects or experiences, although not necessarily in the same detail
or did not use the same terminology. In 1993, Maines and Glynn wrote an article entitled,
“Numinous Objects.” As they define them:

...Numinous objects are examples of material culture that have acquired sufficient

perceived significance by association to merit preservation in the public trust.

They are the objects we collect and preserve, not for what they may reveal to us

as material documents, or for any visible aesthetic quality, but for their

association, real or imagined, with some person, place, or event endowed with
special sociocultural magic. The “numinosity” of an artifact or place, the
intangible and invisible quality of its significance, consists in its presumed
association with something, either in the past or in the imagination or both, that

carries emotional weight with the viewer (p. 10).

‘Whereas Cameron and Gatewood (2000, 2003) focused on numinous experiences,
Maines and Glynn (1993) focus on numinous objects. These kind of objects, they say,
help tell stories that can be personal, national, or social in nature. They provide a
“taxonomy” of numinous objects that includes personal objects, personal events or
places, ideas, group identity, achievement, or spiritual identity. They point out that
objects with numinosity may or may not be identified as authentic, depending on the
perception of the viewer. In their scenario, numen remains in an object only as long as
there is someone to remember the association of the object with its significance and can

be lost if no one remembers the association (or if documentation about it is lost). In other
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words, the perception of the object requires a framework of understanding to grasp its
significance.
In this context, one other study is important to mention before moving on.
In the late 90s, the Smithsonian traveled a two year exhibit of 300 of the nation’s
treasures called America’s Smithsonian and presented it to the public in twelve major
cities across the United States. Examples of items in this show were Abraham Lincoln’s
hat, the Apollo 11 spacecraft, Dizzy Gillespie’s trumpet, and Dorothy’s ruby slippers.
Over and over, people were awestruck by the power of the exhibit and, in more than a
few cases, were found weeping before the cases of objects. Kurin (1997) reports:
I am an object-speaks-for-itself skeptic. Yet in Los Angeles, even though I found
- problems and difficulties—with a carousel, the lighting, the hard-to-read labels,
the overbearing nature of the convention center—I was also drawn to the objects
on display. And despite hardened scholarly nerve endings, I was taken by
Lincoln’s hat. Despite its state of disrepair, its unassuming nature, it was after all
Lincoln’s hat—the real thing. Then the space suit, the space capsule, Edison’s
light bulb. All the real stuff...The power of America’s Smithsonian was in such
epiphanies sparked by individual objects, and in the repeated cumulative effect of
the whole. Over and over, visitors were hit with the impact of this experience...
(p. 37).
Although Kurin does not call these experiences with object numinous, his description of
them seems to be of the kind both Cameron and Gatewood and Maines and Glynn

discuss.
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Other Related Concepts to Numinous Expeﬁences in the Museum

There are other authors who weave in and out of describing deeply felt (possibly
numinous) experiences in museums. Nelson Graburn (1977) called these types of
museum éxperiences “reverential,” part of “the visitor’s need for a personal experience
with something higher, more sacred, more out of the ordinary, than home and work are
able to supply” (p. 13). He characterized it as one of magic, fantasy, and sacredness.
Graburn (1977) considered the experience to.be personal and private, a “solitary one of
contemplation, meditation,” filled with feelings of freedom and “eternal verities,” and he
adds, “freedom to fantasize and make connections is part of this unstructured ritual”
(p.14).

Spock, Perry, and Leichter (Leichter & Spock, 1999; Spock, 2000b) undertook a
large exploratory study investigating “pivotal” museum learning experiences of museum
professionals (Spock 2000a). From their study, Perry (2002) outlined four kinds of
learning: (a) sparking an interest, (b) delayed learning, (c) visceral learning, and (d) wrap-

around learning. Table 1 outlines the salient points of each kind of learning.

Table 1.

Perry’s (2002) Four Kinds of Learning, Pivotal Learning in Museum Professionals
study

Sparking an Delayed Learning Visceral Learning Wrap-Around
Interest Leamning
*Museum «Takes place over long *Experiences felt by the *Being in the
experience periods of time body presence of a
sparked an *When a person is ean internal understanding ~ wonderful object
interest in exposed to a new idea but (a way of knowing) that has  *Sensory &
something not does not recall it until little to do with intellect or  holistic
previously of much later & with greater cognition *Learning that is
interest clarity of understanding  Takes learner by surprise felt with whole
than before the encounter <Deep, profound body & via all

understanding of something senses
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Johan Huizinga, a Dutch Historian, speaks directly about a specific kind of
experience with historic objects. He claims that authentic historical objects can produce a
“historical sensation” in the mind of the visitor that he likens to the aesthetic experience
in an art museum (Henrichs 2004; Huizinga 1948). The historical feeling one may get
which is stimulated by the historical imagination (or intuition), Huizinga {1968) says,
cannot be separated from aesthetic pleasure. After all, Huizinga posits, the mission of
history is the evocation of the past and, therefore, historians must go beyond the
conceptual by evoking dynamic images of the past. Without this empathic understanding
of those who lived in the past, he claims, will affect humanitarian decisions in the
present.

Greenblatt (1991) speaks of resonance and wonder in museums. Resonance refers
to “the power of the displayed object to reach out beyond its formal boundaries to a larger
world, to evoke in the viewer the complex, dynamic cultural fcl)rce from which it has
emerged and for which it may be taken by a viewer to stand” (p. 42). Wonder refers to
“the power of the displayed object to stop the viewer in his or her tracks, to convey an
arresting sense of uniqueness, to evoke. an exalted attention” (Greenblatt, 1991, p. 42).
Resonance, he says, depends not on visual stimulation but on “a felt intensity of
names...voices...” of those whom the museum is about. Greenblatt (1991) refers to the
transformation of all objects into objects of art.

In addition to these more broadly conceived experiences with museum objects,
many authors have explored numinous-like phenomena specifically in relation to art

objects. Goswamy (1991) speaks of rasa in the context of Indian art. Rasa, which he
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defines as “aesthetic delight,” is key to the understanding of art in India—the average
viewer, listener, or reader of art sees the connections with rasa as a part of his/her
everyday views. As Gbswamy (1991) describes it:

The notion is that rasa, or aesthetic delight, is a unity, but comes within reach of

the viewer through the medium of one of these sentiments. At the same time, rasa

being essentially an experience, it does not inhere in the art object; it belongs

exclusively to the viewer or listener, who alone can experience it (p. 71).

In The Art of Séeing: An Interpretaﬁon of the Aesthetic Encounter,
Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson (1990) interviewed 57 art museum professionals and
found four major dimensions of the aesthetic encounter. They are: perceptual, emotional,
intellectual, and communicative. The authors pointed out that the content of each
individual’s aesthetic experience was varied and unique, but the underlying structure was
similar, characterized by a centering of attention, a sense of clarity, wholeness and
freedom. About content—or triggers of an aesthetic experience—Csikszentmihalyi and
Robinson (1990) say:

The criterion for the aesthetic encounter is not the adherence to a canon of

essential attitudes—be they formal, historical, religious, sociological, emotional,

or any other. Any or all of these will do. The criterion for the aesthetic experience

is the experience itself, however it is arrived at (p. 178).

In their conclusion, they define an aesthetic experience as:

...an intense involvement of attention in response to a visual stimulus, for no

other reason than to sustain the interaction. The experiential consequences of such

a deep and autotelic involvement are an intense enjoyment characterized by
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feelings of personal wholeness, a sense of discovery, and a sense of human

connectedness (p. 178).
There is no mention of the stimulus being art—bésed, even though this study was focused
on art objects. The authors conclude that an aesthetic experience may be a form of
“flow,” or optimal experience as recognized by Csikszentmihalyi (1990): deep
concentration, a sense of control/freedom through balancing of challenges/skills, and
continuous development of “meaningful complexity” or interactions with the
environment that result in deep enjoyment.

| The above authors represent the core of exploration into numinous encounters
with museum objects. There are other authors who weave in and out of describing or
studying what here we are calling numinous experiences. Still there are others who talk
about the museum in other, related ways: as sacred (e.g. Bazin 1967; Duncan, 1995;
Schildt, 1988); as transformative, reflective, and mindful (e.g. Carr, 1991, 2003, 2006); as
space and place (e.g. Walsh 1992; Woltman 1993); about meaning-making (e.g. Ham
2002, 2004; Rounds 1999; Silverman 1993, 1995, 1999; Spock 1999); about objects as
signs (e.g. Pearce 1986, 1989, 1992; Taborsky 1990); and about meaningful objects (e.g.
Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton 1981; Hooper-Greenhill, 2000), but none of these
gets into the specifics of how Cameron and Gatewood, Maines and Glynn, and Kurin talk
about numinous experiences with museum objects. And none of these authors explore the
lived experience of encountering numinous objects.

Conclusion
The numinous encounter with a museum object is one kind of experience a person

can have in the museum context. While deeply moving and transcendent museum
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experiences have been the subject of minor discussion over the years, it has only recently
emerged as an object of study in and of itself. Current trends in both LIS and museum
studies are moving away from understanding the museum object’s role in meaning-
making and, likewise, both fields tend to veer away from understanding immediate
experience—especially lived experience—as a valid source of research about users. The
‘museum object and the deeply felt museum experience are aspects of the understudied
layers in the realm of information behavior. While it seems that the elements of a
numinous experience—the user and the object—are present in the literature
independently, there appears to be very little research about what happens when the two

come together to form an experience.
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CHAPTER 3
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF THE INQUIRY

The conceptual framework of a study provides an understanding of the way in
which the researcher approaches his or her inquiry. As a part of this framework, aspects
of the broader context within the two fields this study straddles— Library and Information
Science and Museum Studies—are provided in order to help the reader understand the
perspective and approach of this particular study. Specific to the current inquiry, this
chapter also outlines the conceptual elements used in framing the research perspective.
These elements are drawn from each of the following concepts or theories: the museum
object as a document, John Dewey’s concepts of transaction and experience, and Louise
Rosenblatt’s Reader Response Theory.

The Broader Conceptual Framework of this Study

Information Concepts and the Role of Museum Objects

Library and Information Science (LIS) abounds with many definitions of
information. In addition, definitions of data, knowledge, and meaning share similar
unresolved issues of consensus among LIS peers. In these dynamic times, the issues are
obfuscated even more by the rapidly changing nature of information in our society. In
order to be clear about the approach used in this study, the specific understanding of
information, kinds of information, and its relationship to museum experience and
museum objects is explained here in detail. In this study, information is understood as
anything that informs (Buckland, 1991a).

Other Ways of Knowing: Being Aware. At its core, the Library and Information

Science field is responsible for researching symbolic communication that informs human
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beings. Traditionally, most research in LIS narrowly focuses on only a small portion of
that range —cognitive, textual or text-like communication—leaving out other ways of
knowing such as multi-sensory, affective, or even metaphysical aspects of
communication (Dervin, 1977, Introna, 1999; Kari & Hartel, 2007; Schwarz, 1990;
Sonnenwald & livonen, 1999). However, if information consists of thosé things involved
in the process of being informed, we must include everything that falls under that rubric
(Buckland, 1991a, 1991b).

Information has been defined above, but what are the kinds of information that
exist? Upon what kind of information does current LIS research focus? In a 2002 keynote
speech of the Information Needs, Seeking and Use in Different Contexts conference,
Bates pointed out that much work on information seeking and searching is limited to a
reduced number of “layers of understanding.” The layers are as follows (and in order by
Bates):

Spiritual (religion, philosophy, quest for meaning)

Aesthetic (arts and literature)

Cognitive/Conative/Affective (psychology)

Social and Historical (social sciences)

Anthropological (physical and cultural)

Biological (genetics and ethology)

Chemical, physical, geological, astronomical

She observes that most contemporary research is focused on the Social and
Historical layer. While these are appropriate as points of research, Bates believes that the

Anthropological and Biological layers are being ignored, to the detriment of information
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behavior studies. I would say that a Jarge portion of current information research is done
in part of the Cognitive layer as well (but not in the conative and especially not in the
affective portions of that layer). I would argue that even more than the Anthropological
and Biological, the Spiritual and Aesthetic layers are almost completely ignored or
inadequately addressed in information behavior research. If Spiritual, Aesthetic and
Conative/Affective ways of understanding can lead to our understanding about
information-related behavior by people, then why are they not a focus of information user
studies? In other words, information behavior research tends to ignore many of the layers
by which we know the world.

Another model by Bates (2002a) is important to this issue. In it, she describes the
total universe of possible Modes of Information Seeking, as presented in Table 2.
According to Bates, 80% of all our knowledge is through simply being aware—most
likely the realm in which we find numinous experiences with museum objects. Yet, the
literature seems to emphasize research on searching, nionitoring, and browsing. Why is
this? Perhaps part of the reason is that it is hard to study “Being Aware.” But, if it is true
that 80% of our knowledge is gained that way, it seems that it might be worth it to try
figuring out some methods of learning about the process of being aware. Research on

undirected, passive acquisition of information is lacking in LIS.

Table 2.
Bates (2002a) Modes of Information Seeking.

Active Passive

Directed Searching Monitoring

Undirected Browsing Being Aware
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Kari and Hartel (2007) would agree that something is amiss in information
behavior research. In their 2007 article, they put forth a call for the study of “higher
things” in information research. By “higher things” they mean pleasurable or profound
phenomena, experiences or activities that transcend the daily grind...” (p. 1131). Current
information research tends to focus on the “lower things” of everyday life that tend to be
neutral or negative in nature, the majority of which has focused on information
phenomena in an occupational setting. Kari and Hartel (2007) believe that a focus on the
“lower things” of iﬁformation science is causing us to only see “ half of what it is to be
human” (p. 1133), for it is impossible to think about one side without the other. The
higher things in life can be extraordinary, intuitive, special, meaningful, interesting and
pleasant, whereas the lower things consist of the ordinary, problem-solving, rational,
routine, survival, and the unpleasant.

Kari and Hartel (2007) put forth two basic categories of the higher things in life:
the pleasurable, something one finds enjoyable and satisfying, and the profound,
something regarded as deep, sublime. In providing a framework for new LIS research,
they suggest that all higher thinés can be approached, from the individual’s point of view,
as inside (personal or subjective) or outside (social or objective). Within this, research
can be oriented to be descriptive (neutral delineation of phenomena and their intér-
relationships) or prescriptive (or intervention). Kari and Hartel (2007) believe that
research in‘this “uncharted territory” emphasizing qualitative methods will help to
balance the scales of current understanding of information behavior.

Museum Objects as One Type of Information. As part of the spectrum of

information types, the physical thing can be considered information because it holds the
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potential to inform through its ability to signify some set of information to the person
encountering it (Buckland, 1991a, 1991b). As Buckland (1991b) explains:

Objects are collected, stored, retrieved, and examined as information, as a basis

for becoming informed. One would have to question the completeness of any

view of information, information science, or information systems that did not

extend to objects as well as documents and data (p. 354).

Therefore, the object—including the museum object—is considered to be potential
information.

Buckland (1991a) points out that human-made objects are forms of “documents”
or a thing that signifies—equivalent to papers and books. “Recorded information” is just
that—a representation of knowledge that humans have put into a relatively stable, lasting,
and somewhat unchanging form. In anthropology, the term “material culture” refers to
any physical manifestation of human action (Schiffer, 1999). While many anthropologists
have used the term more specifically in the realm of archaeological remains, the true
origin and meaning of the term applies to all forms—tecent or from the past—of these
manifestations. Pearce (1989, 1990, 1994) and Taborsky (1990), from museum studies,
each take a semiotic view of an object of material culture, albeit from the different realms
of semiotics (i.e. Saussurean and Peircean). Where they agree is with the object
understood as a signifier—a symbol of something in the mind of someone. What these
scholars. are saying is that human-made objects are physical forms of information. In
information science, Buckland posits that “things” regarded as informative are valid as
information and that information science has concentrated too narrowly on data and

documents as information resources. If we posit that information is that which can
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potentially inform, it does not make sense to leave human-made, three-dimensional
objects out of the picture. Like a continual feedback loop, human-made objects are
created by humans with knowledge, who produce the object from information they gather
and put together into the thing they then produce. Museum objects, or physical artifacts
of human activity, are both representations of knowledge as well as potentially
informative (Buckland, 1991a). Although an object may not have written words upon it, .
it is still “evidence” of human activity. As Buckland says, the term evidence used to
describe information implies passiveness—it does not do anything actively. Rather,
humans do something with it when they encounter information (for example, an object);
they may react to it, be inspired by it, think about it, or act upon it. At the same time, a
person who is transacting with an object is experiencing it. In this way, an encounter with
a historic object, for example, is an experience with evidence of past human action—with
past human knowledge.

Experience as Information. Thjs view of information acquisition processes takes
into account both the object and the viewer, acknowledging that it takes both to result in
information. At the juncture of this encounter /lies a layer of information acquisition that
often goes ignored, the process of experiencing information. People do not simply read
words on a page; they experience what they are reading, where they are at the moment,
the way the room is lit, the temperature of the air, their feelings and mood at the moment,
in addition to their goals for reading the text (if any), and the processes of searching,
finding, looking. Moreover, the memory and knowledge of past events that have a
bearing on the reading also can be evoked. This total experience should be a factor when

'understanding information acquisition and behavior. Information, whether it is physical
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or not, is experienced by the user. As such, this fact points out that processing
information is a constant process and involves more than reading books, searching for
websites or interpreting labels. Awareness, therefore, of one’s total environment is a
factor in what is processed and used as information.

Museum Experience and Information. The information science literature rarely
includes inquiries about information acquired through experiencing phenomena.
Experiential learning theories are directed more towards context, environment and social
situations, but the actual lived experience of something is left out. For example, there are
many writings on users and archival material, retention, dispersion, selection, retrieval,
use—but the experience of using the archives is rarely discussed (e.g. Latham, 2007).

Most studies that are at the crossroads of information studies and museums are
focused on museum informatics—storage systems, organization and recording of
museum artifacts. Very few studies of museum and information explore experience in
museums. Yet, as David Carr (2003) points out, museums and libraries alike are places of
reflection and potential transformation. For instance, he says that an educative museum,
like a librafy, is a “cognitive environment... where intellectual change happens as
‘experiences are constructed by the questions of its users” (2003, p. 17). Through
proximity to artifacts and experiences, the educative museum “creates the circumstances
for informing, illuminating, and exploring knowledge” (Carr, 2003, p. 18).

In the field of museum studies, scholars have worked extensively on social
interactions (e.g. Falk & Dierking, 2000; Leinhardt, Crowley & Knutson, 2002; Rowe,
2002), learning (e.g. Hein, 1998), ahd meaning-making (e.g. Silverman, 1993, 1995,

1999), to name a few. Many of these scholars have briefly mentioned deep and moving
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experiences people have had in the presence of muséum objects or exhibits. Few directly
explore the lived experience of the museum user.

The museum is a perfect scenario for exploring information through experience.
Museums are structures, full of objects, colors, design elements, lighting, text, ana
activity. All of the senses are used in the process of potential information acquisition—
sight, sm¢ll, touch (but not always), hearing and sometimes even taste! Social interaction
can occur. Cognitive processes are intertwined with emotions, feelings, and moods.
Personal reflection and deep experience are potential responses to what people encounter.
A museum abounds with potential information, in many layers. Meaning is made in the
transaction between the person and the available information. The resultant effect can be
an experience, a lived encounter that is rich with the intertwining multiple kinds of
information that can result in a sense of the total moment.

The Museum Object in LIS. An important question at this point is: how does the
museum object fit into this information scenario? A few LIS scholars point out that their
discipline has narrowly focused on the textual aspects of knowing. They claim that LIS
should understand the task in the more ultimate sense—that human-information
interaction is more complicated and richer than we have been treating it. Huang (2006),
Raber & Budd (2003), and Buckland (1991b, 1997) argue for a broader perspective of the
problem of information. In sum, they point out that if we look at information as a
semiotic system of signs and meanings, this opens the field up to a more diverse and
productive perspective. In semiotics, the sign is a signifier of meaning produced during
an interaction with an individual. Whether the sign is text, data, records, artifacts, or

formulae, it does not change the fact that it is a vehicle, or representation, for some sort of
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knowledge. Meaning, ultimately, is generated by an encounter between the vehicle and
the individual. In this perspective, objects—those lumps of matter produced or arranged
by human action (Pearce, 1992)—are signs, and, therefore, potential information
(Buckland, 1991c; Huang, 2006). As such, they are a valid subject matter for LIS. As
Hudson (1998/2004) put it, “...museums are essentially places in which objects— “real
things” —are used as the principal means of communication” (p. 88). MacDonald (1992)
states that museums are:
...at the most fundamental level, concerned with information: its generation, its
perpetuation, its organization and its dissemination. Implicit in this premise is the
idea that museums’ principal resource—their collections of material remains of
the past—are of value, and are worth preserving for the information embodied in
them. The information may be intellectﬁal, aesthetic, sensory, or emotional in
nature (or more likely some combination), depending on the object and its
associations (p. 160).
In other words, the museum object can be seen as a document. And because of its
physical properties, it can be experienced directly. Below is a short review of current
concepts of the museum object within Museum Studies. Following this summary, an
explanation of the museum object as a document, a signifying thing, will be provided in
order to situate it in the context of the specific conceptual framework of this study.
The Museum Object in Museum Studies. As a material-oriented culture,
Americans are very attached to their things. The magnitude of this relationship is often
overlooked in our everyday functioning. This person-object relationship exists in the

minds of people, evoking a number of responses: personal memories, cultural memories,
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sense of identity, ideological, or as a transcendent experience—all associated with three-
dimensional, unanimated “stuff.” It stands to reason that this strong relationship would be
——very apparenf in the object-filled world of the museum.

Objects in museums are on display in multiple ways: decoratively, informatively,
as icons, and for entertainment purposes, for example. This role changes with time, with
museum and even with exhibit. During the early years of the museum (and perhaps even
until recently), the role objects played was one of authority; meaning was assigned by the
museum workers, the “experts” on all there was to know about certain objects. “Truth”
was externally located (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000). The change in perspective of the
museum object comes with the change in identity of the modern museum, from private to
public, from curator-driven to visitor-driven (Weil, 1999). The past 20 years or so has
seen some significant shifting and reorganization of the museum and, in this mix, has
been the shift away from museum objects. Like other social institutions, museums have
had to struggle to justify their existence. Funding is tight everywhere and museums have
had to organize—and re-organize—their priorities. In this reprioritizing, it has become
clear that museums are now well understood as knowledge centers (Hooper-Greenhill,
1992). 1t is still up in the air, however, as to what counts as knowledge. It appears,
unfortunately, that in this shift, museum objects are serving ever increasingly minor roles
in this scenario (H. Hein, 2000).

To simplify a very complicated picture, museum objects have variously taken on
two broad but different roles during the history of the museum: one of authority from the
experts, of having a pre-defined meaning presented for the visitor by the curator and one

of multiple meanings, discursive, allowing for a feedback loop between museum workers
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and visitors. Evans, Mull and Poling (2002) believe that a shift occurred between the late
19™ century and the late 20™ century museum in the understanding of the museum object.
In that shift, we saw a transformation from an object-based epistemology—wwhere'the
focus was on “the clear presentation of unembellished facts regarding the natural history
and taxonomy of the object” (p. 56)—to an object-based discourse that centers on the
participatory aspects of the museum object and the museum visitor’s own cultural and
historical understandings. Simply put, the shift took the focus off of the object as a set of
natural facts provided by “experts” and onto the visitor’s experience and their perception
of it, whatever that might be.

Lord (2007) contributes another, more complicated view of the museum object’s
recent role in history. Lord claims that museums of the 20® century have been in a
constant balancing act between two poles, that of communicating information (didactic,
Platonic model) and that of giving power to the artifacts (aesthetic, or hermeneutic
model), the former being the more objective view and the latter the subjective. Museums,
she says are trapped in this dichotomy, feeling as if they must join one side or the other
and be either collection-centered or visitor-centered. The Platonic model stresses objects
as “particular instances of universal concepts,” and we encounter these universals through
the particulars (which in the museum, are the objects) (Lord, 2007, p. 356). It is assumed
in our daily museum practice that visitors know these universal concepts. Museum staff
do this through a tendency to select exemplary object examples of a type, genre or era
and assume its role is obvious or unquestionable to the museum user, who will recognize
it as representative of this universal, recollecting something “already known” (Lord,

2007, p. 356). The hermeneutic model involves a shift to meaning-making in the museum
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and recognizes the situatedness of each person. To interpret is to draw out a truth from
the object, to replay the piece of the past under scrutiny in the present situation. Both
models maintain the idea of fixed truths being separated by present particulars that can be
linked through memory. This combination of models in the 20" century, Lord says,
placed limits on the way objects are perceived in museums up to the present and the way
in which visitors are expected to relate to topics.

In sum, researchers seem to refer to museum objects in these two broad ways, as
carriers of single, monolithic meanings or as carriers of multiple, changing meanings.
These two characteristics are here referred to as monosemic and polysemic. Monosemic
things, or those with singular meanings, are usually decided upon by an authority—in the
museum or by someone working with it—and, therefore, these meanings become
imposed on the user (Hooper-Greenhill, 1992). Although many authors claim museums
of the past used objects monosemically, there really is no time-related change associated
with the level of meanings associated with objects. One can still see in publications and
hear conference sessions today in which objects are spoken about as if they have
authoritative, clear and unchanging meaning. The other view is to see objects as
polysemic—or as carriers of multiple meanings, often constructed by the user rather than
an authority on the inside (although there is always a minimum of their presence there).
Because this study understands objects to be polysemic, a brief review of the literature on
such subject follows.

The Polysemic Museum Object. One of the earliest definitions of “material
culture” was provided by the anthropologist, A. Lane-Fox Pitt-Rivers, in 1875 as,

“outward signs and symbols of particular ideas of the mind” (p. 23). By his description as
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outward signs and symbols, Pitt-Rivers placed the material, i.e. the physical, into a
category with the non-tangible thought—the two together had meaning. Since his time,
the emphasis by researchers placed on the “stuff” of human agency has waxed and waned
(Miller, 1997). In addition, the role objects play in the study of culture has oscillated,
expanded, and crossed disciplines (or become part of new ones). The object is a topic in
many fields, but the emphasis on which aspect of the object varies depending on the
theoretical lens of the researcher (Wood & Latham, 2009). Rarely do we see a holistic
perspective of the perceived object, the ontology of the object itself. The long and
winding path of material culture studies has brought researchers back to Pitt-Rivers’
original definition and the notion that material objects are more than just inanimate lumps
of material and more than just symbols representing ideas. In other words, museum
objects are polysemic, they can have many layers of meanings.

Meaning in the museum is widely discussed in today’s scholarly museum circles.
Partially due to trends in constructivist learning theory, many museums have made a shift
in viewing the visitor as passive and compliant, viewing exhibits that are “objective” and
wholly fact-based to a less formal, visitor-centered approach (Hooper-Greenhill, 1992,
2000). Today’s museums understand better the role of the visitor to be dialogic and that a
single exhibit is not the objective “truth” but rather one interpretation of some topic. A
museum user’s experience is filled with many variables: the environment, the visitor’s
mood, the colors, the sounds and the smells of the exhibits, and who accompanies the
visitor (Falk & Dierking, 2000). Throughout most museums, the consistent thread

running through these meaning-making experiences are the three-dimensional artifacts.
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The museum object is the topic of many studies, its role ranging from a learning
device to the carrier of political agency. At the core, all of these discussions lead back to
a simple concept: that the object itself is a sign in the process of signification. That is, an
object itself has no inherent meaning and can only be understood in association with
some socially ascribed value and dependent on both culturally ascribed values and
meanings as well as personally constructed ones. Several authors discuss this important
aspect of the muéeum object. In pai'ticular, Eilean Hooper-Greenhill and Susan Pearce
provide useful insight into the meaning of the object. Their ideas are discussed below to
provide a sample of works on the topic.

Most of Hooper-Greenhill’s works are in the realm of learning in the museum, but
she has also written many conceptual pieces about the nature of museums (e.g. Hooper-
Greenhill, 1992). In these works, she alludes to objects since, in her opinion, they are one
of the main building blocks of the museum. Of interest here, however, is a book she
wrote on meaning in the museum. Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture
(Hooper-Greenhill, 2000) is an exploration of the many facets that contribute to visitor
experience in the modern museum. In this book, she goes into great detail about the
meaning of the museum object and offers a unique and interesting perspective from a
different quadrant (i.e. from collections studies) of the museum studies field. Hooper-
Greenhill believes museum objects are polysemic; and that their meanings are
constructed from the viewer’s position. Objects, she says, can play many different roles,
and thereby have many different meanings to a person. Notions of the sacred, personal or
social identities, feelings of nostalgia, and as symbols for issues in society are some of

the many meanings an object can take on. As Hooper-Greenhill (2000) states:
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Objects enable reflection, and speculation. Philosophical reflection is mobilized
by the artifact, and through the observation...specific histories are recalled.

Objects can bring together and give material form to elusive intangible abstract

2% <L 99 &

ideas such as “home,” “nation,” “sacrifice.” In some ways, it is only through
objects that these abstract ideas can be thought at all; without the concrete
material thing, the idea would remain at an abstract individual level and it would
be much more difficult to share it (p. 110).

In addition, Hooper-Greenhill points out that objects are encountered as much by
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