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Abstract

This thesis is a study of the changing model of the local history museum in Ontario, Canada and the
consequential changing interpretations of the past in these institutions.

Beginning in 1879, local history museums in Ontario developed largely from the energies of
local historical societies bent on collecting the past. While science museums used taxonomy and
classification to mirror the natural state of the world, history museums had no equivalent framework
for organizing collections as real-world referents. Often organized without apparent design, by the
early 20th century a deductive method was used to categorize and display history collections into
functional groups based on manufacture and use.

By the mid-twentieth century an inductive approach for interpreting collections in exhibits
was promoted to make these objects more meaningful and interesting to museum visitors, and to
justify their collection. This approach relied on the recontextualization of the object through two
methods: text-based, narrative exhibits; and verisimilitude, the recreation of the historical
environment in which the artifact would have been originally used. These exhibit practices became
part of the syllabus of history museum work as it professionalized during the mid-twentieth century,
almost a full century after the science museum.

In Ontario, recontextualizing artifacts eventually dominated the process of recreating the past
at museums. Objects were consigned to placement within textual storylines in order to impart
accurate meaning. At its most elaborate, artifacts were recontextualized into houses, and buildings
into villages, wherein the public could fully immerse themselves in a tableau of the past. Throughout
this process, the dynamic of recontextualization to enhance visitor experience subtlety shifted the
historical artifact from its previous position in the museum as an autonomous relic of the past, to one
subordinate to context.

Although presented as absolute, the narratives and reconstructions formed by these collecting
and exhibiting practices were contingent on a multitude of shifting factors, such as accepted museum
practice, physical, economic and human resources available to the museum operation, and prevailing
beliefs about the past and community identity. This thesis exposes the wider field of museum practice
in Ontario community history museums over a century while the case study of Doon Pioneer Village
shows in detail the conditional qualities of historical reconstruction in museum exhibits and historical
restoration.
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For the structure that we raise,
Time is with materials filled
Our todays and yesterdays,
Are the blocks with which we build
Longfellow, “The Builders”
From a 1953 petition to establish an
Ontario Rural Life Museum

FP.1 Building at Doon, 1961
K-W Record Negative Collection University of Waterloo Library



Introduction

A Shifting Paradigm

I have seen the very notion of what a museum is undergo a process of change whose
profundity seems to have escaped ordinary notice.'

Hilde Hein and other scholars have recently identified an institutional and philosophical change of
profound proportion in American and British museums in the post-second world war period.> Moving
away from the “salvage and warechouse business”’ museums are now, according to Hein, in the
“experience” delivery business. Steven Weil calls this shift an ongoing transformation in the museum
purpose “from being about something to being for somebody.” The museum’s major client, once the
museum artifact, has become the museum visitor. A critical component of this process, Hein argues,
is the displacing of the museum object as an autonomous entity to an element in a larger storyline or
reconstructed environment. Lisa Roberts describes this process of object reconstitution a change from
‘knowledge’ to ‘narrative.’

These authors interpret these changes as consequential to the following factors: increased
funding for museums from government bodies, a need to rationalize expenditures through audience
development, and a growth in professionalism in the field of museum work that has placed an
emphasis on communicating with the museum visitor.

This thesis argues that a similar shift took place, and is still taking place in Ontario. My
research examines specifically the nature of this change over a long period of time in the province’s
local history museums, an institutional type that has been little studied.’

Long assumed to be isolated and idiosyncratic, in fact these museums are neither, having
shared a museum habitus, in some cases, for over a century.® This habitus included common motives
and motifs of founding groups, similar collections and documents, a professional collective and
shared knowledge-base, and after the Second World War, a central primary funding and advisory
body. Through the activities of professional organizations and provincial museum advisors,
museological ideas and practices elsewhere in Canada, the United States, Britain and Europe
percolated into the ways in which local history museums in Ontario organized their collections and
interpreted them to the public. As their numbers grew, so did the public investment in these places.

! Hilde Hein, The Museum in Transition: A Philosophical Perspective, (Washington and London: Smithsonian
Institution Press, 2000): viii.

? American authors include Hein, The Museum in Transition; Steven Weil, “From Being about Something to
Being for Somebody: The Ongoing Transformation of the American Museum,” Daedelus, Journal of the
American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 128 no.3 (Summer 1999): 229-258; Lisa C. Roberts From Knowledge
to Narrative: Educators and the Changing Museum, (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1997).

* Term used by Weil, ibid.

* Ibid.

> The few essays on these museums include Mary Tivy, “Museums, Visitors and the Reconstruction of the Past
in Ontario.” Material History Review, no. 37 (Spring 1993): 35-51;, Mary Tivy, “Dreams and Nightmares:
Changing Visions of the Past at Doon Pioneer Village.” Ontario History XCIV (Spring 2002): 79-99.

® Pierre Bourdieu uses the term “habitus™ to mean a frame of reference: “the underlying dispositions, grammar
or mental schema.” Cited by Gordon Fyfe and Max Ross "Decoding the visitor's gaze: rethinking museum
visiting" in Theorizing Museums: Representing Identity and Diversity in a Changing World, eds. Sharon
Macdonald and Gordon Fyfe (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1996):132.
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Their form and substance changed dramatically, though not always seamlessly, between 1851
and 1985, the period of this study. Local history museums developed initially at time when science
museums, such as the museum of the Canadian Institute and later the Ontario Provincial Museum set
the standard in which museum collections were arranged and displayed by the prevailing theories of
taxonomy. History museums were criticized for their lack of a similar intellectual structure and much
of the narrative in this thesis describes the attempts made to place structure or context around the
historical artifact. From housing assorted salvaged local relics ordered, if at all, by taxonomy or by
sentiment to heroic individuals, these local history museums eventually developed into organized
institutions, intent on both managing their collections and engaging their visitors through controlled
narratives and recreated environments to depict the history of their region.

A combination of shared factors contributed to the shaping and re-shaping of these museums,
which this thesis examines in detail. It begins by looking at the museological values and practices of
the institutional predecessors of the local museum, examines the interests of founding individuals and
organizations, the concerns of a developing museum profession and provincial and federal funding
bodies that pushed for standards of operation for local museums, and ongoing changing notions of
historical significance. Woven throughout this narrative is a discussion of the Province of Ontario’s
influence on local museums, and a detailed examination of the past and present of Doon Heritage
Crossroads, a museum whose development is centrally placed institutionally, organizationally and
professionally in Ontario’s local history museum community. It forms the case study for this thesis.

The Presence of Local History Museums in Ontario

One could consider simply the phenomenal development of local history museums as institutions in
the province. In 1875 there were none at all. At the time of this writing, there are about 400.” They
grew in waves, the initial surge of museums that appeared before the First World War ebbed during
the Depression. Those that survived were joined by a flourish of local museums in the post second
world war period leading up to and past the celebrations of the Canadian centennial. Reconstructed
historical houses and villages appeared in greater numbers at this time.

Today half of these museums receive subsidies for their operations from the Province of
Ontario, which regards these institutions as “community” museums.® Where once these museums
were predominately owned by historical societies, now three-quarters of them are owned by
municipalities, and in decreasing numbers, by non-profit organizations including historical societies,
conservation authorities, and Indian Band Councils. None of these museums are satellites of
provincial institutions; there is no museum of provincial history in the province. To give a sense of
their activities in Ontario, in 1996 (the most recent statistically-available year), 191 local history
museums registered in the provincial Community Museum Operating Grant programme received direct
operating support in excess of twenty-three million dollars from provincial and municipal governments.
These museums showed earned revenue for the same year in excess of $14,259,000. Over 1160 paid staff

7 Based on listings in http://www.museumsontario.com/museums/onlineguide/; accessed 11 June, 2006.

¥ These museums received funding through an operating requirements administered by the Province’s
Community Museum Operating grant (CMOG) program, by meeting minimal standards of museum operation.
Through this program’s administrative files, historical data on these community history museums can be
accessed through the Archives of Ontario (OA), RG 47-51. The Province of Ontario defines these museums as
“an institution that is established for the purposes of acquiring, conserving, studying, interpreting, assembling,
and exhibiting to the public for its instruction and enjoyment a collection of objects and specimens of heritage
significance.”




and 18,800 museum volunteers interpreted some aspect of local history to more than 2,300,000 visitors.’
The number of artifacts preserved in these museum collections was undetermined but can be
conservatively estimated at over two million items, with most community history museums accepting
hundreds of additional artifacts annually.'® The capital spending in these structures was not readily
calculable; for the case study in this thesis alone, it will exceed twenty-five million dollars by the end of
this decade. Yet, very little has been written about the history of these museums and their development in
the province."

The Production of History in the Local History Museum

If the institutional development of local history museums in the province has garnered little ink, their
intellectual constructs have produced even less.'? This thesis examines the “intricate amalgam of
historical structures and narratives, practices and strategies of display and concerns and imperatives
of various governing ideologies,”" that conspired to organize and reorganize collections and
portrayals of the past. This study is interested less in whether museum presentations were historically
accurate, and more with how certain artifacts, images and narratives became valid in the museum
setting.'*

This thesis augments the literature on institutional and intellectual change in the production of
history in museums by examining a group of museums otherwise ignored. In doing so, it also shows
the complexity of historical production in museums, which few studies address:" the literature on the
intellectual constructs and changing interpretations in museums has consistently looked at large

? http://www.culture.gov.on.ca/english/index. html; Accessed 11 June 2006.

' This is the author’s estimate based on the records of materials in the Province’s Community Museums
Operating Grant files from 1989-90. RG-47-41, Archives of Ontario (OA).

" The history of museums in Canada is chronicled in Archie F. Key, Beyond Four Walls: The Origins and
Development of Canadian Museums. (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1973); his study is cursory, frequently
inaccurate and without analysis. Lynne Teather’s “Museum-Making in Canada (to 1972).” MUSE, no. 2&3
(Summer/Fall 1992): 21-40, examines the history of museum development in terms of periods of growth.
Published essays include, Ken Doherty, The Common Thread: One Hundred and Fifty Years of Museums in
Peterborough” Ontario History LXXXV1, no. 2 (June 1994): 133-148; Dorothy Duncan, “From Mausoleums to
Malls: What Next?”” Ontario History LXXXV1, no. 2 (June 1994): 107-118; Joanne Lea, “Defining Terms: the
Pioneers and other Myths” Museum Quarterly 18:1 (February 1990): 25-35; Margaret May, “Janet Carnochan,
“Pioneer Museum Worker 1839-1926” Museum Quarterly 12:2 (Spring 1983):17-21. Ian Kerr-Wilson’s
unpublished thesis “Historical Societies and their Museums: A Survey of the Ontario Case,” (M.M.St. Thesis,
University of Toronto, 1988) includes a case study of the Murney Tower Museum in Kingston, Ontario.

12 See Tivy, “Museums, Visitors and the Reconstruction of the Past in Ontario,” and Chris Miller-Marti, “Local
History Museums and the Creation of the Past.” MUSE 5:2 (Summer 1987): 36-39.

1 Terms used by Sherman and Rogoff to describe the process of production in history museums. Daniel
J.Sherman and Igrit Rogoff eds., Museum Culture: Histories, Discourses, Spectacles (Minneapolis, University
of Minnesota Press, 1994): ix.

" These are the terms Gaby Porter uses in her study: "Seeing through solidity: a feminist perspective on
museums" in Theorizing Museums: 105-126. I cannot state my goal in any better words.

!> With the noted exception of the following by Lynne Teather, Unlocking the Secrets: Material Evidence and
Museums,” Museum Quarterly 18, no.2 (May 1990): 3-7, and “From Silk Purses to Sow's Ears,” Material
History Bulletin 32 (Fall 1990): 29-43. The literature on the intellectual constructs and changing interpretations
in museums has consistently looked at large institutions or on single case studies; see for instance, Richard
Handler and Eric Gable, The New History in an Old Museum: Creating the Past at Colonial Williamsburg.
(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1997).



institutions or on single case studies, none of which are Canadian.'® And, while several studies have
derived arguments from Foucault arguing that the ‘modern’ museum is an institution formed towards
the social control of knowledge,'” this thesis shows that although the shaping of local museums and
their collections was usually conducted to honour community founders toward stabilizing community
identity, this work was highly contingent on individual agency and immediate circumstances. The
narrative in the thesis is presented chronologically, but begins with a contemporary discussion on
museums and historical meaning.

A Dialogue on Museums, History and Culture (Chapter 1)

All history is a production: a deliberate selecting, ordering, and evaluation of past events and
experiences. Community museums [in Ontario] are actively involved in the process of
production of images of the past, and it is important to begin to investigate this process.'

In the last twenty years there has been a sharp rise of scholarly interest in historical structures,
narratives, and practices within museums. Much has been made of the role of the museum as an
institutional site for political, social or cultural reification. This work is reviewed and discussed in
Chapter One of this thesis, designed to present a foundation for the historical and theoretical contexts,
as well as the cultural purposes, of local history museums in Ontario. This scholarly discourse
examines briefly the historical shaping of museums and more extensively the production of history in
museums.

Reservoirs of the Past: Local History Museums to 1945 (Chapters 2—4)

One must look at museums historically, not because method dictates it, but because they are
essentially historical. By putting forward an image of the past and managing the handing on
of tradition through artworks and artifacts, museums participate in a historical production of
history. Historiographic through and through, museums thereby beg the question of their
historical appearance, of the role they fulfill toward history, in history."

From the literature discussion this thesis embarks on a long voyage covering over a century of ideas
and activities that shaped the preservation and presentation of the past in local history museums in
Ontario. The first leg of this journey begins in the middle of the nineteenth century, and concludes at
the end of Second World War. Chapter Two: “Making Objects Meaningful: the Scientific Paradigm
and Ontario Museums 1851-1912” describes the object-based epistemology that defined museum
collections during this period in Ontario as it did elsewhere in the North America. This prehistory of

' John Dorst looks at the formulation and presentation of the local past in two museums in the same area in The
Written Suburb. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989).

' See for instance, Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge. (New York: Routledge,
1992).

'8 Chris Miller-Marti "Local History Museums and the Creation of the Past" MUSE 5:2 (Summer 1987):36.
Published almost twenty years ago, this is one of the few studies of the manufacturing of the past at a local
history museum in Ontario. It focuses on the preservation and presentation of history at Ye Olde Museum in
Beachville, Ontario.

' Didier Maleuvre, Museum Memories: History, Technology, Art. (Stanford, California: Stanford University
Press, 1999):1.



the local museum is highlighted by a fresh look at the work of David Boyle, Ontario’s first
museologist.

Chapter Three, “The Historical Paradigm and Local History Museums in Ontario to 1912”
examines the influence of this scientific model on the ways in which historical societies formed and
interpreted their collections. While science museums used taxonomy and classification to mirror the
natural state of the world, history museums had no equivalent framework for organizing collections as
real-world referents. They adopted the taxonomic model when possible, but relied heavily on a
salvage approach to rescuing historical relics regarded as self-evident residue. These two methods
dominated the intellectual purpose of museum practice in communities in Ontario from their
inception until well after the Second World War. Along with historical data such as photographs,
documents and written local histories, relics compiled an inventory of materials for further research.
Interest in community founders, local archaeology and local heroes directed the collecting focus. The
umbrella organization for museums operated by local historical societies was the Ontario Historical
Society (OHS) whose members shared information on practices at their museums, and whose leaders
included David Boyle, archaeologist and superintendent of the Ontario Provincial Museum. The OHS
sought unsuccessfully to organize a provincial museum of history, and toward this end produced “The
Canadian Historical Exhibition” in 1899. The construction of this exhibit provides a profile of the
historical production in museums in this period, giving us insight to the cognitive basis of identifying
historical significance and the conventions of categorizing material history.

Chapter Four, “The Waterloo Historical Society and its Museum” leads into the case study
for this thesis. It examines in detail the historical philosophy, heritage concerns and museum
operations of the Waterloo Historical Society (WHS), whose founder became a leader in the OHS,
and whose collection and membership later forged the charter for Ontario’s first outdoor museum
village, Doon Pioneer Village, in 1954. Through the lens of this site, this thesis follows the
development of museums in the post second world war period.

Professionalism, Narrative and Verisimilitude: Contextualizing the Past in
Ontario Local History Museums 1945-1985 (Chapters 5-9)

How things get displayed in museums cannot be divorced from questions concerning the
training of curators or the structures of museum control and management.*

The third and final section of this thesis deals with local history museums in Ontario from the end of
the Second World War up to 1985. This was an unprecedented period of museum growth and
professional development for museum workers in the province. A rationale for this expanding field is
proposed in Chapter Five, “Pioneers and Pioneer Museologists.” Gradually, as in other museums
across North America, the local history museum model changed from a passive library of artifacts
collected for historical research, to an active display or theatre of material history, with the museum
visitor, rather than the artifact, at its core. Throughout this process, the dynamic of recontextualization
to enhance visitor experience subtlety shifted the historical artifact from its previous position in the
museum as an autonomous relic of the past, to one subordinate to context. The artifact was
historically reconstituted for public consumption through two methods; text-based, narrative exhibits;
and verisimilitude, the recreation of the historical environment in which the artifact would have been

20 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (Routledge: London and New York, 1995):
176.



originally used. At its most elaborate, artifacts were recontextualized into historic houses, and
buildings into historic villages, wherein the audience could fully immerse themselves in a tableau of
the past, guided by costumed interpreters disguised as inhabitants. Although presented as absolute,
the narratives and reconstructions formed by these collecting and exhibiting practices were contingent
on a multitude of shifting factors, such as accepted museum practice, physical, economic and human
resources available to the museum operation, and prevailing beliefs about the past and community
identity.

While the case study, Doon Pioneer Village, was part of a province—wide cohort of local
history museums, the details of its inception from a local history museum to a historical village, its
growth and topsy-turvy development, its visions and revisions of the past as presented in the narrative
here, convey much more than any broad brush-stroke could, both the complexity and contingency of
preserving and producing heritage in a local museum.

This philosophical shift and its ramifications is charted through Chapter Six, “A Fellowship
of Museums and the Education of Andrew Taylor 1945-1960,” Chapter Seven, “Controlling the
Community Museum: Collections Narrative in Ontario and at Doon 1960-1971”; Chapter Eight,
“Standardizing the Collected Past: Professionalizing the Community Museum 1972-1985” and
Chapter Nine: “Reconstructing the Past at Doon: 1983-1985.” This last chapter examines the outcome
of this paradigm shift as it transformed Doon Pioneer Village into Doon Heritage Crossroads. In this
process the collected past at Doon was reevaluated and recontextualized. This chapter is followed by
an epilogue. By the end of the thesis study, Doon and other local museums across the province, edited
to better engage the public, were, paradoxically, in denial of their own pasts.



Chapter 1: Museums: An Historical and Philosophical Review

Introduction

Although the literature and subject are both expansive, the history of museums is a record of focused
collecting and display activities within a limited number of formats. Universally, the collection serves
as a mirror to both the exterior and interior worlds of the collector or collecting institution. Of prime
interest to me are discussions in the literature of museum prototypes and belief systems that have
shaped museums and collections to the present. Like Stephen Bann, my interest in this historical
review and my study is to understand the relationship of Ontario history museums and collectors to
the “historical-mindedness of their age.”" The first section of the literature review “Museum History
and History Museums” examines materials on the history of museums, especially history museums.
While the museum model is actually quite small, it lies across a wide landscape over an extended
time, and in this review, eventually arrives at Ontario community history museums.

Historical presentation in any museum is a function of many variables, including the
intellectual, social and political context of the collection and/or the institution; the intent of the
historical enterprise; and the object-centred basis on which museums construct knowledge. As Daniel
J. Sherman and Igrit Rogoff describe much better in Museum Culture: Histories, Discourses,
Spectacles, the presentation of the past in museums is: “an intricate amalgam of historical structures
and narratives, practices and strategies of display and concerns and imperatives of various governing
ideologies."* Nowhere is this made more apparent than in T.H. Breen’s, Imagining the Past: East
Hampton Histories.’ Breen’s account is of his professional role as a “hired humanist” to help a
community construct its history in a museum format. It becomes a fascinating ethnography of the
process of finding and making meaning and historical narrative from objects, landscape, documents
and local myth, under the directions of competing local interests. This work is noted up front here;
Breen’s account is singular in the opus of material on museums. The second section of the literature
review “Making Histories in Museums” discusses works on the construction of history in museums
and reviews dissonant social historical critiques of this history. This criticism is juxtaposed to studies
on other dynamics that influence the shaping of the past as we see it; the function of heritage, the
nature of collective memory and the limits of historical narrative.

The third section of the literature review, “Objects and Texts: Deconstructing the Late
Twentieth Century Museum” is the epistemological piece - a review of cultural criticism on the
museum and its forms of knowledge. It underlines for the reader recent thinking on objects as the
elements of construction in a historical narrative or presentation. A growing interest in museums as
cultural devices on the part of historians, cultural theorists and museologists has produced a diverse
collection of works reconsidering the cultural function of museums and reassessing the construction
of knowledge in these institutions. Reflecting the very small amount of written material on the case
study, the brief summary of the literature review covers this material.

! Stephen Bann. The Clothing of Clio: A Study of the Representation of History in Nineteenth-century Britain
and France (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 78.

? Daniel J.Sherman and Igrit Rogoff eds., Museum Culture: Histories, Discourses, Spectacles (Minneapolis,
University of Minnesota Press, 1994).

* T.H. Breen, Imaging the Past: East Hampton Histories (Reading: Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1989).
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Museum History and History Museums

The history of museums in the Western world has been chronicled since the turn of the century, in the
United States with George Brown Goode’s 1888 essay “Museum History and History Museums,” and
in Britain with David Murray’s three volume compilation: Museums: Their History and Use.* Since
then, several authors such as Germaine Bazin, The Museum Age, Alma Wittlin, Museums: In Search
of a Useable Future, Edward P. Alexander, Museums in Motion: An Introduction to the History and
Functions of Museums, Archie F. Key, Beyond Four Walls: The Origins and Development of
Canadian Museums and Dylan Ripley, The Sacred Grove: Essays on Museums, have constructed a
history of the museum from inception to present, developing a chronicle, narrative or analysis from
evidence of collections.” Common to their work is the dual definition of the museum as a prepared
collection of objects and a place for storage and display. Characteristic of the American authors,
Wittlin, Goode and Alexander, is their focus on assessing the transitional periods in museum history
based on museum efforts toward public education, whereas in the history of European and British
institutions “public” accessibility is considered within the transition of collection ownership from
private hands to public tenure. Key’s work on the overall history of museums is derived mainly from
these other authors and used as a preface for his study of Canadian museums. Wittlin limits, her study
of Canadian museums to one page; Alexander to one sentence. Neither Ripley nor Bazin mention
Canadian institutions.

The history of museums is viewed as a series of periods distinguished by collections and their
purpose. The consensus is that the genesis of museums lays both ideologically and semantically in
ancient Greece. The word museum derives from the Greek word mouseion, a temple to the nine
Muses, goddesses of inspiration, learning and the arts. The most famous of these classical museums
was in Alexandria, founded about the 3rd century B.C. Like museums today this mouseion was a
gathering place of objects and ideas. As these authors relate, the idea of the museum as a public place
disappeared until the eighteenth century. Until that time collections remained largely in private hands,
for private purposes. During the middle ages, in what Anthony Shelton calls a “God-centred”
universe, the church was the largest collector of objects, valued as religious reliquaries with magical
potency.6 Bazin identifies a shift in collecting behaviour in the renaissance from a collections model

* George Brown Goode, “Museum History and History Museums” in Sally Gregory Kohlstedt, ed. The Origins
of Natural Science in America: The Essays of George Brown Goode (Washington: Smithsonian Institution
Press, 1991), 297-320; David Murray, Museums: Their History and Use, 3 vols. (Glasgow: James MacLehose
and Sons, 1904).

* Germain Bazin, The Museum Age, trans. Jane van Nuis Cahill (New York: Universe Books, 1967); Alma S.
Wittlin, Museums: In Search of a Usable Future (Cambridge, Massachusetts, MIT Press, 1970); Edward P.
Alexander, Museums in Motion: An Introduction to the History and Functions of Museums (American
Association for State and Local History, 1979); Dillon Ripley, The Sacred Grove: Essays on Museums (New
York: Simon & Schuster, 1969). These authors derive a pattern of museum development through slightly
different routes. Bazin’s detailed study looks at the evolution of collections and museums over periods of time
distinguished by political, social, and aesthetic changes in Europe, and in North America, typified by
philanthropy, object-based scientific methods of inquiry and public education initiative. Wittlin’s historical
analysis focuses instead on the motivations for collecting that shaped different kinds of collections, and
ultimately different kinds of museums as these collections became public. Alexander chooses to write the
history of museums by museum type, and unlike the other authors specifically discusses history museums.
Ripley’s smaller book is more of a brief overview of museums, with chapters such as a “Glance at the
Nineteenth Century.”

® Anthony Alan Shelton “Cabinets of Transgression: Renaissance Collections and the Incorporation of the New
World” in John Elsner and Roger Cardinal eds., The Cultures of Collecting, (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1994), 177-203.



centred on religious beliefs to a secularized model consolidating wealth and power in collections;
here museums are identified as the private inventories of the powerful, such as the Medici. This
period is also noted by the beginnings of “cabinets of curiosities,” also called “closet of rarities” and
“Wunderkammern.” Found across Europe, these collections shared a common focus on natural
history, on unusual man-made items and on items associated with famous historical figures. They
were encyclopedic in scope. The world was represented in miniature by representative object samples
and groupings.

According to these museum historians, by the seventeenth century both cabinets and gallerias
for the display of art had places in the homes of the nobility. In the late eighteenth century some of
the largest collections in Europe were nationalized as state museums through political reform, also
thoroughly discussed by Bazin. During the nineteenth century other museums gradually became
publicly accessible as the collections of learned societies, mechanics institutes and others were
exhibited.’

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a new model of museum developed—the
multidisciplinary museum—in many ways it was a cabinet of curiosities writ very large. The above
authors cite the formation of large arts and science museums in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries in North America, frequently a consequence of government interests in natural resource
development and national promotion at international exhibitions. Centred on a classified and
researched collection, displayed for public education and managed by professionals, these large
museums reached their apex as research institutions in the period 1880-1920, considered by many as
the “golden age” of museums. The authors cover comparably less of the twentieth century. Ripley and
Wittlin stress the educational imperative of the twentieth century museum, but there is a surprising
lack of comment on the rise of history museums and their views of the past.

While these studies are intensive in detail they lack the theoretical force of histories of
museums recently published by museologists and cultural historians. Not content to let a somewhat
progressive view of museum history lie undisturbed, others have reframed these museum periods as
expressions of world view based on classification and collecting practices. Susan Pearce, in Museums,
Objects and Collections: A Cultural Study® sets out a structure for understanding the genesis, history
and philosophy of museums, based on the common goal of institutionalized collecting. Her
configuration (revealing her archaeologist background) is built on four successive periods of museum
creation; “archaic” (up to and including the medieval period), “early modern” (renaissance collections
and cabinets of curiosities), “classic modern” (museums from the eighteenth to mid twentieth
centuries) and “post-modern” (mid-twentieth century to the present). The early modern period
(beginning about 1650), she sees as the onset of manic widespread collecting driven by curiosity, the
Renaissance stress on individualism and contemporary early capitalism. This method of classifying
objects based on allegory and physical similarities was succeeded by the taxonomic models of the
“classic modern” period, notably in museums of natural science. Ultimately, Pearce maintains that a
shift toward a modern model of understanding objects in terms of context took place in the early
twentieth century. This move she says, led to the development of habitat groups, and historic sites,
and ultimately a move in the late part of the twentieth century to a shift in focus in museums from
artifact collections toward community concerns.

7 The literature seems unclear about when the usage of the term museum became common.
¥ Susan Pearce, Museums, Objects and Collections: A Cultural Study (Leicester: Leicester University Press,
1992).
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Susan Pearce’s colleague, Eileen Hooper-Greenhill has recast the history of museums in the
shadow of Foucault’s Order of Things. In Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge,’® she argues
against the notion of a rational evolutionary development of museums from disorganized private
collections to public centres of learning as the authors above suggest. Rather, Hooper-Greenhill
adopts the argument of discontinuity between periods of time when collections are known to have
been made and spaces set aside for them. Using Foucault’s notion of epistemes and looking at how
objects were perceived, categorized and exhibited at different periods from the renaissance to the
twentieth century, she argues that major shifts in understanding the world and its metaphoric
representation in museums provide the underlying reason for the substantial differences in the
collections known to exist: one might state simply that as world views changed, the view of the world
presented metaphorically in collections also changed. By examining the Renaissance collections of
the Medici and cabinets of curiosities in the 1500s, the collections of the Royal Society in the
seventeenth, and the multidisciplinary museum of the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, she
distinguishes three major paradigms for viewing the world and collecting it. These she labels as
renaissance, classical, and modern, each with defining notions of interpreting natural and man-made
objects. The renaissance is typified by a centripetal view of the universe, captured in early cabinets of
curiosities. What both Pearce and Hooper-Greenhill described as the classical episteme, one defined
by the ordering of objects by similar physical characteristics, is exemplified in the collections of early
museums to which the public had access, such as the Ashmolean museum, the collections of Sir Hans
Sloane (the nucleus of the British Museum), and Charles Wilson Peale’s museum, regarded as the
first public museum in the United States.'” Aimed at comprehensiveness, this episteme according to
Hooper-Greenhill was finally replaced in the early nineteenth century by another, a “modern”
paradigm that focused on chronology in its language and ordering of material. Hooper-Greenhill
concludes that this last phase was directed in part by state interests in social control, and this
argument is taken to full force by yet another author looking to Foucault’s writings for an interpretive
understanding of museums. Tony Bennett in The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics,
contends that by the twentieth century public museums served primarily as hegemonic devices, used
to control knowledge and present a view of the world to create order and stability.'" Although highly
rhetorical, his observations on the construction of meaning in museums are significant to this thesis
and discussed further in the literature review.

? Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge (New York: Routledge, 1992). Stephen
Bann in “Preface” Producing the Past: Aspects of Antiquarian Culture and Practice 1700-1850 (Aldershot,
England: Ashgate, 1999), xvii-xxii, also argues for an interpretation of historical understanding based on
Foucault’s model of epistemes, showing not only that antiquarianism was not insufficient history, but that the
map of knowledge at any one time has to be reconstituted structurally and synchronically, rather than through
the “lazy and untested assumption that intellectual practices evolved uninterruptedly from age to age.” Eileen
Mak points out in her doctoral thesis, “Patterns of Change: Sources of Influence: An Historical Study of the
Canadian Museum and the Middle Class 1850-1950 “(Ph.D diss.,University of British Columbia, 1996) that
others have also argued the dissimilarities between modern museums and their precursors, citing Steven
Mullaney, "Strange Things, Gross Terms, Curious Customs: The Rehearsal of Cultures in the Late
Renaissance," Representations 3 (Summer 1983): 43.

' On the Ashmolean Museum, see R.F. Ovenell, The Ashmolean Museum 1683-1894 (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1896), on Peale and his museum see Edgar P. Richardson, Brooke Hindle, and Lillian B. Miller, Charles
Willson Peale and His World (New York: Henry N. Abrams, 1983).

" Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (Routledge: London and New York, 1995).
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Similar in some ways to the thinking of Pearce and Hooper-Greenhill is Krzysztof Pomian’s
Collectors and Curiosities: Paris and Venice, 1500-1800."* Although not a comprehensive study of
the history of museums per se, Pomian also seeks to understand how and why perceptions of the
collectible shifted in the period he studies. He argues that objects formed visible semiophores for the
invisible. Objects communicated and collectors mediated that invisible world, something that was
spatially and temporally distant, such as God, or the past. That objects were at one time viewed as
scrap and at another as collectible, Pomian attributes to the growth in humanism and antiquarianism
and their classes of semiophores: antiquities, the exotic, art and science.

From these diverse and sometimes contradictory works several enduring aspects of the
museum form can be recognized. Objects are collected and valued across periods of time for their
perceived social power. Frequently this power is derived from conditions of rarity, a relationship to
the mythic, or of physical evidence of structures of the universe across space and time. Changing
world view casts certain objects into and out of collections; their meaning is contingent on existing
circumstances. The collectors (later, the curators and museum administrators) shape their collections
within changing intellectual and physical boundaries. Categorizations of collections and the main
typologies of museums we use today: art, science, history and anthropology, can be distinguished in
early collecting and organizing practices these authors describe.

Cabinets of Curiosities: The Precursor of the Modern Museum

According to Francis Bacon, a learned gentleman in the sixteenth century required:
A Goodly, huge cabinet, wherein whatsoever the hand of man by exquisite art or engine has
made rare in stuff, form or motion; whatsoever the singularity, chance and the shuffle of
things hath produced,; whatsoever Nature has wrought in things that want life and may be
kept; shall be sorted and included. "

Hooper-Greenhill may be correct in her ideological separation of cabinets of curiosities from what
she sees as the modern museum episteme, but they were the models for the first public museums in
North America, and their contents are still to be found in public museums today. An interest in
understanding the world views of collectors and the function of their collections is addressed in
specific studies of these cabinets. In Oliver Impey and Arthur MacGregor, eds., The Origins of
Museums: The Cabinets of Curiosities in Sixteenth and Seventeenth-Century Europe,'* contributing
essayists look at the rational aspects of these types of collections, as well as the ideological basis for
their collection. Trade in various types of specimens and artifacts are outlined in several essays,
which describe the traffic in rare goods into Europe, such as J.C.H. King’s “North American
Ethnography in the Collection of Sir Hans Sloane.”"” In John Elsner and Roger Cardinal, eds., The

12 Krzysztof Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities: Paris and Venice 1500-1800. trans. Elizabeth Wiles-Porotier
(London: Polity Press, 1990).

" Frances Bacon, Getsa Grayorum (1594) cited in Oliver Impey and Arthur MacGregor, eds., The Origins of
Museums: The Cabinets of Curiosities in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Europe (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1985), 1.

4 Oliver Impey and Arthur MacGregor, eds., The Origins of Museums: The Cabinets of Curiosities in Sixteenth-
and Seventeenth-Century Europe (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985).

' J.C.H. King “North American Ethnography in the Collection of Sir Hans Sloane” in Oliver Impey and Arthur
MacGregor, eds., The Origins of Museums, 232-237.
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Cultures of Collecting, '® a number of essays describe early collectors, the trade in collectibles and
motivations for collecting. Historians such as Anthony Shelton regard these cabinets, composed of
both exotic and natural history collections, as straddling the worlds of metaphysics and natural
science. Shelton’s essay highlights the cosmological uncertainties New World objects presented to
European collectors, attempting to present a microcosm of the universe in their cabinets.'” Stephen
Bann’s study of one collector, John Balgrave, and his wunderkammern, shows, as do other essayists,
that these collections were firmly tied to the self-identities of their collectors.'®

Marjorie Swann’s Curiosities and Texts: The Culture of Collecting in Early Modern
England" notes that the term cabinet eventually came to encompass the collection and the space that
held it, either a room or a piece of case furniture to hold specimens. She argues that cabinets, unlike
art collections, could be created by men of “middling” social class and wealth, and that this was “one
aspect of the brave new world of consumer goods that emerged during the Renaissance.”” Her
arguments foreshadow writings on the public museum of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as
middle class institutions.*' Referring to James Clifford and others, Swann concurs that collecting was,
and is, an important part of identity formation, both cultural and personal.*?
significance of collections catalogues is of special interest. She rightly regards this “impulse to
textualize collections” as important, and the cabinet catalogues as artifacts in themselves; the
collectors own explanations of the collections. The catalogues provided a rationale for the object’s
presence in the collection, and can be seen as an equivalent to today’s inventory descriptions and
exhibit labels. Cabinets became further organized into classes of materials broadly divided into
naturalia (natural history specimens), artificialia (man-made objects) exotica (objects from foreign
regions) and memorabilia (souvenirs). A kunstkammer was a chamber of art. These subject categories
parallel the disciplinary divisions of museums that followed. Cabinets formed the foundation of
research collections affiliated with universities and later public museums. In England, Tradescant’s
cabinet, opened to visitors by the mid-1600s, later became the Ashmolean museum at Oxford
University. The earliest surviving account of the Tradescant collection was recorded by Peter Mundy,

Her observation of the

' John Elsner and Roger Cardinal, eds., The Cultures of Collecting (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1994).

'7 Anthony Alan Shelton “Cabinets of Transgression: Renaissance Collections and the Incorporation of the New
World” in The Cultures of Collecting, 177-203.

'8 Stephen Bann, Under the Sign: John Bargrave as Collector, Traveller, and Witness (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press, 1994): Other scholars have argued that the wunderkammern, given the objects they held and
the system of classification used, could not have been a forerunner to the modern museum but were an
institution specific to the Renaissance. See Steven Mullaney, "Strange Things, Gross Terms, Curious Customs:
The Rehearsal of Cultures in the Late Renaissance," Representations 3 (Summer 1983): 43.

' Marjorie Swann Curiosities and Texts: The Culture of Collecting in Early Modern England, (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001).

**Ibid, 5.

! This is a major interpretive theme, coupled with progressive ideas of universal education, in literature on
museums in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. See for instance, Joel Orosz Curators and Culture: The
Museum Movement in America, 1740-1870 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1990); Sidney Hart and
David C. Ward, “The Waning of an Enlightenment Ideal: Charles Willson Peale’s Philadelphia Museum 1790-
1820” in New Perspectives on Charles Willson Peale, Lillian B. Miller and David C. Ward eds., ( Pittsburgh:
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1991), 219-236; Eileen Mak “Canadian Museums and the Middle Class 1850-
1950,” Ph.D. thesis University of British Columbia, 1996.

2 As James Clifford notes "In the West collecting has long been a strategy for the deployment of a possessive
self, culture and authenticity." James Clifford "On Collecting Art and Culture" in The Predicament of Culture:
Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature and Art (Cambridge, Massachusetts: University of Cambridge Press
1988) 218.

13



who ‘went to view some rarities” at John Tradescant’s in 1634. It is clear from Mundy's account that
the collection was encyclopedic; a site “where a Man might in one daye behold and collecte into one
place more curiosities than hee should see if hee spent all his life in Travell'.”* Sir Hans Sloane’s
cabinet had 80,000 objects at the time of his death in 1753. Parliament bought it and it formed the
nucleus of the British Museum.*

The Cabinet: Early Museums in North America and the Syntax of Nature

The history of museums in the United States is not extensively reviewed anywhere. The cabinet was
the model for the first museums in North America. Some of these are described in Walter Muir
Whitehill, A Cabinet of Curiosities: Five Episodes in the Evolution of American Museums.” Joel
Orosz maintains in his study, Curators and Culture: The Museum Movement in America, 1740-
1870, that it was the American Enlightenment that transformed private cabinets into public
museums, distinguished by a curatorial concern for public education through object display and study.
He regards Du Simiti¢re’s cabinet, opened in 1782 in Philadelphia as “The American Museum,” as
the first private cabinet transformed into a public museum.”?” While Du Simitiére may have modeled

3 “In the museum of Mr. John Tradescant are the following things: first in the courtyard there lie two ribs of a
whale, also a very ingenious little boat of bark; then in the garden all kinds of foreign plants, which are to be
found in a special little book which Mr. Tradescant has had printed about them. In the museum itself we saw a
salamander, a chameleon, a pelican, a remora, a lanhado from Africa, a white partridge, a goose which has
grown in Scotland on a tree, a flying squirrel, another squirrel like a fish, all kinds of bright colored birds from
India, a number of things changed into stone, amongst others a piece of human flesh on a bone, gourds, olives, a
piece of wood, an ape's head, a cheese, etc; all kinds of shells, the hand of a mermaid, the hand of a mummy, a
very natural wax hand under glass, all kinds of precious stones, coins, a picture wrought in feathers, a small
piece of wood from the cross of Christ, pictures in perspective of Henry IV and Louis XIII of France, who are
shown, as in nature, on a polished steel mirror when this is held against the middle of the picture, a little box in
which a landscape is seen in perspective, pictures from the church of S. Sophia in Constantinople copied by a
Jew into a book, two cups of rinocerode, a cup of an E. Indian alcedo which is a kind of unicorn, many Turkish
and other foreign shoes and boots, a sea parrot, a toad-fish, an elk's hoof with three claws, a bat as large as a
pigeon, a human bone weighing 42 Ibs., Indian arrows such as are used by the executioners in the West Indies-
when a man is condemned to death, they lay open his back with them and he dies of it, an instrument used by
the Jews in circumcision, some very light wood from Africa, the robe of the King of Virginia, a few goblets of
agate, a girdle such as the Turks wear in Jerusalem, the passion of Christ carved very daintily on a plumstone, a
large magnet stone, a S. Francis in wax under glass, as also a S. Jerome, the Pater Noster of Pope Gregory XV,
pipes from the East and West Indies, a stone found in the West Indies in the water, whereon are graven Jesus,
Mary and Joseph, a beautiful present from the Duke of Buckingham, which was of gold and diamonds affixed
to a feather by which the four elements were signified, Isidor's MS of de natura hominis, a scourge with which
Charles V is said to have scourged himself, a hat band of snake bones'. On Tradescant’s collection and the
Ashmolean museums see R.F. Ovenall, The Ashmolean Museum 1683-1894 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986)
and Arthur MacGregor ed., Tradescant’s Rarities: Essays on the Foundation of the Ashmolean Museum 1683
with a Catalogue of the Surviving Early Collections (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983).

** On Sir Hans Sloane and the British Museum see, J. Mordaunt Crook, The British Museum (New York:
Praeger, 1972)., Arthur MacGregor ed., Sir Hans Sloane: Collector, Scientist, Antiquary (London, 1994), Gavin
R de Beer, Sir Hans Sloane and the British Museum (London, 1953).

** Walter Muir Whitehill ed., A Cabinet of Curiosities: Five Episodes in the Evolution of American Museums
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1967).

*% Joel J. Orosz, Curators and Culture: The Museum Movement in America, 1740-1870 (Tuscaloosa: University
of Alabama Press, 1990).

7 Orosz, Curators and Culture, 36. Bonnie Pitman identifies the first American public cabinet as the Charleston
Library Society’s natural history collections formed in 1773. Bonnie Pitman, “Muses, Museums and Memories”
Daedalus: Journal of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 128:3 Special Issue "America's Museums,"
(Summer 1999), 1-32.
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his aspirations on the British Museum he had no parliamentary fund to support his enterprise and it
failed with his death in 1784. But the idea of a public museum was continued by artist Charles Wilson
Peale who opened his “Philadelphia Museum” in 1786. Peale’s cabinet has caught the greatest
attention of historians of American museums, due to its size, arrangements, the talents of its artist
curator and the archival materials that have survived.?® Peale’s “world in miniature,” as he called it,
was one designed by God, but ordered according to Linnean’s nomenclature.”” As Peale stated, in his
museum “the great book of nature may be opened and studied, leaf by leaf, and a knowledge gained
of the character which the great Creator has stamped on each being.”*® Peale’s history collections
were more problematic, resistant to taxonomy, as implied in Gary Kulik’s essay “Designing the Past:
History Museum Exhibitions from Peale to the Present.”*' Kulik sees Peale’s history collections as
random and unconnected, amounting to a shrine of revolutionary leaders. Despite persistent lobbying
Peale was unable to get the national endowment he sought to support his museum, and his sons
moved more and more toward side-shows to attract a paying public. By 1850 the building and some
of the collections had been bought by P.T. Barnum.*

Pitman sees museums in the United States in this period as forming one of two types: public
collections for educational purposes and “dime museums,” commercial cabinets of curiosities, such as
those of P.T. Barnum. Orosz’s Curators and Culture: The Museum Movement in America, 1740-
1870, also views the American museum in this time as one of two things: an institution “without
pedigree” and one more concerned with research, and public education. By 1870 Orosz claims, a
balance between these two functions had been reached in public museums, which he views as a
uniquely American museum condition, so much so that he labels it the “American Compromise.”
Orosz believes this model remains the prototype for museums in the United States.

The history of cabinets and museums in Canada, and specifically Ontario, is sketchy at best.
Archie F. Key relates his chronicle of museum development in Beyond Four Walls with no overriding
framework but chronology, and a view that Canadian museums foundered until after the Depression.”

% On Peale and his museum see Edgar P. Richardson, Brooke Hindle, and Lillian B. Miller, Charles Willson
Peale and His World (New York: Henry N. Abrams, 1983), Charles Coleman Sellers, Mr. Peale’s Museum:
Charles Willson Peale and the First Popular Museum of Natural Science and Art (New York: W.W. Norton,
1980), David R. Brigham, Public Culture in the Early Republic: Peale’s Museum and Its Audience (Washington
and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995), Sidney Hart and David C. Ward, “The Waning of an
Enlightenment Ideal: Charles Willson Peale’s Philadelphia Museum 1790-1820” in New Perspectives on
Charles Willson Peale, Lillian B. Miller and David C. Ward eds., ( Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press,
1991), 219-236, Susan Stewart, “Death and Life in That Order, in the Works of Charles Willson Peale,” in The
Cultures of Collecting ed. John Elsner and Roger Cardinal, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994), 204-
223.

%9 Shirley Teresa Wajda “And a Little Child Shall Lead Them: American Children’s Cabinets of Curiosities” in
Leah Dilworth, ed., Acts of Possession: Collecting in America (New Brunswick, New Jersey and London:
Rutgers University Press, 2003), 42-65.

3% Charles Willson Peale “Introduction to a Course of Lectures on Natural History” Cited in Edgar P.
Richardson, Brooke Hindle, and Lillian B. Miller, Charles Willson Peale and His World, 123.

3! Gary Kulik, “Designing the Past: History-Museum Exhibitions from Peale to the Present” in History
Museums in the United States: A Critical Assessment eds. Warren Leone and Roy Rosenzweig (Chicago:
University of Illinois Press, 1989), 3-37.

32 Peale solicited annual subscriptions instead, counting the president, vice-president and members of the
cabinet, senate and house among his supporters. Peale is credited with influencing the founders of the Academy
of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia. Many of his Native American collections ended up in the Peabody Museum
of Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard University.

33 Archie F. Key, Beyond Four Walls: the Origins and Development of Canadian Museums (Toronto:
McClelland and Stewart, 1973).
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Although his book is cursory, he proceeds province by province and provides a mine of
(unfortunately) unreferenced detail. In her essay Museum-Making in Canada to 1972, J. Lynne
Teather notes the rise and fall of various types of museums and the fates of their collections in
Canada over almost two centuries to 1972.* Rather than viewing these collections ideologically, she
emphasizes the overall condition of “the museum movement” as falling within one of four
chronological periods: “the birth of the museum movement to 1860,” “the germination of the museum
movement 1861-1919,” “cultivating the museum movement 1919-1949,” and “museums in flower
1950-1972.” She concludes that the local museum would become the most common museum type in
Canada, flowering especially in the post-war period. More recently published is Robyn Gillam’s Hall
of Mirrors: Museums and the Canadian Public.*® Relying largely on secondary sources she also puts
forth a history of Canadian museums as a preface to her examination of controversial Canadian
museum exhibitions in the 1980s. The history of community museums in Ontario is briefly outlined
in a paper by Dorothy Duncan “From Mausoleums to Malls: What Next?”*

According to Key and Teather, Canada’s earliest recorded collections are earlier than those
made in the United States. Collections of religious relics in Quebec date from the 1600s; these still
exist in the collections of Séminaire de Quebec, Université Laval, Musée des Soeurs Grisse and Ste.
Anne de Beaupré. Private cabinets open to the public for a fee were established prior to 1820 in
Newfoundland and Montreal, and in 1827 a commercial museum opened at Niagara Falls.”” As
historians have shown, the signature growth of museums in the nineteenth century in Canada and the
United States was fully integrated with the rise of natural science. Both Key and Teather attribute the
early formation of natural history collections under individuals and agencies as the first “modern’
museums in the country with the goals of collecting, research and education. They cite the work and
collection of Rev. Thomas McCulloch who established the Pictou Academy in 1816, and developed a
collection of natural history specimens for teaching, regarded by Audubon as the “finest in North
America.”*® Noted also by Gilliam is the expansion of mechanic’s institutes in the Maritimes in the
pre-confederation period which fostered the growth of collections there, usually in natural sciences. In
1836 Charles Fothergill’s proposal to the Upper Canadian assembly that they fund a museum of
natural history and fine arts to make public his private collection of 5,000 specimens was denied.
Four years later fire destroyed his collections, but a provincially funded museum was initiated by
Egerton Ryerson under the Public School Act of 1853. As John Carter and others relate, these
collections were intended as educational resources for teacher training, and the museum was located
at the Normal School in Toronto.” Objects were vital supports for teaching in a period that predated
access to photographic reproduction. Like Fothergill’s lyceum collection, Ryerson focused his
attention on natural history and reproduction art.

34 J. Lynne Teather, "Museum-Making in Canada (to 1972),” Muse no.2&3 (Summer/Fall 1992), p.21-40.

33 Robyn Gillam, Hall of Mirrors: Museums and the Canadian Public (Banff: Banff Centre Press, 2001).

3% Dorothy Duncan “From Mausoleums to Malls: What Next?” Ontario History LXXXVI, no. 2 (June 1994),
107-118.

*7 The Niagara Falls Museum was a treasure hold of items ranging from natural history to archaeology, exotica
and folk costume as well memorabilia from those who performed stunts in and over the falls. Located at the
largest tourist attraction in North America, what R.L. Way describes as being “a colossal carnival” by the
1870s, the Niagara Falls museum was self-supporting. 37 R.L. Way Ontario’s Niagara Parks: A History (n.p.
Niagara Parks Commission 1960).

3 Teather, p. 23. Also see Carla Morse, “Early Museum Makers in Nova Scotia: 1800 — 1860” (Master of
Museum Studies Research paper, University of Toronto, 1991).

3 John Carter, “Ryerson, Hodgins, and Boyle: Early Innovators in Ontario School Museums,” Ontario History,
LXXXVI, no.2 (June 1994): 119-131.
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The Ascendancy and Decline of Natural History Museums

Historians have argued that natural history provided the metaphor for the growth of a new country in
nineteenth century Canada.*’ In addition to Ryerson’s museum, in Ontario, universities developed
scientific teaching collections, and societies such as the Canadian Institute held a collection of
materials made by their members.*' Canada’s first purpose built museum building, the Redpath
Museum, was opened in 1882 at McGill University to preserve and display the valuable collections of
Sir William Dawson, a noted Canadian natural scientist. The remains from large expositions and
government interest in natural resource exploitation, promoted the formation of natural history
collections such as the Canadian Geological Survey, which collected the founding materials of the
National Museum of Canada. Morris Zaslow’s Reading the Rocks, relates the roots of the present-day
Canadian Museum of Civilization in the Canadian geological survey.*” The collections of its first
geologist William Logan were made in the 1840s and in 1853 he received what is considered the first
government grant in Canada for the maintenance of a museum. The Provincial Museum of Nova
Scotia supported similar collections as an economic and industrial exhibition. Provincial museum
histories showing the scientific interests of their founders include W. Austin Squires, The History and
Development of the New Brunswick Museum (1842-1945) which had its beginnings in the collections
of a natural scientist and the mechanics institute; Peter Corley-Smith, White Bears and Other
Curiosities: The First 100 Years of the Royal British Columbia Museum, and Eileen Mak, “Ward of
the Government, Child of the Institute: The Provincial Museum of Nova Scotia (1868-1951)* The
history of the Royal Ontario Museum is the subject of Charles Trick Currelly’s memoir, | Brought the
Ages Home and Lovat Dickson’s The Museum Makers: The Story of the Royal Ontario Museum.*
The Royal Ontario Museum collections have their genesis in early scientific collections of the
University of Toronto colleges, the archaeological and ethnological collections of the Ontario
Provincial Museum and its predecessors, the Canadian Institute and the Ontario Historical Society,
and Middle Eastern archaeological materials collected by Currelly and his supporters. The gathering
of these collections into the Royal Ontario Museum is detailed in Lynne Teather’s recent publication,
The Royal Ontario Museum, A Prehistory, 1830-1914.*

The growing connection between museum collections and a public clientele underlines
analytical histories of large museums in this period. The increasing importance of public education in
the public museums in North America is the theme of Orosz’s study Curators and Culture®, of

0 Suzanne Zeller, Inventing Canada, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987.) Cited in Teather, p.28

I Gerald Killan “The Canadian Institute and the Origins of the Ontario Archaeological Tradition 1850-1884”
Ontario Archaeology 34 (1980), 3-16.

*> Morris Zaslow, Reading the Rocks, (Ottawa: MacMillan, 1975).

 W. Austin Squires, The History and Development of the New Brunswick Museum 1842-1945 (Saint John:
New Brunswick Museum, 1945), Peter Corley-Smith, White Bears and Other Curiosities: The First 100 Years
of the Royal British Columbia Museum (Victoria: Royal British Columbia Museum, 1989), Eileen Mak, “Ward
of the Government, Child of the Institute: The Provincial Museum of Nova Scotia” (1868-1951)in Peter E.
Rider ed. Studies in History and Museums, History Division, Mercury Series Paper, 47 (Ottawa: Canadian
Museum of Civilization, 1994, 7-32) and Eileen Mak, “Patterns of Change: Sources of Influence: An Historical
Study of the Canadian Museum and the Middle Class 1850-1950.” (Ph.D. diss., University of British Columbia,
1996).

* Charles Trick Currelly, | Brought the Ages Home (Toronto: Ryerson, 1956). Lovat Dickson, The Museum
Makers: The Story of the Royal Ontario Museum (Toronto: Royal Ontario Museum, 1986).

* Teather, The Royal Ontario Museum, A Prehistory, 1830-1914.(Toronto: Canada University Press, 2005).
* Joel Orosz, Curators and Culture: The Museum Movement in America, 1740-1870. (Tuscaloosa: University
of Alabama Press, 1990).
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Sidney Hart and David C. Ward, “The Waning of an Enlightenment Ideal: Charles Willson Peale’s
Philadelphia Museum 1790-1820”*" and of Eileen Mak’s doctoral thesis “Patterns of Change, Sources
of Influence: Canadian Museums and the Middle Class 1850-1950.”* Mak explains the rising interest
in public education at the Royal Ontario Museum, Ontario Provincial Museum, The Provincial
Museum of Nova Scotia and the British Columbia Provincial Museum during this period as a
reflection of growing middle class aspirations of education and culture, endorsed by funding
governments and promoted by a growing a museum profession.

Susan Sheets-Pyenson’s Cathedrals of Science: The Development of Colonial Natural
History Museums during the Late Nineteenth Century* reaches similar conclusions in its study of the
history of scientific thought and the development of science museums. The ascendancy of science
museums in this period was such that many early museum professional movements developed in
these museums: guides on collections classification and care, exhibit design and education programs
came from curators of natural science collections. Sheets-Pyenson credits George Brown Goode,
assistant secretary of the Smithsonian Institution as the man most responsible for the progressiveness
of American museums at the turn of the century. His five principles of good museum administration:
collections development, professionally-trained curators, adequate building, good management
funded by the government, and an effective plan have remained constant to the present. *° Goode’s
model for museum exhibits is clearly linear, and educational in purpose. Arguing against a museum
of bric-a-brac, he campaigned for exhibits to consist primarily “of instructive labels, each illustrated
with a well-selected specimen.”" This he viewed as the most effective way to transform the museum
into “one of the principal agencies for the enlightenment of the people.”* Sheets-Pyenson also
discusses the plans of arranging artifacts and exhibits proposed by Sir Henry Flower, director of the
British Natural History Museum in the late 1890s. Like Goode, Flower argued that museum exhibits
should be streamlined for better public use with specimens displayed as illustrative of a theme or
principle. A reserve area with study collections was to be set aside for researchers.”

The intellectual basis of the work in large museums in the United States at the apex of science
museums is thoroughly discussed by Stephen Conn in Museums and American Intellectual Life,
1876-1926.> These years mark the development and expansion of the largest museums in North
America and the zenith of their role in the sciences. Conn avails himself of new theories in
museology to understand the epistemological bases of the science, anthropology, history and art

" Sidney Hart and David C. Ward. “The waning of an enlightenment ideal: Charles Willson Peale's
Philadelphia museum 1790-1820.” In New Perspectives on Charles Willson Peale. (Pittsburgh: University of
Pittsburgh Press, 1991).

8 Eileen Mak, “Patterns of Change, Sources of Influence.”

* Susan Sheets-Pyenson, Cathedrals of Science. (Kingston: McGill-Queen’s Press, 1988).

%% George Brown Goode, “Museum History and Museums of History” in Sally Gregory Kohlstedt, ed., The
Origins of Natural Science in America: The Essays of George Brown Goode (Washington: Smithsonian
Institution Press, 1991).

*! bid., 306.

>2 George Brown Goode ,“Museums of the Future” in A Memorial for George Brown Goode, Together with a
Selection of His Papers on Museums and the History of Science in America. Smithsonian Institution, Annual
Report for 1897, Part 2; Report of the U.S. National Museum. (Washington: Government Printing Office,
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museum case studies he investigates.” He notes that the intellectual architecture used to build science
museums in the late nineteenth century, was predicated both on Darwinism and on the assumption
that objects could tell stories to the “untrained observer”—what others refer to as object-based
epistemology.” Like cabinets of curiosity, the objects exhibited in these museums functioned as
synecdoches standing for bodies of knowledge. Extrapolating from semiologists such as Jacobson,
Conn states:

The movement Jacobson sees as essential for constructing meaning in language

might well describe a stroll through galleries of a late nineteenth century museum. As

visitors moved (horizontally) through the galleries they saw objects which had

meaning inherent in themselves. Combined together from case to case and exhibit to

exhibit, the objects formed coherent visual sentences. That coherence ...was

achieved only after those objects had been deliberately selected, quite literally from

the basement storehouse, and ordered properly within the galleries. Meaning was thus

constructed visually, with objects, like words in a text as the fundamental building

blocks of the museum language. Almost without exception, the visual sentences that

emerged from this process of combination and selection presented the metanarrative

of evolutionary progress. A trip through the galleries followed a trajectory from

simple to complex, from savage to civilized , from ancient to modern. The form that

museums developed in the last half of the nineteenth century made this lesson

inescapable to anyone who strolled their galleries. Museums functioned as the most

widely accessible public forum to underscore a positivist, progressive and

hierarchical view of the world, and they gave that view material form and scientific

legitimacy. All of which is to say that the museums of the late nineteenth century

developed a distinctive form, and that form was connected importantly to the content

of what the museums presented... Museum objects and the relationships in which

they were arranged were intended to convey a narrative. The glass cases made sure

nothing interfered with that. If the museum purported to represent the world

meton}5/7rnically through its objects then the glass cases served as windows onto that

world.

Likewise, Kulik says of Goode’s exhibits:

The Smithsonian’s exhibits confirmed the pieties of the age. In an age of cultural
imperialism and mass production, the Smithsonian gloried in its objects. The
cluttered nature of its displays, not unlike the Victorian parlor became a measure of
its moral worth... Goode’s techniques would produce the dull, dark and lifeless
museum of the early-twentieth century popular imagination: mausoleums of the old
explicated in the arcane language of their increasingly professional staffs.*®

Ethnological collections were regarded as natural history specimens; evidence of the progress of the
human race. Historians of anthropology explore similar interests in object-meaning and the
philosophical frameworks for anthropological museums and departments in this period, when
anthropology reached its professional apex within museums.’® They conclude that the object-based

> Conn cites the works of Susan Pearce and Eilean Hooper-Greenhill.
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museum method of anthropology was effectively obsolete by the end of this period. As Franz Boas

stated in 1907:
The psychological as well as the historical relations of cultures, which are
only objects of anthropological inquiry, cannot be expressed by any
arrangement based on so small a portion of the manifestation of ethnic life as
is presented by specimens. ©

Primary research interests shifted away from artifact collections as did a paralleled disciplinary shift
of anthropology research from museums to universities. Conn quotes Curtis Hinsley that in the
twentieth century “the lessons of artifacts were not at all as single or obvious as the nineteenth-
century museum.”®!

The Dilemma of History in the Museum: The Nineteenth Century: United States and
Britain

In his 1888 address to the American Historical Association on “Museum History and History
Museums,” George Brown Goode pondered the undefined dimensions of the emerging historical
museum:

What the limitations of historical museums are to be it is impossible at present to
predict. ... In the scientific museum many things have been tried, and many things
are known to be possible. In the historical museum, most of this experimental
administration still remains to be performed.”®

Goode viewed historical collections as a no man’s land lying between the taxonomic view of science
and the aesthetic categories of art, “a territory which no English word can adequately describe... .”®
His inability to intellectually apprehend historical collections deprived him of a vision for their future.
Equipped so well for specimens of natural history, his taxonomic method was less suitable to
historical materials. Goode finally resorted to a reliquary approach, producing “a hall of disconnected
personal items and stray oddments where the Washington relics coexisted beside a section of oak tree
shot down at the Battle of Spotsylvania.”® Like Peale’s gallery of revolutionary heroes, Goode
collected and arranged historical objects based on their metonymic values conveying patriotic ideals,
notions of progress, exemplary men, and the achievements of America’s founding families, including
his own.

The problem of identifying and interpreting historical materials presented itself early on in
American local history museums. Collections of local materials appear in 1791 with the establishment
of the Massachusetts’s Historical Society and its public gallery. By 1876 there were 78 historical
societies, many with object collections. The nature of these collectors and collections in the United

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985). Mary Tivy adds a Canadian perspective in “Museums and
Exhibits of First Nations: Old Paradigms and New Possibilities” Ontario Museum Association Annual 2
(October 1993), 6-18.
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States are discussed in a number of books and essays, including Whitehill’s Independent Historical
Societies, Hosmer’s Presence of the Past and Leah Dilworth, ed. Acts of Possession: Collecting in
America, Martin Myrone and Lucy Peltz, ed. Producing the Past: Aspects of Antiquarian Culture and
Practice 1700-1850; Michael Kammen The Mystic Chords of Memory, Leslie Dunlap American
Historical Societies 1790-1860, and Whitehill ed., A Cabinet of Curiosities: Five Episodes in the
Evolution of American Museums, and they appear remarkably like their Ontario relatives discussed
further in this thesis.”

Societies were admonished against “unintelligent” collecting without due concern for the
historic value of objects resulting in a “receptacle of antique trash.” ® The persistence of the problem
is revealed in a number of reactions to American collections years later. With the exception of
scientific collections, foreign critics viewed American museum collections as “trashy” and
“worthless” comprised of:

The greatest puerilites and absurdities in the world — such as a cherrystone formed
into a basket, a fragment of the boiler of the Moselle steamer, and Heaven knows
what besides. Then you invariably have a large collection of daubs, called portraits of
eminent personages, one-half of whom a stranger never heard of.”’

However worthless to others, the historical collections in the American Philosophical Society
Cabinet referenced the nation’s historical personages and events, even if Bell reduced them to
“‘miscellaneous mementoes’ (sic) aimed at producing reverent thoughts and patriotic impulses in
those who held or beheld them.”*® This collection included locks of hair from George Washington
and General Jackson, a fragment of Plymouth Rock, a piece of the works of the clock of
Independence Hall, and a box made of wood from Penn’s Treaty Elm, among others.*

However, the position of historical materials in a framework of interpretation was not secured
within a grand scheme as were scientific specimens. In a subsequent review of their collections by the
society some sixty years later, the significance of some artifacts had changed. While some objects
were kept, “certain articles of historic value, chiefly from association with the Members of the
Society,” others were not. “No doubt [they] were of passing interest at the time they were deposited,

65 See Walter Muir Whitehill, Independent Historical Societies: An Enquiry into Their Research and
Publication Functions and their Financial Future, (Boston, 1962); Charles B., Hosmer Presence of the Past: A
History of the Preservation Movement in the United States before Williamsburg, (New York: G.P. Putnam’s
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have long since become useless, in fact comparatively uninteresting from any point of view.””” The
relative value of natural science materials against historical materials was also questioned: “How
could one consider a bird stuffed by an amateur as good as an old pamphlet?””!

The situation in Britain seemed likewise. In his address “Local Museums” Henry Flower,
Director of the British Natural History Museum, spoke against “the general miscellaneous collection
of all kinds of curiosities thrown indiscriminately together which constituted the old-fashioned
country museum.””* In 1891, and again in 1895, Flower expressed his ideas on organizing these types
of collections, wherein historical materials were regarded as relics and folklore:

One section should contain local antiquities and illustrations of local manners and
customs; another section local natural history, zoology, botany and geology. The
boundaries of the county will afford a good limit for both. Everything not occurring
in a state of nature within that boundary should be rigorously excluded.”

Flower viewed museums as institutionally comparable to libraries; libraries of books with
specimens instead of pictures. “A well-arranged and well-labeled museum will be considered a
necessity in any well-considered scheme of progress.” ™

Local Historical Societies: Motivations for Collecting

On the motivations of historical societies toward collecting their community history, David
Lowenthal’s essay “Pioneer Museums in the United States” argues that these organizations and their
collections were forms of ancestor worship.75 He maintains that the North American pioneer-
museum type (which would include the museums in Ontario under study here), developed for
filiopietistic reasons at a crucial point in time: a moment when the living memories they portray pass
away from the descendents of the actual pioneers themselves.

Community founders were important individuals in the minds of those who participated in the
Ontario Historical Society, and its predecessors, the Historical Society of Upper Canada and the
United Canadian Association. Gerald Killan’s histories of the Ontario Historical Society and the
Canadian Institute, and his biography of David Boyle are essential to understanding how museum
collections, especially historical collections, were formed, interpreted and managed by individuals
and organizations in Ontario.” As Killan notes, local historical societies in Ontario established
themselves as the chief vehicles for popularizing the past by publishing local history, preserving
documents, erecting monuments and plaques, and establishing the first of dozens of pioneer historical
museums that Killan describes as “a permanent part of Ontario culture.”’” These early institutions
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became the first community history museums in the province and were motivated by filiopietistic
interests and the patriotic ideals of British imperialism.

Killan's Preserving Ontario’s Heritage is focused largely on the personalities and
philosophies which affected the direction and activities of the executive of the Ontario Historical
Society, and deals much less with museum issues which tended to be a sideline for the organization's
primary focus on publication. But his work has served as a springboard for theses and research papers
on these societies and their museums. The imperialist imperative behind the activities of these groups
in the period 1880-1912 is emphasized by Boyd Beck, “Museums and Ideology: Ontario Museums in
an Age of Imperialism, 1890-1914.7 John Carter’s work on educators and museum development in
Ontario underlines the pedagogical interests of early museum founders, especially Egerton Ryerson
and David Boyle.” Boyle’s interests in museum work and Ontario archaeology indelibly shaped the
collections of the Ontario Historical Society and the field of Ontario archaeology. Killan’s biography
of David Boyle, David Boyle: From Artisan to Archaeologist delves into the ideas and issues that
shaped museum development in Ontario during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Killan
shows how Boyle shifted collections from the Canadian Institute to the Ontario Historical Society and
ultimately the Ontario Provincial Museum.*® The best (and only) review of American and Ontario
historical societies and their museum efforts is Ian Kerr-Wilson’s, “Historical Societies and their
Museums: A Survey of the Ontario Case.”®' Kerr-Wilson also looks at the filiopietistic and patriotic
mission of these societies and their museums in the United States and Ontario, but examines in detail
the relationship between these societies and their ideas and practices for managing museum
collections. As do Killan and Kerr-Wilson, Margaret May’s study of the Niagara Historical Society
shows the currency of ideas at the turn of the century among history museum curators in the
province.*” Charlie Garrad’s “The Huron Institute and the Petun” describes the founding of the Huron
Institute in Collingwood in 1904 by a group of local gentlemen, dedicated to the study of local natural
history, archaeology and preservation of historical records of the town and county.” Gillam
underlines what Killan says about these societies; that they appeared to be Anglo-Saxon, protestant
and patriotic middle class organizations of individuals who had the resources to pursue these interests.
These society museum collections, consisting of relics of community founders and pioneer life and
archaeological collections arrived unplanned and usually uncontested into the museum collections.
Managing them became an increasing problem for societies as their collections grew.* Killan and
Kerr-Wilson show how the diverging concerns of academic historians and those working in museums
led to the formation of a separate museum section of the Ontario Historical Society in the 1940s.*
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Forty years earlier a similar process took place in the United States: the distinguishing differences
between local historical society needs and interests and those of university historians in the American
Historical Association led to the separate development of the Conference of State and Local
Historical Societies.*® As Tivy puts it in her paper on historical research and museum collections in
Ontario, history museum curators became “country cousins” in the historical profession.*’

Kulik cites the influence of Arthur C. Parker’s innovative approach to history exhibits in the
Rochester Museum of Arts and Sciences in the 1930s as the first major attack on the unsystematic
nature of history museum collections. Parker believed that history exhibits should not be taxonomic,
but should be organized around an overriding narrative, with artifacts illustrating the storyline. He
outlined his ideas in his Manual for History Museums published in 1935 by the New York Historical
Society.® While Kulik states how novel this idea was at the time, he fails to mention this also
constituted an epistemological shift from understanding historical objects as synecdoches of the past
to viewing them as illustrations of a story. By discouraging the display of local relics and inserting
objects into narratives, without privileging any particular categories of artifact, Parker shifted the
source of historical meaning away from the object and into text. As Kulik notes, the goal of this
method was to make museum exhibits more educational. Lisa Roberts maintains the same argument
in From Knowledge to Narrative: Educators and the Changing Museum.® Kulik regards the work of
folklorist Louis C. Jones at Cooperstown in the 1950s and 1960s as building on Parker’s work to
pioneer the idea of thematic exhibits based on commonplace objects of ordinary people. Authors such
as Mary Tivy in "Museums, Visitors and the Reconstruction of the Past in Ontario," and Kerr-Wilson
show that the ideas that Parker and Jones promoted were brought forward to Ontario museums in the
post second world war period through the growth of professional organizations and government
funding programs.” While applauding Jones on his work in the museum field, Kulik considers that
the emphasis on the survival of the pioneer and their hand-made objects created museum narratives at
Cooperstown that tended to be patriotic and progressive. Likewise it seemed in Ontario, as Key
reported in 1968:

Driving from the Quebec frontier to Windsor on Highway 2, the smaller historical
museums tend to become repetitious, illustrating the triumphs and tribulations of the
original settlers of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the God-fearing
(usually Protestant) hard-working founders who now provide a modicum of reflected
glory to the community with here and there a restored grist mill or military
fortification.”
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The Museum as Living History: The Success of an Experimental Model

What Goode overlooked in his musings on the “experimental administrative model” for history
museums would become the hallmark of history museum development in the twentieth century. The
struggle to show museum collections in a manner both visually interesting and thematically integrated
was resolved in the period room and historic recreations. Again, it is Kulik who discusses the
development of this exhibit model which he sees as “one of the principal elements in the vocabulary
of history exhibits...At its best it was a device designed to establish context, to put back together the
chairs, the tables, and the china that collectors had once separated.””* The preservation and animation
of period rooms, historic structures, houses and villages, is the contextual model which Pearce argues
is the defining characteristic of museum development in this period. It is also the main model of the
case study, Doon Pioneer Village, in this thesis. There is no overall history per se of these “living-
history” museums in Canada but American studies provide a background to the incentives and models
that inspired the creation of historic site museums in Ontario.

Motivations for the development of period rooms, historic houses and outdoor village
museums in the United States are explored Kulik, and by Warren Leon and Margaret Piatt in “Living-
History Museums.”” Kulik looks specifically at the role of curator R.T.H. Halsey and the creation of
period rooms in the elite American Wing at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1924.°* Leon and
Piatt discuss the rise of the outdoor village as a museum model before World War II, including
Colonial Williamsburg and Greenfield Village, and those village museums which were founded in the
1940s and 1950s such as the Farmer's Museum at Cooperstown, Sturbridge Village, Historic
Deerfield, Old Salem, North Carolina, Mystic Seaport, Connecticut and the Shelburne Museum in
Vermont. Richard Perrin’s relatively early Outdoor Museums rationalizes their development as a
necessary response to cultural uncertainties and the loss of traditional values.”” Leon and Piatt argue
that these places were inspired in part by a middle-class need to preserve Anglo-Saxon cultural values
in the face of immigrant cultural intrusion. John Herbst states much the same case in his study of the
development of historic houses, as does Michael Wallace most emphatically in “Visiting the Past:
History Museums in the United States” and “Preserving the Past: A History of Historic Preservation
in the United States.””® In the latter essay Wallace identifies four groups who successively mobilized
to save the built past in the period 1880-1920 in order to salvage or establish social hegemony: New
England Brahmins; descendents of antebellum planter families in the “Old South”; millionaires such
as Henry Ford and John D. Rockefeller Jr.; and middle-class “nouveaux” professionals with a distinct
distaste for unrestrained capitalism and the destructive consequence of uncontrolled land
development. The classic study of historic preservation in the United States is Charles Hosmer’s,
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Presence of the Past.”” He sees initial efforts at preservation as patriotically driven and later joined by
professionals (as Wallace argues) concerned with a largely colonial aesthetic. Likewise, Stuart D.
Hobbs’ history of interpretation at the restored Thomas Worthington Home, Adena, argues that the
prime context for interpreting this site was aesthetic.” In Domesticating History: The Political
Origins of America’s House Museums, Patricia West’s study of the historic house museum and issues
of gender, race, class and ethnicity at four sites in the United States, she makes clear that political
expediency, and not historical interest provided the underlying motivation for the founding of these
historic house museums. * The result, says West, has been a fantastically conservative undertow in
their presentation of history. James M. Lindgren argues that earlier restorations were initiated by
women with a personal approach to restoration that involved the domestic virtues of home and
family, whereas men who eventually came to dominate profession were more concerned with
“professional” issues of authenticity, architectural integrity. He also notes the role of anti-modernism
in this movement, quoting the goals of the Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities:
“to preserve the atmosphere of quaintness and calm to which belong so much of beauty and
enchantment in contrast to the newness and restlessness of today.”'” Cary Carson’s essay on
changing interpretive goals at Colonial Williamsburg over several decades is a rare history of
historiographical change at a museum.'®" The intersection of personality and public history is fully
explored in historical analyses of the two most prominent historic villages in the United States:
Colonial Williamsburg, and Greenfield Village.'”” Founded within a decade by philanthropists with
quite different approaches toward representing the American past, they present contrasting images of
patrician and working-class life in pre and post agrarian American society. Williamsburg is a rebuilt
site in which each architectural element is a component of a larger picture of life in the colonial
period. Greenfield Village by contrast is a collection of buildings and objects from various parts of
the United States and transported to a site in Michigan by Henry Ford, who chose them based on their
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merit in presenting the past of working and industrial life. These two sites and their separate
philosophies of village construction represent the two major forms of reconstructed historic villages
in the United States.

Ford’s village was modeled on the first outdoor museum, Skansen.'” Historians credit
Swedish folklorist Arthur Hazelius with introducing the idea of the museum village.'” Motivated by a
fear of loss of distinctive Swedish folkways, Hazelius created the first outdoor village museum in
Stockholm in 1891. He dedicated his museum to the rescue, maintenance and recreation of the natural
and built environment, and the traditional lifestyles of rural, peasant Sweden. Named "Skansen" it
bore the motto "Know yourself by knowing the past.” The history of Hazelius’ work and the Skansen
museum is laid out by Alexander in Museum Masters, Hudson in Museums of Influence, Perrin,
Outdoor Museums and Jay Anderson, Time Machines: The World of Living History'®. Elizabeth Mosby
Adler states that eighteenth century romanticism, nineteenth century European nationalism, and the
venue of world expositions in London and Paris coalesced into the idea of preserving and acting out the
past at historical villages in Europe while Michael Wallace and Gaynor Kavanagh maintain that
Skansen and similar enterprises that followed in other European countries were motivated by a fusion of
romantic nostalgia and dismay at the social products of the industrial revolution.'® Skansen is compared
to Williamsburg and Fortress Louisbourg by Terry MacLean in "The Making of Public History: A
Comparative Study of Skansen Open Air Museum, Sweden; Colonial Williamsburg, Virginia; and the
Fortress of Louisbourg National historic site, Nova Scotia."'"’

With few exceptions, histories of historic house and historic village museums in Canada are
largely unpublished. Key’s Beyond Four Walls is the only source for this information in either a
national or provincial context. The preservation of military fortifications in Ontario, most dating from
the War of 1812 is explored in several publications including, by R.L. Way in Ontario’s Niagara
Parks: A History, and James C. Taylor’s study of the Canadian Federal government’s historic parks
and sites program, Negotiating the Past.'™ Although the federal government sponsored historic
preservation during the depression as make-work programs, other sites were preserved and
memorialized by local historical organizations as early as the late nineteenth century.'” Case studies

193 Stephen Conn, Museums and American Intellectual Life 1876-1926 discusses Ford and his museum.

1% Consensus rests that Hazelius and Skansen were the progenitors of this form of historic presentation. See Jay
Anderson, Time Machines: The World of Living History (Nashville, Tennessee: The American Association for
State and Local History); Charles B. Hosmer Jr's. Presence of the Past (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1965)
and Preservation Comes of Age (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1981), states that eighteenth
century romanticism, nineteenth century European nationalism, and the venue of world expositions in London
and Paris coalesced into the idea of preserving and acting out the past at historical villages.

15 Edward P. Alexander, Museum Masters, (Nashville: American Association for State and Local History,
1983); Kenneth Hudson, Museums of Influence, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987); Richard W. E
Perrin, Outdoor Museums, (Milwaukee: Milwaukee Public Museum, 1975); Jay Anderson, Time Machines: The
World of Living History, (Nashville: American Association for State and Local History, 1984).

1% Elizabeth Mosby Adler "Problems in the Development of an Outdoor Museum of Folklife: A Case Study."
(MA thesis, State University of New York, 1974); Michael Wallace, "Visiting the Past: History Museums in the
United States”; Gaynor Kavanagh, History Curatorship (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1990).

"9 Terry Maclean, "The Making of Public History: A Comparative Study of Skansen Open Air Museum,
Sweden; Colonial Williamsburg, Virginia; and the Fortress of Louisbourg National historic site, Nova Scotia”
Material History Review 47, (Spring 1998).

%R L. Way Ontario’s Niagara Parks: A History (n.p. Niagara Parks Commission 1960); James C. Taylor,
Negotiating the Past: The Making of National Historic Parks and Sites ( Montreal and Kingston: McGill-
Queen's University Press 1990).

19 The Women’s Wentworth Historical Society, led by a descendent of the Gage family bought the Gage
homestead, a War of 1812 site in 1899 to preserve it and its lands as an historic house and park. It was re-named
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show clearly that the models of historic villages for these places in Ontario were drawn from
European and American examples. Mary Tivy’s “Dreams and Nightmares: Changing Visions of the
Past at Doon Pioneer Village” charts the development of this village museum and the forces,
including the model of Skansen, which shaped its interpretation of the past over a period of forty
years.""” Joanne Lea’s "Defining Terms: The Pioneers and Other Myths,” looks at the prevalence of
pioneer as a term in museums and historic villages in Ontario, and discusses the history and revisions in
portraying the past at Muskoka Pioneer Village.'"' Unpublished papers on historic sites organized by
provincial and municipal government agencies include Ann Martin’s study of the development of
Upper Canada Village and its interpretation of the past ,"Loyal She Began.: The Beginnings of Upper
Canada Village." Martin states that the models for Upper Canada Village were its “American cousins,”
Colonial Williamsburg, Greenfield Village, Old Sturbridge Village, Cooperstown and Shelburne.'"?
Marty Brent’s “Black Creek Pioneer Village” relates a frequent situation in Ontario: the operation of an
historic village by a conservation authority, as was the case for some period of time in Doon Pioneer
Village."” John Carter’s “Ontario Conservation Authorities: Their Heritage Resources and Museums”
charts the development of these agencies and living history museums under their care.''* Paul Litt’s,
“The Apotheosis of the Apothecary: Retailing and Consuming the Meaning of a Historic Site” looks
at the history of the restoration of the Niagara apothecary and the presentation of the past at this site,
operated by a professional organization of pharmacists. He also notes the absence of professional
historians in this project.'"

Living history museums in Ontario were a post-second world war phenomenon. This period
was a time of tremendous growth in history museums in Ontario. Killan, Key, Teather, Gilliam and
Tivy consider the rapid post-war increase in museums in the province as a reaction to immigration and
urban development. The number of local history museums grew dramatically, as did the number of
these museums under municipal, as opposed to society administration. Funds available for museum
development, operations and capital projects increased, and a provincial museum profession with a
focus on community museums developed concomitantly.''® As Teather states about Canadian
museums, is also true of Ontario museums, “the kind and quality of our museum movement has been
sustained by the fabric of our government policies, funds and professional assistance woven in recent
decades."""”

Battlefield House. The Ontario Historical Society mobilized to save Fort York. See Gerald Killan, "The First
Old Fort York Preservation Movement 1905 - 1909: An Episode in the History of the Ontario Historical
Society," Ontario History, LXIV: 3 (Sept. 1972), 162-80.

"% Mary Tivy “Dreams and Nightmares: Changing Visions of the Past at Doon Pioneer Village” Ontario
History XCIV (Spring 2002): 79-99.

! Joanne Lea "Defining Terms: The Pioneers and other Myths" Museum Quarterly 18:1, (February 1990)25-
35.

"2 Ann Martin,"Loyal She Began...: The Beginnings of Upper Canada Village" University of Waterloo
Unpublished paper, (1989), 8.

'3 Marty Brent, “Black Creek Pioneer Village” unpublished paper presented at the Ontario Museum
Association Annual Conference, 2002.

"4 John C. Carter, “Ontario Conservation Authorities: Their Heritage Resources and Museums” Ontario History
XCIV: 1, (Spring 2002) 5-28.

"3 paul Litt, “The Apotheosis of the Apothecary: Retailing and Consuming the Meaning of a Historic Site”
Journal of the Canadian Historical Society 10 (1999), 297-321.

"° Tivy discusses these changes in "Museums, Visitors and the Reconstruction of the Past in Ontario."

"7 Teather, “Museum Making,” 28.
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Local History Museum Operation: From Society to Government

Government funding, municipal administrative control of local museums and the
development of museums under the aegis of conservation areas are also noted by Key, as are federal
heritage funding initiatives that spurred museum development, especially towards the celebration of
the Canadian Centennial. Provincial government funding policies for museums and arts organizations
in Ontario are discussed by Mary Tivy, Carrie Brooks-Joiner and in James File’s discussion of the
creation of the Ontario Ministry of Culture in 1974: “Jocks and Smocks: The Establishment of the
Ministry of Culture.'"® While historical societies laid the groundwork for local history museums in
Ontario, Lee Jolliffe’s doctoral work “Municipal Museums in Canada: Contemporary Directions”
focuses on the increasing role of local governments in administering local history museums in the
years following the Second World War.'"® Federal funding for community museums included
Canadian centennial funds for establishing museums. The largest federal initiative was the federal
government national museums policy in 1972, with its aims to democratize and decentralize museum
funding and resources to communities across the country. This programme made available funds for a
variety of museum capital projects, special services and professional development for museum
workers.

Unlike Britain, the history of professional development in museums in Canada is not
synthesized, nor has its impact on the interpretation of history in museums been evaluated.'”’ The
sluggish growth of Ontario historical society museums after the First World War and their near-death
during the depression is discussed by Killan and Kerr-Wilson. The first major study of museums in
Canada was the Miers-Markham report in 1932; it chronicled their poor conditions, and

"8 Mary Tivy, “Ministering History to the Community: The Province of Ontario and the Management of the
Past in Community History Museums,”Ontario History LXXXVI, no. 2 (June 1994): 149-167; Carrie Brooks-
Joiner, “Cultural policy in Ontario: Provincial Funding for Museums and Art Galleries”, M. M. St. thesis
Toronto, 1987), James Files: “Smocks and Jocks”

"9 ee Jolliffe “Municipal Museums in Canada: Contemporary Directions” (Ph.D. diss, Leicester University,
1987.) Jolliffe sees the increase of museums in Ontario after World War II as a consequence of Centennial and
provincial grants, economic prosperity and growth Usually, at some critical point of operation, when the
founding group no longer had the resources to maintain and develop the museum, it either folded, or more often
in the post second world war period, a new governing body took over the operation, aided by local government
funding. This pattern is illustrated by the following unpublished histories of community museums in Ontario:
Bev Dietrich, "The Wellington County Museum" (1990), Mary Sheppard "The Wilson MacDonald Memorial
School Museum" (1990), Dianne Bakker "The Spruce Row Museum (1990), Dorothy Cournoyer "History of the
Iroquois Falls Pioneer Museum (1990), Patricia Taylor "Scarborough historical Museum - Its Growth and
Development"(1990), Gail Sheridan "A History and Analysis of the Development of the Scugog Shores
Historical Museum" (1989), Ghyslaine Legault "History of the Peterborough Centennial Museum and Archives
(1989), Rose Mary Mason "The Gibson House" (1989) David Daley "A Museum History for Dufferin County
Museum" (1989), Raymond Scotchmer "The Huron County Museum" (1989), Douglas Fyfe "MacKenzie
House" (1989) and Jodi Bell "The Evolution of the Bruce County Museum: Stepping Forward Since 1955"
(1991). On the histories of the Ermatinger Old Stone House, the St. Joseph Island Museum and the Sault Ste.
Marie Historical Museum, see Christina Quance Tossell "The Local Museum: Three Case Studies in Northern
Ontario" (M.M St. thesis, University of Toronto, 1978.) Exceptions to this pattern include outright purchases of
heritage buildings and sites by conservation authorities without mediating groups, such as the Black Creek
Pioneer Village and Bachus Heritage Complex, or municipal agencies such as a library board (Hiram Walker
Museum, Windsor), or historic sites board (Spadina House). In some cases municipal responsibility for a local
museum was assumed through a bequest to the city of a collection, building or funds for the purpose of a
museum. See for instance Annie Reaume "The Chatham-Kent Museum" (1989) and Charles Taws "The
Bowmanville Museum" (1991).

120 Gee Gaynor Kavanagh, History Curatorship, and Gaynor Kavanagh, ed.,The Museums Profession: Internal
and External Relations (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1991).
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recommended the establishment of civic museums focused on history and natural science of the area
in communities of over 30,000 and supported by taxes.'”' The sorry state of the museum workplace
and the lack of training for museum curators that was documented by the Miers-Markham report in
1932 was reiterated by Massey Report of 1951 in which the “sorry plight of museums in Canada” was
matched only “by a widespread public indifference to their inadequacy.”'** In the 1957 study The
Canadian Museum Movement, Carl Guthe wrote about the small history museums he visited: “None
of them have facilities to render normal museum services to the public and many do not know what
such services are.”'” This condition changed very gradually at first and improvements escalated
during increased funding opportunities of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s."** Key also discusses the role
of the Ontario Historical Society and its museum section with the training of museum workers as does
Dorothy Drever in “The Museums Section: An Account of Its Beginning”'** and Ian Kerr-Wilson. As
Kerr-Wilson notes, by this time the workshops of the Museum Section were endorsing the exorcising
of “relics” and the creation of exhibit storylines and themes. '** The Canadian Museum Association,
formed in 1947 at a meeting of the American Association of Museums in Quebec City, created the
first credited diploma program for museum workers in Canada in the mid-1960s. This diploma
program was an extension of the British Museums Association’s professional diploma. One of the
first graduates was the curator of Doon Pioneer Village."”’ Carrie Brooks-Joiner examines the
professionalization of museum work through the Ontario Museum Association, which largely
superseded the OHS museums section in 1972, due in part to the Ontario Historical Society’s refusal
to allow non-members to join the Museum Section professional development programs.'*® The state
of professional development for museum workers in Canada was reviewed in 1978 by J. Lynne
Teather.'” Mary Tivy, Marty Brent and Lynne Kurylo examine the efforts of The Ontario Historical
Society, Ontario Museum Association and the provincial government to establish required standards
of operation in community museums in Ontario in the early 1980s."*° The focus of funding and
professional development programs were museum management issues: collections care, exhibition,
education programs and financial management. Museological literature from the period centres

2! Sir H.A. Miers and S.F. Markham, A Report on the Museums of Canada (Edinburgh: T & A Constable Ltd.,
112%32), stated that most Canadian museums existed largely for the benefits of their members.

Ibid.
'3 Carl E. and Grace M. Guthe, The Canadian Museum Movement (Ottawa: Canadian Museums Association,
1958).
124 See Lee Jolliffe, “Municipal Museums in Canada.”
12 Dorothy Drever, “The Museums Section: An Account of Its Beginning, Ontario History VIII:3 (1961)153-
155.
126 Kerr-Wilson, 89.
127 By the 1970s an accreditation program was set up for American museums based on their standards of
operation.
128 Carrie Brooks-Joiner “The Ontario Museum Association and Professionalization of Museum Workers”
Ontario Museum Annual, Vol.1 (1992) 4-7.
129 J. Lynne Teather, “Professional directions for museum work in Canada : an analysis of museum jobs and
museum studies training curricula: a report to the Training Committee of the Canadian Museums Association,”
(Canadian Museum Association, 1978).
B9 Mary Tivy, “Ministering History to the Community,” and the following in Museum Quarterly (Fall 1984),
Marty Brent "The Standards for Community Museums in Ontario" 7-8; Lynne Kurylo "The Ministry of
Citizenship and Culture's Standards" 9-13. As yet unreviewed are the professional programs set up in
educational institutions such as the Museum Technology program at Algonquin College and the Master of
Museum Studies Program at the University of Toronto.
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primarily on these concerns for the well-being of the museum collection and its interpretation to the
s~ 131
public.

Historical Dissonance: Historians, Objects, Museums and Heritage

Is the museum a cuckoo in the historian’s nest?'*

The differences in pursuit of the past reflected in the separation of professional organizations of
historians and those of museum workers, resonates in the way academic historians, especially social
historians have viewed public history in the museum format. As Michael Frisch observes, “Recent
commentary has tended to see modern scholarship as a kind of populist knight writing to rescue
history from tradition-bound elite-serving museums.”"** Along with Gaynor Kavanagh and Mary Tivy
he sees academic historical discourse and the museum's object-based reference to the past as traveling
on separate tracks. ** These differences lie in epistemology, method, audience and intent.

Museum Artifacts as Historical Evidence

For some academics, but least of all historians, objects appeared to provide historical evidence where
none else was available.'” This was the argument of Henry Glassie, James Deetz and Fred Kniffen,
folklorist, archaeologist and cultural geographer, respectively, whose early work mentored many
material culture scholars today in North America.”*® Although a multidisciplinary field, material
culture analysts share an approach toward research with objects as primary evidence of the historical
context of both creator and consumer. Tom Schlereth provides an overview of this work in his books,
Artifacts and the American Past, Material Culture Studies in America, and Material Culture: A
Research Guide which are comprehensive studies of the praxis and practice of interpreting objects as
historical evidence."’ Subsequent compilations of material culture theories and methods pertaining to

131 Ontario Ministry of Culture and Communications, “Community Museums Policy for Ontario,”1981. See also
Greg Backer, Margaret May, and Mary Tivy "Ontario Museums in the 1990's,” MUSE, X: 2 & 3 (Summer/Fall,
1992), 120-123, for a brief review of changes in Ontario community museums in the 1980s.

"2 This is a paraphrase of James Lindgren’s “A Cuckoo in Our Nest: Can Historians Handle the Heritage
Boom?” The Public Historian.

13> Michael Frisch, The Presentation of Urban History in Big-City Museums” in History Museums in the United
States: A Critical Assessment, 41.

3% Gaynor Kavanagh, History Curatorship (London: Leicester University Press, 1990), Mary Tivy, "The
Quality of Research is Definitely Strained: Material Culture Research in Ontario Community Museums,”
Material History Bulletin, 27, (Spring 1988), 61-67.

3 William B. Hesseltine “The Challenge of the Artifact” in Thomas J. Schlereth ed. Material Culture Studies in
America (Nashville: American Association for State and Local History, 1982) 93-100 argues that artifacts are
illustrations and do not provide answers to historian’s questions.

1% See for instance Henry Glassie, Folk Housing in Middle Virgin: a Structural Analysis of Historic Artifacts
(Knoxville : University of Tennessee Press, 1975); James Deetz, In Small Things Forgotten The Archaeology of
Early American Life (Garden City, N.Y. : Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1977); Fred Kniffen, “Material culture in
the geographic interpretation of the landscape." In Miles Richardson (ed.), The Human Mirror:Material and
Spatial Images of Man, (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Press, 1974), 252-268.

37 Thomas J. Schlereth, Artifacts and the American Past (Nashville, Tennesee: American Association for State
and Local History, 1980), Material Culture Studies in America (Nashville: American Association for State and
Local History, 1982); Material Culture: A Research Guide (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1985). On
Canadian discussions of material culture as historical evidence see Gregg Finley, "Material History and
Curatorship: Problems and Prospects" Muse 11:3 (Autumn 1985), 36-39 and his "Material History and
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objects in museums include Gerald L. Pocius ed., Living in a Material World: Canadian and
American Approaches to Material Culture, Susan Pearce ed., Museum Studies in Material Culture,
and Experiencing Material Culture in the Western World, and Ann Smart Martin and J. Ritchie
Garrison eds., American Material Culture: The Shape of the Field."”® A recent assessment of this
work is Cary Carson’s essay “Material Culture History: The Scholarship Nobody Knows.”'*’ Putting
his finger directly on the problem with museum collections as data sources, he says researchers start
with collections, not questions. The problems with using existing museum collections as solitary
historical databases are significant. As pointed out by Schlereth, Carson and many others, history
museum collections are limited by the randomness of artifact survival, skewed representation of
certain objects over others, lack of documentation of existing artifacts and lack of resources to
research collections. Michael Ettema states that history museum collections depict best the history of
consuming goods.'*’ In most museums, collections reflect the past collecting behaviour of the
institution more than the past itself. However evidential the historical material, its textual and three
dimensional arrangement in an exhibit format further shapes historical narrative. The historical
identity of the object is also a function of the conceptual identity of the exhibition. '*'

Beginning in the late 1970s academics in both North America and Britain directed their gaze
at the public consumption of history outside of academe. Historian Cary Carson argues that this
relatively new interest in museums and public history, for historians at least, was a consequence of a
growing academic interest in social history and the introduction of professional development
programs in museum work. Books such as Ordinary People and Everyday Life: Perspectives on the
New Social History'*
other subjects as the new focus of historical interest As Carson states, “This annexation of family
history and community history into mainstream historical scholarship amounted to an emancipation
proclamation for history museums.”'* In addition, this work gave museums storylines ostensibly

identified cultural pluralism, women’s history, rural life, and family life, among

Museums: A Curatorial Perspective in Doctoral Research," Material History Bulletin 20 (Fall 1984), 75-79;
Robert D. Turner "The Limitations of Material History: A Museological Perspective" Material History Bulletin
20 (Autumn 1984), 87-92; Mary Tivy "The Quality of Research is Definitely Strained: Material Culture
Research in Ontario Community Museums,” Material History Bulletin, 27, (Spring 1988), pp. 61-67; Lynne
Teather “Unlocking the Secrets: Material Evidence and Museums.” In Museum Quarterly 18, no.2 (May 1990):
3-7, and her “From Silk Purses to Sow's Ears.” Material History Bulletin 32 (Fall 1990): 29-43.

"% Ann Smart Martin and J. Ritchie Garrison eds., American Material Culture: The Shape of the Field.
(Winterthur, Delaware: Henry Francis Du Pont Museum Winterthur Museum and University of Tennessee
Press, 1997) (Proceedings of 1993 conference “American Material Culture: The Shape of the Field”), Gerald L.
Pocius, ed. Living in a Material World: Canadian and American Approaches to Material Culture, (St. John’s,
Newfoundland: Institute of Social and Economic Research, Memorial University of Newfoundland, 1991),
Susan M. Pearce, Museum Studies in Material Culture, (London: Leicester University Press, 1989).

9Cary Carson “Material Culture History: The Scholarship Nobody Knows” in Ann Smart Martin and J. Richie
Garrison, (eds.), American Material Culture: The Shape of the Field. (Winterthur, Del.: Henry Francis du Pont
Winterthur Museum and University of Tennessee Press, 1997).

'Y Michael Ettema, "History Museums and the Culture of Materialism,” in Past Meets Present: Essays about
Historic Interpretation and Public Audiences, ed. Jo Blatti (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1987),
p. 62-93.

! Ann Reynolds, “Reproducing nature: the Museum of Natural History as a Nonsite,” shows how habitat
groups — used both in natural history and history museums are metonyms for some other place. October
number 45 [Summer 1988]: 109-127.

2 Ordinary People and Everyday Life: Perspectives on the New Social History, eds. James B. Gardner and
George R. Adams, (Nashville, Tenn: American Association for State and Local History, 1983).

'3 Cary Carson, “Colonial Williamsburg and the Practice of Interpretive Planning in American History
Museums,” Public Historian 20:3 (Summer 1998) 11-51.
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more adaptable to museum collections, what Carson terms “the visual phantasmagoria that museum-
goers come to see.”'*

History as Visual Phantasmagoria

Historians interested in museum history exhibits and accompanying interpretation programs attend
largely to how recent historical scholarship has or has not been translated into the museum
environment. Observations on historical integrity of exhibits, suggestions for revision, and examples
of museums communicating social history themes are discussed in a number of books and essays.
These commentaries include: Susan Porter Benson, Stephen Brier, and Roy Rosenzweig, Presenting
the Past: Essays on History and the Public, Jo Blatti, ed. Past Meets Present: Essays about Historic
Interpretation and Public Audiences, Warren Leon and Roy Rosenzweig , eds. History Museums in
the United States: a Critical Assessment, Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft
and Meaning of Oral and Public History and Mike Wallace, Mickey Mouse History and Other Essays
on American Memory.** On the integration of women’s history into museums see Sharon Reilly,
"Setting an Agenda for Women in Museums: The Presentation of Women in Museum Exhibits and
Collections, Cynthia Wallace-Casey, "Into the Kitchens of Kings Landing: Interpreting the Private
Sphere of Women's Work,” Barbara Melosh, "Speaking of Women: Museums' Representation of
Women's History" and Gaby Porter "Putting Your House in Order: Representations of Women and
Domestic Life."'** History Museums in the United States includes essays as well on integrating Black
history and the history of labour into museums from social-historical perspectives.'’ On the
interpretation of social history themes in Ontario community museums see Mary Tivy “Museums,
Visitors and the Reconstruction of the Past in Ontario."” Western Canadian history representation in
museums is examined by David Richeson, ed. Western Canadian History: Museum Interpretations,
and Robert Watts "The Role and Impact of History Museums in the Preservation and Interpretation of
British Columbia History.”'** As Leon and Rosenzweig acknowledge, content and form cannot be

“*Ibid, 46.

14 Susan Porter Benson, Stephen Brier and Roy Rosenzweig eds., Presenting the Past: Essays on History and
the Public, (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986); Jo Blatti ed., Past Meets Present: Essays About
Historical Interpretation and Public Audiences (Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 1987); Warren Leon and
Roy Rosenzweig eds, History Museums in the United States: A Critical Assessment, (Chicago: University of
[linois Press 1989); Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public
History (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990); Michael Wallace, Mickey Mouse History and
Other Essays on American Memory (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996.)

146 Sharon Reilly, "Setting an Agenda for Women in Museums: The Presentation of Women in Museum
Exhibits and Collections" MUSE 7:1 (Spring 1989), 47-51, Cynthia Wallace-Casey, "Into the Kitchens of Kings
Landing: Interpreting the Private Sphere of Women's Work,” Studies in History and Museums, Mercury Series
Paper 47, Peter E. Rider, ed., (Ottawa: Canadian Museum of Civilization, , 1994); Barbara Melosh "Speaking of
Women: Museums' Representation of Women's History" in History Museums in the United States, 183-214;
Gaby Porter "Putting Your House in Order: Representations of Women and Domestic Life" in The Museum
Time Machine,102-127; Wendy Rowney, “A Story of Her Own: Interpreting Women’s History in Living
History Museums” (M. M. St. thesis, University of Toronto 1995).

'47See James Oliver Horton and Spencer R. Crew “Afro-Americans and Museums: Towards a Policy of
Inclusion” History Museums in the United States, 215-236; Mary H. Blewitt, “Machines, Workers, and
Capiltalists: The Interpretation of Textile Industrialization in New England Museums” History Museums in the
United States, 262-293; Michael Wallace, “Industrial Museums and the History of Deindustrialization” in his,
Mickey Mouse History and Other Essays on American Memory, 87-100.

8 David Richeson, ed. Western Canadian History: Museum Interpretations, National Museum of Man
Mercury Series, History Division Paper 27 (Ottawa: National Museum of Man, 1979), Robert Watts "The Role
and Impact of History Museums in the Preservation and Interpretation of British Columbia History" Museum
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separated in museum exhibits of the past. For this reason many critics choose to look at the
construction of history in history museums by the exhibit model, examining, to rephrase Hayden
White, “the form of the content.” The potential for widely differencing approaches to the past is
carefully illustrated in John Dorst’s study of two museums in Chadd’s Ford, Pennsylvania, where
differences in assessing the historically significant and collectable have created two diverse
institutions.'*

The History Exhibit: Shaping Narratives

However evidential the historical object, its textual identification and three dimensional arrangement
in an exhibit enclosure further shape its meaning. As discussed in the literature review on the history
of museums, history exhibits take one of three primary forms: taxonomic displays of related objects;
objects imbedded as illustrative or rhetorical points in an overriding narrative; and period rooms or
recreated “living” environments. Taxonomic displays of historical material are, as Michael Ettema
describes, completely object-centred, focusing on object form, function, producer and user."” The
frequent mode of interpretation is an aesthetic theme to explain the inherent value of the piece,
stressed through the lack of competing background material and use of spot lighting. Joseph P. Corn
notes that museums of history and technology use taxonomic exhibits to demonstrate functional
developments and variations in these objects and to highlight their apparent worth to society."' That
these exhibits are often consensual and stress progress mirrors criticism of written narratives of
technology. As John M. Staudenmaier states, “nowhere ... can we find a master narrative so deeply
entrenched in popular imagination and popular language as the mythic idea of progress, particularly
technological progress."'*

Meta-narratives in the History Exhibit

In The Museum in Transition: A Philosophical Perspective, Hilde Hein sums up the narrative history
exhibit process this way:

Historians and museum scholars working at semiotic meta-levels, discover narrative
veins within their collections and extract their meaning for visitors by applying
epistemically effective exhibition strategies to them. Objects, whether carefully
preserved originals or exact replicas, are used as means to an end, rather than as ends
to be contemplated for their own sake.'>

Round-Up 91 (1984) 4-13.

1% John Dorst, The Written Suburb (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press 1989).

1% Michael Ettema fully discusses traditional history museums and their treatment of collections in the belief
that these objects somehow contain and commute the past, "History Museums and the Culture of Materialism,”
in Past Meets Present: Essays about Historic Interpretation and Public Audiences, ed. Jo Blatti (Washington:
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1987), p. 62-93

! Joseph J.Corn, “Tools, technologies, and contexts: Interpreting the history of American technics.” In History
Museums in the United States: A Critical Assessment. (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1989).
132 "Rationality versus Contingency in the History of Technology," in Does Technology Drive History: The
Dilemma of Technological Determinism, eds., Merritt Roe Smith and Leo Marx (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995),
262.

'3 Hilde Hein, The Museum in Transition: A Philosophical Perspective, (Washington: Smithsonian Institution
Press, 2000) Kavanagh, Frisch and Tivy argue that overriding narrative can sublimate the historicity of objects,
and that it is this latter aspect of material culture which attracts visitors, rather than a mitigating narrative.
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Assessments of narrative exhibits in community and urban history museums confirm that such master
narratives also underline the tropes common to these exhibits: they are usually romantic stories of
progress, patriotism, civic piety; and consensus. Michael Frisch notes that exhibits like these rely on
the classic combination of a relatively unmediated display of artifacts, with an “authoritative
historical voice intoning a seamless narrative” of the subject in a coherent movement through time."**
He identifies the framework for urban biography in museums as almost always deductive, a linear,
moral form into which the community’s growth and development is shaped. This process, he adds,
has tended to harness the narrative of the past to a celebratory assessment of a community’s present
and future. He regards the combination of narrative form, the self-promotional purpose and the
evocation of presumptive community, as forming certain frameworks for interpreting history in the
museum.

This parallel state in Ontario history museums is evident in the few essays published
concerning the interpretation of the past in Ontario's community history museum exhibits. Chris
Miller-Marti "Local History Museums and the Creation of the Past" discusses the diverging points of
view of two community groups and the construction of historical narrative at Ye Olde Museum in
Beachville, Ontario."” Mary Tivy looks at the construction of history in narrative exhibits in “The
Trend Toward Specialized Museums in Ontario,” “The Quality of Research is Definitely Strained:
Collections Research in Ontario Community Museums” and “Museums, Visitors and the
Reconstruction of the Past in Ontario," Material History Review, 37 (Spring 1993): 35-51."° Tivy
argues that the metanarrative for the history galleries in Ontario museums in 1989-1990 was the
creation of civilization out of wildness, through local success and development, illustrated by
improvements in material technology, the development of social institutions and the growth of the
community. To counteract this seemly inclusive view of the past, historians such as Frisch advocate
open-ended narratives, or multiple perspective story-lines. Frisch and others promote exhibits that are
more community-based through collaboration with local groups, what Frisch calls a “shared
authority” in historical interpretation. However, as Tivy shows, this “sharing” usually amounts to the
presentation of similar tropes by different groups interested in celebrating their heritage."’

Environmental Exhibits: The Rhetoric of Historic Buildings

Historic houses often owe their preservation to the significance of a resident or the building’s
outstanding architectural form, shaping narratives of prosperity, progress, architectural styles, interior
furnishings and domestic life."*® As noted above, the historic recreation rescued the historical object
from the scientific dimension of taxonomy. Stan Johannesen calls the restored house “a fictive
artifact” in two ways: it assembles artifacts to create an illusion of completion, and the total effect is

'3 Michael Frisch, The Presentation of Urban History in Big-City Museums” in History Museums in the United
States: A Critical Assessment, 38-63.

135 Chris Miller-Marti "Local History Museums and the Creation of the Past" MUSE 5:2 (Summer 1987) 36-39.
13 «“The Trend Toward Specialized Museums” Museum Quarterly 12:3 (1983), 19-24, The Quality of Research
is Definitely Strained: Collections Research in Ontario Community Museums, Material History Bulletin 27
(Spring 1988), 61-68, “Museums, Visitors and the Reconstruction of the Past in Ontario," Material History
Review, 37 (Spring 1993): 35-51.

7 Tbid.

'8 John A. Herbst “Historic Houses” in History Museums in the United States: A Critical Assessment eds.
Warren Leone and Roy Rosenzweig (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1989) 98-114, discusses traditional
characteristics of historic house preservationists and their goals and advocates for social history themes at
historic houses. He believes social history themes transform these sites from vehicles of myth to historic
representations.
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used as a foundation for story-telling."”’ Likewise Monica Risnicoff de Gorgas claims that fiction is
portrayed as reality in these “theatres of memory” that are house museums. '®’. The patently nostalgic
clothing of the past at these sites has been addressed by several who offer suggestions for revising the
history presented there.'®' They also point out the difficulties faced in so doing, such as architectural
and collections limitations, inherited sensibilities of the place which resist new and irreverent
interpretations, and audience preferences for the nostalgic.'®

Environmental Exhibits: The Village as Historical Narrative

Historic village museums have long been called outdoor museums, where the past is presented in the
context of a community of buildings and their actor-inhabitants. Historic houses and historic villages
are touted as “living history museums” because of the role-playing activities of costumed interpreters.
Because of its scale, the world’s largest historic village museum, Colonial Williamsburg, has attracted a
good deal of attention from scholars about its portrayal of the past. Accused in the 1960s of being “an
entirely artificial recreation of an imaginary past”'® it has revamped its interpretive approaches to
incorporate slavery, and the unsavoury living conditions of the colonial period.'** Much of this message
is conveyed through dramatic vignettes. Cary Carson, historian and vice-president of research at
Colonial Williamsburg says that historic house or village sites are best understood as theatres
furnished with appropriate and accurate artifacts for historical dramaturgy. '* Village museums have

139 Stanley Johannesen, “Fictive Artifacts” Unpublished essay, 1986.

10 Ménica Risnicoff de Gorgas “Reality as illusion, the historic houses that become museums” in Museum
Studies: An Anthology of Contexts, Bettina M Carbonell, ed., (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2004), 356-361.

1 Works discussing history museums and historical sites inevitably discuss nostalgia. A small sample includes
Mary Lynn Stevens, "Wistful Thinking: The Effect of Nostalgia on Interpretation" History News, 36 (December
1981),10-13; Tom Schlereth, "It Wasn't That Simple" Museum News 56 (January - February 1978) 36-44;
Gaynor Kavanagh, "History and the Museum: The Nostalgia Business" Museum Journal, 1982; Pierce F.
Lewis, "The Future of the Past: Our Clouded Vision of Historic Preservation" Pioneer America 7 (July 1975) 1-
20; Michael Wallace, "Visiting the Past: History Museums in the United States" Radical History Review 25
(1981) 63-96, and Chris Miller-Marti, "Local History Museums and the Creation of the Past,” MUSE 5:2
(Summer 1987) 36-39.

192 Catherine M. Cameron and John B. Gatewood, “Excursions into the Un-Remembered Past: What People
Want from Visits to Historic Sites,” Public Historian 22:3 (Summer 2000) 107-127, Peggy Hohenadel Phibbs,
"Nostalgia Pays the Bills: Marketing the Past at Living History Museums in Ontario”, (M.M.St. thesis ,
University of Toronto, 1995). Mary Tivy, "Museums, Visitors and the Reconstruction of the Past in Ontario,"
Material History Review, 37 (Spring 1993): 35-51.

19 Walter Muir Whitehill, “’Promoted to Glory’...The Origin of Preservation in the United States” in Ablert
Rains et al. eds, With Heritage So Rich (New York: Random House, 1966), 43. Cited in Leon and Piatt, fn.27.
1% Cary Carson “Colonial Williamsburg and the Practice of Interpretive Planning in American History
Museums” Public Historian 20:3 (Summer 1998) 11-51; Wallace "Visiting the Past: History Museums in the
United States”; Carroll Van West and Mary Hoffschwelle "Slumbering on Its Old Foundations: Interpretation at
Colonial Williamsburg" South Atlantic Quarterly 83 (1984) 157-75. For a defense of this portrayal see Warren
Leon and Margaret Piatt "Living History Museums" in History Museums in the United States, 64-. “Colonial
Williamsburg: Planning and Public History,” Public Historian 20, no. 3 (Summer 1998): 10-99. A disparaging
view of these changes is Richard Handler and Eric Gable, The New History in an Old Museum: Creating the
Past at Colonial Williamsburg (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1997).

19 Historic villages and houses have frequently been compared to theatrical sets, especially in cases such as
Plimoth Village, Massachusetts where virtually all of the structures and artifacts are reconstructed. See Jeanne
Cannizzo, "Old Images/New Metaphors: The Museum in the Modern World" Transcript, Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation "Ideas" Programme (Toronto: Canadian Broadcasting Corporation 1982), p. 24.
Others suggest that living history museums be viewed only as models of past communities where staff members
present interpretations of history, such as those at Henry Ford's Greenfield Village. See Michael Wallace

36



long been criticized as “peaceable kingdoms,” and the least authentic of historical reconstructions.'*
Tom Schlereth and others note the past presented in these museums is usually shaped by a romantic
trope, characterized by homogeneity and consensus, moral sensibility, and motivated by progressive
determinism.'®” As Leon and Piatt argue, these museums show an unrepresentative sample of past
Americans — the lives of middle and upper-income Protestants in an agrarian setting — who are, as
Lowenthal adds, “perpetually industrious.”'%®

Tivy has shown this to be the same case for living history museums in Ontario, noting the
pre-industrial facades of these villages.'® Implementing social history themes into living history
museums in Ontario is discussed by Carl Benn, "Living History Lies and Social History,” Lynne Kurylo
"Grime, Crime and Slime: Museum Stories and their Limits,” and Joanne Lea, "Defining Terms: The
Pioneers and Other Myths,” as well as unpublished research papers of graduate programs in museum
studies.'” Suggestions for revising the presentation of the past at these sites recommend topics not
necessarily represented by the existing museum collections, such as conflict, aging and dissent, as well
as the use of historical evidence beyond the collections, including oral history and documents to support
these themes.'”' Among many thematic issues on this topic in American museums is History News
(March 1986). The emphasis on social history themes is a hallmark of North American critique,
especially regarding historic villages. By contrast, in Britain the literature on historic villages and other
history museums is categorically different in its recommendations for research and exhibition.
Termed “folk-life” museums, these recreated villages and historic places have their academic genesis
in Britain in local history and folk life studies. Kavanagh states in History Curatorship that history
museums exist to record and interpret ways of living and working through evidence derived from
objects, oral testimony, music and sounds. Drawing much more on an ethnological model, Kavanagh
argues:

In an effort to address closely and faithfully the characteristics, experiences and

cultural expressions of an area and its inhabitants, the museum needs to stray further

and further away from what is commonly understood by the term “history.” Indeed

"Visiting the Past: History Museums in the United States," Radical History Review 25 (October 1981) 63-100.
1% David Lowenthal “Pioneer Museums” in History Museums in the United States, 116-127. Kevin Lynch's
study of human response to historic landscapes is titled What Time is this Place? (Cambridge: MIT Press,
1972).

" Tom Schlereth “It Wasn’t that Simple” Thomas Schlereth refers to Michael Lesy's Wisconsin Death Trip
(New York: Pantheon, 1973), a study of death and insanity during the settlement of Wisconsin, in his Artifacts
and the American Past, p.211. Howard Marshall “Folk Life and the Rise of American Folk Museums,”
American Folkore, 1977.

168 Lowenthal, “Pioneer Museums,” 116.

169 Tivy, “Museums, Visitors and the Reconstruction of the Past in Ontario”

170 Carl Benn, "Living History Lies and Social History" Museum Quarterly 16:2 (Summer 1987) 3, 28, and
Lynne Kurylo "Grime, Crime and Slime: Museum Stories and their Limits," Museum Quarterly 18:4
(November 1990) 3, 4-13; Joanne Lea, "Defining Terms: The Pioneers and Other Myths," Museum Quarterly
18:1, (February 1990) 25-35. The Masters of Museum Studies Program at the University of Toronto holds
several unpublished student research papers and theses on the interpretation of social history in Ontario's
museums. See for instance, John Pinkerton "Canadian Living History: Tradition or Revision" (1989), and
Manda Vranik, "An Exploration into Gender Roles and Family Patterns at Three Ontario Living-History Sites"
(1990). In addition Jeanne Cannizzo’s three part Canadian Broadcasting Corporation radio series for “Ideas”
called “Living in the Past” (1987) is available in transcript form and features interviews with Carl Benn, and
Lynne Kurylo as well as Michael Wallace, Jay Anderson and Cary Carson.

"1 See also John Patterson "Connor Prairie refocuses its interpretive message to include controversial subjects”
History News, 41:2 (March 1986) 12-15 and Andrew Baker and Warren Leon, "Conflict and Community at Old
Sturbridge Village and Conner Prairie” History News 41:2 (March 1986) 6-11.
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the term may be unsatisfactory for the definition of the museum’s discipline. This is
because much that is undertaken by museums involves not diachronic studies tracing
changes over time, but primarily synchronic ones, where the texture and meaning of a
specific moment or period is sought from the surviving material and social evidence
of the people who experienced it. What museums tend to be engaged in are regionally
based cultural studies, through which the interplay of social, political and physical
environments is explored within an historical dimension. '™

Although the ethnohistorical approach does not relieve museums of the need to attempt accuracy, the
focus on custom and belief might be more in keeping with the concept of the public museum in the
first place. History produced in museums is also contingent on the cultural process of
memorialisation: While some authors allocate museums to the intellectual dust-bin of nostalgia and
identity, as non-historical enterprises,'” others investigate issues surrounding museums and heritage
identification, collective memory and the limits of historical narrative.

Museums and the Dynamic of the Past: The Pull of Heritage

his-to-ry

Etymology: Latin historia, from Greek, inquiry, history, from histor, knowing, learned; akin
to Greek eidenai to know -- : a chronological record of significant events (as affecting a
nation or institution) often including an explanation of their causes: events that form the
subject matter of a history.

her-i-tage

Etymology: Middle English, from Middle French, from heriter to inherit, from Late Latin
hereditare, from Latin hered-, heres heir - : property that descends to an heir: something
transmitted by or acquired from a predecessor :something possessed as a result of one's
natural situation or birth

Above and beyond the Merriman-Webster dictionary, heritage as a concept has been differentiated
from history by a number of historians and cultural critics. Chief among these is David Lowenthal in
his books, The Past is a Foreign Country and The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History.'”
From a wide range of sources, and bolstered by a thorough contemplation of Western fascination with
the past over a number of centuries, Lowenthal argues that heritage is at variance with history.
Heritage, Lowenthal maintains is mythic, tied to group or individual identity, celebratory, and a
profession of faith. History he views as an objective inquiry into past, open to inspection and
continually revised. Lowenthal draws sustenance from the classic writings of Maurice Halbwachs,
The Collective Memory on collective memory and identity, and Terence Ranger and Eric Hobsbawm,

172 Gaynor Kavanagh, History Curatorship (London: Leicester University Press, 1990), 55. Certainly historical
ethnology is what folk villages seem to do best. Tivy has described their “timelessness” and annual cyclical
repetition of activities appropriate for the historical setting.

173 See for instance, Robert Hewison, The Heritage Industry: Britain in a Climate of Decline (London:
Methuen, 1987); Patrick Wright, OnLliving in an Old Country: The National Past in Contemporary Britain
(London : Verso, 1985); Michael Wallace, Mickey Mouse History and other Essays on American Memory
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996).

1" David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985) and The
Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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eds., the Invention of Tradition'” on identity and invented tradition. Museums fall into the category of
heritage institutions, governed by heritage departments, and critiqued by those interested in the
contours of heritage manifestation. Lowenthal’s view of museum artifacts is that they serve as
conduits between past and present, and like other authors, he views this relationship as subjective, a
malleable axis (called in the literature “past-present dialectic) that turns with present need. Present need
seems to be succour: Lowenthal and others argue the main engine of heritage is nostalgia, a condition
aggravated by change.

One of the foremost and earliest studies of nostalgia is Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday: A
Sociology of Nostalgia.'” He maintains that nostalgia is one of ways in which we construct, maintain
and reconstruct our identities. Davis reasons that the ability to feel nostalgia for events in our past has
less to do with how recent or distant these events were than with the manner in which they contrast
with the events, moods and dispositions of our present circumstances. As this author and others argue,
much of the attraction to history museums, especially living history farms and villages, appears to be
based in nostalgia’s catalyst, antimodernism.'”” Certainly these are the motives spelled out for
museum efforts in Tivy’s “Museums, Visitors and the Reconstruction of the Past in Ontario,” Paul
Litt’s study on the Niagara Apothecary, Hobbs history of Adena, and Patricia Mooney-Melvin’s
"Historic Sites as Tourism Attractions: Harnessing the Romance of the Past: Preservation, Tourism,
and History"'”® As Davis says, nostalgia’s gaze looks backwards rather than forwards, for the familiar
rather than the novel, for certainty rather than discovery. Nostalgia and memory operate on
metonymic association, and relics or artifacts serve to inspire or jog memories of a real or imagined
past. The power of buildings and objects to reflect values and beliefs is matched with the notion that
objects somehow are imbued with the spirit of their makers.'” To collect and display artifacts is to
collect and communicate their virtues.

The Uses of Heritage

Wholesale criticisms of museums and governments monopolizing on nostalgia for tourist purposes
are the subjects of Robert Hewison’s The Heritage Industry: Britain in a Climate of Decline and
Patrick Wright’s, On Living in an Old Country: The National Past in Contemporary Britain."®
Michael Wallace’s writings on heritage preservation in the United States strive to show the distorted
views of the past suited to the needs of museum promoters and government propaganda, while

17> Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, trans. F.J. Ditter and V.Y. Ditter, (New York Harper and Row,
1980); Terence Ranger and Eric Hobsbawm, eds., The Invention of Tradition, (Cambridge and New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1983).

176 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (New York : Free Press, 1979).

" The classic book on antimodernist proclivities is Dean MacCannell The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure
Class (New York : Schocken Books, 1976).

'8 Mary Tivy, "Museums, Visitors and the Reconstruction of the Past in Ontario,” Paul Litt: “The Apotheosis
of the Apothecary: Retailing and Consuming the Meaning of a Historic Site,” Journal of the Canadian
Historical Society 1999; Hobbs, “Adena”, Patricia Mooney-Melvin. "Historic Sites as Tourism Attractions:
Harnessing the Romance of the Past: Preservation, Tourism, and History,” The Public Historian. Vol.13, No.2
(Spring 1991) 35-48.

' Key to the purpose of traditional history museums and their treatment of collections is the belief that these
objects somehow contain and commute the past. This idea is fully discussed by Michael Ettema, in his essay,
"History Museums and the Culture of Materialism,” in Past Meets Present: Essays about Historic
Interpretation and Public Audiences, ed. Jo Blatti (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1987), 62-93.

180 Robert Hewison, The Heritage Industry: Britain in a Climate of Decline London: Methuen, 1987; Patrick
Wright, On Living in an Old Country: The National Past in Contemporary Britain (London : Verso, 1985).
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Richard Handler provides an analysis of the relationship of state to identified heritage in his
Nationalism and the Politics of Culture in Quebec. '*' Handler makes the case that, by focusing on the
idea of cultural property, the Quebec government identified and funded a certain kind of Quebec
“patrimoine” that privileged the French regime and Roman Catholic culture. Museum curators and
architectural historians assisted in this activity through what Handler regards as a fetish of material
culture from this period.'** Likewise, John Bodnar’s Remaking America: Public Memory,
Commemoration, and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century is concerned with specific patterns of
commemoration shaped by patriotism.'®* Bodnar relies heavily on the writings of Clifford Geertz on
symbols, identity and meaning.'®* His look at the symbolic role of the pioneer in the Midwest echoes
the research on pioneer fascination in Ontario museums and commemorative activities as described
by Mary Tivy in "Museums, Visitors and the Reconstruction of the Past in Ontario" and Geoffrey
Hayes "From Berlin to the Trek of the Conestoga.”'® Mary Tivy’s, “Ministering History to the
Community” looks at government regulation and history at Ontario history museums. In contrast to
Quebec, the Ontario provincial museums branch stressed secular standards within the self-
determination of municipal identity. Hobsbawm and Ranger’s The Invention of Tradition is a classic
study of the creation of cultural identities (with attendant symbolic objects) for hegemonic
purposes. '™

Pierre Nora and Michael Kammen track commemoration changes over time in France and the
United States, respectively. In “Between Memory and History” Nora argues that forms of public
history such as the museum, archives and marked historical sites replaced oral tradition and places
held in memory at about the same time as the emergence of the modern nation state.'®” Tony Bennett
argues unequivocally that the government sponsored modern museum in Australia, which emerged in
the late nineteenth century, was designed to civilize and control a public audience. Working over a
much broader and less politically rooted landscape is Michael Kammen’s Mystic Chords of Memory.
On this large palette he distinguishes changes in identifying tradition in American culture, defined by
a sense of the past that he sees shifting from memory and ancestor worship to a present day view of
heritage as consensus, used to satisfy an array of psychic needs, commercial enterprises and political
opportunities. Kammen says the nostalgia boom did not “take off” until 1970s, a period singular in its
democratization of tradition in terms of content and accessibility, as opposed to earlier periods in
which heritage activities were motivated by cultural and political challenges posed by immigration.'®
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'8 Pierre Nora’s Lieux de Memoire tracks changes in commemoration practices in France. In “Between
Memory and History” Nora argues that forms of public history such as the museum, archives and marked
historical sites replaced oral tradition and places held in memory at about the same time as the emergence of the
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Collective Memory and History

If heritage is diametrically opposed to history as Lowenthal contends, then its soul mate is collective
memory. Museums are often considered as seats of collective memory by writers such as Anthony
Alan Shelton who views them as repositories of the collective memory of a social-historical
formation.'® Although Carl Becker called for a study of the difference between history and memory
some 70 years ago,'” it seems to be only in the last decade that historians have really become
interested in this topic which has become the special theme of historical journals and conferences.
The irony, of course, is that memory — so long seen as the underbelly of historical self-discipline, is
now its intellectual darling.

In his classic analysis, The Collective Memory, Maurice Halbwachs conceived of collective
memory as a flexible manifestation of a group of individuals "who sustain their common interests by
their own selective and highly partial view of history.""' He underlined the limits of collective
memory; it retains from the past only what still lives or is capable of living in the consciousness of the
group keeping the memory alive. It does not exceed the boundaries of this group and is formulated
around their traditional thoughts and beliefs.'”* Thus, as Patrick Hutton observes, Halbwach’s thesis
' Halbwachs viewed memory as
Lowenthal does heritage: socially constructed and present-orientated, arbitrary, an instrument of
reconfiguration over reclamation or retrieval, drawn up by resemblance and emotional appeal and
characterized as personal, referential and reverential. Combined with the forces of nostalgia which
Fred Davis suggests are, at the collective level, "passive and inward" memory promotes "tender
musing and mutually appreciative self-regard over a shared past."'** It is indeed an instrument of
"reconfiguration."'”> As Michael Kammen observes, the historian's vocation is to provide society with
a discriminating memory.'*® Natalie Zemon Davis and Richard Starn observe "In the logic of these
oppositions, the sceptic about the reliability of memory becomes the true believer in the objectivity of
history.”"”’

was that memory survival was dependent on social context.

However, scholars such as Raphael Samuel in Theatres of Memory expand the definition of
history to include most historical activities.'”® He argues that history is a social form of knowledge
and not the prerogative of the historian, rather he sees it in a much more flexible form as an ensemble
of activities and practices in which ideas of history are embedded in a dialectic of past-present
relations. This thinking includes museums and their presentations of the past, as one of various

modern nation state.
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perspectives of the past, without moralizing or prioritizing them.'” Rather, his interest lies in how
these activities or “resurrectionisms” continue and how they function. Samuel also disagrees with
Maurice Halbwach’s notion of memory as an unconscious retrieval of the past as opposed to the
consciousness of historical practice. He views memory as an active shaping force that is dynamic, and
is dialectically related to historical thought, rather then some kind of negative other. Moreover, he
states, history splinters and divides, and also reconstructs a whole. Another formative piece on
memory and history is David Thelen’s “Memory and American History.” ** Thelen likewise
maintains that memory is constructed, associational and based on present need. History he views as
an explanation of change over time that has its roots in storytelling.

The Nature of Storytelling

Cabinets, collectors and museums are often viewed as antiquarian in nature. The term is used in a
derogatory manner to refer to a form of study based on collecting and detailing sources, without
articulating a narrative of change. But Lucy Peltz and Martin Myrone in Producing the Past show
how the interests of antiquarians bear a similarity to those of modern historical studies. “This concern
with material as well as textual evidence, the obsession with detail — almost as a means of stalling the
conclusive historical text — the fixation on the disjecta and marginalia of the past, the willingness to
extract meaning from the most trivial and neglected of things are all strangely typical of modern
historical studies.””" As Alan Liu notes, the reconstruction of the past through fragmentary pieces,
the metaphoric and metonymic extrapolations used in reconstructing meaning and narrative, and the
romantic tendencies typify the "thick description" in some historical studies.*”* Stephen Bann in The
Inventions of History argues the need to understand what he calls the “antiquarian sensibility.”
Although this may have been disavowed long since by the professional historian, Bann states that
antiquarianism should not be viewed as insufficient history, but as a distinctively material form which
historical representation acquired over the nineteenth century, and which formed the precursors of the
historical museum.*”

Museums and Historical Narrative: The Mythic Purpose

Despite criticisms of heritage and museums interpretations of the past, the discipline of
history itself recognizes that historical narrative is story-telling with facts. As noted by Hutton, in
Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word, Walter J. Ong views this development, “the
reconstruction of the past” as a consequence of print literacy.*** The museum operation in portraying
the past is doubly bound by the methods and critiques of the historical enterprise. In the field of

1991t should be noted though that Samuels dislikes living history, not for its historical objectives, but for its
presumption of animating the past.
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critical writing on historical narrative, Hayden White is pre-eminent, and many of his observations in
Content of the Form derive from anthropologist Levi-Strauss’ The Savage Mind. **

As White notes, Levi-Strauss and others argued that historical accounts are inevitably
interpretative. Levi- Strauss said that “Confronted with a chaos of facts, the historian must “choose,
sever and carve them up” for narrative purposes.”” In short, historical facts, originally constituted as
data by the historian, must be constituted a second time as elements of a verbal structure which is
always written for a specific (manifest or latent) purpose. In museums, with objects as keystones, the
narrative is reconstituted again and again in its classification, exhibition and education activities. If
one substitutes “artifact” for element the following quote from The Savage Mind prefaces later
critiques of knowledge production in the museum.

Pursued in isolation each element would show itself to be beyond grasp. But certain
of them derive consistency from the fact that they can be integrated into a system
whose terms are more or less credible when set off against the overall coherence of
the series. The coherence of the series is however, the coherence of myth. ... History
consists wholly of its method, which experience proves to be indispensable for
cataloguing the elements of any structure whatever, human or non- human in its
entirety. Thus history is in no sense a science, although as a method it does contribute
to the sciences by virtue of its cataloguing operations. What the historian offers as
explanations of structures and processes in the past, in the form of narratives, are
simply formulations of those fraudulent outlines which are ultimately mythic in
nature.””’

While not calling these narratives fraudulent, White concurs with Strauss and Northrop Frye
that they are mythical in shape.””® Certainly this is the quality also of local history writing, as
discussed by Royce MacGillivray on local history writing in Ontario.”” As White says, facts become
meaningful through figurative devices which shape narrative: literary tropes such as romance,
tragedy, comedy, irony. “This means that historiographical disputes will tend to turn, not only upon
the matter of what are the facts, but also upon that of their meaning.”*'* Thus, in history, as in the
history museum, facts and artifacts have the potential of multiple meanings.

As Ludmilla Jordanova says about museums and knowing the past “What is present, like that
which is omitted is not accidental, even if the selection processes are largely unconscious. It is
precisely in this way that historical myths are constructed — myths that express powerful, if silent
needs.”?"! Tony Bennett adds about the museum’s role in myth-making:

As educative institutions museums function largely as repositories of the already
known. They are places for telling, and telling again, the stories of our time, the ones
which have become a doxa through their endless repetition. If the meaning of the
artifact seems to go without saying, this is only because it has been said so many

2% Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation, Baltimore:
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times... The authenticity of the artefact then, does not vouchsafe its meaning. Rather,
this derives from its nature and functioning, once placed in a museum, as a sign — or
more accurately, a sign vehicle or signifier. The consequences of this are far-
reaching. >

This area of thinking about objects as signs and text is explored in another recent body of writing
about museums and the interpretation of the past.

Objects and Texts: Deconstructing the Late Twentieth Century Museum

While historians addressed the substandard narratives in history museums with the zeal of academic
reform for a social purpose, cultural critics dissembled the museum during the same period aiming at
cultural reform with a political purpose. These forces have led to a revision of the museum and its
role in the community. As Hilde Hein states, “Museums have descended from the heaven of
authoritative certainty to inhabit the flatlands of doubt.”"?

There is remarkably little published chronicling this descent from authority or what Peter Van
Mensch likewise regards as a “revolution” in museum thinking.*'* In both cases, these authors refer to
a broad movement which they say transformed Western museums in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s.
This museological revolution, known as “the new museology,” had two fronts. One, a brigade of
academics at universities, used cultural criticism as their chief weapon to deconstruct museums
through scholarly analyses of the museum construction of knowledge."*'* Meanwhile, a second flank
of other academics, public interest groups, journalists and museum professionals launched a much
more public, full-frontal advance at museums confronting them over issues of cultural representation,
ownership and access to collections, and the museum role in community development and social
change. Ultimately, these efforts would change the professional and public views of museums and
their presentation of the past. This section considers the discourse on the shifting construction of
knowledge in the museum.

12 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (Routledge: London and New York,
1995), 147.

13 Hilde Hein, The Museum in Transition: A Philosophical Perspective (Washington: Smithsonian Institution
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214 peter van Mensch, “Magpies on Mount Helicon” Museums and Community ICOFOM Study Series, 25
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(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1996), 105-126; Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory,
Politics (Routledge: London and New York, 1995); Daniel J.Sherman and Igrit Rogoff eds., Museum Culture:
Histories, Discourses, Spectacles (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1994); Douglas Crimp, On the
Museum's Ruins (Boston: Massachusetts Institute of Technology 1993); Eileen Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and
the Shaping of Knowledge (Routledge: London and New York, 1992); The Cultures of Collecting, ed. John
Elsner and Roger Cardinal, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994); Susan Pearce, Museums, Objects and
Collections: A Cultural Study (Leicester: University of Leicester Press, 1992); Susan Pearce ed., Museum
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Knowledge and Meaning in the Museum

Lisa Roberts’ From Knowledge to Narrative: Educators and the Changing Museum, Hilde Hein’s
The Museum in Transition: A Philosophical Perspective, Tony Bennett’s The Birth of the Museum:
History, Theory Politics, and essays by Cary Carson on the interpretive history of Williamsburg, and
others, discuss this shift from different perspectives, but with similar conclusions.?'® As Roberts and
Hein both argue, a growing museum focus on visitor experience replaced the museum collections as
the principal museum client during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. The intellectual unseating of the
object and its subordination to narrative or thematic devices was coupled with a democratizing of the
museum enterprise, as the locus of authority in defining and interpreting cultural significance was
broadened to the community. Stephen Weil provides a brief overview of this process in the United
States in “From Being about Something to Being for Somebody: The Ongoing Transformation of the
American Museum.”*"” He attributes this shift to changes in ideology, professional standards, and
cultural norms. Elaine Heumann Gurian’s essay “What is the Object of this Exercise: A Meandering
Exploration of the Many Meanings of Objects in Museums” argues outright that now, “objects are not
the heart of the museum.”*"®

A Path of Discourse in the Museum: A Brief Journey to the Flatlands of Doubt

One of the earliest calls to reform the museum came from Duncan Cameron, a leader in the Canadian
museum profession. His essay, “The Museum: A Temple or the Forum?” published in Curator has
become a landmark piece contesting the form and function of museums.?"” Museums, Cameron stated,
were in desperate need of psychotherapy. Artifacts, he added, were little more than autistic reflections
of an individual’s perception of reality, be it private collectors, or museum curators. Curators, he
viewed as an elite club endowed with the power to enshrine in museums things they held to be
significant and valuable. Cameron had already published a theoretical model of exhibition as
communication system based on language models and he argued that instead of centering on revered

*16 Lisa Roberts, From Knowledge to Narrative: Educators and the Changing Museum (Washington:
Smithsonian Insitution Press, 1997), Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics
(Routledge: London and New York, 1995), Cary Carson “Colonial Williamsburg and the Practice of
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(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1996): 105-126, Daniel J.Sherman and Igrit Rogoff eds., Museum Culture:
Histories, Discourses, Spectacles (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1994), Douglas Crimp, On the
Museum's Ruins (Boston: Massachusetts Institute of Technology 1993), Eileen Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and
the Shaping of Knowledge (Routledge: London and New York, 1992), The Cultures of Collecting, ed. John
Elsner and Roger Cardinal, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994), Susan Pearce, Museums, Objects and
Collections: A Cultural Study (Leicester: University of Leicester Press, 1992), Susan Pearce (ed.) Museum
Studies in Material Culture (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1989) Susan Pearce (ed.) Objects of
Knowledge (London: Athalone Press, 1988), Gaynor Kavanagh (ed.) Museum Languages: Objects and Texts
(Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1991), Peter Vergo (ed.) The New Museology (London: Reaction Books,
1989).

7 “The Ongoing Transformation of the American Museum” Daedalus 128:3 (Summer 1999): 229-258.
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Meanings of Objects in Museums” Daedalus 128:3 (Summer 1999) 163-183.
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objects, museums needed to mobilize their efforts toward democratizing their operations, by
operating as centres for the open exchange of ideas.**

This thinking, called since that time, “the new museology” is concerned in part with the
construction of meaning in the museum and its influence can be seen in the recent writings of
museum historians such as Stephen Conn’s Museums and American Intellectual Life 1876-1926. It
may be that Cameron had read French cultural critic André Malraux’s 1967 book, Museum Without
Walls.”®' Malraux was one of first to observe how museums such as the Louvre transformed artifacts
by removing objects from their original contexts, transferring them into a museum space and
classifying them in academic terms. While Lisa Roberts in From Knowledge to Narrative: Educators
and the Changing Museum credits Malraux as the intellectual catalyst for cultural criticism of the
museum, it can be argued that, Cameron aside, anthropologists interested in the construction of
meaning and semiotics had a greater impact on the academic discussion about museums and meaning
that followed, especially in Britain and North America. This perspective is not discussed in the
literature but can be discerned from key publications in the last thirty years.

The Poetics of the New Museology: Objects and Meaning-Lessness

The shift in academic thinking about museums and objects owes much to the disciplines of
anthropology and archaeology, which had strong ties to material culture in museums in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the 1960s and 1970s, anthropologists began to reconsider
the accepted notion of objectivity in their discipline especially regarding observation and analyses of
other cultures. This discursive turn is evident in Dell Hymes’ 1972 edited collection of essays,
Reinventing Anthropology.** Contributors called for a new anthropology - one that rejected a pose of
objectivity and detachment, and emphasized instead reflexivity, relativity and context.””® Hymes
suggested anthropologists begin by examining their own culture. Subsequent titles supporting this
view include Roy Wagner, The Invention of Culture,”** Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How
Anthropology makes Its Object,*” and James Clifford and George Marcus, Writing Culture: The
Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, *° whose essays questioned the objectivity of cultural
description, the anthropologist’s voice of authority and the rhetoric of anthropological writing. These
points were later mirrored by critics of museums and curators, who questioned the objectivity of
museum exhibits, the authority of the “curatorial voice” and the rhetoric of museum texts. **’

At the same time, a “myth and symbol” school developed in the discipline of anthropology
focusing on the study of symbols, meaning, and belief. The 1977 publication, Symbolic
Anthropology: A Reader in the Study of Symbols and Meanings is a standard reader from this

22 Duncan Cameron, “Viewpoint: the museum as a communication system and implications for museum
education,” Curator 11:1 (1968): 33-40.

221 Andre Malraux, Museum Without Walls, (New York: Doubleday, 1967). Published in France in 1965 as Le
Musee Imaginaire.
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2 Roy Wagner, The Invention of Culture, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975).

223 Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object (New York: Columbia
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period.”® Fostered by the writings of Claude Levi-Strauss, Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault,
Ferdinand de Saussure, Clifford Geertz, Douglas Leach and others, anthropologists used linguistic
theory and models for understanding the production and communication of meaning attributed to
objects. For instance, Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood’ The World of Goods,? considered the
role of objects in social systems, as did Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological study: Distinction: A Social
Critique of the Judgement of Taste. *” Mihaly Czikszentmihalyi and Eugene Rochberg-Halton looked
at the meanings that humans ascribe to objects in their personal surroundings in The Meaning of
Things: Domestic Symbols and the Self.**' Museums are prima facie worlds in which goods are
collected, stored and presented and often in the name of ‘taste’, and it was mainly anthropologists
who initiated critiques of the construction of knowledge in the museum. While many of these earlier
anthropological works on material culture were primarily structuralist in their orientation, the
dynamic between material culture and its incorporation into museums as evidence promoted a
discursive approach to understanding objects in this context. Some of first studies were directed at
anthropological museums and their collections, such as George W. Stocking’s, Objects and Others:
Essays on Museums and Material Culture and Michael Ames’, Museums, the Public and
Anthropology.** As Canadian anthropologist Jeanne Cannizzo observed:

A museum collection may be thought of as a cultural text, one that can be read to
understand the underlying cultural and ideological assumptions that have influenced
its creation, selection and display.”’

Subsequently, several books written or edited by British anthropologists, museologists and cultural
critics, drew on literary theory to understand the manner is which museums use objects to create
narratives and reinforce cultural beliefs. In Britain, Leicester University Press has published several
books by academics in that university’s Museum Studies Department. These writers include Susan
Pearce, by far the most prolific of these authors, especially interested in semiotics and the production
of meaning in the museum in her books: Objects of Knowledge; Museum Studies in Material Culture;
Museums: Objects and Collections: a Cultural Study; and Experiencing Material Culture in the
Western World.”* Her colleague at Leicester University, Gaynor Kavanagh, also pursues this study in

2 Janet L. Dolgin, David S. Kemnitzer and David M. Schneider, (eds.), Symbolic Anthropology: A Reader in
the Study of Symbols and Meanings, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1977).
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3! Mihaly Czikszentmihalyi and Eugene Rochberg-Halton, The Meaning of Things: Domestic Symbols and the
Self (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981).

232 George W. Stocking, (ed.), (Madison, Wis.: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), Michael Ames Museums,
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Museum Languages: Objects and Texts.** Elsner and Cardinal’s The Cultures of Collecting, with
essays by semioticians Jean Beaudrillard, Mieke Bal and literary theorist Susan Stewart looks at
theories of collecting and the meaning of collections, along with several case studies of early
collectors.”® Both Sharon MacDonald in Theorizing Museums, and The Politics of Display:

Museums, Science, Culture and Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, another Leicester University professor, in
Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge and Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture use
Foucault’s Order of Things as an interpretive model for understanding what constitutes knowing and
knowledge in the museum.”” While Christopher Tilley’s Reading Material Culture: Structuralism,
Hermeneutics and Poststructuralism supplies a very detailed analysis of the interpretation of material
culture according to different cultural theorists, Peter Vergo’s edited collection of essays, The New
Museology is a good introduction to changing ideas about museums, object-meaning, and narrative.”*®
In the United States, The Smithsonian Institution, which has several programs in museum studies, has
convened conferences and published proceedings on issues of meaning and representation in the
museum: Ivan Karp and Stephen Lavine’s edited books Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics
of Museum Display and Museums and Communities: The Politics of Public Culture, are compilations
of essays presented at a 1988 Smithsonian conference “The Poetics and Politics of Representation”
(obviously titled after Clifford and Marcus’ book, Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of
Ethnography).>* Other American works of note include Sherman and Rogoff’s Museum Culture:
Histories, Discourses, Spectacles, and Kaplan’s Museums and the Making of ‘Ourselves’: The Role of
Objects in National Identity.** Canadian publications on the topic include special issues of journals
such as Museum Quarterly, and Jeanne Cannizzo’s essay "Negotiated Realities: Towards an
Ethnography of Museums" on museums and their collections as cultural metaphors.**' Cannizzo also
broadcast her ideas on museums and objects as metaphors to the general public in 1982 through the
CBC radio program “Ideas.”**
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The Discursive Object

One of the pioneering essays on the topic, “The Discursive Object,” written by Canadian Edwina
Taborsky, sets out the argument clearly. ** Museum collections and exhibitions are based on the
premise that objects both embody and convey natural, cultural or historical realities which the
museum collects and transmits intact to the public. Taborsky labels this notion an "observational
paradigm,” a mistaken assumption which regards object-meaning as innate and constant. Arguing that
things have no intrinsic value, Taborsky and others cited above maintain that meanings do not reside
in objects and speak for themselves; rather meaning is a product of social discourse, always
constructed and always contingent. Without context, the object is meaningless.

Classification as Meaning

“To catalogue is not merely to ascertain... but also to appropriate.”***

In museums the meaning of an object is transformed from a manifest (functional) discourse to a latent
or symbolic discourse through the process of being selected and collected by the museum.*** In other
words, by becoming an artifact, the collected object becomes relative to a subject. Beaudrillard
explains this as follows: “Possession cannot apply to an implement since the object I utilize always
draws me back to the world. Rather it applies to that object once it is divested of its function and
made relative to a subject.”**® Gaynor Kavanagh states that in museums the physicality of the objects
is secondary to their function as signs or symbols and Tony Bennett agrees: “Once placed in a
museum, an artifact becomes, inherently and irretrievably a rhetorical object. >’ Moreover, the
literature argues, the categories into which museums place objects are fully subjective. Foucault
illustrates this aspect of classification by referring to a Chinese encyclopedia that categorized animals
into sets based on logic completely foreign to Foucualt’s way of seeing. In wondering about these
bizarre divisions, Foucault stated that it broke up:

All the ordered surfaces and all the planes with which we are accustomed to tame the
wild profusion of existing things, and continued long afterwards to disturb and
threaten with collapse our age old distinction between the Same and the Other...In
the wonderment of this taxonomy, the thing that we apprehend in one great leap, the
thing that, by means of this fable, is demonstrated as the charm of another system of
thought, is the limitation of our own.***

The museum processes of artifact isolation, classification, exhibition and communication around this
subject, confer meaning and shape narratives purportedly revealing authentic aspects of life, past or
present. Eugenio Donato describes these as “fictions”:

The set of objects in the museum is sustained only by the fiction that they somehow
constitute a coherent representational universe. The fiction is that a repeated

3 Edwina Taborsky "The Discursive Object" in Susan Pearce, (ed.), Objects of Knowledge, 60.
¥ Barthes, “The Plates of the Encyclopedia” in Susan Sontag, (ed.), Selected Writings, (London: Fontana,
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8 Foucault 1970, vx. Cited in Hooper-Greenhill Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge, 4.
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metonymic displacement of fragment for totality, object to label, series of objects to
series of labels, can still produce a representation that is somehow adequate....Such a
fiction is the result of an uncritical belief in the notion that ordering and classifying,
can produce a representational understanding of the world. Should the fiction
disappear, there is nothing left of the museum but bric a brac, a heap of meaningless
and valueless fragments of objects which are incapable of substituting themselves
either metonymically for the original objects or metaphorically for their
representations. **

This fictional component is highlighted again by Bennett who points out that change in systems of
classification have led to a change in meaning of artifacts. As Hilde Hein notes, this means what
museums share, is not the material knowledge of their objects whose meaning is polyvalent, but a
system of meanings according to the mutations of interpretive fashion. Hein sums up this process:

Inevitably history museums are implicated in the politics of representation. All
stories and strategies announce design. They are at once its product and the means of
its realization.... History museums strive to recreate the past in an idiom accessible to
the present; but accessibility itself is a matter of interpretation. ... One increasingly
popular way to meet the challenges of recontextualization while doing homage to
authenticity, is to concentrate on constructing an experience whose genuineness does
not depend on that of the displayed object. Thus, theatrical stagings of “recreated”
moments of history are becoming more common, and mediation sometimes takes the
place of traditional physical conservationist priorities. Objects, whether carefully
preserved originals or exact replicas, are used as means to an end, rather than as ends
to be contemplated for their own sake.”"

Bennett effectively nullifies the issue of historical integrity of museums and historic sites in his
summary, in relation to both the museum and current historical academic posture:

Given this, it is clear that the significance of particular history museum displays or
heritage sites is not a function of their fidelity or otherwise to the past “as it really
was.” Rather it depends on their position within and relations to the presently existing
field of historical discourses and their associated social and ideological affiliations —
on what Patrick White has called their past-present alignments.”>"

Or, as Cary Carson wryly observes:

By now we can all recite the catechism by heart: all artifacts are evidence; all evidence is text; all
texts are open to discourse, all discourse is socially constructed; all constructions seek hegemony, all
hegemonies dominate through the exercise of power. That formula has become the litany of modern
academic scholarship. It has made its way into material culture studies as well.**
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Summary

The literature review here is expansive. But each of these areas of review is relevant to the
understanding how history museums in Ontario developed and changed ideologically and
functionally. These observations on the history of museums are brought home to Ontario in this thesis
in part through the case study of Doon Pioneer Village. As a museum, Doon Pioneer Village serves as
a model itself of the changing nature of museums in Ontario over the last hundred years. Beginning
with the collections of a local historical society, and the later model of an historic village, Doon has
collected, shaped and refashioned the past since its inception. The only published study of this village
is Mary Tivy, “Dreams and Nightmares.” Literature pertinent to the development and interpretation of
local history at this village beyond Tivy includes, W.H.E. Schmaltz’s unpublished chronicle “A
Dream Come True” a history of Doon Pioneer Village,”” and Kenneth McLaughlin, "Historical
Background," in Doon Master Plan Study.** Local histories such as Mabel Dunham's 1924 saga The
Trail of the Conestoga, and more recent academic revisions such as John English and Kenneth
McLaughlin’s Kitchener-Waterloo:An Illustrated History give a context for the development of
historical interests locally.” The ascendancy of Pennsylvania-German Mennonites in the collective
memory and commemoration activities of Kitchener-Waterloo is further explored by Geoffrey Hayes,
"From Berlin to the Trek of the Conestogo.”**® Biographical information on the founder of the
Waterloo Historical Society, W.H. Breithaupt is also included in Andrew Thompson’s doctoral thesis
“The Breithaupts and Breithaupt Leather: Building a Family Business in Berlin, Ontario”*’

Let’s return for a moment to T.H. Breen and his thoughts on producing history in the museum
in Imagining the Past. On working with the museum curator to create an exhibit based on his research
he says he realizes that:

I speak of abstraction, an imagined past that [ have glimpsed in the archives; it will
be lost unless he [the curator] can capture it as set of meanings -- a story that East
Hampton can tell itself about itself -- in evocative displays of artifacts. Together we
shall create symbols of everyday objects, investing bits of glass and ceramic, scarred
furniture and faded cloth, with special properties of interpretation. Jay has an
intuitive sense that exhibitions of this kind are not neutral or objective statements. To
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pretend that they are is intellectually dishonest. Like written documents, the things of
material culture, by their very arrangement, and their exclusion or juxtaposition,
become highly charged texts...”®

¥ T H. Breen, Imaging the Past: East Hampton Histories (Reading: Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1989), 215.
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Chapter 2: Making Objects Meaningful: the Scientific Paradigm and
Ontario Museums 1851-1912

Introduction

Museums of science, art and history materialized in Ontario in the second half of the nineteenth
century. They emanated from three sources: scientific societies and individuals gathering natural
history specimens and archaeological remains, provincial educational philosophy incorporating art,
artefacts and specimens as teaching devices, and historically minded societies memorializing
Ontario’s pioneers by preserving documents and relics. By the turn of the century these three
elements, respectively represented by organizations such as the Canadian Institute, the Ontario
Department of Education, and the local history affiliates of the Ontario Historical Society, had
developed collections and museums; all of them directly influenced by Ontario’s first museologist,
David Boyle.

This chapter first describes the epistemology that defined museum collections in Ontario
during this period as it did elsewhere. This exploration includes discussions on natural history
museums and the taxonomic model that dominated professional museum work at this time in the
Canadian Institute and the Ontario Provincial Museum. The chapter continues with an examination of
Boyle and his methods of museum management, since both would later affect local history museums
in the province.

From Wonder to Knowledge: Early Museums in Ontario; Transitory, Commercial and
Scientific

In the first part of the nineteenth century, private, commercial museums set up shop in both York and
Niagara Falls. Directed at the tourist market, Thomas Barnett opened a museum of his personal
collection of local and foreign specimens and curiosities at Niagara Falls in 1827." Sustained by
tourist dollars, it changed owners but did not close its doors until 1999, with little change to the
original collections and exhibit design.

' J. Lynne Teather, “Delighting the Eye and Mending the Heart,” Canadian Proprietary Museums of the Early
Nineteenth Century,” Ontario History Vol.XCIV:1, (Spring 2002), 49-77.
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2.1 The Niagara Falls Museum:
“Freaks of Nature” Exhibit (1991)
(Photo by author)

Another private museum owned by William Wood, opened in market square in York in 1826
with collections of natural history, Indian curiosities, and medals and coins, yet it did not fare well
and was short-lived.” Private collectors sometimes unveiled their collections for brief periods of
public viewing.’ Travelling museums of “wonders” and moving images of historical events toured
Toronto, such as Colonel Wood’s Museum of Living Wonders (perhaps a later mobile version of
Woods’ earlier market square effort), and a panorama of dioramas on the funeral of Napoleon.*

Charles Fothergill, who requested funding to establish a lyceum based on his collections of
nearly 5,000 natural history specimens, ethnological materials and fine arts, to include a museum,
botanical garden and zoo, made the first recorded appeal for a provincially funded museum of science
and arts in 1835. Although he received approval for land for the project, his requests for monies for a
building were unfulfilled at the time of his sudden death in 1841. The project was almost immediately
abandoned; shortly after Fothergill’s death, his collections in Toronto were destroyed by fire.’> Eight
years later Henry Scadding, a scholar and canon in the Anglican Church, formed the Toronto
Athenaeum, a literary society with a museum and library. ® The Toronto Athenaeum failed to survive
as an organization, and Scadding became an active member of the Canadian Institute, which absorbed
the membership of the Athenaeum and its literary and mineral collections in 1855.

? Teather, The Royal Ontario Museum, 54.

? Such as naturalist S.W. Passmore’s museum advertised in The Daily Globe, 23 May 1863.

*The Globe, 29 July 1856, and 1 November 1849.

3 Teather, The Royal Ontario Museum, 56-59.

% Scadding would become a leading figure in the preservation of historical survivals and the development of
museum collections in Ontario during his time, and his contributions in this regard are considered in the next
chapter. On Scadding see Judith L. Parks, “The Reverend Henry Scadding 1813-1901: An English Victorian in
Canada,” (M.A. Thesis, University of Guelph, 1969), and Killan, Preserving Ontario’s Heritage.
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The Canadian Institute and the Scientific Model

Granted Royal Charter in 1851, the Canadian Institute ultimately shaped the museum field in Ontario
and the adoption of the scientific museum model by the Ontario Provincial Museum some years later.
The Canadian Institute unfolded in mid-century Canada West along the axis of Victorian scientific
thought, which allied scientific research with public education: it would serve as a forum for the
presentation of scientific developments in Canada that would confirm the progress of the nation and
educate the public on scientific principles and national achievement.’ This education took the form of
lectures, publications and exhibitions. The Canadian Institute, which was concerned initially with
physical sciences entailed in the growth and development of the Canadas, played an early role in the
formation of archaeological collections and an archaeological museum in Ontario.® Its charter
emphasized the goals of collection, presentation, and publication of scientific and literary works
facilitating knowledge in surveying, engineering, and architecture. It aimed to:

Effect the formation of a Provincial Museum to hold and display the objects of
research [and promote] those pursuits which are calculated to refine and exalt a
people.’

The collections of the museum would exemplify:

Architecture and Engineering, Natural History and Botany, Mineralogy and Geology,
Indian Antiquities and Arts and Manufactures.”"

Within the first year of the Institute’s founding, its members were provided with the rationale
for organizing a proper museum: the diminishing archaeological resources of Canada required
collection and sanctuary and only through proper arrangement and description in a public museum,
and not the “cabinet of an amateur,” could such fossils contribute to public knowledge about the
prehistoric past."

In the first year, Captain J. H. Lefroy, Royal Engineer, argued at the annual meeting that
archaeological investigation “offered an immediate field for the exertions of the Institute,”
particularly suited to its members whose own engineering work frequently unearthed archaeological
remains. The accelerating rate at which these resources were being lost or destroyed underlined the
urgency of the task:

Every year the plough is obliterating the last traces of our predecessors upon this soil. . . . We
are fast forgetting that the bygone ages even of the new world were filled by living men, and fast

7 Such thinking was the basis of the growth of national and international expositions in the nineteenth century,
whose residue was often incorporated into museum exhibits. On expositions and museums see Sheets-Pyenson,
Cathedrals of Science: the Development of Colonial Natural History Museums during the Late Nineteenth
Century, (Kingston, Ont.: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1988). On the Canadian Institute see William
Noble, “One-Hundred and Twenty-Five Years of Archaeology in the Canadian Provinces,” Canadian
Archaeological Association Bulletin 4, (1972), 1-18; Douglas Cole, “The Origins of Canadian Anthropology
1850-1910,” Journal of Canadian Studies 8, (1973), 33-45; and Gerald Killan, “The Canadian Institute and the
Origins of the Ontario Archaeological Tradition 1851-1884 .”

¥ To better understand the context of scientific organizations such as the Canadian Institute see Suzanne Zeller,
“Merchants of Light: The Culture of Science in Daniel Wilson’s Ontario 1853-1892,” in Marinell Ash and
Elizabeth Hulse eds., Thinking With Both Hands: Sir Daniel Wilson in the Old World and the New, (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1999), 115-138.

? Canadian Journal, 1: 3, (1852), 3.

" Ibid, 98.

" Ibid.
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losing by neglect, all those delicate links in the chain of research, by which the archaeologist of
another generation may hope to trace out the origin and the fortunes of a great branch of the human
family. '

Further frustrated by the lack of a museum to hold them, preserving these
archaeological materials became increasingly difficult:

If it has been found even in Great Britain, that scarcely five per cent of the rare and

interesting remains from time to time brought to light are recoverable after a few years,

unless they are lodged in some public museum, we may be sure that a proportion even

larger, of such remains as Canada furnishes are lost for want of such an institution. **

Sir Sandford Fleming circulated a questionnaire in the first editorial of the Canadian
Journal in 1852, asking members to collect details on archaeological resources in their area,
and to donate artifacts including “specimens of Indian skulls or crania” for the “museum now
in the progress of formation.”"* Objects collected for the museum were consequential to the
physical path of development in Canada West, and to the intellectual interests of Institute
members. The Institute collections grew to hold several hundred Indian relics and human
crania; the latter addressed the scientific interests of Daniel Wilson. This Scot, who arrived in
Canada in 1853 as chair of History and English literature at University College and who
reportedly coined the term “prehistory,” had a particular interest in Native skeletal remains. In
a model that connected physical and cultural differences as exemplifying evolutionary stages of
mankind, North American Indians were thought to exist in a lower “savage” stage, analogous
to that which existed in stone-age Europe, of which Wilson was an expert." This inclusion of
human remains with scientific specimens was also practiced in other science museums, and
endorsed by Louis Agassiz:

Every day the history of mankind is brought into more and more intimate connections
with the natural history of the animal creation, and it is now indispensable that we
should organize an extensive collection to illustrate the natural history of the
uncivilized races.'®

12 Captain Lefroy’s address as chairman to the 1852 annual “conversazione” is cited in Sir Sandford Fleming,
“The Early Days of the Canadian Institute,” Transactions of the Canadian Institute, Vol. VI, (1898-99), 13- 14.
" Ibid. To emphasize his point Leroy gave an example of the Crozier of St. Fillan a famous Scottish relic held
in a private collection in Canada, which could if necessary be “rescued from fire, theft or the Sheriff” but would
remain vulnerable since “there should be no museum in which to deposit it.” Daniel Wilson would spend years
trying to have this crozier repatriated to the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, which he accomplished in 1876.
“I have been in dread lest Barnum should hear of it. If he only knew its history the relic should have been
secured by him long ago.” Daniel Wilson, B65-0014/004(01), 36 (5 December 1876), University of Toronto
Archives, cited in Elizabeth Hulse, “Wilson with Family and Friends” in Marinell Ash and Elizabeth Hulse,
eds., Thinking with Both Hands: Sir Daniel Wilson in the Old World and New, 274.

' Fleming, Canadian Journal of Industry, Science and Art 1, (1852) 25. These surveys have since been lost.

' See Wilson, “Remarks on Some Coincidences between the Primitive Antiquities of the Old and New World”
Canadian Journal 2, 213-5. On Daniel Wilson’s life and work see Bruce Trigger, “Sir Daniel Wilson: Canada’s
First Anthropologist” Anthropologica, 8, 3-38; William Noble, “One-Hundred and Twenty-Five Years of
Archaeology in the Canadian Provinces,” Canadian Archaeological Association Bulletin 4, (1972), 1-18;
Douglas Cole, “The Origins of Canadian Anthropology 1850-1910,” Journal of Canadian Studies 8, (1973), 33-
45; Gerald Killan, “The Canadian Institute and the Origins of the Ontario Archaeological Tradition 1851-1884,”
Ontario Archaeology, 34, (1980), 3-16; Bruce Trigger, “Prehistoric man and Daniel Wilson’s later Canadian
ethnology,” in Thinking with Both Hands: Sir Daniel Wilson in the Old World and New, 81-100.

" Louis Agassiz, “Letter of 1863 to Mr. Thomas G. Gary,” from Elizabeth Cary Agassiz ed., Louis Agassiz, His
Life and Correspondence, (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1885), 582. Reprinted in Museum Studies:
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Such collections, he recommended, should be arranged into two classes: man-made artifacts,
and physical remains, preferably “perfect heads, preserved in alcohol” or alternatively, skulls."”

In the process of trying to measure the capacity of aboriginal peoples for civilized
development, Wilson literally took to measuring the cranial capacity of excavated Native skulls. His
“Hints for the Formation of a Canadian Collection of Ancient Crania” in the October 1855 issue of
the Canadian Journal, argued that these crania would prove a valuable addition to the museum of the
Canadian Institute and consequent research would bridge a Canadian gap in these studies so well
pursued in the United States and Europe.'® The collections of the Canadian Institute consequently
grew to hold several hundred Indian relics and human crania. In what could be the earliest
museological advice published in Canada, Wilson distinguished the work of the museum scientist
from that of amateur collectors, with its perspective of organized collections of objects as physical
evidence of universal laws.

The object of the intelligent collector is not the mere gratification of an aimless
curiosity or the accumulation of rarities of difficult acquisition, but the preservation
of objects calculated to furnish valuable scientific or historical truths."

The archaeological work of the Canadian Institute initiated by Lefroy and Fleming would
have a lasting presence in the museums and universities of the province who eventually absorbed
these collections. Museums where accumulating artifacts could be stored and exhibited were “clearly
a stimulus to and a bi-product of early archaeological interest in Canada.””

For a number of reasons, the Canadian Institute did not fulfill its goal of establishing a
museum with provincial status. By 1871, its science collections had been eclipsed by those
collections in the expanding science departments in the University of Toronto, which offered public
use of its library and a museum.?' However, the Institute’s archaeological collections were
unparalleled, and Scadding, now president of Canadian Institute, suggested that the museum refocus
on the strength of its collections:

When an institution like the University of Toronto establishes a Scientific Museum
on a good scale by the side of a humble collection like that, which the Canadian
Institute, with only limited resources, has been unable to make, the latter necessarily
becomes somewhat insignificant. Nevertheless, there is a field which our museum
might occupy. It might be made a repository of Canadian archaeological and
historical objects.”

lﬁ;n Anthology of Contexts, ed., Bettina Massias Carbonell, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 131-132.
Ibid.

18 As Wilson stated, “The value which attaches to ancient skulls as indices of the characteristics of extinct races

is being more and more generally appreciated.” Daniel Wilson, “Hints for the Formation of a Canadian

Collection of Ancient Crania,” Canadian Journal 3, (October 1855), 345-347. Later Wilson would argue that

cranial capacity did not reflect racial intelligence, and that the variability in cranial capacity and form among

Native groups defied the notion of an aboriginal cranial type. Daniel Wilson, “Brain-Weight and Size in

Relation to Relative Capacity of Races,” Canadian Journal, n.s. 15, 177-230.

" Daniel Wilson, “Discovery of Indian Remains, County Norfolk, Canada West,” Canadian Journal n.s. 1,

1856, 519.

2 Noble, 5.

2 As advertised in The Daily Globe, 7 February, 1860. See Teather, The Royal Ontario Museum, for a thorough

discussion of these science museums.

2 Scadding, “On Museums and Other Classified Collections Temporary or Permanent as Instruments of

Education in Natural Science,” Canadian Journal 13, (1873), 24.
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Based on his visit to the 1867 Paris Exhibition and museums at Oxford, England, including
the Ashmolean, Scadding proposed a method for developing such collections, one that he
acknowledged was neither “novel” nor “abstruse.”  Scadding wrote that to be educational,
collections needed to be classified according to a pre-arranged scheme of examination with a definite
purpose based on a specific area of study. His vision for the Canadian Institute collections was
paralleled by other science museums, and was realized over a decade later with the appearance of
David Boyle.

The Ascendancy of Scientific Thought and Natural History Museums in the

Late Nineteenth Century

The many large natural history museums built in the capital cities of Europe, North America, and
British colonies during 1880-1920, (what has been termed the “golden age” of these museums) were
the earliest medium for professionalizing museum work: guides on collections classification and care,
exhibit design, and education programs came from curators of natural science collections.”*

Touted as ‘modern’ in its deductive, reductionist, and mechanistic management of the
preserved bits of the natural world, the intellectual architecture used to build these science museums
was predicated on the co-efficients of evolutionary theory and object-based epistemology.”
Specimens could be fixed into a grand scheme that was a formalized and institutionalized expression
of what museum founder Charles Wilson Peale called a “world in miniature.”** Whether designed by
God or nature, Peale’s museum, which opened in 1792, and its successors were ordered according to
Linnaean nomenclature.”’

*1bid, Scadding, 2.

 See for instance, Susan Sheets-Pyenson, Cathedrals of Science: the Development of Colonial Natural History
Museums during the Late Nineteenth Century, (Kingston: McGill-Queen’s Press, 1988); Curtis Hinsley,
Savages and Scientists: The Smithsonian Institution and the Development of American Anthropology 1846-
1910, (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 1981); George W. Stocking ed., Objects and Others: Essays
on Museums and Material Culture, History of Anthropology Series, Vol. 3 (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1985). I add a Canadian perspective on similar exhibits at the ROM in, “Museums and Exhibits of First
Nations: Old Paradigms and New Possibilities,” Ontario Museum Association Annual 2, (October 1993), 6-18.
> On this thinking see Edwina Taborsky, "The Discursive Object,” in Susan Pearce (ed.), Objects of
Knowledge, (London: Athlone Press, 1988), 50-77.

% peale’s cabinet has received the greatest attention of American museum historians, due to its size,
arrangements, the talents of its artist curator and the archival materials that have survived. On Peale and his
museum see Edgar P. Richardson, Brooke Hindle, and Lillian B. Miller, Charles Willson Peale and His World,
(New York: Henry N. Abrams, 1983); Charles Coleman Sellers, Mr. Peale’s Museum: Charles Willson Peale
and the First Popular Museum of Natural Science and Art, (New York: W.W. Norton, 1980); David R.
Brigham, Public Culture in the Early Republic: Peale’s Museum and Its Audience, (Washington and London:
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995); Sidney Hart and David C. Ward, “The Waning of an Enlightenment Ideal:
Charles Willson Peale’s Philadelphia Museum 1790-1820 in New Perspectives on Charles Willson Peale,
Lillian B. Miller and David C. Ward eds., (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1991), 219-236; Susan
Stewart, “Death and Life in That Order, in the Works of Charles Willson Peale,” in The Cultures of Collecting
ed. John Elsner and Roger Cardinal, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994), 204-223.

?7 Shirley Teresa Wajda, “And a Little Child Shall Lead Them: American Children’s Cabinets of Curiosities,”
in Leah Dilworth ed., Acts of Possession: Collecting in America, (New Brunswick, New Jersey and London:
Rutgers University Press, 2003), 42-65.

58



Having formed a design to establish a MUSEUM by a Collection, Arrangement, and
Preservation of the Objects of Natural History... and to preserve them in the Linaean
[sic] method.”®

The great book of nature may be opened and studied, leaf by leaf, and a knowledge
gained of the character which the great Creator has stamped on each being.”

The Canadian Institute was by no means alone in its endeavours. ** In Canada, the early
nineteenth-century formation of natural history collections in Canada was characterized by the unified
goals of collecting, research and education.’’ In 1820, Reverend Thomas McCulloch established the
Pictou Academy in Nova Scotia and developed a collection of natural history specimens for teaching,
regarded as the “finest in North America” by Audubon.’® The expansion of mechanic’s institutes in
the pre-confederation period also fostered the growth of natural science collections in the Maritimes. >
The New Brunswick Museum had its mid-century beginnings in the collections of a natural scientist
and the mechanics institute.** The remains from large expositions and government interest in natural
resource exploitation, also promoted the formation of natural history collections. The geological
survey of Canada, for example, led to the development of the present-day Canadian Museum of
Nature. Its first geologist William Logan began collecting in the 1840s, and in 1853, he received the
first government grant in Canada to maintain a museum.* The Provincial Museum of Nova Scotia,
opened in 1868, supported similar collections aimed at economic and industrial exhibitions.* Later,
the Redpath Museum, opened in 1882 at McGill University, to preserve and display the collections of

28 Charles Willson Peale, 13 January 1972, “To the Citizens of the United States of America,” letter published
in Dunlap’s American Daily Advertiser, Philadelphia. Public Domain, available on microfilm at the
Smithsonian Institution. Reprinted in Museum Studies: An Anthology of Contexts, ed. Bettina Massias
Carbonell, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 129-130.

%% Charles Willson Peale, “Introduction to a Course of Lectures on Natural History,” cited in Edgar P.
Richardson, Brooke Hindle, and Lillian B. Miller, Charles Willson Peale and His World, 123.

%% The currency for such ideas and institutions in nineteenth-century Canada has been explained as offering a
metaphor for the growth of a new country in nineteenth century Canada. See Carl Berger, Science, God and
Nature in Victorian Canada, (Toronto 1983); Suzanne Zeller, Inventing Canada, (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1987); and Land of Promise, Promised Land: The Culture of Victorian Science in Canada,
(Ottawa: Canadian Historical Association, 1996).

3! Key, Beyond Four Walls: The Origins and Development of Canadian Museums, (McClelland and Stewart,
1973); J. Lynne Teather, The Royal Ontario Museum, (Toronto: Canada University Press, 2005). Also see Carla
Morse, “Early Museum Makers in Nova Scotia: 1800 — 1860,” Master of Museum Studies thesis, University of
Toronto, 1991.

32 Teather, The Royal Ontario Museum, 44.

3 Ibid., Robyn Gillam, Hall of Mirrors: Museums and the Canadian Public, (Banff: Banff Centre Press, 2001).
** Austin W. Squires, “The History and Development of the New Brunswick Museum 1842-1945,” (Saint John:
New Brunswick Museum, 1945).

3% Morris Zaslow, Reading the Rock, (Ottawa: MacMillan, 1975).

*W. Austin Squires, “The History and Development of the New Brunswick Museum 1842-1945,” (Saint John:
New Brunswick Museum, 1945); Eileen Mak, “Ward of the Government, Child of the Institute: The Provincial
Museum of Nova Scotia,” (1868-1951) in Peter E. Rider ed. Studies in History and Museums, History Division,
Mercury Series Paper, 47 (Ottawa: Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1994), 7-32; and Eileen Mak, “Patterns
of Change: Sources of Influence: An Historical Study of the Canadian Museum and the Middle Class 1850-
1950.”
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its principal, Sir William Dawson, a noted Canadian geologist.”” It was this form of thinking that
shaped David Boyle’s understanding of the real world embodied in the museum.

David Boyle: Shaping Ontario’s Prehistory

David Boyle, whose work would eventually have an impact on historical museums in Ontario, was a
dynamic Scottish-Canadian teacher, writer, collector of natural history specimens, and book-seller,
and Ontario’s first museologist. *® He began his professional career as a teacher in Elora, Ontario, in
the 1870s.

Boyle joined the Canadian Institute on his arrival in Toronto. He shaped the collections and
exhibits of the Canadian Institute, and later, of the Ontario Provincial Museum. He practiced in the
discipline of archaeology, which, along with ethnology, predominated in large museums in North
America in the period 1880-1920. When he became curator of the archaeological collections of the
Ontario Provincial Museum, Boyle applied the scientific museum model to interpret archaeological
collections.

Boyle became the major Canadian representative in the international and (literally)
groundbreaking field of museum anthropology, and a well-respected peer within an international
cadre of museum scientists. This section looks at Boyle as a museologist and at the ways in which he
shaped the collections and exhibits of the Canadian Institute and later, the Ontario Provincial
Museum.

Influence of Egerton Ryerson and the Object Lessons of Museums

Boyle began his professional life as a teacher in Elora in the 1870s. His enthusiasm for organizing
and displaying scientific collections was grounded in an interest in natural history and in Pestalozzian
pedagogy, which regarded specimens as primary sources of facts and tools for instruction. Called the
“object lesson” method of teaching, this pedagogical thinking was promoted in Ontario by Egerton
Ryerson, the superintendent of education.

Things and not words...Give the child what it can see, and hear, and feel; and from
the known properties of such objects it will ascend by the common route of all true
discovery to other attributes which are yet to be known.””’

Ryerson introduced these methods to teachers like Boyle through the Normal School curriculum and
the provincial Journal of Education. This philosophy of intentionally using objects as edifying
components of the known that led to an understanding of the unknown, was further developed in
Ryerson’s Normal School museum.

Where others failed to persuade the provincial government to provide monies for a public
museum, the unassailable Ryerson was able to convince under the Public School Act of 1853.
Ryerson intended his collections to be educational resources for teacher training, and his museum was

37 Susan Sheets-Pyenson, Cathedrals of Science: The Development of Colonial Natural History Museums
During the Late Nineteenth Century, (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1988), discusses
this museum in detail.

3¥ Gerald Killan’s work, David Boyle: From Artisan to Archaeologist, thoroughly investigates Boyle’s life and
work as an archaeologist, ethnologist, curator, and writer, (University of Toronto Press: 1983).

3% John George Hodgins, Documentary History of Education in Upper Canada (Ontario), vol. XXIII, 212, cited
in Needham, 76.
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located at the Normal School in Toronto.* Like Fothergill’s lyceum collection, Ryerson initially
focused his attention “to encourage the study of different branches of Natural History” and later, art
reproductions.*' Objects were vital supports for teaching in a period that predated access to
photographic reproduction.

Ryerson’s goal for the Normal School museum was threefold: to serve as a sample of
material available for use in the classroom; to provide schools access to apparatus and specimens for
the teaching of natural history; and to show reproductions of European art to nurture Canadians
toward refinement, viewing these objects “as a direct means of training the minds and forming the
taste and character of the people.”* In 1853, the provincial supplementary school act provided up to
£500 per year for the school museum collections.”

With this encouragement, Boyle formed his own museum in 1873 at the Elora public school
where he taught. Although predominately interested in evidence of the physical and natural sciences,
Boyle also solicited objects for his museum illustrating manufacturing and agricultural process,
archaeological and pioneer relics, coins and documents. He avoided ‘bric a brac.’*

Boyle communicated with officials at the Canadian Geological Survey and the Smithsonian
Institution to exchange specimens. He described his collection as a serious scientific resource, not a
mere curiosity shop, distinguishing himself from the sort of museum that Barnett operated in Niagara
Falls. Boyle rationalized his collections within the scientific frameworks available to him. Through
his efforts in establishing a local Mechanic’s Institute and library, Boyle had access to books on
natural history and evolutionary theory.*

In general, the natural science portion of the museums was labelled and displayed in
a reasonably sophisticated way. The biological specimens were classified according
to family, genus and species, the geological items by stratum, systems and
formations, and the archaeological artifacts in descriptive typological sequences
based largely on function and working methods.*

0 John Carter, “Ryerson, Hodgins, and Boyle: Early Innovators in Ontario School Museums,” Ontario History,
Vol. LXXXVI:2, (June 1994), 119-131.

*! John George Hodgins, Documenting History of Education in Upper Canada From the Passing of the
Constitutional Act of 1791 to the Close of Rev. Dr. Ryerson’s Administration of the Education Department in
1876, vol. 12, 97. Cited in Fern Bayer, The Ontario Collection, (Markham: Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 1984).
13.

2 Ontario Educational Report, 1858, 175. Cited in Needham, 71.

* Needham, 70. The fate of this collection is related in Fern Bayer’s The Ontario Collection, (Markham:
Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 1984).

* Killan, David Boyle, 55.

# Killan, David Boyle, 43-44 .

“Ibid, 55.
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An 1875 circular for a museum fund-raiser reproduced below describes it aptly: *’

@GRAND vocALw@i
AND INSTRUMENTAL

ONCERT

PU"REI.Y I.OGAL TALENT IN é’ ASGENDANT*'

DRIL.T. = e e ] TR D ELOB_A_

| &%, Andrew’s nght 18'75

FOR THE BENEPIT UF THE MUSEUM

THE R BELOR.A DMUOUOSETT IV,
Situated in the Publis Séhool Buildings, is the best of ite kin ’. ik D mnnm: Srperips ol e,
continent. Cormenced in April, 1873, it already sontainsatmad iﬂ#ﬂ' -
of Natural Historvw,  Among these is a good culleétion i ‘ﬂrn{eh the aomm !98
are desirons of enlarging Lonsldnﬁnhlv the vevtebraa of n younge nhmk le nosa of un enormoeas [
saw fieh ;  large numbsr of beantiful eornls - -sixtesn varie o of Indian stous implements;
two cases illustrative of Canaditn minernlogy ; 156 ecases cond = ial  Bpecimons, two
cases loeal, & enre of sea sheils and one of Amervio m esh water disto, beridea u numbor of Chinese,
Japanasa and other curiosities. The publis wre welcome to visit the eolloation at any tima, and
contributions are received with thanka,

2.2 Section of circular for Boyle’s Museum in Elora. Wellington County Museum

Boyle and the Canadian Institute

By 1879, Boyle was urging the provincial government to take responsibility for protecting “Indian
relics and Canadian antiquities” through the provision of a provincial museum, observing as Lefroy
had twenty-seven years earlier, that “many precious relics of a bygone system of civilization were
being removed from the country simply for want of a place to accommodate them.” ** Five years
later, on leaving teaching and moving to Toronto, Boyle took this matter in his own hands, by joining
the Canadian Institute in 1884. On seeing the sad state of its collections, Boyle volunteered to curate
them, supplementing them with his own collections. He chose to “specialize his efforts
archaeologically” since these materials seemed most vulnerable and in need of a decent museum.”
Through his efforts with the Canadian Institute Boyle not only became Ontario’s leading museologist,

4T Located in Emma Clarke Scrapbook, Wellington County Museum Archives Accession, A1954.17.89, MS,
454,

*8 Elora Lightening Express, 25 Dec 1879, cited in Killan, David Boyle, 87.

* David Boyle, “Archaeological Report,” in Annual Report of the Canadian Institute 1892-93, 1.
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he was also able to persuade the provincial government to initiate funding the research, display, and
interpretation of the province’s prehistory.

Faced with a large and disorganized collection, the indefatigable Boyle lobbied the
government to provide extra funding to the Canadian Institute to manage the archaeological
collections and research. He argued that this project was too important and ambitious to depend solely
on the resources of an individual or a society. His letters emphasized that the Ontario government was
delinquent in attitude in this field, compared to other jurisdictions in the United States and Europe. He
noted that their museums would gladly take these materials out of Ontario.*® Boyle outlined his
research plans and museological ideas, demonstrating their currency in the science museums of the
day. His plans and ideas showed he was part of an international fraternity of archaeologists and
museum experts, albeit working at a severe disadvantage for lack of funding and resources. In
response, the provincial government provided $1,000 to the Canadian Institute in 1888 to hire Boyle
as curator for its museum and to write an annual archaeological report. Boyle took the work on full-
time, embracing the profession of scientists working in museums.’'

Boyle’s archaeological output was remarkable for his day.”> His extensive annual
archaeological reports are not only exceptional sources of information on archaeological sites in the
province and on early ethnological research, but deal in detail with his museum philosophy and
methods. > He immediately set to rearrange the growing archaeological collections and re-classify
them. He looked to American institutions for models and methods to conduct his work. As he said in
1891, it was necessary for him to study “the different methods employed at the Smithsonian
Institution and the Peabody Museum in registering, numbering, classifying and otherwise recording
accessions.™

The Place of the Artifact: International Perspectives

Boyle was not alone in his disregard for ‘bric a brac.” This attitude had an international following:
there was no intellectual placement for scientific anomalies or man-made curiosities in the museum
philosophy to which Boyle subscribed. His disdain towards these curiosities was supported by leaders
in science museums in both the United States and Britain. Scientific typology had no accommodation
for the nonconforming object, and oddities became the assets of “dime” museums, such as P.T.
Barnum's American Museum, opened in 1841 in Manhattan; it was the largest tourist attraction in the
city by 1865 with over a million visitors per year.” George Brown Goode, assistant secretary of the

¥ David Boyle, “Memorial to the Honorable Oliver Mowat,” Memorandum Boyle to George Ross, “Re the
Archaeology of Ontario,”, ROMLA, Boyle Papers Box 1, File “D” n.d., c.1887.

> To this point he had operated a bookstore in Toronto which supplied educational texts to the government. See
Killan, David Boyle, 76.

32 See for instance, William Noble, “One-Hundred and Twenty-Five Years of Archaeology in the Canadian
Provinces,” Canadian Archaeological Association Bulletin 4, (1972), 1-18; and Douglas Cole, “The Origins of
Canadian Anthropology 1850-1910,” Journal of Canadian Studies 8, (1973), 33-45; Gerald Killan, “The
Canadian Institute and the Origins of the Ontario Archaeological Tradition 1851-1884,” Ontario Archaeology
34, (1980), 3-