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When I accepted your gracious invitation to be here today at the 2011 ICOFOM Annual meeting, whose focus and title is “The Dialogic Museum and the Visitor Experience”, I recalled the guiding wisdom of my first boss at the Smithsonian Institution, Secretary Robert McCormick Adams, the head of the Institution and a distinguished anthropologist, who hired me in 1990 as the Founding Director of the National Museum of the American Indian (the “NMAI” or “Museum”).  In describing his aspirations for the NMAI, he declared the following:


This is a national museum . . . [that] takes the permanence . . . the authenticity . . . the vitality and the self-determination of Native American voices . . . as the fundamental reality  . . . it must . . . represent.


. . . [W]e move decisively from the older image of the museum as a temple with its superior, self-governing priesthood to . . . a forum . . . committed not to the promulgation of received wisdom but to the encouragement of a multi-cultural dialogue.

Here is what I believe Secretary Adams was saying and how it relates directly to our meeting topic at this meeting.  Adams was emphasizing that the NMAI was not, in the convention of museum practice for all of the nineteenth century and most of the twentieth, a place of “monologue” – the “temple on the hill” overseen by a “self-appointed priesthood”.  


Instead, it was to be a “forum”. It was to be inherently a place of “dialogue,” where the watchwords and descriptors were “engagement,” “bilateralism,” “collaboration,” “conversation,” “debate”, and even perhaps “controversy”.  The specific context of Adams’ statement was the NMAI, but his seminal observations had universal museological implications far beyond that Museum and even the vast Smithsonian Institution with its national system of 19 museums.


To make this point in another way, let me link Adams’ quotation with another experience of mine involving the Smithsonian that occurred several years before I became NMAI’s Founding Director.  In the mid-1980s when I was still a practicing attorney in Washington, D.C., the Secretary asked me to serve as a charter member of a Secretarial, Institution-wide body at the Smithsonian called the “Cultural Education Committee”.  Its primary purpose was to expand the diversity of the Smithsonian’s audiences and visitors in multiple ways, including, in particular, race and ethnicity. What became obvious over time to the Committee – and certainly to me - was that it made little sense to focus on increasing the Smithsonian’s “dialogic” reach externally to new audiences and their visitor experiences if its “internal dialogic” was not similarly strengthened and diversified.


With this introduction, here is how I want to frame my discussion with you today.  When I ponder the phrase “dialogic museum and the visitor experience,” I do not mean for my present purposes, important as it may be in other ways, the proposition of how museums can “talk more effectively to and communicate with their audiences” to the end of “improving the visitor experience”.  


The inquiry I wish to address, instead, is the tougher, in my view, set of issues that pivot on the term “dialogic” for purposes of determining and defining the substance of the visitors’ experience.  Is it based on Adams’ museological conception of the “museum as forum,” with the museum’s intellectual and curatorial windows open and fresh breezes blowing in, or is it the comparator institution he described – the “temple on the hill” governed by a “self-appointed priesthood”?  The answer to this fundamental question has everything to do with whether the institution is truly a “dialogic” museum.  And it leads to a number of equally important subsidiary questions that shape the museological outcome and, for that matter, museum best practices in the new century.  Who is entitled to be a participant in the “dialogic museum”?  Who is speaking in the museum’s name and institutional voice?  Who has the authority to speak on behalf of the museum?  What is “expertise,” and who is an “expert”? 

I will use Adams’ vision and museology for the National Museum of the American Indian, which at their core, constitute the very definition of the “dialogic museum”, as the organizational path for my presentation today. 
First, I will look to the NMAI as an example and perhaps exemplar of the “dialogic museum”.  I will discuss the NMAI as I think many saw it at the time the United States Congress authorized it in 1989 – a grand and fairly conventional addition to the fabled Smithsonian Institution of truly vast collections of Native cultural patrimony of the Americas.  


But, tellingly, the Congress also had stated in the authorizing legislation and its history that Native America was to have a participatory and collaborative role in the National Museum of the American Indian.  In other words, the very curatorial and scholarly foundations of the Museuem were to be “dialogic” in shaping the experience of its visitors.  So the cultural self-determination and cultural “self-representation” referred to in Adams’ statement had been signaled even if it sat, apparently, in a rather conventional place – a large Smithsonian museum on the National Mall in Washington, D.C.    

Second, I want to discuss how this curatorial liberation of psychic and intellectual space in the National Museum of the American Indian – this establishment of the dialogic - allowed, indeed, almost compelled the institution into far broader and more innovative museological territory in defining and shaping the visitor experience.  The intensely, methodically, and consistently bilateral, collaborative – which is to say, dialogical - relationships with Native peoples and communities made the Museum, in concept and practice, far more than a stop on the local tour bus route of “Smithsonian Row” and more than the usual “cultural destination” for the presentation of beautiful collections.

Instead, it became a place infused not just with beautiful and significant collections presented in didactic and passive description.  It represents a place and space of far broader civic and social dimension and interactivity, where collections become not ends in themselves, but departure points for ideas and themes writ large, wide, and deep across Native America, Indian country, and the totality of the Native experience of the Americas.  In other words, it became in concept and new museological form that dialogical forum not premised on notions of received wisdom to which Bob Adams aspired for the NMAI – almost the “anti-museum,” to describe it another way and in contrast to nineteenth and early twentieth century museological paradigms.

Let me turn, if I may then, to my first point of analysis – looking at the NMAI through a museum lens to describe its nature and the why of it.  Long before programming of any kind became a reality in any of its new facilities, a long series of consultations held in the early 1990’s, some 25 to 30 of them over a two and a half- to three-year period, established the important guiding aspirations stated in the Museum’s Mission Statement.   First, the NMAI sees Native peoples and communities not as some ethnographic residuum, in an advanced state of dotage or risk, prepared to fall off the stage of history.  To the contrary, Native America maintains a cultural present and will insist on a future, and hopefully a better one.  The NMAI thus is very much an international institution of living Native cultures of the Americas.  Second, its presentation, interpretation, and representation of these peoples, cultures, and communities are premised on a consistent and systematic invocation of the first-person voice of Native peoples.

The “how” of these aspirations, although refined in many different ways over the years since 1990, took form early as the Museum opened its branch museum, the George Gustav Heye Center in New York in 1994, and was implemented on a far larger scale when the NMAI opened on the National Mall in Washington, D.C. in 2004.  The process began with the organization of programming, including most specifically exhibits, not around collections per se, but instead around large ideas or themes that were based on those early consultations with Native communities in the 1990’s.  Native communities from throughout the Americas were invited to participate in all exhibitions, from the selection of objects to the specific content of individual community installations within the larger frame of the transcendent ideas and themes.  At the museum on the National Mall, this approach resulted in 24 specific installations representing Native communities from all of the Americas, 8 from Central and South America, 4 from the First Nations of Canada, and 12 from the United States.

The process produced a museum with a very different look, feel, and content.  Roger Kennedy, the late distinguished Director Emeritus of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History, in an essay regarding the opening of the NMAI on the National Mall in 2004, characterized what he saw in these terms:

. . . [T]he point of it all is that the Indian Museum is a living Indians’ museum, presenting without rancor or unctuousness certain valuable truths about living Native persons having a set of experiences special to them, but important to the rest of us.

. . . .


This place is different.  We will not find labels telling us which dead artist did what, or why a dead object is thought to be pretty, or how it has been authenticated by some expert as ‘culturally significant.’  Objects have been selected, as they are in any good museum, because they are significant and because they enhance the significance of other objects to which they are juxtaposed, but at the end of the day this is a companionable place, where it is a people who are ‘culturally significant.’ [Original emphasis]


Claire Smith, the Australian academic of the indigenous communities there, came to the same point of conclusion on more purely anthropological terms in her article for Art and Antiquity magazine entitled “The National Museum of the American Indian:  Decolonising the Museum”:

This scheme of knowledge is given . . . substance in the manner that objects in the collections [of the NMAI] are . . . described [in exhibitions].  Deriving from Indigenous conceptual readings of the world, the classificatory systems of the NMAI reveal a holistic concern with the relationships between plants, animals, humans and places as well as between past and present.  This is contrary to non-Indigenous classification systems, being based on neither the Linnean system of linking similarities of features, nor the tradition of Cutter’s system of locating items in place, preferably adjacent to other items which share similar features. . . .
Apart from the “how” of the NMAI’s approach, the most important query is the “why” of it – in other words, with respect to this meeting’s theme and focus, why bother making a museum “dialogic”?  The substance of the “why” is a straight-forward intellectual proposition, however complex its articulation in museums may be:  Native peoples of the Americas often see things in the world differently from Western interpretive paradigms.  Ours is fundamentally, and always has been, a world seen whole, as correctly perceived by Professor Smith, and not seen divisible into the material and the non-material, the tangible and the intangible.  
Thus, from a Native standpoint, the museum object itself is no more important and, indeed, probably less so, than the processes leading to its creation.  It is those aspects of life and culture that speak more completely to the fullness, the totality, and the wholeness of living a Native culture – traditions, songs, spiritual beliefs, and ritual and ceremonial practices.

I believe that access to this dimension of Native meaning requires the direct involvement of those who, in fact, live the heritage.  As Richard Kurin, the former Director of the Smithsonian Institution’s Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage, emphasizes in his article, “Museums and Intangible Heritage:  Culture Dead or Alive?”, in ICOM News:


[M]useums must have an . . . engaged, substantive . . .  partnership with the people who hold the heritage.  Such partnership entails shared authority for defining traditions, and shared curation for their representation. . . . [M]useums [cannot] hide behind a history of elitism, ethnic, or class bias that has . . . afflicted the institution.  Charged with the . . . duties of cooperation and respect, museums will have to cross . . .  boundaries that have sometimes kept them ‘above and beyond’ the broader populace.  They will have to recognize that knowledge exists in homes, villages, slums, out in the fields, in factories and social halls as well as in the halls of academia and in their museums.  They will have to overcome prejudices of class difference and taste, recognizing a diversity of legitimate aesthetics and values.  They will have to recognize and in many cases confront biases of ethnicity, language, and religion that may prevent them from interacting and appreciating the cultural forms of ‘other’ people.

Even distinguished art critics can recognize these fundamentals of current anthropological thought and criticism.  In a perceptive more recent review of “African Vision:  The Walt Disney-Tishman African Art Collection” at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African Art, Blake Gopnik, a contemporary arts critic for The Washington Post said the following:


It’s the words ‘African’ and ‘Art’ that might unsettle the reflective visitor.


Let’s start with Art.


From the Western point of view, the notion works fine.  The show is full of glorious sculptural objects – heads and figures, masks and staffs, an occasional relief panel – that make it a lot like other displays we’ve seen.  It’s no different from the National Gallery’s displays of Rodins or Brancusis. . . .


From the point of view of the African makers and users of these objects, however, it’s not clear those ideas about museum-ready art are a good fit.


. . . .


Other African objects were meant for the most private, exclusive rituals.  The idea that total strangers, of all ages and sexes and cultures, would parade in front of them just for pleasure’s sake, would have been foreign to many of the people who made and used them.


In 2006 the NMAI opened a temporary exhibit entitled “Identity by Design:  Tradition, Change, and Celebration in Native Women’s Dresses.”  In my Introduction to the catalogue for that exhibition, I analyze it in the obverse to Gopnik, my positive to his negative:


As the Director of the National Museum of the American Indian, I have had the somewhat ironic mission of stressing that our extraordinary collections of Native objects – some 800,000 works of astounding beauty and value – are secondary to the cultural significance these objects hold for Native people.  What I mean is that our institution is fundamentally more cultural center than museum, more locus of living cultures than a ‘cabinet of curiosities.’  The objects we are privileged to care for are not ends in themselves, but ways for us to understand and appreciate the evolving identity of Native people and communities in all their multiple dimensions.


This scholarship of inclusion and difference, thoroughly grounded in a mutually participatory dialogue, this turning of the conventional interpretive paradigm on its head – however one wishes to characterize it – is not without implications.  Specifically, it signals clearly an important shift in interpretive and representational power relationships.  As Professor Claire Smith, previously quoted, also pointed out:

In deciding to create a museum in which Native Americans tell their own stories, unfettered by the interpretive lens of the dominant society, the NMAI has realized its potential to provide unprecedented richness in interpretation and to offer rare insights into the lives of Native peoples. . . . [N]ew vistas, directed by Indigenous eyes, are opened to the public.


. . . .


The empowerment of new voices, however, also can involve a diminution of the authority of   established voices.  By widening the concept of authority to include the voices of Indigenous peoples, many of whom feel they have been silenced too long . . . the NMAI, either intentionally or inadvertently, challenges the position of non-Indigenous peoples as authorities on Indigenous cultures.

And the National Museum of the American Indian well knows that such fundamental shifts sometime will not be taken lightly, particularly among critics whose museological paradigm emanates from more conventional origins – and worlds apart from the “dialogic museum”.  A critic at one of America’s most august publications, The New York Times, expressed deep regret, in response to the opening of the Mall museum in 2004, that the NMAI is moving away from the “museum as a temple with its superior, self-governing priesthood” and opines that it should have moved “in the opposite direction.”  He opposes the Museum’s making objects available to tribes “for ritual use,” believing that this kind of sensitivity constitutes evidence of a “studious avoidance of scholarship.”  He expresses open indignation about the specific choices made by the Tohono O’odam community of Arizona in the NMAI’s opening permanent exhibition, “Our Peoples,” when asked to describe the 10 most important events in their history.

Director Emeritus Kennedy analyzed this review in the following terms, perhaps in stronger words than I might have used – but, then, he was a “Director Emeritus,” and had the wonderful latitude for expressing his views that I, then a sitting director, rather than the Founding Director and Director Emeritus, probably did not yet have:


The patronizing stench emerging from that passage [about the studious avoidance of scholarship] grows stronger in another, suggesting that Indians’ lack of ‘detailed written languages (sorry about that, all ye Aztec poets and all ye Mayan historians and merchants) resulted from their having ‘so little to say.’  Compassionately, he would have us grant eternal silence to these mute fellow citizens not only because they were linguo-deprived but because ‘so much trauma decimated  . . . the tribes.’  A little well-applied trauma might be helpful to shake that kind of self-assurance.


. . . . 


If he had a sense of humor, a critic of this sort might be worth attending even though tone-deaf to the numinous, and color-blind to the symbolic.  But what can you do with someone who can write with indignation of the Tohono O’odham’s response when ‘they were asked to present 10 crucial moments in this history,’ and chose, as their first, ‘Birds teach people to call for rain,’ and as their last ‘in the year 2000, a desert walk for health’?  The Tohono O’odham refused to be talked down to.  Their little parable says with a smile, ‘we will listen to the elders who have earned our respect, but we will not be patronized by puppies.’  I’m with them.

And as the Director of the National Museum of the American Indian, so did I.  I was so because I had an ethical and intellectual commitment to the simple, yet so fundamental, proposition that Native peoples, as constituents of the dialogic museum, possessed important and authoritative knowledge about themselves and their cultures, past and present, and deserved to be at the museological table of interpretation, representation, and, yes, dialogue.  I believed that the potential for new scholarship and insight into Native peoples and cultures at the NMAI – as well as the associated impact on visitor experience - was real and was to be valued highly, whatever the intervening and intermittent challenges along the way might be as we introduced new paradigms of interpretation, representation, inclusion, and dialogue.  

I now would like to turn, as promised previously, to the second part of my presentation – namely, the perhaps far reaching implications for museums and cultural institutions of the NMAI’s journey of the past almost two decades toward creating what I can only describe as wider dialogic social and civic space and place.  What I probably did not see as clearly when I was a “museum director novitiate” was the great interconnectivity and integration conceptually between the first and second parts of Secretary Adam’s statement that I quoted earlier in this presentation.  

While the NMAI, to employ a metaphor, was banging on the door of conventional museum curation to grant entrance to Native viewpoint and voice, several substantial and significant consequences resulted – virtually ineluctably.  From the standpoint of their interpretive and representational voice, collections were important but hardly the entire story.  As I emphasized before, they were considered most valuable by Native peoples as cultural keys and cues to themselves and to the communities in which both objects and peoples lived, past and present.  And the NMAI rapidly became in substance far more a “cultural center” on the National Mall than a “palace of collectibles.”


“Cultural centers” by definition can be very different places.  They are not only one-time or single purpose and solely cultural destinations, let alone cabinets of curiosity for the presentation of collections of material culture.  


They are broader places and wider spaces, where the institution can connect with external interests that relate to the subject of the cultural center.  In other instances external interests may be using the center’s physical and intellectual space as a gathering place for addressing matters of import and relevance to the community that are unrelated to the specific aims of the cultural institution.  


In either instance, the cultural center is an instrument and catalyzing adjunct of the community – a “community center,” however the adjective, “community,” may be defined - for engagement, conversation, debate, even controversy, but always, as the late distinguished American museologist, Steve Weil, has described it, a “safe place for unsafe ideas.”  In practical and operating terms, this description is what I mean in using the words “civic space,” and I am confident it is what Bob Adams intended when he referred, those many years ago, to the National Museum of the American Indian as a “forum.”  What they both mean, candidly, is the “dialogic museum” and its powerful potential for transforming the visitor experience in ways that completely transcend anything we associate with the conventionalities of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.


In her paper entitled, “Choosing Among the Options:  An Opinion about Museum Definitions,” my good friend and colleague, Elaine Heumann Gurian, a gifted museologist in her own right, describes, among others, the model of the “community museum” in the following, and for the NMAI, instructive terms:


Community museums look the least like museums and are often named cultural or community centers.  They are often a mixed-use space of affiliated organizations and functions, with a blend of meeting spaces, gathering spaces and stages, offices, food service, and teaching spaces. . . .

There have been community-centered museums in many countries and over many decades.  Tribal museums of indigenous peoples often concentrate on the societal needs of their people as their primary agenda.  Eco-museums are a kind of community-centered museum started to preserve in living history fashion, the work, crafts, or information known only to the elders of the community. . . . Community-centered museums often make their objects available for ceremonial use and study as a matter of course.

The markers of the National Museum of the American Indian as cultural and community center and civic space are abundant.  The permanent exhibitions, a very conventional museum medium normally, themselves offer cues to the broader and different intentions of the National Museum of the American Indian.  The exhibitions do contain objects, thousands of them to be exact, but they do not determine or define the installations in the often customary way.  Broad ideas and themes, Native peoples themselves, and the role of communities hold equal sway, and the integration of all of the above in the presentation is the key.  The focus of the exhibitions, as well as the individual Native community components, are diverse and address subjects as variant as Native cosmology, casino operations, health issues, urban Indian life, and hunting and fishing rights.


At the present time, begun during my tenure as Director, the NMAI is actively planning an exhibit on the subject of treaties between the United States and hundreds of Native communities during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  I probably need not explain to this audience the importance of them in American Indian history.  But the purpose of the exhibition is not simply to dust off documents from the United States National Archives and place them in plexi-glass cases in the museum on the National Mall.  The NMAI wants to discuss these objects as important aspects of the living history and sovereignty of Native peoples in the United States.  


Furthermore, it plans to draw Native communities and others, far beyond the gallery floors in Washington, D.C. into engagement, conversation, and debate regarding this often controversial subject in American history and politics.  The possibilities range from a blog driven off the NMAI’s website to using the website as the vehicle to allow Native communities themselves to present, discuss, and debate among themselves and with others, including non-Natives, subjects such as hunting and fishing rights and casino operations that are grounded in treaty rights.


Soon after the NMAI opened in 2004 on the National Mall, representatives of the Gwich’in Nation of Northeast Alaska and Northwest Canada quite literally set up a day camp across Maryland Avenue from the Museum.  Through loudspeakers and the distribution of written information, they lobbied any passerby, including numerous visitors to the NMAI willing to listen, regarding their staunch opposition on religious and cultural grounds to legislation then pending in the Congress concerning the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.


I applaud their choice of a protest site, and, in some ways, what I appreciate most - perhaps somewhat ironically - is that they were not invited.  The Gwich'in chose us as the site to unfold what I regard as a potent formula for transformation:  the passionate expression of profound aspiration.


What links these examples, exhibits directly undertaken by the NMAI and Native activities external to the Museum but still associated with us, is this. All intend to promote a broad civic discourse and dialogue that is engaged, interactive, and mutually participatory regarding Native peoples and cultures of the Americas – truly the dialogic museum as forum in action.


In closing and summation, I applaud – enthusiastically and more than you can possibly imagine – the decision of this great and stellar International Committee of the International Council of Museums to address the subject of the “dialogic museum and the visitor experience”.  In this new century no initiative could be more apt or timely in the work of the global museum community.


Here are my parting thoughts for you this morning:

· First, I recognize that museums come in all varieties and that definitions of them, just as the International Council of Museum Code of Ethics, has done, should be kept wide and broad – to allow for constant and dynamic museological growth and innovation in our museum community.

· Second, and that said, I am personally deeply committed to the concept of the “dialogic museum” and its salutary impact on the “visitor experience”.

· Third, I am thus committed because I believe museums – and society at large – have everything to gain by opening the windows of the “temple on the hill” and letting the fresh breezes of bilateralism, collaboration, and dialogue blow in freely, unfettered by “self-appointed priesthoods”.

· Finally, an institution of such cultural and social dimension becomes the “dialogic” forum and gathering space, with unprecedented impact on its visitors – a civic place of engagement so desperately needed in a world often typified by hostile monologues rather than dialogues that resolve, and by tongues that talk too quickly and ears that do not listen.


I wish ICOFOM and all of you here well in your quest for the “dialogic museum” with its salutary impact on visitors.  And I do so in the words of my own Native community, the Southern Cheyenne or, as we call ourselves, the Tsis-Tsis-Tsas – a benediction of leave-taking as we depart form those who have welcomed us into their homes or communities, as you have me so graciously:  [Spoken Cheyenne]

Thank you very much for your kind attention.
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