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Abstract

Over the past decade museum representations of other cultures have become the
subject pf academic critigue. 1t can now be assumed that exhibitions are complex
artefacts of museun practice, which can be deconstructed to reveal the conceptual
positions and autharity of the professionals responsible for selecting, scripting
and designing exhibitians. A weakness of this critique is that it has tended to
reneralize about “the museum visitor’ amd to overlook or understate the varied
perspectives of visitors ang their actua! responses to particular exhibitions,

In this paper I argue that more attention should be given to understanding how
exhibitions are read and interpreted by members of# a diverse viewing public. A
tase study af visitor responses to a diarama in the South African Museun,
depicting a nineteenth-century hunter-gatherer camp in the Karoo, is presented as
a basis +or discusszion. 1t is suggested that aspects of reception theory may he
usefully applied to museum discourse.

INTRODUCTION

.Durinq the past decade ethnographic texts and museum representations of other
cultures have provided cultural anthropologists with a field of study closer to
home than the remote regions that constituted the classic areas af ethnagraphic
study, 1t has become part of the new orthodory to regard museum exhibitions as
cultural texts which can be analysed to reveal different layers of aeaning and
i'ntent, including that of smuseum professionals. The central insight of this
introspective awareness is that both visval and written tents are essentially
artefacts of western cultural practice situated within the powerful domains of
academic and museological discourse. Professional practice always involves the

exercise of power, or as Bourdigu has shown, of syabblic capital (Bourdiew 19B0),



In the case of anthropology this has resulted in the production ef etnnaardathic
texts that give their authors' abjects of studv, ironically alsc referred to as
the subject of the text, a more circumscribed form than they Bver had 1n
practice, The author of the text creates and controls the written subject, and
in so0 doing redures the human subjects described to objects of prafescional
practice. The influential volume Writing Culture. The poetics and politics of
ethnography (Clifford & Marcus 1984) explored these ideas and the nature of
ethnographic writing, while the authors in Karp & Lavine's Exhibiting Cultures,
The poetics and politics of wuseuw display (19%1) ueré concerned with similar

issues pt autherity and authorship in museum presentations of other coltures.

Few people would contest that exhibitions are shaped by the curators and other
auseun professionals who produce thea and thus, in principle at least, they are
always apen to evaluation in terms of concept and realizatian. In practice,
however, authorship is seldom acknowledged in exhibitions but instead, by
default, an anonysous prafessional authority prevails. Together with
expectations of authenticity aamong museum viewers, the authority of museum
presentations temds to detlect or reduce critical response. !t museum discourse
tonsists of an interaction between viewer and exhibitian, it would be fair to
argque that this is an unequal exchange, with the balance of power favouring the
unseen forces behind the exhibition. Such is the theory, but it has seldom been

tested in the field, as it were.

In revieming Exhibiting Cultures, Burton Benedict {(1991: 3i1) noted that mast of
the 22 papers would have 'benefitted from nore fieldwork among museus visitors,”
He went on to add:
«,.they treat museua visitors as tabulae rasae upon whoa exhibition
planners, curators, and other powers-that-be exercise their wiil. There
is little attempt to find out how exhibitions affect the visitor either
innediately or in the longer term. Adaittedly such information is not

easy to obtain, but without it can one really judge the effectiveness of
exhibiting cultures?

The lack of data on visitor responses weakens many academic critiques of museus

practice, and within auseums it reduces the prospect of more enlightened exhibition
practice. The success of an exhibition tends to be measured oniy in visitor nuabers
and generalizations about 'the museum visitor' tend to prevail. Clearly there is a
need to disaggregate this generalizatian and to gather more fine-grained data on the

diverse viewing public and their interpretations of particular é&xhibitions.

i
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As part of a long-term planning project at the South African Museum?, it was decided
to evaluate visitor responses to a diorama display depicting a nineteenth century
hunter-gatherer camp scene in the Karoo., The ‘Bushman' diorama, as it became known,
was tompleted in 1960 and soon became one of the most popular exhibits in the Nuseun
(Lotter % Botha 1962) but it also evoked some academic criticism. mainly because of
its situation in a auseum devoted primarily to natural history (Hudson 19733 Saith
1984}, Until 1989 no attempt had been made to elicit the views of members of the
visiting public on this issue. In this paper I shall discuss a series of interviews
conducted in the Ethnography Gallery, and briefly present the results of a year-long
survey of visitor responses to the diorama., Before doing so 1 shall outline my auwn
theopretical pasition,

READING EXHIBITIONS) POSSIBILITIES AND LIMITATIONB

My focus here is not on meaning as constructed by museum professionals hut on the
reception of these tonstructs by the visiting public ('consuymers’ of museun
displays). Of course, musgum visitors also construct meanings but these are
individual and personal rather than generalized or with any claim to universality,
The knowledge generated by musSeum practice an the other hand is widely regarded as
being universally true, wherein lies nmuch of its autharity. Nonetheless, it wauld
be wrong to assume that visitors to museums were unknowing victims of the authority

af museum-generated knowledge,

Drawing on aspects of reception theory, as expounded by Jauss (L1982}, I assume that
the visual text of an exhibition is ‘read’ ar interpreted differently by different
viewers in teras ot their ‘horizons of expectation’, and their existing knowledge
and values. An exhibition is always received subjectively by viewers who re-
interpret what they see within their own frames of reference. and respanse is far
more complex than a passive acceptance of didactic messages. Visual response
en;aqes the emotiens as well as the intellect. The production of meaning is best
conceptualized as occurring through a “conversation' between receivers and producers
of museum displavs. even thaugh the latter are seldom present in person at the

moment aof interaction,

The GAM was founded in 1BZ5 as a general museum but since the late 1940s, when
the coliections pertaining to colonial history were tranferred tp a separate
instatution, it has included the fields of natural history and anthropology. 1|
have discussed the division between the ethnagraphic collections and the cultural
historv collections elsewhere (Davison 19900,
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Within the current debate on museum practice there is increasing recognition tnat o
valug-tree representation of history is not possible (Saumarsz Smith t9BY!. lInslesd
all exhibitions are regarded as heing conceptually positioned. This does not,
however, mean that they are deliberately hjased. The notion of 'bias’ is
problesatic because it presupposes that pbjectivity ar nestrality of interpretation
is possible. Bias is ‘more an index of controversy than a tool af'analvsis‘ (Lumley
1968: &),

Constructing a display, and thereby producing meaning, is a project that always

invelves a nuaber of levels of conceptual and visual interpretation within a

particular spatial setting. However, there is no certainty that viewers will

receive the neaning as genceived by the producers nor that spatial parameters ﬁxll -

determine the way visitors read exhibitions. Althpugh the physical setting

undoubtedly exerts an influence on perception, and spatial relationships farm an

integral part af any exhibition, received meanings cannot be reduced to these

factors. : )
No text is read in isnlatinn} all reading occurs within frameworks of t

‘inter-tertuality’ as well as in settings involving drawing upan mukual !
knowledge (Giddens 1987:107), !

Certain museun exhibitions, for exampite those natural history dispiays based on
taxonomic principles, tend to evoke a sense of clasure or fixity of aeaning by using

conventions of classification and annotation that leave iittle roos for guestioning. -

Frequently the aesthetic conventions and spatial arrangements of such exhibitions
conpound the sense of ordered knowledge (Peponis & Hedin 1982), However, there is a
noticeable trend in current interpational auseum practice towards encouraging
openness in interpretation {Vergg 1989). MWith regard to Nistory a more
participatory appreach to display would ailow visitors to be co-authors in
constructing the story of the past from available sources. This would accord with
what Shanks &k Tilley (1987: 97) have called a ‘redeaptive aesthetic’ for ouseums,
This ideal presupposes both that suseun practice would be less authoritative and
that visitors would be willing and confident enough to engage in independent

interpretation.

Although some might arque that museums are fated to become obsplete, this view is
avertly contradicted by the world-wide popularity of suseums and heritage resources
of various kinds, which seem to be playing increasingly important roles in
contemporary society {Merriman 198%a, 198%9b; Hodder 1990}, Even critics Df Museun

practice do not deny the popularity of museums. This is 30 despite the fact that
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museums have their roots in the political caontext of nineteenth century nationalism

and colonialism.

While noting the general popularity ot museums, it is important to recognize the
existence of ctonditions that might constrain creative response. Perhaps the most
important factors to consider in the South African context are the pervasiveness ot
racism angd the deeply politicized nature of the state education system, which has
been manipuiated to ensure the continued supresacy of the white minority (Mitson &
Ramphele 198%91341}. Schaool children are seldom entouraged to use educational
respurtes greatively and independently; myseun visits are undertaken as part of the
curriculum, and respect for the authority of schaol and text-book is almost
astamatically transferred to auseum exhibits and labels, None the less, it would be
simplistic to claim that all state-subsidized institutions perpetuate the hegemony

af the state. Patently this i3 not so.

ideolagical critique of museyms has tended to be caunter-productive in that it has
aperated mainly at a level of rhetoric uninforsed by actual museum practice and,
therefore, hag not heen taken serjousty within the nuseum protession. This is so
baoth lacally and abroad, as Purrans (198B:155) has noted:
..often the criticism is naive precisely bectause so little is known

abgut how museums influence their public relative to people’s prior

assusptions and the impact of other media. Critics might therefore

ciaim that a given exhibition 'represents” something unintended by the

curator; but while this is probably true, it is hard to specify and
substantiate and would remain & risk in any kind of exhibition.

Although this is true in general, in the particular case of South Africa the
presentation of African history has been so disto?ted that it is apen to valid
criticism, Increasingly, exhibitions with a covert political agenda, have been
criticiced from within the profession (Wright & Mazel 1987; Wanless & Brown 13901
but not necessarily by meabers of the viewing pubtlic who tend to expect museums to

present “the truth’.

The challenge for those who exhibit material from other cultures seems to centre on
the degree to which such exhibitisns can evoke a sense of shared humanity while at
the same time promoting @ respect for cultural diversity and an understanding of
tuiturel processes. [0One way aof doing the latter would be to use existing
ethnpgraphic collections to illustrate how material culture hag been used
hictorically in the ctonstruction of meaningi{s}., By showing the active and changing
use ot cultural rescurces the notion of primordial cultural distinctivenegs would be

subverted. A project of this nature would also have the advaptage aof illustrating



the inseparability af social and cultural relations,

POPULAR REGPONEES T0O THE ETHNOGRAPHY BALLERY AT THE SDUTH AFRICAN MUSEUM

It aust be nated at the start that any survey undertaken within a museum can orly
evaluate the opinions of museum-goers, not the wider public. Although this 15 an
abvious point, it is not always taken into account when assessyng the success ot
_BuBfua pragratmes, [t is often assumed that attendance figqures provide a measure of
success, while the factors that deter people from visiting and affect their
attitudes to museuas remain uninvestigated. In a divided society such as South
Africa, large sections of the population may not be reached at all by nuseun
programmes; sbae may perceive museums negatively and stay away, and those who ;o
visit museuas may find the experience less than enjoyable. Although entrance to the
Sauth African Museum (SANM) has never been restricted on the basis of race, public
perceptions da not necessarily coincide with that reality, as shown in a newspaper
cartoon in 1960 that depicted the Museum as being for "Europeans Only’ (fig ).
Mistaken as this was, it npne the Jess shows that the Museupm was perceived at the

time a8 being segregated.

It is significant that there was no precedent at the SAM for atteepting to evaluate
the range of aeanings conveyed by a particular display or gallery. In the {75 years
of the Museum’'s existence the main index of public response has heen attendance
fiqures, which do not give any indication of gualtitative experience. No demographic
or attitude study of the nan-visiting public has ever been undertaken and there is,
therefore, no information available on the factors that might deter people from
visiting., @As far as | could establish, the only formal survey commiassioned was a
pilot study in January 1942 intended to provide demoqraphic data on visitors, their

notivation #or visiting, and their preferred displays (Lotter & Botha 1962).

There had heen no previous atteapt to evaluate the reasons for the impact on the
public of particular displays, nor indeed tp evaluate public responses to any aspect
of the Wuseum, from the impressive facade of the building to the provision of

facilities for visitor coefort and enjoyaent2. This lacuna suggests an attitude of

2 Kenneth Hudsan, editor of The Good Nuseuns Guide and assessor of auseums
warld-wide, considers museuds as encanpassing & ‘package’ of gualities including:
the building; the collections; the presentation and interpretation of material an
display; museus publications; the museum shop; educational progranmmess publicityy
aanagesent and attention tpo the physical cosfort of visitors. Highly rated
suseums nat only had interesting displays but impeccable toilets, sufficient
seating, tonfortable temperature levels, a good coéfee shop, friendly assistants
and a welcoaing atmosphere (Hudson 1985), iNone of these qualities has ever beea
fornmally evaluated at the South African Museum. :
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caup]acéncv, at best, and indifference to the public, at worst. Indeed, engaging ih
matters relating to public service may not be considered to be in the interests of
museum professionals whose primary commitment is to sciemtific research., It may be
convenient noet to know how visitors respond to exhibitions and to the museus in
qenerai (Hooper-Breenhill 1988: Wright £989). 0On the other hand, curators may
assune that to have produced an exhibition is sufficient in itself, irrespective of

its reception.’

Durimg January and February t98% | undertook a series of interviews in the
Ethnography Ballery as a preliminary study of visitor responses to the exhibitions.
Later in the year a second survey was initiated aimed specifically at respanses tao
the 'Bushman Diorama’, a realistic scene of a nineteenth century hunter-gatherer
encampment, which includes 13 life-casts of people who had been cast in 1912 in

Prieska village in the northern Cape.

Both surveys were aimed at qualitative evaluation of responses, and were not
directed at achieving results of guantitative statistical significance. It was
hoped, however, that the questionnaires together with interviews would gprovide a

fair indication of visitar perceptions.

Survey 1: responses to the displays on African cultures.

The aims of the #irst survey were as follows:

To gain some qualitative insight inte how visitors perceived the
Ethnography Gallery as a whole in relation to the rest of the Museum.

To ascertain whether viewers perceived certain displays as depicting a
particular historical period, or whether the use of the ethnographic
present contlated time into a generalized atemporality.

To gauge visitors’ opinions about what was not shown in the Ethnography
Gallery. This was assessed indirectly by asking interviewees to
- indicate their interest in a range of possible taopicrs for new displays.

The survey was undertaken as a series of short interviews® in the Ethnography
Gallery. Each respondent completed a guestionnaire after T had explained that we
were trying to assess visitors responses to the existing gallery as part of an

evaluation project that would have bearing an planning future displays.

In most cases the interview lasted between 10 and 15 minutes, but in 3 few cases
up to an hour. 1 spoke to people as they were leaving the Ethnagraphy Galleryg
only onp person refused to comply. Survey results are lodged in the Department
of Ethnography at the South African Museum.



Df 72 interviewses, 3%9% lived in the predominantly white residential areas ot the
western Cape, 19% lived on the Cape Flats, LB/% were visitars from other parts ot
Sauth Africa and 24% were visitors froa abroad. Other demographic features of the

sanple are summarized in Table 1.

Tabie L. Demographic profile of interviewees ip Survey 1 (n=72}).

Percentage - Percentage
Age ] Female fale English Afrikasns Other
14-19 9.7 6.9 2.8 2.8 6.9 0
20-29 25.0 9.7 15.3 9.7 6.9 8.3
30-3% 19.4 B.3 1141 13.9 .46 0
40-49 18.1 12.5 5.6 12.5 4,2 1.4
50-59 11.1 5.9 3.2 i1 0 ¢
40-49 13.9 4.2 §.7 9.7 4,2 [
70+ 2.8 0 2.8 2.8 0 0
Total 100.0 48.5 91.% 62,5 27.8 9.7

The occupational status of respondents in both Surveys, as shown in Table 2, was
weighted in favour ot students and professional peaple. However, in the first
survey, in which people were interviewed in person, the spread of occupations
was more even than in the second survey which was voluntary., The inflated
percentage of students and professionals in the second saeple will be discussed

later in association with the results at the secand survey.

Table 2: Occupation of respondents in Surveys 1 and 2.

Dccupation Survey 1 Survey 2
% of total L of total
{n=72) (n=500)
Professional 17 32
Managerial /] 5
Clerical ssales 11 2
Labour/technical 10 z
Homemaker 10 4
Students/pupil 19 40
Retired 10 3
Selt-employed 8 5
Uneaployed 7 3
No reply n.a, 4

Although the sample is not statistically representative of the visiting

poputation as a whole, it does represent a range of gualitative opinions. The



results for the sample as a whole indicated that 57% of respandents considered
that the displays on African cultures fitted in well with the rest of the
Huseum, 32% were uncertain (some people had not yet seen the rest of the museum)
and Ll% considered that these displays should be in a different museum and not
associated with natural history,

Pasitive casments included those that said the Museum was 'okay’ just as it was
and that nathing should be changed, one that stated that the gallery dealing
with African people 'had always been there' and should, therefore, reaain
unchanged, ahd a number that noted that cultural and natural history were linked
- ‘the natural world is the human environment (Survey 1/23). Negative comments
intluded those which stated that the gallery did not #it in with the rest of the
museum, those that said a separate museum should be made to display African
tultures, and those that emphasized that the rest of the Museum dealt with
natural histary. @&nly one of the black respondents felt that displays on
African cultures should not be in a natural history museum. Anr Afrikaans-
speaking ‘coloured’ labourer commented that “man can’t live without nature’
(Survey 1/38), he also said that he would like to see the culture of white South
Africans included in the exhibitions, In interviewing people [ got the
impression that, although relatively éew visitors were aware of the debates
surrounding the representation of other cultures, nost people wanted to see a

more tntegrated interpretation of historv in the Huseum.

Visitors were asked to indicate their interest in a range of topics net
currently addressed directly in the displays. These were as follows: history,
African art, people and environment, political issues, white South African
culture (integrated view of culturel, crafts, township culture {contemporary,
urban A¢rican culture}l and how museums make exhibitions, The results for the

total sample are summarized below:

Topic positive (%) indiftferent (4}
History 44 38
Atrican art 53 47
People and enviranment 47 53
Pplitical iscues 25 75
Integrate S.Afr.culture 58 472
Crafts b1 X
‘Tawnship’ culture 69 ke

fibout making displays 47 53



Ambivalent responses to the idea of including displays on palitical iscues were
frequent. A nuaber of people, who were opposed to the idea of current solitical
issues being addressed, were in favour of political history being interpretea and
displayed in the Museua. Current political issues, which mest people thaught ot as
party politics, were generally considered too recent to he objectively presented. &
strand that ran through the verbal responses was that people had nat ctome to the
fluseus to be intarmed about political issues, as one person said "you can read the
newspaper to learn about politics’. The very word politics was offensive to scme
respondents who thought that this was a sphere of activity that museums should
avoid. However, when in discussion political issues were defined more broadly to
include the play of power in many different spheres, people were less negative.
Awareness of the palitics of representation was very limited and most af the pénple
interviewed assumed that museuws displays were simply factual and agpurate. The
dWidespead illusion that “scientific’ knowledge is unmediated seemed to pertain here,

and this was compounded by the conventional auseus rhetoric.

Te counter this tendency Shanks & Tilley (1987: 98) have recommsended that political
content should be introduced into conventional archaeplogical displays to 'shaw how
the past may be aanipulated and aisrepresented for present purposes’, but this nuuid
surely be yeat another represgntation open to tﬁe game critique. 1f the authority of
professionalisa is inherent to museum aractice, which I maintain it is, the
conventions theaselves must be @ade more flexible and open. Here, in accord with
the above writers, 1 would emphasize authorship and the process of producing
mednings in displays. The practical challenge is to find new ways of displaying
objects, a new display vocabulary, so that the visual rhetoric will encourage an
awareness of mulitiple views and oot reduce the cosplen presence of an artefact to a
single, authoritative interpretation. The use of interactive video has been
successfully used to achieve this in the Gallery 33 project at the Birsinghaa Museun

and Art Gallery (Peirson-Jones 1%992).

It should be noted that the interviews were conducted a year before the release of
Nelspn Mandela, and before the ideal of a non-racial South Africa was supported by
the prevailing governaent. The affirmation by most interviewees of the desirability
for exhibitions that showed an integrated view Of South African culture and'histnry
seened to echp a shift in popular opinion towards "Africanizing' local culture,

From the early 1980s there had been a ;nnspicunus tendency for increasing numbers of

progressive white South Africans to respond positively to African culture as

im
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B.precsed on art, mucif and dance®. The motivation for this may have been .
ambivatent, 1ncluding rnsecurity about the future, but it also seemed to eupress ap
atpiration to i1dentify with what was perceived as being rooted in Africa. I have
sungastes eisewhere that this appropriation af African cuituwre represents a syabolic
claim ta & shared heritage (Davison 1987). Ia talking to visitars it was clear that
the recognrition af, and interest in, ethnic diversity did not preclude an interest

in crass~cuktural displays that would draw attention to human similarities.

Ancther guestion at issue Wwas whether the displays were perceived as heing
ahistarical or whether they were seen as representing a specific historical period.
Underlying this questiom was the wish to assess if the diorama perpetuated the
widely held misconception that Bushmen still live today as pristine hunter-
gatherers. As Biesele (19901 ) has recently remarked:

One of many pernicious myths about Bushman people, exacerbated by films

like "The Gods Must Be Crazy', is that they still live in a never-never

land without unfulfilled desires. The reality is that all but 3% of the

Bushmen people in Mamibia are coepletely dispossessed and aust struggle
unremittingly to survive.

It had been suggested in informal discussion amang Calleagues that if the diorana
were ifnterpreted as showing the way of Vife of conteaporary hunter-gatherers it
would be giving credence to this myth {(A.Smith 1989, pers.comm.). However, the
survey indicated that relatively few viewers regarded the scene as being
centenporary. Dnly BL of respondents plared the diorama in the time period 1950 to
the present; S0% placed it in the last century, L5% early this ceatury, and 246% were
uncertain or considered that there was no specific intended time setting far the
diorama. However, although few viewers thought that the display depicted the
cantemparary situation of hunter-gatherers, there was a fairiy high degree of
uncertainty and anly half of the respondents interpreted the historical setting as
intended, Subsequently a head-line label stating that the display represents an

early-nineteenth-century scene was installed.

In pgeneral visitar responses to the guestions about the depicted scenes seesed to be

based as much on prior knduledqe Of BipEriente as oh reading museum labels. The

Geometric design motifs derived from vernacular heaowsrk and mural design have
been so widely reproduced in fashion accesseries that they have been reduced to
visual cliches. In 1989 a Democratic Party speaker in a parlianentary debate on
the Eultural Affairs Bill claimed that township art and Jonnny Clegg’s music
represented an inclusive ‘South African culture  (The Argus §8/5/89}.



exhibitions are passive recipients of museun-generated knowledge, and to cenfirm
that displays were read subjectively. Jordanova (19B9: 33) and others have
suggested that certain representatioral copventions such as dioramas, which strive
to be 'literal, life-like, exact, telling jt as it was', tend to be less encouraging
of alternative readings thap conventions that draw attention reflexively to the
means ot representation, but the diorama seemed to retain a degree of ambiquity for
viewerg despite its realism. Howaver, as the initial survey did not address
responses to the diorama 5pecififally. it was decided to follow this up with a
secand survey, which would be focused directly on the diorama. A small display
about the production of the diorama was aiso planned to provide viewers with a wider
frame of reference, and to draw attention to current debates abput ethnographic
representation. This resulted in a documentary display entitled fAbout the diprama
which is a modest attempt to counter the illusion of unmediated truth that the
diorama night otherwise have fostered. Viewers, however, were not presumed to be
unduly qullible, As Saumarez Smith (1989:1B) has noted:

Huseum visitors are probably much nore sophisticated than is generally

recognised in comprehending the boundary between what is being
represented as real and what is being shawn as convenient fictiony...

The documentary display was completed in October 1989, and the second survey of
visitor responses was started in the same month., The broad aobjective was to dain
sane specific insight into viewers® perceptions of the Bushman diaorama, which for
many Capetenians has hecome synonymeus with the South African Museum, Pelow 1

present the responses received up to October 1990,

Survey 2: visjtor responses to the Pushman Diorama,

These life casts have been in the museunm for S0 LONG that the museum is
fampus for them. Imagine the disappointment and frustration of tourists
cosing here expecting to see the famgus casts ard finding they had been
moved..,.Keep the San tigures here. It's their traditional home,
{Survey 2/24%9}

It has imbued me with a sense of disinheritance...l think we forget that

the diorama is about real pegple and not casts. (Survey 2/328)
The second survey was more narrowly focused than the previpus survey in being
directed specifically at the Bushman diorama and the display 'About the diorama’
It also differed in that respondents were not interviewed or acked in percson to
complete the questionnaire. A small desk with posting-s)et was positioned adiacent
to ghe diorama, and visitors were invited to complete & short guestionnaire. [lhe

questionnaire was deliberately hkept to a single page, and onlv one ouwestior redquired

-
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& grecurslve reply. Ihe introductory label, written in Epnglish, Yhosa and
wirtkaang, reads as tollows:
#What is your response?
Since the 1970s the diorama has tncreasingly become the focus of
tritical attention. We would like €0 know what ypu think about the

diorama and the special exhibition on the right. FPlezse fill 1n the
forn provided and post it in the slot.

No attempt was made to sample opinion randamly among all the visitors to the gallery
over a certain period of time. The survey was voluntary and the reswlts represent
only the very small number of viewers who elected to respond. The long duration of
the survey, however, meant that it sampled visitors throughout the year and not only
at peak holiday seasan, as in the previous survey. We estimated that less than 5%
of viewers coapleted the questionnaire. Although the survey only represents the
views of people who chose to respond to the questionnaire, it was anticipated that
visitors holding stang opinions, either positive or negative, would be likely to
respond®, By the nature of the survey people who ctould not read or write were
precluded. The questipnnaire was presented only in English, although people replied

in Afrikaans as well as English. Desographic data are presented beilow:

Table 4: Denographic protile of sample in Survey 2 (n=300}

Percentage Fercentage
Age % Fem Hale N.R. English Afrikaans Other
14-19 35.0 20.2 12.2 2.6 22.2 10.2 2.8
20-29 25,2 il.é 11.2 2.4 6.4 5.4 3.4
30-3% 15.2 6.4 7.2 t.6 19.4 3.0 1.8
40-49 il.4 5.8 5.4 6.2 8.8 1.0 1.6
30-59 6.8 3.4 3.2 0.2 §.2 0.4 1.0
40-469 5.0 1.4 2.2 1.2 3.0 1.0 1.0
70+ 0.0 0.0 0,0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
No reply 1.4 0.8 0.0 0.6 1.4 0.0 0.9
Total 100.0 49.8  41.4 6.8 7.4 2.2 1.4

Status was assessed on the basis of accupation as previouslﬁ shown in Table 3.
It is nat surprising that those who responded wWere prioarilﬁ students or of
professianal status. People who were accustoned to expressfng theaselves in writing

and were confident of their views were most likely to resppnd, and this was the

S The experience of the Dpinion Survey Lentre of the Human Sciences Research
Council in Pretoria has shown that voluntary questionnaires tend to be ignared
but that those peaple interested in the topic respand (Schnetler 198%t. This was
cenfiraed.



case., A factor that may have had bearing on the high percentage of students in the
survey is that during 1990 & number aof University of Cape Town undergraduates
undertook critical analyses ot museum discourse. Without data on the visiting
population as a whole it is impassible tn‘cumpare the demographic profile of

respondents with that of visitors to the Museum in general.

Studies from other parts ot the world have indicated that museums attract the better
educated and upwardly mobile sector of society, Merriman {198%b), drawing on
Bourdieu's earlier work, has noted that peopie who are not socialized into museum
‘competence’ will tend to exclude themselives from this possibility by projecting a
negative stereotype onto museums. This may well apply here too, as sdgqested by the
survey samnple, but one cannot generalize from so limited a study. The data
available from the 1942 survey indicate that the majority of museum visitors have
secondary school educaktion or higher®. 1t is clear from the very low response that,
irrespective of status, most visitars chose naot to respond to the questionraire; but
most of those who did respond were from the better educated sector of the
population. This must be beorne in mind when considering the results of the survey.
However, the fact that those who did respond vere mainly from the professional ang
student sector gives the sample a nbre equal balance with curaterial prufessionalism
and authority. Simply stated, the sample can be taken ta reflect mainly the

opinions of an informed minority within the visiting populatien.’

In arder to systematize the gualitative responses to the diorama a number of themes
were identified and coded. The main divisions were: positive, negative, indifferent
and ambivalent. The positive and ﬁeqative responses were then more finely sub-
divided to indicate the reason for the particular response. The qualitative
responses to the question, 'What message does the diorama convey to you?', were

coded fram | ta ? as follows:

to respanse_types

positive, without further qualification

- positive, accuracy, realism or technical escellence

- positive, survival in harsh conditions, ecological balance
positive, of educational, historical value: empowering

- negative, without further gualification

- negative, inappropriate assecciation with natural history

- negative, racist, eurocenptric, static, paternalistic

- indifferent

- ambivalent

m
I =

S0 G0 O O A L R = R
1

& Results indicated that 17% of visitors had a university education, 694 had
been to secondary school or technical college, and 4% were outside of these
categories. In a more recent survey of public responses to displays dealing wmith
evolution, 34% of the SAM sample had tertiary education (dearee or diplcmal. &nd
49% had secondary schaoling (Mathers 13994},
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lhe overall responses in the four main divisions were as follows: positive respanses
were receirved from 74% of al) respondents, negative responses trom 7%, inditferent
from 7% and ambivalent trom 14%. The more nuanced responses will be discussed in
canjunction with the question that asked respondenis ta express an affirmative or
negative respanse ta the following Suggestions: leave the diorama as it is;
dismantte it completely; change the scenario; add more written inforaation; add a
video of present-day Kalahari San. Responses to these questions frequently provided
confirmation of the more open-ended comments but in some cases they also indicated

ambiguities or contradictions. The results are presented below.

yes (¥) no (%} no reply (it
Retain b 1z 12
Dismantle 10 5B 32
Change 16 48 36
Amplity 62 17 21
Add video 74 ] k] 17

dn the basis of responses to the above questions it cam be concluded that most
respondents received the dierama positively, they were impressed by the technical
excellence, and found the scene convincing., 1t seems that the diorama confirmed
viewers expectations regarding the hunter-gatherer way aof lite. However, the
majority ot viewers also wanted additianal information in written fora and on video
about the sacial histary of the people who were represented in the diorama, as well
3as information on contemporary hunter-gatherers, My attempt to raise awareness of
museud practice and to stisulate critical responses to the diorama through the
display atout the diorama seems to have been largely, although not entirely,

unsuccessful.

A nusber of respondents reacted to critical accounts of the diorama by sugpesting
that displays shawing the culture of all South Africans should be included in the
samg gallery, as the following exemplify:

My response would he to establish & broad collection that indicates the

cultural developments and contributions of all the peoples of our
country together. (Survey 2/32)

Where there is no praobles someane must create one - if critics feel
happy, put a display of white people here too, We are all part of
nankind and history of mankind for goadness sake! (Survey 2/24B)
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fippreciate the ‘objections’ but feel thev are invalid, Museum could set
up similar displays depicting other 'groups’ - pay defuse situation.
(Survey 2/457)

Other respondents were less tolerant and suggested that the critics simply be

ignored. (Survey 2/153)

A recurring sub-theme within the positive responses to the ‘message’ of the diorame
was that the Bushmen lived in harmony with their environment.

’ {The digrama conveysl a picture of the life of the Bushmen as it was =~
simple, with its own dignity - a folk who had their own ways of
surviving despite the vicissitudes of the terrain and the attacks they
endured at the hands of others. The diorama has its own integrity. To
change it woulg be to imposep transitory viewpoints/issues whith seek to
rewrite history in the image of current ideclogies. By all means show
the present life of the Bushmen but do not interfere with an exceptional
depiction. (Survey 2/2646)

...We gught to re-learn the unity with nature that other peoples have.
(Survey 2/227}

Fossibiy inéluenced by the media coverage of Kalahari hunter-gatherers in films such
as those by Laurens van der Past, many viewers had idealized views about the
Bushmen, and expressed sadness that their former way of life was no langer viable.
Some respofdents felt that the diorama conveyed dignity, suffering, hardship and
frugality; otkers emphasized the educational value of the diorama.

1 feel it gives a very realistic impression of how these¢ people lived,

providing an excellent educational opportunity for children of all ages
and adults. {Survey 2/353)

Extremely informative display of what life was like for the now vanished
Bushmen, Thank goodness it has been captured for posterity (Survey
2/218)

The use here of the ward “taptured’ unwittingly suggests cultural appropriation
despite the overtly positive tomment. From 2 different perspective a student, who

considered that the diorama should be retained, said:
It tells me what mv ancestors looked like (Survey 2/428).

In the same vein & voung professiconal man living in Athligne commented:

1 find the diorama very interesting and reminds me of the ancestors of
the early age. And how we were brought up by our parents; that this was
nothing such as living rich. ...excellent work keep it up like that.
{Survey 2/47} ’

The predominantly favourable interaction with the diorama, as expressed in the

survey, canfirmed that the displavy is successful in attractine attention ard

LT



stimulating & range of matnly positive responses. 1t tould be argued that the
perception ot respondenty was ideologically conditioned by the nuseum setting to
start mith and, therefore, the result was to be eipected. However, this would imply
that viewers did not thiak for themselves even when presented with a range of
possible alternative views, [t would deny viewers the possibility of creative
thought and reduce thee to passive recipients of authnritaiive knowledge. The

subjective variation among responses suggests that this was not the case.

The averall positive response does, however, indicate that the picture of hunter-
gatherer life represented in the diorame accarded with the preconceptions of mnost
respondents, By the second halt of the twentieth century hunter-gatherers in

southern Africa had been romanticized as an 'endangered’ .and fragile reminder of a
pode of subsistence that all humanity once shared. Many respondents regarded the
museum as preserving a record of this past way of life. This, of course, I8

consistent with the popular idea of what museums do - they preserve the past., An

‘invented’ idealized past seemed to accord with popular perceptions among viewers.

However, the survey also showed that many positive respondents wanted o know abaut
“the contemporary social and political conditions of the Kalahari 5an. A labourer
from Mitcheil's Plain commented anbiguously that the diarama "shows the ways of the
Bushmen but tells us very little about them® (Burvey 2/310). Furthersore,
sensitivity to the critical issues surrounding museum practice and the
representation of Others was not completely lacking. Awareness of the implicit
idenlagy in the spatial grouping of anthropology with natural history was ghaown in

the response of a professional art-historian:

Confusion gererated...engaging excellence of display but discomfort at
presentatiop of people in this fashion, Case detailing history and
controversy goes some Way towards contextualizing issues but
insufficient....] find the juxtaposition af displays of dinpsaurs and
some people alarnming and irresponsible as reqards the dangers of
entrenching problens of attitude such as paternalism, racial superiarity
and discrimination (Survey 2/4}, ;

A number of respondents found the display histarically inadequate, by omitting to

§how contact between Khoisan people and white settlers. A Xhosa-speaking man

studying in Cape Town remarked on the static nature of the display.

1t represents the old way of life of these people [San hunter-gatherers)
without shosing any change., The transition from that kind of
tradition/culture should be displayed. ,.. The Dutch dust also be shown
here to show how change occurred... (Survey 2/274}.
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An extremelv negative response came from a voung woman student. wha felt that the

display expressed ‘cultural colontalisn’ and should be dismantled conpletely.

Why do whites tirst exterminate indigenpus populatipns and animals and
then afterwards try to ‘preserve’ them behind glass cases.... Why don't
vou say that people were exterminated / and their resistance (Survey
2/34001)

Attention was alcc drawn to the flaw of only asking the opinion ot those who came to
the Huseum. A student from England suggested that the devate should be extended to
include non-visitors and more black people.

It is important that this issue is not reduced to the intelliectualizing

of white middle class citizens {(Survey 2/4355).
This is a pertinent comment especially cansidering the occupational protile of the
sample. 1t is also important to ackrowledge that the results of a survey of this
kind cannot fully convey visitor responses. #Written comments do not necessarily
capture the emotive, non-discursive dimension of viewing the diorama. Moreover, in
reducing responses to a set number of concerns, imevitably nuance is lost. What

then can he learnt from the survey?

TONARDS UNDERSTANDING VISITOR RESPONSES

The survey results lend support to the theoretical pesition that received meanings
do not necessarily coincide with intended meanings., To geferalize about museum
hegemony is to reduce the range of contextual meanings that museums may evoke. Hith
the exception of schoal groups, people come willingly to museums and it can he
assuped that they choose to visit because thev have a positive image of the
exparience that museums offer. However, we need ta know a great deal more about
visitor attitudes and responses as a prerequisite far more sensitive museun

practice,

One of the underlying intentions of the display '@bout the diorama’ and the secand
survey was to raice critical awareness of euseum practice. The results, however,
showed that retatively few viewers saWw the diorama more critically in the light of
the display. A factor that must be considered here is that most visitors spend onlv
between three and five minmutes looking at the display. Nonetheless, for those whe
were interested the display served to underline the constructed mature o! the
diorama and it provided s wider frame af reference far the diorama. albeit in @
documentary canvention that is less visually compelling than the diorams itselt. 1¢
the method is part af the message, the diorama method., which is pure artifrce. zeeEms

to conmunicate far more efféectively than labelled artefacte and phptoaracks.  but
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the agparent realism of the c¢iarama does nat seem to blurr the distinction between
reality and representation, as shown by & respondent who termed the diorama a * very
realistic replica’. [deally, the exhibition would provide insight into a past way
at life, ard simuitanecusly into the way this version of the past had been shaped by
museum practice - it would communicate as a representation &hat revealed its
tonstructed nature. lFindan practical ways of achieving th§5 rdeal remains work in

progress.

In support ot ay arguaent that popular responses in museum representations of ather
cultures are unpredictable and open to individual interpretation, | conclude with a
quate from the novel, 'Ir the Fog nf the Season's End, by the late African writer,
Alex la Guma”, The character Beukes recalls waiting for a fellow political activist
at the South African Museum. In the zoological gallery, ‘“He had been alone, a

stranger in a lost dead world...®' but in the anthropology section he had museds

These Bushmen had hunted with hows and tiny arrows behind glass; red-
yellow dwarfs with peppercaorn hair and beady eyes. Beukes had thought
sentimentally that they were the first to fight.

iLa Guma 1972, cited in Voss 1990144}

La Buma goes on to describe, 'the still hunters halding their primitive bows in
petrified readiness’. This response to the exhibited casts gives cause far guarding
against making assumptions about the way the display aight be received. Although
static and enclosed by a glass case, the exhibition remains unbounded in the realm

of the esind,
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