Page 1 of 7

Building Connections
vs. Building Collections?

A Soliloquy on the Museum of the Future.

Matthias Henkel PhD
ICOM General Conference, Kyoto 2019
(there are 3 little videos embedded)

ME: What do you think about the title of the ICOM general
conference ,Museum as Cultural Hubs - The Future of
Tradition"“?

I: I like this title very much. Because it underlines the
social impact of culture. And we can find two keywords inside:
We - as museums — are embedded in time - somewhere in between
past, present and future.

Soren Kirkegaard once put it this way: "Life must be lived
forward - but can only be understood in retrospect".

And I feel that at the moment a paradigm shift is looming in
museums: from treasure to tradition.

That means we must draw more attention to social aspects, to
the future and last but not least to intangible heritage. And
I think we need to consider how ICOM MPR could respond on
that. That is the backdrop of my own paper:

Building Connections vs. Building Collections?
The Museum of the Future.

ME: What are the greatest challenges that museums must face in
the future-?

I: From my point of view the greatest challenges are
migration, digitisation, diversity and the change of values.

ME: What do you mean by change of values?

I: Just think of provenance research and de-colonization...
Since the Gurlitt Case in Germany, provenance research has
become a must have - not only for museums, but also for
auction houses. And the discussion about the Humboldt Forum in
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Berlin is a real booster to de-colonize museums. Therefore
it’s good to know, that ICOM is working on a new definition.

I believe that ICOM has really set a new milestone in museum
development with this new definition. And I think it is very
helpful to read this text word for word to grasp its full
scope:

“Museums are democratising, inclusive and polyphonic spaces
for critical dialogue about the pasts and the futures.
Acknowledging and addressing the conflicts and challenges of
the present, they hold artefacts and specimens in trust for
society, safequard diverse memories for future generations

and guarantee equal rights and equal access to heritage for
all people. Museums are not-for-profit. They are participatory
and transparent, and work in active partnership with and for
diverse communities to collect, preserve, research, interpret,
exhibit, and enhance understandings of the world, aiming to
contribute to human dignity and social justice, global
equality and planetary wellbeing.”

From my point of view, it really is a new understanding of
museums .

But the question is, how can we contribute to achieving these
goals? And how can we change the museum without losing the
necessary roots of the institution?

ME: What is the unique selling proposition of museums?

I: In the future, too, the UPS should be to be the space of
unique originals.

But we must discuss what we consider to be the original in the
future.

I am firmly convinced that communication work within museums
will continue to gain in significance in the future. That's
why I've put together 10 aspects that I think will help us to
work productively.

ME: Please go ahead.

I: MUSEUM REVISITED - It‘'s not about the one-time-visit; it's
about user-relation-management.

The number of visitors is often discussed. It seems to be
something of a currency for museums.

In Germany, for example, politicians are wvery proud of the
fact that more people are visiting museums than football
fields. But, far too little is said about visitor structures
and visitor relationships. Simply for the reason that - at
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least in Europe - not enough attention and money has been
invested in this field so far.

I: MUSEUM SOCIAL - It'‘s not about objects; It'‘s about people
and relations. Museums must get closer to the people, to their
audiences; Museums must act more closely together with people.
Naturally we need expertise about our artifacts and contexts -
but we need social competences too.

ME: But how can we achieve this?

I: We should turn public relations into user relationship
management. I feel we need a mental shift at first. The old
public relation was more or less a one-way-communication.

What we need today is a deep and friedly relationship
management — on eye-level with our guestes.

I: MUSEUM TOPICAL - it‘'s not about the past; it‘'s about past
and present and future. Museums must adapt to the times - that
means to the present time. We must build bridges; intellectual
ones, scenographical ones.

I: MUSEUM INTERACTIVE - it'‘s not about screens in the scene;
it's about the chance for communication.

In my opinion this is this is much more psychological than
technological. There should be an option for bi-directional
communication: Between the visitors and the museum - and
between the museum and the visitors. And all communication
should be conducted with a curatorial approach.

I: MUSEUM RELEVANT - it'‘s about significance in the everyday
life of our visitors. Nina Simon wrote a whole book on that
topic. And I feel: Relevance is relevant.

I: MUSEUM SKILLS - it'‘s about historical competence; it's
about social competence too.

To manage all these new aspects, it's necessary to brush up
our own skills. We are communicators. We are marketeers. But
we must become moderators and motivators too.

I: MUSEUM | OF | BY | FOR | ALL - it'‘s about a partnership
between museums and visitors. It’s the new project of Nina
Simon: A radical approach to implement participation and
inclusion.

Matthias Henkel PhD | icom@matthiashenkel.org | © 2019



Page 4 of 7

I: MUSEUM RELIABLE - it‘'s not about effects; it‘'s about
provenance.

Just think about the HUMBOLDT FORUM in Berlin. In times of
changing values even historical facts are subject to a change
of perspective. In order to be reliable, museums must work
with maximum transparency in relation to their sources.

I: MUSEUM RESPONSIBLE - it'‘s not about documentation; it's
about dignity.

It is therefore not only a matter of documenting historical
facts, but also of actively participating in processes of
social change.

It’s about agenda setting and agenda surfing in the cultural
field. In 1970 a famous conference of European Ethnologists
took place in Falkenstein in Germany.

I: MUSEUM EMOTIONAL - it'‘'s about an emotional approach.
Because we can only reach people if we touch their hearts.

Therefore:
- content is silver
- curated content is gold
- curated communication with added value is king.

ME: That sounds like a NEW CIRCLE?

I: Yes, a circle between communicating co-curating and
understanding each other - and the content and context
itselve. And it’'s based on a triangle. We have to create
curated communication:

. emotional

. content based
. brand focused
. cross medial

S Wi PR

That is my personal vision for communicating the museum in the
21st century. To put it succintly Museums should become social
media - in a deeper sense.
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ME: How can we get there?

I: We should develop a dIS: a DYNAMIC INFORMATION SYSTEM.

Which is:

- on site - that means in the museum

- online - that means it’s not an app, it’s a responsive
website

- offline - that means we still need printed material
sometimes.

- off site - that means outside the museum: Ads in the
city; spots on youtube etc.

- the whole information is connected - without media gaps,
as far as possible.
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ME: That’s it?

I: No! At the same time this curated communication is:

- “object centred”

- Y“visitor oriented”

- “science based”

- relevant for the society

If we take all these aspects into account, we can create truly
exciting unique experiences for our visitors - journeys of
knowledge.

ME: There is great talk about sustainability. Can museums
contribute on that?

I: Yes. Let me please draw a picture of my personal
understanding of sustainability.

Normally we talk about the social aspect, the economical
aspect and the ecological aspect when it comes to
sustainability.

And the different intersections provide different
possibilities:

- the intersection between social and economical fair
- the intersection between social and ecological = worth
living
- the intersection between social and economical = liveable
But only if we integrate these with a cultural layer will we
really earn sustainable condition.

And from my point of view museums should work on that, should
contribute their ideas and their content to strengthen the
meaning of the cultural level.

We — as communicators and marketers for museums - we must work
on our own skills and should try to build a bridge between the
marketing, the communication, the brand-building, the
education and the curators.

It is time to transform the museum of the future into a space
that looks more like a forum for the societies than a
warehouse of objects.

Such a paradigm shift represents an unbelievable opportunity
to position museums as reliable, trustworthy institutions
working in the service of society.
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To conclude, here are some suggested goals:

Goal 1: No longer just giving answers — but provoking
questions.

Goal 2: No longer just delivering press releases - but
curating the information. That means: Rethinking the museum's
communication strategy."

Goal 3: No longer just collecting artifacts - but gathering
information about relationships too.

Goal 4: No longer just telling stories only about the past -
but building bridges between past, present and future.

Goal 5: No longer only diving only into the world of the
objects - but embracing the interconnectectedness of the
people with their objects, contexts and content.

Goal 6: No longer using the web as a digital billboard - but
curating the digital space in an authentic way.

ME: Thanks for the talk!
I: Thanks for asking me some interesting questions!
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