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SUMMARY
Liverpool John Moores University sponsored a workshop held at the Royal
Society of Antiquaries in Ireland in 2019. The workshop explored how museums
help visitors engage with the past and considered how the role of the museum
has changed over time. It also considered how museums ensure that the
stories they tell are informative, educational and entertaining and assessed
different methods of weaving source material and evidence into the stories
told. Much of what was discussed is outlined below. It is hoped that this report
will prove useful to anyone developing an exhibition.
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Section 1.0

MUSEUMS
1.1
ROLE OF A MODERN MUSEUM
• Museums should challenge assumptions and preconceptions.
• Museums should present multiple narratives.
• It is important that museums present complex and difficult history, not just
sanitised history.
• A visit to a museum should spark curiosity rather than explain everything.
• Traditionally museums and curators have assumed a sort of a protective
guardianship over information and often made definitive statements about
an object or an event. Museums today should explain their sources and
how the understanding of events and artefacts has changed over time.
• There is a need for museums to be more transparent: showing process,
telling what we know, how we know it and what we don’t know. For
example, labels could contain information such as: ‘This object was given
to us by x who said y about the object.’
• Museums should be prepared to trust their audience. Visitors are smarter
and more robust than they are often given credit for. They can cope with
divergent interpretations of events.
• No museum can be all things to all people and it shouldn’t try to be.

Titanica, Ulster Transport Museum
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Section 2.0

CONTENT, AUDIENCE
AND OBJECTS
2.1
EXHIBITION CONTENT
• Authenticity is key. Objects and accounts should be presented in an evidencebased way that is honest about what we know and what we are surmising.
• When creating a museum or an exhibition there must be detailed discussion
of the story that is being told. While it’s important to present a balanced view,
it does not need to be one that gives equal weight to all interpretations. That
said, museums should make a considerable effort to present multiple narratives,
and to present difficult history.
• Silences and gaps in narrative do not make for a successful museum.
• Information should be layered. Don’t overload visitors with content, but provide
them with opportunities to find out more if they are interested.
• Have the confidence to tell the local story. Frame it in the context of the
regional, national or international story, but keep the focus on the local element.
Make the visit original and specific.
• Education isn’t just for schoolchildren, it’s for all visitors.
• Education is an integral part of every aspect of the museum and education
programmes should go hand in hand with exhibition development. All museum
visits are educational and that starts in the narrative and the interpretation.
• The education programme team plays a vital role in interpreting exhibitions. They
have insight into what prior knowledge the public has, and what it will and won’t
comprehend. Consulting with the education team at an early stage in the exhibition
design process improves the visitor experience.

Kilmainham Gaol, Dublin
PHOTO ISEULT FITZGERALD
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CONTENT, AUDIENCE AND OBJECTS

SECTION 2

DEVELOPING THE CONTENT
• Exhibitions should inform, inspire and spark curiosity.
• Start with as much possible content as possible and then refine. It’s a skill to
be able both to refine the content and to make it accessible and interesting. It is
important to be able to verify everything that appears in the exhibition and to
expand upon it if asked.
• Consult as wide a range of stakeholders as possible. Stakeholders often comprise
sponsors, professional bodies and government or local authorities, but community
and volunteer groups, researchers, historians and other experts can contribute
important exhibition content and should be included from the earliest stages of
the project.
• Vary the content. Objects and documents are vital, but photographs, film, oral
testimony etc can be equally compelling. Good pacing and varying the texture of
the exhibition is vital when it comes to keeping or sparking interest. If tours are
part of the plan then careful pacing is needed to avoid long silences or talking for
too long, both of which can result in the loss of the visitor’s attention.

2.2
AUDIENCE
• Who is the audience? Who do you want your audience to be? How do you want
them to engage? What sort of numbers can your museum cope with? If you
don’t know who the audience is then you don’t know what they want and you
don’t know who isn’t visiting or how to get those groups through the door.
• Museums come under huge pressure to focus on the tourist – the visitor
who comes only once – but for most museums it’s the local population who are
the most important.
• Different voices should be used for different audiences – literacy level is too often
confused with intelligence.
• Museums need to provide different levels of information. Different audiences
learn in different ways, so it is important to have a range of methods of
imparting information.

• Don’t try to incorporate everything into panel text or a tour. It is often sufficient
to focus on one element of a story – often the local story or a story prompted by
the collection.
• Accept that contradictions do happen and that the past is not always consistent.

Nano Nagle Place, Cork
PHOTO GILLIAN O’BRIEN
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SECTION 2

2.3
OBJECTS

Section 3.0

• Avoid the temptation to put everything in your collection on display.

3.1
METHODS OF DELIVERING INFORMATION

• Tell the story of the objects – not just their historical use and purpose, but the story
of how they came to be in the museum and how we know they are authentic.
• Objects are often a reflection of privilege and wealth. Many stories can’t be told
through a museum collection so it’s important to explore strategies for representing
those histories without objects.

DELIVERING INFORMATION

TOURS
• At a historic site tours can be very effective, particularly on sites where there
isn’t a natural flow. Supplementary information is also necessary for those
who do not take part in a tour. They must be able to glean some information
about a site even if there is no tour running. In museums tours should not
simply regurgitate the panel text.
• The length of the tour may be dictated both by budget and dwell time
considerations. It is important to keep visitor flow running smoothly.

SELF-GUIDED TOURS
• Clear guidance should be given so that visitors know how to navigate the
exhibition or site.
• A map is not always necessary for self-guided tours. Simple information or even
a rationale as to why you should ‘go this way’ is often sufficient.

HANDS ON
• Handling objects (or reproductions) can leave a lasting positive impression on
the visitor.
• Encourage all visitors to handle objects; very often the ‘hands on’ element is
focussed exclusively on children, but adults need and want this just as much.

AUDIO
• Audio can be very effective, but doesn’t work for all sites. When considering the
use of audio make sure to check whether the sound will bleed into other
sections of the exhibition.

National Museum of Ireland, Collins Barracks, Dublin
PHOTO GILLIAN O’BRIEN
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DELIVERING INFORMATION

SECTION 3

ORAL HISTORY
PANEL TEXT
• Panels must be interesting but accessible. There can be different depths of
knowledge assigned to different panels. Visitors can cope with complex information.
Don’t oversimplify the information, even if you simplify the language.

LABELS
• Labels must provide information about the object, but consider also including
information on how it came to be in the museum as the journey of an artefact to the
museum is often as interesting as the artefact itself.

TECHNOLOGY

• Oral history can have a number of roles in a museum setting – as a primary source
to inform visitors about an object/event; as a means of engagement with schools or
communities; as a method of presenting information in a different way.
• It’s important to treat oral history sources like any other source from a curatorial
perspective but also to bear in mind the sensitivities around the use of oral accounts.
• Curators should be well informed on the legal and ethical considerations around
collecting, using and presenting oral history e.g. data protection, consent forms etc.
• When commissioning oral history projects museums should consult with
organisations such as Oral History Network of Ireland (OHNI) for accurate and
up-to-date guidelines for best practice.
• Oral histories can often be explored in greater depth through
accompanying online exhibitions/podcasts etc.

• Technology is expensive and often unneccesary. It requires regular maintenance, is
rarely as good as the technology people have in their homes and it dates rapidly. In
some circumstances it enhances an exhibition, but it is a very costly addition and
should be carefully considered.
• Where there is limited space touchscreens can be very effective. They are useful
for offering layers of information so that visitors can drill down if they have a
particular interest.
• Audio-visuals with good illustrations, accompanied by spoken
word, poetry or inner voice, can be very effective.

Workshop
PHOTO GINA O’KELLY
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SECTION 3

DELIVERING INFORMATION

SOUNDSCAPES
• Sound in an exhibition does not need to be restricted to voice. Soundscapes can be
very effective but must fit within the space. Sound bleed can be very distracting.

SPACE
• The type of space the museum is in often dictates the stories that are told (in both
positive and negative ways). Make sure that the building becomes part of the visitor
experience. Tell the story of the building (even if the building has very little to do
with the collection of the museum).
• Think about the design of the exhibition. Is it permanent or can it be altered for
changing exhibitions and the changing needs of the audience? There needs to be
planning for visitor capacity, circulation and flow through the museum.
• Visitors need to be comfortable in the exhibition space; there should be
room to move around and seats to sit on.

EXTERNAL PRESSURES
• Narratives should not be sanitised to meet political expediency.
• Strategies need to be developed to fit the museum’s need and vision with the
vision of the funding bodies. While there may be a temptation to cram as much of a
collection as possible into display cases, this is far from ideal. Designers often
create a permanent display, but museums may wish to use the cases for different
objects at different times and this flexibility should be incorporated into the design.
• Museums must be seen as an important education and research
space for local, regional and national communities and
not just as a product for tourism development.

Kilkenny Famine Experience,
MacDonagh Shopping Centre, Kilkenny
PHOTO GILLIAN O’BRIEN
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