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Over the past decade museum representations of other cultures have become the
subject of academic critique. It can now be assumed that exhibitions are complex
artefacts of museun practice, which can be deconstructed to reveal the conceptual
positions and authority of the professionals responsible for selecting, scripting
and designing exhibitions. A weakness of this critique is that it has tended to
generalize about the museum visitor' and to overlook or understate the varied
perspectives of visitors and their actual 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
case study of visitor responses to a diorama in the South African Museum,
depicting a nineteenth-century hunter-gatherer camp in the Karoo, is presented as
a basis for discussion. It is suggested that aspects of reception theory may be
usefully applied to museum discourse.

INTRODUCTION

During the past decade ethnoqraphic texts and museum representations of other

cultures have provided cultural anthropologists Kith a field of study closer to

home than the remote regions that constituted the classic areas of ethnoqraphic

study. It has become part of the new orthodoxy to regard museum exhibitions as

cultural texts which can be analysed to reveal different layers of meaning and

intent, including that of museum professionals. The central insight of this

introspective awareness is that both visual and written texts are essentially

artefacts of western cultural practice situated within the powerful domains of

academic and museoloqical discourse. Professional practice always involves the

exercise of power, or as Bourdieu has shown, of symbolic capital (Bourdieu I960).



In the case of a n t h r o p o l o g y this has r e s u l t e d in the p r o d u c t i o n of etnrioqraohi c

t e x t s that give their a u t h o r s ' o b j e c t s of s t u d y , i r o n i c a l l y a l s o r e f e r r e d to as

t h e subject of the text, a m o r e c i r c u m s c r i b e d form than they ever had in

p r a c t i c e . The author of the text c r e a t e s and c o n t r o l s the w r i t t e n s u b j e c t , and

in so doing r e d u c e s the h u m a n s u b j e c t s d e s c r i b e d to o b j e c t s of p r o f e s s i o n a l

p r a c t i c e . The i n f l u e n t i a l v o l u m e Uriting Culture. The poetics and politics of

ethnography (Clifford & M a r c u s 19B6) e x p l o r e d these i d e a s and the n a t u r e of

e t h n o g r a p h i c w r i t i n g , w h i l e the a u t h o r s in Karp & L a v i n e ' s Exhibiting Cultures.

The poetics and politics of l u s e u i display (1991) were c o n c e r n e d with similar

i s s u e s of a u t h o r i t y and a u t h o r s h i p in m u s e u m p r e s e n t a t i o n s of other c u l t u r e s .

Few p e o p l e would c o n t e s t that e x h i b i t i o n s a r e shaped by the c u r a t o r s and other

museum p r o f e s s i o n a l s who p r o d u c e then and t h u s , in p r i n c i p l e at least, they are

a l w a y s open to e v a l u a t i o n in t e r m s of c o n c e p t and r e a l i z a t i o n . In p r a c t i c e ,

h o w e v e r , a u t h o r s h i p is s e l d o m a c k n o w l e d g e d in e x h i b i t i o n s but i n s t e a d , by

d e f a u l t , an a n o n y m o u s p r o f e s s i o n a l a u t h o r i t y p r e v a i l s . T o g e t h e r with

e x p e c t a t i o n s of a u t h e n t i c i t y among m u s e u m v i e w e r s , the a u t h o r i t y of museum

p r e s e n t a t i o n s t e n d s to d e f l e c t or r e d u c e c r i t i c a l r e s p o n s e . If museum d i s c o u r s e

c o n s i s t s of an i n t e r a c t i o n b e t w e e n viewer and e x h i b i t i o n , it would be fair to

argue that this is an unequal e x c h a n g e , with the b a l a n c e of power f a v o u r i n g the

unseen f o r c e s b e h i n d the e x h i b i t i o n . Such is the t h e o r y , but it has s e l d o m been

tested in the f i e l d , as it w e r e .

In r e v i e w i n g Exhibiting Cultures, B u r t o n B e n e d i c t (1991: 311) noted that most of

the 22 p a p e r s w o u l d h a v e b e n e f i t t e d from more f i e l d w o r k among museum v i s i t o r s . '

He went on to add:

...they treat museum v i s i t o r s as tabulae rasae upon whoa e x h i b i t i o n
p l a n n e r s , c u r a t o r s , and other p o w e r s - t h a t - b e e x e r c i s e their w i l l . T h e r e
is l i t t l e a t t e m p t to find out how e x h i b i t i o n s affect the visitor either
i m m e d i a t e l y or in the longer term. A d m i t t e d l y such i n f o r m a t i o n is not
easy to o b t a i n , but w i t h o u t it can one r e a l l y judge the e f f e c t i v e n e s s of
e x h i b i t i n g c u l t u r e s ?

The lack of data on v i s i t o r r e s p o n s e s w e a k e n s many a c a d e m i c c r i t i q u e s of museum

p r a c t i c e , and w i t h i n m u s e u m s it r e d u c e s the p r o s p e c t of more e n l i g h t e n e d e x h i b i t i o n

p r a c t i c e . The s u c c e s s of an e x h i b i t i o n t e n d s to be m e a s u r e d only in visitor n u m b e r s

and g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s about t h e museum v i s i t o r ' tend to p r e v a i l . C l e a r l y there is a

need to d i s a g g r e g a t e this g e n e r a l i z a t i o n and to gather more f i n e - g r a i n e d data on the

d i v e r s e v i e w i n g p u b l i c and their i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of p a r t i c u l a r e x h i b i t i o n s .
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As part of a long-term planning project at the South African M u s e u m 1 , 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 completed in 1960 and soon became one of the most popular exhibits in the Museum

H o t t e r & Botha 1962) but it also evoked some academic criticism, mainly because of

its situation in a museum devoted primarily to natural history (Hudson 1975; Smith

1 7 8 4 ) . 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 I shall outline my own

theoretical position.

READIN6 EXHIBITIONS! POSSIBILITIES AND LIMITATIONS

My focus here is not on meaning as constructed by museum professionals but on the

reception of these constructs by the visiting public (consumers' of museum

displays). Of course, museum visitors also construct meanings but these are

individual and personal rather than generalized or with any claim to universality.

The knowledge generated by museum practice on the other hand is widely regarded as

being universally true, wherein lies much of its authority. Nonetheless, it would

be wrong to assume that visitors to museums Here unknowing victims of the authority

of museum-generated knowledge.

Drawing on aspects of reception theory, as expounded by Jauss (1982), I assume that

the visual text of an exhibition is read' or interpreted differently by different

viewers in terms of 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 response is far

more complex than a passive acceptance of didactic messages. Visual response

engages the emotions as well as the intellect. The production of meaning is best

conceptualized as occurring through a 'conversation' between receivers and producers

of museum displays, even though the latter are seldom present in person at the

moment of interaction.

1
The SAM was founded in 1825 as a general museum but since the late 1960s, when
the collections pertaining to colonial history were tranferred to a separate
institution, it has included the fields of natural history and anthropology. I
have discussed the division between the ethnographic collections and the cultural
historv collections elsewhere (Davison 1990).



Within the current d e b a t e on museum p r a c t i c e there is i n c r e a s i n g r e c o g n i t i o n that -•

v a l u e - f r e e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of h i s t o r y is not p o s s i b l e (Saumarez Smith 1989/. lnsLeid

all e x h i b i t i o n s are r e g a r d e d as being c o n c e p t u a l l y p o s i t i o n e d . This does not,

h o w e v e r , mean that they are d e l i b e r a t e l y b i a s e d . The notion of b i a s ' is

p r o b l e m a t i c b e c a u s e it p r e s u p p o s e s that o b j e c t i v i t y or n e u t r a l i t y of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n

is p o s s i b l e . Bias is more an index of c o n t r o v e r s y than a tool of a n a l y s i s ' (Lumley

1968: 6 ) .

C o n s t r u c t i n g a d i s p l a y , and t h e r e b y p r o d u c i n g m e a n i n g , is a project that a l w a y s

involves a number of l e v e l s of c o n c e p t u a l and visual i n t e r p r e t a t i o n within a

particular spatial s e t t i n g . H o w e v e r , there is no c e r t a i n t y that v i e w e r s will

r e c e i v e the meaning as c o n c e i v e d by the p r o d u c e r s nor that spatial p a r a m e t e r s will

d e t e r m i n e the way v i s i t o r s read e x h i b i t i o n s . A l t h o u g h the physical setting

u n d o u b t e d l y e x e r t s an i n f l u e n c e on p e r c e p t i o n , and spatial r e l a t i o n s h i p s form an

integral part of any e x h i b i t i o n , r e c e i v e d n e a n i n g s cannot be reduced to t h e s e

f a c t o r s .

No text is read in i s o l a t i o n ; all r e a d i n g o c c u r s within f r a m e w o r k s of
' i n t e r - t e x t u a l i t y ' as well as in s e t t i n g s involving drawing upon mutual
k n o w l e d g e (Giddens 1 9 8 7 : 1 0 7 ) .

Certain museum e x h i b i t i o n s , for e x a m p l e t h o s e natural h i s t o r y d i s p l a y s based on

taxononic p r i n c i p l e s , tend to e v o k e a sense of c l o s u r e or fixity of meaning by using

c o n v e n t i o n s of c l a s s i f i c a t i o n and a n n o t a t i o n that leave l i t t l e r o o a for q u e s t i o n i n g .

F r e q u e n t l y the a e s t h e t i c c o n v e n t i o n s and spatial a r r a n g e m e n t s of such e x h i b i t i o n s

compound the sense of o r d e r e d k n o w l e d g e (Peponis & Hedin 1 9 8 2 ) . H o w e v e r , there is a

n o t i c e a b l e trend in c u r r e n t i n t e r n a t i o n a l museum p r a c t i c e t o w a r d s e n c o u r a g i n g

o p e n n e s s in i n t e r p r e t a t i o n (Vergo 1 9 8 9 ) . W i t h regard to h i s t o r y a more

p a r t i c i p a t o r y a p p r o a c h to d i s p l a y would allow v i s i t o r s to be c o - a u t h o r s in

c o n s t r u c t i n g the story of the past froa a v a i l a b l e s o u r c e s . This would accord with

what Shanks & Tilley (1987: 97) have called a ' r e d e a p t i v e a e s t h e t i c ' for m u s e u m s .

This ideal p r e s u p p o s e s both that n u s e u a p r a c t i c e would be less a u t h o r i t a t i v e and

that v i s i t o r s would be w i l l i n g and c o n f i d e n t enough to e n g a g e in i n d e p e n d e n t

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .

Although some might argue that m u s e u m s are fated to b e c o m e o b s o l e t e , this view is

overtly c o n t r a d i c t e d by the w o r l d - w i d e p o p u l a r i t y of m u s e u m s and h e r i t a g e r e s o u r c e s

of v a r i o u s k i n d s , which seem to be p l a y i n g i n c r e a s i n g l y important roles in

c o n t e m p o r a r y s o c i e t y (Herriman 1989a, 1989b; Hodder 1 9 9 0 ) . Even critics of museum

p r a c t i c e do not deny the p o p u l a r i t y of m u s e u m s . This is so d e s p i t e the fact that
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museums have their roots in the political context of nineteenth century nationalism

and colonialism.

While notinq the general popularity of museums, it is important to recoqnize the

existence of conditions that might constrain creative response. Perhaps the most

important factors to consider in the South African context are the pervasiveness of

racism and the deeply politicized nature of the state education system, which has

been manipulated to ensure the continued supremacy of the white minority (Nilson &

Ramphele 1989:341). School children are seldom encouraged to use educational

resources creatively and independently; museum visits are undertaken as part of the

curriculum, and respect for the authority of school and text-book is almost

automatically transferred to museum exhibits and labels. None the less, it would be

simplistic to claim that all state-subsidized institutions perpetuate the hegemony

of the state. Patently this is not so.

Ideological critique of museums has tended to be counter-productive in that it has

operated mainly at a level of rhetoric uninformed by actual museum practice and,

therefore, has not been taken seriously within the museum profession. This is so

both locally and abroad, as Durrans (1988:155) has noted:

...often the criticism is naive precisely because so little is known
about how museums influence their public relative to people's prior
assumptions and the impact of other media. Critics might therefore
claim 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 a 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 distorted that it is open to valid

criticism. Increasingly, exhibitions with a covert political agenda, have been

criticised from within the profession (Wright & Mazel 1987; Wanless & Brown 1990)

but not necessarily by members of the viewing public 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 exhibitions can evoke a sense of shared humanity while at

the same time promoting a respect for cultural diversity and an understanding of

cultural processes. One way of doinq the latter would be to use existinq

ethnoqraphic collections to illustrate how material culture has been used

historically in the construction of m e a n i n q ( s ) . By showinq the active and changing

use of cultural resources the notion of primordial cultural distinctiveness would be

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



the inseparability of social and cultural relations.

POPULAR RESPONSES TO THE ETHNOGRAPHY 6ALLERY AT THE SOUTH AFRICAN MUSEUM
It oust be noted at the start that any survey undertaken within a museum can only

evaluate the opinions of museum-goers, not the wider public. Although this is an

obvious point, it is not always taken into account when assessing the success of

suseum prograemes. It is often assumed that attendance figures provide a measure of

success, while the factors that deter people from visiting and affect their

attitudes to museums renain uninvestigated. In a divided society such as South

Africa, large sections of the population may not be reached at all by museum

programmes; some nay perceive museums negatively and stay away, and those who do

visit museums may find the experience less than enjoyable. Although entrance to the

South African Museum (SAM) has never been restricted on the basis of race, public

perceptions do not necessarily coincide with that reality, as shown in a newspaper

cartoon in 1960 that depicted the Museum as being for Europeans Only' (fiq ) .

Mistaken as this was, it none the less shows that the Museum was perceived at the

tine as beinq segregated.

It is significant that there was no precedent at the SAM for attempting to evaluate

the range of meanings conveyed by a particular display or gallery. In the 175 years

of the Museum's existence the main index of public response has been attendance

figures, which do not give any indication of qualitative experience. No demographic

or attitude study of the non-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 I could establish, the only formal survey commissioned was a

pilot study in January 1962 intended to provide demographic data on visitors, their

motivation for visiting, and their preferred displays H o t t e r & Botha 1962).

There had been no previous attempt to evaluate the reasons for the impact on the

public of particular displays, nor indeed to evaluate public responses to any aspect

of the Museum, from the impressive facade of the building to the provision of

facilities for visitor comfort and enjoyment 2. This lacuna suggests an attitude of

2 Kenneth Hudson, editor of The Good Museums Guide and assessor of museums
world-Hide, considers museums as encompassing a package' of qualities including:
the building; the collections; the presentation and interpretation of material on
display; museum publications; the museum shop; educational programmes; publicity;
•anagement and attention to the physical comfort of visitors. Highly rated
museums not only had interesting displays but impeccable toilets, sufficient
seating, comfortable temperature levels, a good coffee shop, friendly assistants
and a welconing atmosphere (Hudson 198S). None of these qualities has ever been
formally evaluated at the South African Museum.
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complacency, at best, and indifference to the public, at worst. Indeed, engaging in

natters relating to public service nay not be considered to be in the interests of

museum professionals whose primary commitment is to scientific research. It may be

convenient not to know how visitors respond to exhibitions and to the museun in

general (Hooper-Greenhi11 1988; Wright 1989). On the other hand, curators may

assume that to have produced an exhibition is sufficient in itself, irrespective of

its reception.

During January and February 1989 I undertook a series of interviews in the

Ethnography Gallery as a preliminary study of visitor responses to the exhibitions.

Later in the year a second survey Has initiated aimed specifically at responses to

the Bushman Diorana', 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 quantitative statistical significance. It was

hoped, however, that the questionnaires together with interviews would provide a

fair indication of visitor perceptions.

Survey 1: responses to the displays on African cultures.

The aims of the first survey were as follows:

To gain some qualitative insight into 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 conflated 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 topics for new displays.

The survey was undertaken as a series of short interviews 3 in the Ethnography

Gallery. Each respondent completed a questionnaire after I had explained that we

were trying to assess visitors responses to the existing gallery as part of an

evaluation project that would have bearing on planning future displays.

In most cases the interview lasted between 10 and 15 minutes, but in a few cases
up to an hour. 1 spoke to people as they were leaving the Ethnography Gallery;
onlv one person refused tD comply. Survey results are lodged in the Department
of Ethnography at the South African Museum.



Of 72 interviewees, 397. lived in the predominantly unite residential Areas ot the

western Cape, 19% lived on the Cape Flats, 1B7. were visitors from other parts ot

South Africa and 247. Mere visitors iron abroad. Other demographic features of the

saaple are sunnarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic profile of interviewees in Survey 1 (n=72).

Age

14-19
20-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60-69
70*

Total

X

9.7
25.0
19.4
18.1
11.1
13.9
2.8

100.0

Percentage
Female

6.9
9.7
8.3

12. 5
6.9
4.2
0

48.5

Hale

2.8
15.3
11.1
5.6
4.2
9.7
2.8

51.5

English

2.8
9.7

13.9
12.5
11.1
9.7
2.8

62.5

Percentage
Afrikaans

6.9
6.9
5.6
4.2
0
4.2
0

27.8

Other

0
8.3
0
1.4
0
0
0

9.7

The occupational status of respondents in both surveys, as shown in Table 2, was

weighted in favour of students and professional people. 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 saaple will be discussed

later in association with the results of the second survey.

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

Occupation

Professional
Managerial
Clerical/sales
Labour/technical
Homenaker
Students/pupi 1
Retired
Self-e«ployed
Unemployed
No reply

Although the saaple is not statistically representative of the visiting

population as a whole, it does represent a range of qualitative opinions. The

Survey 1
X of total
(n=72)

17
0

11
10
10
19
10
8
7

n. a.

Survey 2
X of total
(n=500)

32
5
2
2
4

40
3
5
3
4
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results for the sample as a whole indicated that 577. of respondents considered

that the displays on African cultures fitted in well with the rest of the

Museum, 327. were uncertain (some people had not yet seen the rest of the museum)

and 117. considered that these displays should be in a different museum and not

associated with natural history.

Positive comments included those that said the Museum was okay' just as it was

and that nothing should be changed, one that stated that the gallery dealing

with African people had always been there' and should, therefore, remain

unchanged, and a number that noted that cultural and natural history were linked

- the natural world is the human environment'(Survey 1 / 2 3 ) . Negative comments

included those which stated that the gallery did not fit in with the rest of the

museum, those that said a separate museum should be made to display African

cultures, and those that emphasized that the rest of the Museum dealt with

natural history. Only one of the black respondents felt that displays on

African cultures should not be in a natural history museum. An Afrikaans-

speaking coloured' labourer commented that man can't live without nature'

(Survey 1 / 3 8 ) , he also said that he would like to see the culture of white South

Africans included in the exhibitions. In interviewing people I got the

impression that, although relatively few visitors were aware of the debates

surrounding the representation of other cultures, most people wanted to see a

more integrated interpretation of historv in the Museum.

Visitors were asked to indicate their interest in a range of topics not

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 c u l t u r e ) , crafts, township culture (contemporary,

urban African culture) and how museums make exhibitions. The results for the

total sample sre summarized below:

indifferent!?.)

36
47
53
75
42
69
31
53

Topic

Hi story
African art
People and environment
Political issues
Integrate S.Afr.culture
Crafts
'Township' culture
About making displays

positive (7.)

64
53
47
25
58
31
69
47



Ambivalent responses to the idea of includinq displays on political issues weft

frequent. A number of people, who were opposed to the idea of current political

issues being addressed, were in favour of political history being interpreted and

displayed in the Museum. Current political issues, which most people thought of as

party politics, were generally considered too recent to be objectively presented. «

strand that ran through the verbal responses was that people had not cone to the

Museum to be informed about political issues, as one person said you can read the

newspaper to learn about polities'. The very word politics was offensive to some

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 politics of representation was very limited and most of the people

interviewed assumed that museum displays were simply factual and accurate. The

widespead illusion that scientific' knowledge is unnediated seemed to pertain here,

and this was compounded by the conventional museum rhetoric.

To counter this tendency Shanks & Ti1 ley (1987: 98) have recomaended that political

content should be introduced into conventional archaeological displays to show how

the past may be manipulated and misrepresented for present purposes', but this would

surely be yet another representation open to the same critique. If the authority of

professionalism is inherent to museum practice, which I maintain it is, the

conventions themselves must be made more flexible and open. Here, in accord with

the above writers, 1 would emphasize authorship and the process of producing

meanings 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 not reduce the complex presence of an artefact to a

single, authoritative interpretation. The use of interactive video has been

successful 1y<used to achieve this in the Gallery 33 project at the Birmingham Museum

and Art Gallery (Peirson-Jones 1 9 9 2 ) .

It should be noted that the interviews were conducted a year before the release of

Nelson Mandela, and before the ideal of a non-racial South Africa was supported by

the prevailing government. The affirmation by most interviewees of the desirability

for exhibitions that showed an integrated view of South African culture and history

seemed to echo a shift in popular opinion towards Africanizing' local culture.

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

progressive white South Africans to respond positively to African culture as
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e . p r e s s e d in a r t , m u s i c a n d d a n c e * . T h e m o t i v a t i o n f o r t h i s m a y h a v e b e e n

an.bi vil e n t . i n c l u d i n g i n s e c u r i t y a b o u t t h e f u t u r e , b u t it a l s o s e e m e d t o e x p r e s s a n

a s p i r a t i o n to i d e n t i f y w i t h w h a t w a s p e r c e i v e d a s b e i n g r o o t e d in A f r i c a . I h a v e

s u g g e s t e d e l s e w h e r e t h a t t h i s a p p r o p r i a t i o n of A f r i c a n c u l t u r e r e p r e s e n t s a s y m b o l i c

c l a i m t o a s h a r e d h e r i t a g e ( D a v i s o n 1 9 8 7 ) . In t a l k i n g t o v i s i t o r s it w a s c l e a r t h a t

t h e r e c o g n i t i o n o f , a n d i n t e r e s t i n , e t h n i c d i v e r s i t y d i d n o t p r e c l u d e an i n t e r e s t

in c r o s s - c u l t u r a l d i s p l a y s t h a t w o u l d d r a w a t t e n t i o n t o h u m a n s i m i l a r i t i e s .

A n o t h e r g u e s t i o n at i s s u e w a s w h e t h e r t h e d i s p l a y s w e r e p e r c e i v e d a s b e i n g

a h i s t o r i c a l or w h e t h e r t h e y H e r e s e e n a s r e p r e s e n t i n g a s p e c i f i c h i s t o r i c a l p e r i o d .

U n d e r l y i n g t h i s g u e s t i o n w a s t h e w i s h t o a s s e s s if t h e d i o r a m a p e r p e t u a t e d t h e

w i d e l y h e l d m i s c o n c e p t i o n t h a t B u s h m e n s t i l l l i v e t o d a y a s p r i s t i n e h u n t e r -

g a t h e r e r s . A s G i e s e l e ( 1 9 9 0 : 5) h a s r e c e n t l y r e m a r k e d :

O n e of m a n y p e r n i c i o u s m y t h s a b o u t B u s h m a n p e o p l e , e x a c e r b a t e d by f i l a s
l i k e T h e G o d s M u s t B e C r a z y ' , i s t h a t t h e y s t i l l l i v e in a n e v e r - n e v e r
l a n d w i t h o u t u n f u l f i l l e d d e s i r e s . T h e r e a l i t y is t h a t all b u t 37. of t h e
B u s h m e n p e o p l e in N a m i b i a a r e c o m p l e t e l y d i s p o s s e s s e d a n d m u s t s t r u g g l e
u n r e m i t t i n g l y t o s u r v i v e .

It h a d b e e n s u g g e s t e d in i n f o r m a l d i s c u s s i o n a m o n g c o l l e a g u e s t h a t if t h e d i o r a n a

w e r e i n t e r p r e t e d a s s h o w i n g t h e w a y of l i f e of c o n t e m p o r a r y h u n t e r - g a t h e r e r s it

w o u l d b e g i v i n g c r e d e n c e to t h i s m y t h ( A . S m i t h 1 9 8 9 , p e r s . c o m m . ) . H o w e v e r , t h e

s u r v e y i n d i c a t e d t h a t r e l a t i v e l y f e w v i e w e r s r e g a r d e d t h e s c e n e a s b e i n g

c o n t e m p o r a r y . O n l y 8'/. of r e s p o n d e n t s p l a c e d t h e d i o r a m a in t h e t i m e p e r i o d 1 9 5 0 t o

t h e p r e s e n t ; 50'/. p l a c e d it in t h e l a s t c e n t u r y , IS'/, e a r l y t h i s c e n t u r y , a n d 2 6 % H e r e

u n c e r t a i n or c o n s i d e r e d t h a t t h e r e H a s n o s p e c i f i c i n t e n d e d t i n e s e t t i n g f o r t h e

d i o r a m a . H o w e v e r , a l t h o u g h f e w v i e w e r s t h o u g h t t h a t t h e d i s p l a y d e p i c t e d t h e

c o n t e m p o r a r y s i t u a t i o n of h u n t e r - g a t h e r e r s , t h e r e w a s a f a i r l y h i g h d e g r e e of

u n c e r t a i n t y a n d o n l y h a l f of t h e r e s p o n d e n t s i n t e r p r e t e d t h e h i s t o r i c a l s e t t i n g a s

i n t e n d e d . S u b s e g u e n t l y a h e a d - l i n e l a b e l s t a t i n g t h a t t h e d i s p l a y r e p r e s e n t s an

e a r l y - n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y s c e n e w a s i n s t a l l e d .

In g e n e r a l v i s i t o r r e s p o n s e s t o t h e q u e s t i o n s a b o u t t h e d e p i c t e d s c e n e s s e e n e d t o b e

b a s e d a s m u c h o n p r i o r k n o w l e d g e or e x p e r i e n c e a s o n r e a d i n g m u s e u m l a b e l s . T h e
i

d e g r e e of v a r i a t i o n in r e s p o n s e s w o u l d s e e n t o n e g a t e t h e n o t i o n t h a t v i s i t o r s t o

G e o m e t r i c d e s i g n m o t i f s d e r i v e d f r o m v e r n a c u l a r b e a d w o r k a n d m u r a l d e s i g n h a v e
b e e n s o w i d e l y r e p r o d u c e d in f a s h i o n a c c e s s o r i e s t h a t t h e y h a v e b e e n r e d u c e d t o
v i s u a l c l i c h e s . In 1 9 8 9 a D e m o c r a t i c P a r t y s p e a k e r in a p a r l i a m e n t a r y d e b a t e o n
t h e C u l t u r a l A f f a i r s B i l l c l a i m e d t h a t t o w n s h i p a r t and J o h n n y C l e g g ' s m u s i c
r e p r e s e n t e d an i n c l u s i v e S o u t h A f r i c a n c u l t u r e ' ( T h e A r g u s 1 8 / 5 / 8 9 ) .
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e x h i b i t i o n s a r e p a s s i v e r e c i p i e n t s of m u s e u m - g e n e r a t e d k n o w l e d g e , and to c o n f i r m

t h a t d i s p l a y s w e r e r e a d s u b j e c t i v e l y . J o r d a n o v a ( 1 9 8 9 : 3 3 ) and o t h e r s h a v e

s u g g e s t e d that c e r t a i n r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l c o n v e n t i o n s s u c h as d i o r a m a s , w h i c h s t r i v e

t o be l i t e r a l , l i f e - l i k e , e x a c t , t e l l i n g it as it w a s ' , t e n d to b e l e s s e n c o u r a g i n g

of a l t e r n a t i v e r e a d i n g s t h a n c o n v e n t i o n s t h a t d r a w a t t e n t i o n r e f l e x i v e l y to t h e

m e a n s of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , but t h e d i o r a m a s e e m e d t o r e t a i n a d e g r e e of a m b i g u i t y for

v i e w e r s d e s p i t e its r e a l i s m . H o w e v e r , as t h e i n i t i a l s u r v e y did not a d d r e s s

r e s p o n s e s to t h e d i o r a m a s p e c i f i c a l l y , it H a s d e c i d e d to f o l l o w t h i s up w i t h a

s e c o n d s u r v e y , w h i c h w o u l d b e f o c u s e d d i r e c t l y on t h e d i o r a m a . A s m a l l d i s p l a y

a b o u t t h e p r o d u c t i o n of t h e d i o r a m a w a s a l s o p l a n n e d to p r o v i d e v i e w e r s w i t h a w i d e r

f r a m e of r e f e r e n c e , and to d r a w a t t e n t i o n to c u r r e n t d e b a t e s a b o u t e t h n o g r a p h i c

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . T h i s r e s u l t e d in a d o c u m e n t a r y d i s p l a y e n t i t l e d A b o u t t h e d i o r a m a

w h i c h 15 a m o d e s t a t t e m p t t o c o u n t e r t h e i l l u s i o n of u n m e d i a t e d t r u t h t h a t t h e

d i o r a m a m i g h t o t h e r w i s e h a v e f o s t e r e d . V i e w e r s , h o w e v e r , w e r e not p r e s u m e d to be

u n d u l y g u l l i b l e . As S a u m a r e z S m i t h ( 1 9 8 9 : 1 8 ) h a s n o t e d :

M u s e u m v i s i t o r s a r e p r o b a b l y m u c h m o r e s o p h i s t i c a t e d t h a n is g e n e r a l l y
r e c o g n i s e d in c o m p r e h e n d i n g t h e b o u n d a r y b e t w e e n w h a t is b e i n g
r e p r e s e n t e d as r e a l and w h a t is b e i n g s h o w n as c o n v e n i e n t f i c t i o n ; . . .

T h e d o c u m e n t a r y d i s p l a y w a s c o m p l e t e d in O c t o b e r 1 9 8 9 , and t h e s e c o n d s u r v e y of

v i s i t o r r e s p o n s e s w a s s t a r t e d in t h e s a m e m o n t h . T h e b r o a d o b j e c t i v e w a s to g a i n

s o m e s p e c i f i c i n s i g h t i n t o v i e w e r s ' p e r c e p t i o n s of t h e B u s h m a n d i o r a m a , w h i c h for

m a n y C a p e t o n i a n s h a s b e c o m e s y n o n y m o u s w i t h t h e S o u t h A f r i c a n M u s e u m . B e l o w I

p r e s e n t t h e r e s p o n s e s r e c e i v e d up to O c t o b e r 1 9 9 0 .

S u r v e y 2: v i s i t o r r e s p o n s e s to t h e B u s h m a n D i o r a m a .

T h e s e l i f e c a s t s h a v e b e e n in the m u s e u m for SO L O N G t h a t t h e m u s e u m is
f a m o u s for t h e m . I m a g i n e t h e d i s a p p o i n t m e n t and f r u s t r a t i o n of t o u r i s t s
c o m i n g h e r e e x p e c t i n g to s e e t h e f a m o u s c a s t s and f i n d i n g t h e y had b e e n
m o v e d . . . . K e e p the S a n f i g u r e s h e r e . I t ' s t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l h o m e .
( S u r v e y 2 / 2 4 9 )

It h a s i m b u e d me w i t h 3 s e n s e of d i s i n h e r i t a n c e . . . ! t h i n k we f o r g e t t h a t
t h e d i o r a m a is a b o u t r e a l p e o p l e and not c a s t s . ( S u r v e y 2 / 3 2 8 )

The s e c o n d s u r v e y w a s m o r e n a r r o w l y f o c u s e d t h a n t h e p r e v i o u s s u r v e y in b e i n g

d i r e c t e d s p e c i f i c a l l y at t h e B u s h m a n d i o r a m a and t h e d i s p l a y A b o u t t h e d i o r a m a ' .

It a l s o d i f f e r e d in t h a t r e s p o n d e n t s w e r e not i n t e r v i e w e d or a s k e d in p e r s o n to

c o m p l e t e t h e q u e s t i o n n a i r e . A s m a l l d e s k w i t h p o s t i n q - s l o t w a s p o s i t i o n e d a d t a c e n t

t o t h e d i o r a m a , and v i s i t o r s w e r e i n v i t e d to c o m p l e t e a s h o r t q u e s t i o n n a i r e . The

g u e s t i o n n a i r e w a s d e l i b e r a t e l y k e p t to a s i n g l e o a g e . and o n l v o n e Q u e s t i o n r e a m rerl
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i. discursive reply. I he introductory label, written in English, Hhosa and

Htrilaans, reads as follows:

What is your response?
Since the 1970s the diorama has increasingly become the focus of
critical attention. We Hould like to know what you think about the
diorana and the special exhibition on the right. Please fill in the
form provided and post it in the slot.

No attempt Has made to sample opinion randomly among all the visitors to the gallery

over a certain period of time. The survey was voluntary and the results 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 season, as in the previous survey. Me estimated that less than 5X

of viewers completed the questionnaire. Although the survey only represents the

views of people who chose to respond to the questionnaire, it was anticipated that

visitors holding stong opinions, either positive or negative, would be likely to

respond 9. By the nature of the survey people who could not read or write were

precluded. The questionnaire was presented only in English, although people replied

in Afrikaans as well as English. Demographic data are presented below:

Table 4: Demographic profile of sample in Survey 2 (n=500)

Percentage Percentage
Age X Fern Male N.R. English Afrikaans Other

14-19 35.0 20.2 12.2 2.6 22.2 10.2 2.6
20-29 25.2 11.6 11.2 2.4 16.4 5.4 3.4
30-39
40-49
50-59
60-69
70 +
No reply

Total

15.2
11.4
6.8
5.0
0.0
1.4

100.0

6.4
5.8
3.4
1.6
0.0
0.8

49.8

7.2
5.4
3.2
2.2
0.0
0.0

41.4

1.6
0.2
0.2
1.2
0.0
0.6

8.8

10.4
8.8
5.2
3.0
0.0
1.4

67.4

3.0
1.0
0.6
1.0
0.0
0.0

21.2

1.8
1.6
1.0
1.0
0.0
0.0

11.4

Status was assessed on the basis of occupation as previously shown in Table 3.

It is not surprising that those who responded were p r m a n l y , students or of

professional status. People who were accustomed to expressing themselves in writing

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

5 The experience of the Opinion Survey Centre of the Hunan Sciences Research
Council in Pretoria has shown that voluntary questionnaires tend to be ignored
but that those people interested in the topic respond (Schnetler 1 9 8 9 ) . This was
confirmed.
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c a s e . A f a c t o r t h a t n a y h a v e h a d b e a r i n q on t h e h i g h p e r c e n t a g e of s t u d e n t s in t h e

s u r v e y is t h a t d u r i n g 1 9 9 0 a n u m b e r of U n i v e r s i t y of C a p e T o w n u n d e r g r a d u a t e s

u n d e r t o o k c r i t i c a l a n a l y s e s of m u s e u m d i s c o u r s e . W i t h o u t d a t a on t h e v i s i t i n g

p o p u l a t i o n a s a w h o l e it i s i m p o s s i b l e t o c o m p a r e t h e d e m o g r a p h i c p r o f i l e of

r e s p o n d e n t s w i t h t h a t of v i s i t o r s to t h e M u s e u m in g e n e r a l .

S t u d i e s f r o m o t h e r p a r t s of t h e w o r l d h a v e i n d i c a t e d t h a t m u s e u m s a t t r a c t t h e b e t t e r

e d u c a t e d a n d u p w a r d l y m o b i l e s e c t o r of s o c i e t y . M e r r i m a n ( 1 9 8 9 b ) , d r a w i n g on

B o u r d i e u ' s e a r l i e r w o r k , h a s n o t e d t h a t p e o p l e w h o a r e n o t s o c i a l i z e d i n t o m u s e u m

' c o m p e t e n c e ' w i l l t e n d t o e x c l u d e t h e m s e l v e s f r o m t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y b y p r o j e c t i n g a

n e g a t i v e s t e r e o t y p e o n t o m u s e u m s . T h i s m a y w e l l a p p l y h e r e t o o , a s s u g g e s t e d by t h e

s u r v e y s a m p l e , b u t o n e c a n n o t g e n e r a l i z e f r o m s o l i m i t e d a s t u d y . T h e d a t a

a v a i l a b l e f r o m t h e 1 9 4 2 s u r v e y i n d i c a t e t h a t t h e m a j o r i t y of m u s e u m v i s i t o r s h a v e

s e c o n d a r y s c h o o l e d u c a t i o n or h i g h e r * . It i s c l e a r f r o m t h e v e r y l o w r e s p o n s e t h a t ,

i r r e s p e c t i v e of s t a t u s , m o s t v i s i t o r s c h o s e n o t t o r e s p o n d t o t h e q u e s t i o n n a i r e ; b u t

m o s t of t h o s e w h o d i d r e s p o n d w e r e f r o m t h e b e t t e r e d u c a t e d s e c t o r of t h e

p o p u l a t i o n . T h i s m u s t b e b o r n e in m i n d w h e n c o n s i d e r i n g t h e r e s u l t s of t h e s u r v e y .

H o w e v e r , t h e f a c t t h a t t h o s e w h o d i d r e s p o n d w e r e m a i n l y f r o m t h e p r o f e s s i o n a l a n d

s t u d e n t s e c t o r g i v e s t h e s a m p l e a m o r e e q u a l b a l a n c e w i t h c u r a t o r i a l p r o f e s s i o n a l i s m

a n d a u t h o r i t y . S i m p l y s t a t e d , t h e s a m p l e c a n b e t a k e n t o r e f l e c t m a i n l y t h e

o p i n i o n s of an i n f o r m e d m i n o r i t y w i t h i n t h e v i s i t i n g p o p u l a t i o n .

In o r d e r t o s y s t e m a t i z e t h e q u a l i t a t i v e r e s p o n s e s t o t h e d i o r a m a a n u m b e r of t h e m e s

w e r e i d e n t i f i e d a n d c o d e d . T h e m a i n d i v i s i o n s w e r e : p o s i t i v e , n e g a t i v e , i n d i f f e r e n t

a n d a m b i v a l e n t . T h e p o s i t i v e a n d n e g a t i v e r e s p o n s e s w e r e t h e n m o r e f i n e l y s u b -

d i v i d e d t o i n d i c a t e t h e r e a s o n f o r t h e p a r t i c u l a r r e s p o n s e . T h e q u a l i t a t i v e

r e s p o n s e s t o t h e q u e s t i o n , W h a t m e s s a g e d o e s t h e d i o r a m a c o n v e y t o y o u ? ' , w e r e

c o d e d f r o m 1 t o 9 a s f o l l o w s :

K e y t o r e s p o n s e t y p e s
1 - p o s i t i v e , w i t h o u t f u r t h e r q u a l i f i c a t i o n
2 - p o s i t i v e , a c c u r a c y , r e a l i s m or t e c h n i c a l e x c e l l e n c e
3 - p o s i t i v e , s u r v i v a l in h a r s h c o n d i t i o n s , e c o l o q i c a l b a l a n c e
4 - p o s i t i v e , of e d u c a t i o n a l , h i s t o r i c a l v a l u e ; e m p o w e r i n g
5 - n e g a t i v e , w i t h o u t f u r t h e r q u a l i f i c a t i o n
6 - n e g a t i v e , i n a p p r o p r i a t e a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h n a t u r a l h i s t o r y
7 - n e g a t i v e , r a c i s t , e u r o c e n t r i c , s t a t i c , p a t e r n a l i s t i c
8 - i n d i f f e r e n t
9 - a m b i v a l e n t

6 R e s u l t s i n d i c a t e d t h a t 177. of v i s i t o r s h a d a u n i v e r s i t y e d u c a t i o n , 697. h a d
b e e n t o s e c o n d a r y s c h o o l or t e c h n i c a l c o l l e g e , a n d 147. w e r e o u t s i d e of t h e s e
c a t e g o r i e s . In a m o r e r e c e n t s u r v e y of p u b l i c r e s p o n s e s t o d i s p l a y s d e a l i n g w i t h
e v o l u t i o n , 347. of t h e S A M s a m p l e h a d t e r t i a r y e d u c a t i o n ( d e q r e e or d i p l o m a ) , and
497. h a d s e c o n d a r y s c h o o l i n g ( M a t h e r s 1 9 9 0 ) .



Retain

Dismantle

Change

Amp]ify

Add video

76
10
16
62

74

lhe overall responses in the tour main divisions Here as follows: positive r e s p o n s e s

were received from 767. of all r e s p o n d e n t s , n e g a t i v e responses from 7%, indifferent

from 11. and ambivalent from 147.. The more nuanced responses will be discussed in

conjunction with the question that asked r e s p o n d e n t s to express an af f i r m a t i v e or

negative response to the following s u g g e s t i o n s : leave the diorama as it is;

dismantle it completely; change the scenario; add more written information; add a

video of present-day Kalahari San. R e s p o n s e s to these qu e s t i o n s frequently provided

confirmation of the more open-ended comments but in some cases they also indicated

ambiguities or co n t r a d i c t i o n s . The results are presented below.

yes C/.) no ('/.) no reply (X)

12 12
58 32
48 36
17 21
9 17

On the basis of responses to the above questions it can be concluded that aost

respondents received the diorama positively, they were impressed by the technical

e x c e l l e n c e , and found the scene convincing. It seems that the diorama c o n f i n e d

viewers expectations regarding the h u n t e r - g a t h e r e r way of life. H o w e v e r , the

majority of viewers also wanted additional information in written form and on video

about the social history of the people who were represented in the diorama, as well

as information on contemporary h u n t e r - g a t h e r e r s . My attempt to raise a w a r e n e s s of

museum practice and to stimulate critical r e s p o n s e s to the diorama through the

display about the diorama seems to have been largely, although not entirely,

u n s u c c e s s f u l .

A number of respondents reacted to critical accounts of the diorama by suggesting

that displays showing the culture of all South Africans should be included in the

sane gallery, as the following exemplify:

My response would be to establish a broad collection that indicates the
cultural d e v e l o p m e n t s and c o n t r i b u t i o n s of al1 the peoples of our
country together• (Survey 2/32)

Where there is no problem someone must create one - if critics feel
happy, put a display of white people here too. Me are all part of
mankind and history of mankind for goodness sake! (Survey 2/268)
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A p p r e c i a t e t h e o b j e c t i o n s ' but feel thev a r e i n v a l i d . M u s e u m c o u l d set
up s i m i l a r d i s p l a y s d e p i c t i n g o t h e r g r o u p s ' - m a y d e f u s e s i t u a t i o n .
( S u r v e y 2 / 4 5 7 )

O t h e r r e s p o n d e n t s w e r e l e s s t o l e r a n t and s u g g e s t e d that t h e c r i t i c s s i m p l y b e

i g n o r e d . (Survey 2 / 1 5 3 )

A r e c u r r i n g s u b - t h e m e w i t h i n t h e p o s i t i v e r e s p o n s e s to t h e m e s s a g e ' of t h e d i o r a m a

w a s t h a t t h e B u s h m e n l i v e d in h a r m o n y w i t h t h e i r e n v i r o n m e n t .

[ T h e d i o r a m a c o n v e y s ] a p i c t u r e of t h e l i f e of t h e B u s h m e n as it w a s -
s i m p l e , w i t h i t s own d i g n i t y - a folk w h o had t h e i r own w a y s of
s u r v i v i n g d e s p i t e t h e v i c i s s i t u d e s of t h e t e r r a i n and t h e a t t a c k s t h e y
e n d u r e d at t h e h a n d s of o t h e r s . T h e d i o r a m a h a s i t s o w n i n t e g r i t y . To
c h a n g e it w o u l d b e to i m p o s e t r a n s i t o r y v i e w p o i n t s / i s s u e s w h i c h s e e k to
r e w r i t e h i s t o r y in t h e i m a g e of c u r r e n t i d e o l o g i e s . By all m e a n s s h o w
t h e p r e s e n t l i f e of t h e B u s h m e n but do not i n t e r f e r e w i t h an e x c e p t i o n a l
d e p i c t i o n . ( S u r v e y 2 / 2 6 4 )

. . . w e o u g h t to r e - l e a r n t h e u n i t y w i t h n a t u r e t h a t o t h e r p e o p l e s h a v e .
( S u r v e y 2 / 2 2 7 )

P o s s i b l y i n f l u e n c e d by t h e m e d i a c o v e r a g e of K a l a h a r i h u n t e r - g a t h e r e r s in f i l m s s u c h

as t h o s e by L a u r e n s van der P o s t , m a n y v i e w e r s had i d e a l i z e d v i e w s a b o u t t h e

B u s h m e n , and e x p r e s s e d s a d n e s s that t h e i r f o r m e r w a y of l i f e w a s no l o n g e r v i a b l e .

S o m e r e s p o n d e n t s felt t h a t t h e d i o r a m a c o n v e y e d d i g n i t y , s u f f e r i n g , h a r d s h i p and

f r u g a l i t y ; o t h e r s e m p h a s i z e d t h e e d u c a t i o n a l v a l u e of t h e d i o r a m a .

I feel it g i v e s a v e r y r e a l i s t i c i m p r e s s i o n of h o w t h e s e p e o p l e l i v e d ,
p r o v i d i n g an e x c e l l e n t e d u c a t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t y for c h i l d r e n of all a g e s
and a d u l t s . ( S u r v e y 2 / 3 5 5 )

E x t r e m e l y i n f o r m a t i v e d i s p l a y of w h a t l i f e w a s l i k e for t h e n o w v a n i s h e d
B u s h m e n . T h a n k g o o d n e s s it h a s b e e n c a p t u r e d for p o s t e r i t y ( S u r v e y
2 / 2 1 8 )

The u s e h e r e of t h e word ' c a p t u r e d ' u n w i t t i n g l y s u g g e s t s c u l t u r a l a p p r o p r i a t i o n

d e s p i t e t h e o v e r t l y p o s i t i v e c o m m e n t . F r o m a d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e a s t u d e n t , who

c o n s i d e r e d that t h e d i o r a m a s h o u l d be r e t a i n e d , s a i d :

It t e l l s me what mv a n c e s t o r s l o o k e d l i k e ( S u r v e y 2 / 4 2 8 ) .

In t h e s a m e vein a y o u n g p r o f e s s i o n a l man l i v i n g in A t h l o n e c o m m e n t e d :

I find t h e d i o r a m a v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g and r e m i n d s me of t h e a n c e s t o r s of
t h e e a r l y a g e . And h o w we w e r e b r o u g h t up by our p a r e n t s ; that t h i s was
n o t h i n g s u c h as l i v i n g r i c h . . . . e x c e l l e n t w o r k k e e p it up l i k e t h a t .
( S u r v e y 2 / 4 7 )

T h e p r e d o m i n a n t l y f a v o u r a b l e i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h t h e d i o r a m a , as e x p r e s s e d in the

s u r v e y , c o n f i r m e d that the d i s p l a y is s u c c e s s f u l in a t t r a c t i n o a t t e n t i o n ?rd
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st i nail at i nq a tafiqe of m a i n l y p o s i t i v e r e s p o n s e s . It c o u l d be a r g u e d t h a t t h e

p e r c e p t i o n ot r e s p o n d e n t s w a s i d e o l o g i c a l l y c o n d i t i o n e d by t h e m u s e u m s e t t i n g to

s t a r t N i t h a n d , t h e r e f o r e , t h e r e s u l t H a s to b e e x p e c t e d . H o w e v e r , t h i s w o u l d i a p l y

that v i e w e r s did not t h i n k for t h e m s e l v e s e v e n w h e n p r e s e n t e d w i t h a r a n g e of

p o s s i b l e a l t e r n a t i v e v i e w s . It w o u l d d e n y v i e w e r s t h e p o s s i b i l i t y of c r e a t i v e

t h o u g h t and r e d u c e t h e m to p a s s i v e r e c i p i e n t s of a u t h o r i t a t i v e k n o w l e d g e . T h e

s u b j e c t i v e v a r i a t i o n a m o n g r e s p o n s e s s u g g e s t s t h a t t h i s w a s not t h e c a s e .

T h e o v e r a l l p o s i t i v e r e s p o n s e d o e s , h o w e v e r , i n d i c a t e t h a t t h e p i c t u r e of h u n t e r -

g a t h e r e r l i f e r e p r e s e n t e d in t h e d i o r a m a a c c o r d e d w i t h t h e p r e c o n c e p t i o n s of m o s t

r e s p o n d e n t s . By t h e s e c o n d h a l f of t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y h u n t e r - g a t h e r e r s in

s o u t h e r n A f r i c a had b e e n r o m a n t i c i z e d a s an e n d a n g e r e d ' -and f r a g i l e r e m i n d e r of a

m o d e of s u b s i s t e n c e t h a t all h u m a n i t y o n c e s h a r e d . M a n y r e s p o n d e n t s r e g a r d e d t h e

m u s e u m a s p r e s e r v i n g a r e c o r d of t h i s p a s t w a y of l i f e . T h i s , of c o u r s e , is

c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e p o p u l a r i d e a of w h a t m u s e u m s d o - t h e y p r e s e r v e t h e p a s t . An

i n v e n t e d ' i d e a l i z e d p a s t s e e m e d to a c c o r d w i t h p o p u l a r p e r c e p t i o n s a m o n g v i e w e r s .

H o w e v e r , t h e s u r v e y a l s o s h o w e d t h a t m a n y p o s i t i v e r e s p o n d e n t s w a n t e d t o k n o w a b o u t

t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l c o n d i t i o n s of t h e K a l a h a r i S a n . A l a b o u r e r

f r o m M i t c h e l l ' s P l a i n c o m m e n t e d a m b i g u o u s l y t h a t t h e d i o r a m a s h o w s t h e w a y s of t h e

B u s h m e n but t e l l s u s v e r y l i t t l e a b o u t t h e m ' ( S u r v e y 2 / 3 1 0 ) . F u r t h e r m o r e ,

s e n s i t i v i t y to t h e c r i t i c a l i s s u e s s u r r o u n d i n g m u s e u m p r a c t i c e and t h e

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of O t h e r s w a s not c o m p l e t e l y l a c k i n g . A w a r e n e s s of t h e i m p l i c i t

i d e o l o g y in t h e s p a t i a l g r o u p i n g of a n t h r o p o l o g y w i t h n a t u r a l h i s t o r y w a s s h o w n in

t h e r e s p o n s e of a p r o f e s s i o n a l a r t - h i s t o r i a n :

C o n f u s i o n g e n e r a t e d . . . e n g a g i n g e x c e l l e n c e of d i s p l a y but d i s c o m f o r t at
p r e s e n t a t i o n of p e o p l e in t h i s f a s h i o n . C a s e d e t a i l i n g h i s t o r y and
c o n t r o v e r s y g o e s s o m e w a y t o w a r d s c o n t e x t u a l 1 z 1 n g i s s u e s but
i n s u f f i c i e n t . . . . ! f i n d t h e j u x t a p o s i t i o n of d i s p l a y s of d i n o s a u r s and
s o m e p e o p l e a l a r m i n g and i r r e s p o n s i b l e a s r e g a r d s t h e d a n g e r s of
e n t r e n c h i n g p r o b l e m s of a t t i t u d e s u c h as p a t e r n a l i s m , r a c i a l s u p e r i o r i t y
and d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ( S u r v e y 2 / 6 ) .

A n u m b e r of r e s p o n d e n t s f o u n d t h e d i s p l a y h i s t o r i c a l l y i n a d e q u a t e , by o m i t t i n g t o

s h o w c o n t a c t b e t w e e n K h o i s a n p e o p l e and w h i t e s e t t l e r s . A X h o s a - s p e a k i n g m a n

s t u d y i n g in C a p e T o w n r e m a r k e d on t h e s t a t i c n a t u r e of t h e d i s p l a y .

It r e p r e s e n t s t h e old w a y of l i f e of t h e s e p e o p l e [ S a n h u n t e r - g a t h e r e r s ]
w i t h o u t s h o w i n g any c h a n g e . T h e t r a n s i t i o n f r o m that kind of
t r a d i t i o n / c u l t u r e s h o u l d be d i s p l a y e d . ... T h e D u t c h m u s t a l s o be s h o w n
h e r e to s h o w h o w c h a n g e o c c u r r e d . . . ( S u r v e y 2 / 2 7 4 ) .
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An e x t r e m e l v n e g a t i v e r e s p o n s e c a m e f r o m a y o u n g w o m a n s t u d e n t , w h o felt t h a t t h e

d i s p l a y e x p r e s s e d c u l t u r a l c o l o n i a l i s m ' and s h o u l d be d i s m a n t l e d c o m p l e t e l y .

Why do w h i t e s first e x t e r m i n a t e i n d i g e n o u s p o p u l a t i o n s and a n i m a l s and
t h e n a f t e r w a r d s try to p r e s e r v e ' t h e m b e h i n d g l a s s c a s e s . . . . Why d o n ' t
you sav that p e o p l e w e r e e x t e r m i n a t e d / and t h e i r r e s i s t a n c e (Survey
2 / 3 0 0 )

A t t e n t i o n w a s a l s o d r a w n to the flaw of o n l y a s k i n g the o p i n i o n of t h o s e w h o c a m e to

the M u s e u m . A s t u d e n t f r o m E n g l a n d s u g g e s t e d t h a t the d e b a t e s h o u l d be e x t e n d e d to

i n c l u d e n o n - v i s i t o r s and m o r e b l a c k p e o p l e .

It is i m p o r t a n t t h a t t h i s i s s u e is n o t r e d u c e d to t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l i z i n g
of w h i t e m i d d l e c l a s s c i t i z e n s (Survey 2 / 4 5 5 ) .

T h i s is a p e r t i n e n t c o m m e n t e s p e c i a l l y c o n s i d e r i n g the o c c u p a t i o n a l p r o f i l e of the

s a m p l e . It is a l s o i m p o r t a n t to a c k n o w l e d g e that the r e s u l t s of a s u r v e y of t h i s

kind c a n n o t f u l l y c o n v e y v i s i t o r r e s p o n s e s . W r i t t e n c o m m e n t s do not n e c e s s a r i l y

c a p t u r e t h e e m o t i v e , n o n - d i s c u r s i v e d i m e n s i o n of v i e w i n g t h e d i o r a m a . M o r e o v e r , in

r e d u c i n g r e s p o n s e s to a set n u m b e r of c o n c e r n s , i n e v i t a b l y n u a n c e is l o s t . W h a t

t h e n can be learnt from t h e s u r v e y ?

T O W A R D S U N D E R S T A N D I N G V I S I T O R R E S P O N S E S

The s u r v e y r e s u l t s lend s u p p o r t to t h e t h e o r e t i c a l p o s i t i o n that r e c e i v e d m e a n i n g s

do not n e c e s s a r i l y c o i n c i d e w i t h i n t e n d e d m e a n i n g s . To g e n e r a l i z e a b o u t m u s e u m

h e g e m o n y is to r e d u c e t h e r a n g e of c o n t e x t u a l m e a n i n g s t h a t m u s e u m s m a y e v o k e . W i t h

the e x c e p t i o n of school g r o u p s , p e o p l e c o m e w i l l i n g l y to m u s e u m s and it can be

a s s u m e d that they c h o o s e to v i s i t b e c a u s e t h e y h a v e a p o s i t i v e i m a g e of t h e

e x p e r i e n c e that m u s e u m s o f f e r . H o w e v e r , we n e e d to k n o w a g r e a t d e a l m o r e a b o u t

v i s i t o r a t t i t u d e s and r e s p o n s e s as a p r e r e g u i s i t e for m o r e s e n s i t i v e m u s e u m

p r a c t i c e .

O n e of the u n d e r l y i n g i n t e n t i o n s of t h e d i s p l a y 'About t h e d i o r a m a ' and the s e c o n d

s u r v e y w a s to r a i s e c r i t i c a l a w a r e n e s s of m u s e u m p r a c t i c e . The r e s u l t s , h o w e v e r ,

s h o w e d that r e l a t i v e l y few v i e w e r s saw the d i o r a m a m o r e c r i t i c a l l v in the liaht of

the d i s p l a y . A f a c t o r that must be c o n s i d e r e d h e r e is that most v i s i t o r s s p e n d o n l v

b e t w e e n t h r e e and f i v e m i n u t e s l o o k i n g at t h e d i s p l a y . N o n e t h e l e s s , for t h o s e w h o

w e r e i n t e r e s t e d t h e d i s p l a y s e r v e d to u n d e r l i n e the c o n s t r u c t e d n a t u r e of the

d i o r a m a and it p r o v i d e d a w i d e r f r a m e of r e f e r e n c e for t h e d i o r a m a , a l b e i t in a

d o c u m e n t a r y c o n v e n t i o n that is l e s s v i s u a l l y c o m p e l l i n g than the d i o r a m a i t s e l f . If

t h e m e t h o d is part of the m e s s a g e , the d i o r a m a m e t h o d , w h i c h is p u r e a r t i f i c e . s e e m s

to c o m m u n i c a t e far m o r e e f f e c t i v e l y t h a n l a b e l l e d a r t e f a c t s and p h o t e o r j c h s . '".'•
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the apparent realism ot the diorama does not seem to blurr the distinction between

reality and representation, as shOHn by a respondent who termed the diorama a ' very

realistic replica 1. Ideally, the exhibition would provide insight into a past way

of life, and simultaneously into the way this version of the past had been shaped by

museum practice - it would communicate as a representation that revealed its

constructed nature. Finding practical ways of achieving this ideal remains work in

progress.

In support of my argument that popular responses to museum representations of other

cultures are unpredictable and open to individual interpretation, I conclude with a

quote from the novel, In the Fog of the Season's Ind, by the late African writer,

Ales la Guraa7. 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 musedi

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

(La Guma 1972, cited in Voss 1990:66)

La Guma goes on to describe, the still hunters holding their primitive bows in

petrified readiness'. This response to the exhibited casts gives cause for guarding

against making assumptions about the way the display might be received. Although

static and enclosed by a glass case, the exhibition remains unbounded in the reals

of the mind.
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