


THE FUTURE OF MUSEUM AND 
GALLERY DESIGN

The Future of Museum and Gallery Design explores new research and practice in museum 
design. Placing a specific emphasis on social responsibility, in its broadest sense, the book 
emphasises the need for a greater understanding of the impact of museum design in the 
experiences of visitors, in the manifestation of the vision and values of museums and galleries, 
and in the shaping of civic spaces for culture in our shared social world.

The chapters included in the book propose a number of innovative approaches to museum 
design and museum-design research. Collectively, contributors plead for more open and 
creative ways of making museums, and ask that museums recognize design as a resource to be 
harnessed towards a form of museum making that is culturally located and makes a significant 
contribution to our  personal, social, environmental, and economic sustainability. Such an 
approach demands new ways of conceptualizing museum and gallery design, new ways of 
acknowledging the potential of design, and new, experimental, and research-led approaches 
to the shaping of cultural institutions internationally.

The Future of Museum and Gallery Design should be of great interest to academics and postgraduate 
students in the fields of museum studies, gallery studies, and heritage studies, as well as architecture 
and design, who are interested in understanding more about design as a resource in museums. It 
should also be of great interest to museum and design practitioners and museum leaders.

Suzanne MacLeod is Professor of Museum Studies at the University of Leicester, UK.

Tricia Austin is a design researcher and Course Leader at Central Saint Martins, University 
of the Arts, UK.

Jonathan Hale is Professor in the Department of Architecture and Built Environment at the 
University of Nottingham, UK.

Oscar Ho Hing-Kay is Associate Professor in the Department of Cultural and Religious 
Studies at the Chinese University of Hong Kong.



Museum Meanings
Series Editors: Richard Sandell and Christina Kreps

Museums have undergone enormous changes in recent decades; an ongoing process of 
renewal and transformation bringing with it changes in priority, practice and role as well as 
new expectations, philosophies, imperatives and tensions that continue to attract attention 
from those working in, and drawing upon, wide-ranging disciplines.

Museum Meanings presents new research that explores diverse aspects of the shifting social, cul-
tural and political significance of museums and their agency beyond, as well as within, the cultural 
sphere. Interdisciplinary, cross-cultural and international perspectives and empirical investigation 
are brought to bear on the exploration of museums’ relationships with their various publics (and 
analysis of the ways in which museums shape – and are shaped by – such interactions).

Theoretical perspectives might be drawn from anthropology, cultural studies, art and art 
history, learning and communication, media studies, architecture and design and material cul-
ture studies amongst others. Museums are understood very broadly – to include art galleries, 
historic sites and other cultural heritage institutions – as are their relationships with diverse 
constituencies.

The focus on the relationship of the museum to its publics shifts the emphasis from objects 
and collections and the study of museums as text, to studies grounded in the analysis of bodies 
and sites; identities and communities; ethics, moralities and politics.

Also in the series:

Museum as Process
Translating Local and Global Knowledges
Edited by Raymond Silverman

Museums, Moralities and Human Rights
Richard Sandell

Critical Practice
Artists, Museums, Ethics
Janet Marstine

The Future of Museum and Gallery Design
Purpose, Process, Perception
Edited by Suzanne MacLeod, Tricia Austin, Jonathan Hale and Oscar Ho Hing-Kay

www.routledge.com/Museum-Meanings/book-series/SE0349

http://www.routledge.com/Museum-Meanings/book-series/SE0349


THE FUTURE OF MUSEUM 
AND GALLERY DESIGN

Purpose, Process, Perception

Edited by Suzanne MacLeod, Tricia Austin,  
Jonathan Hale and Oscar Ho Hing-Kay



First published 2018
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2018 selection and editorial matter, Suzanne MacLeod, Tricia Austin, Jonathan Hale, 
and Oscar Ho Hing-Kay; individual chapters, the contributors

The right of Suzanne MacLeod, Tricia Austin, Jonathan Hale, and Oscar Ho Hing-Kay 
to be identified as the authors of the editorial material, and of the authors for their 
individual chapters, has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the 
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in 
any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter 
invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or 
retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered 
trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to 
infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
A catalog record for this book has been requested

ISBN: 978-1-138-30732-2 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-138-56820-4 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-315-14948-6 (ebk)

Typeset in Bembo
by Apex CoVantage, LLC



Illustrations� viii
Acknowledgements� xii
About the contributors� xiii

	 Introduction: the future of museum and gallery design� 1
Suzanne MacLeod, Tricia Austin, Jonathan Hale and Oscar Ho Hing-Kay

PART I
Purpose: social responsibility, cultural specificity and  
museum making� 9

  1	 An ethical future for museum and gallery design: design as a force 
for good in a diverse cultural sector� 13
Suzanne MacLeod

  2	 Zen and the art of museum maintenance� 29
Oscar Ho Hing-Kay

  3	 On the importance of ‘And’: museums and complexity� 34
Elaine Heumann Gurian

  4	 The designer’s role in museums that act as agents of change� 45
Tricia Austin

  5	 Cities as exhibition spaces: illuminated infrastructure in the smart city� 59
Dave Colangelo

CONTENTSCONTENTSCONTENTS



vi  Contents

  6	 Representations of Chinese civilisation: exhibiting Chinese art in 
Republican China� 71
Pedith Chan

  7	 The museum and multivalences of place� 86
Laura Hourston Hanks

  8	 A site for convergence and exchange: designing the twenty-first-
century university art museum� 100
Timothy J. McNeil

PART II
Process: collaboration, experimentation and participation� 117

  9	 Examining process in museum exhibitions: a case for 
experimentation and prototyping� 121
Kathleen McLean

10	 Designing and programming in ‘baggy’ space: a case study of the 
Oriel Wrecsam People’s Market project� 132
Sarah Featherstone and Jo Marsh

11	 Collective creativity in the art museum� 147
Mette Houlberg Rung

12	 Placing citizens at the heart of museum development: Derby Silk 
Mill – Museum of Making� 160
Tony Butler, Hannah Fox and Suzanne MacLeod

13	 New approaches to universal design at The Gateway Arch National Park� 175
Bill Haley and Oriel Wilson

14	 Experimental exhibition models: curating, designing and managing 
experiments: a case study from the Humboldt Lab Dahlem� 189
Annette Loeseke

15	 From the ‘field’ to the ‘wilderness’: translation and creation in 
curating socially engaged arts� 200
Sipei Lu

16	 Unboxing history exhibitions: experience design in museum practice� 213
Clare Brown



Contents  vii

17	 Untangling exhibition narratives: towards a bridging of design 
research and design practice� 225
Jona Piehl and David Francis

18	 Beyond the museum: a comparative study of narrative structures in 
films and museum design� 239
Tom Duncan

PART III
Perception: embodiment, experience and narrative� 255

19	 Yaji garden: art under the sky� 259
Tsong-Zung Chang and Shiming Gao

20	 Screening times: dioramas at the Shanghai Film Museum� 277
Linda Johnson

21	 Displaying and interpreting industrial pollution: a study of visitor 
comments on ‘When the South Wind Blows’� 288
Hsu Huang and Chia-Li Chen

22	 Spatial meaning-making: exhibition design and embodied experience� 304
Maja Gro Gundersen and Christina Back

23	 The fear of popcorn: drawing inspiration from Hollywood for 
curating suspenseful exhibitions� 317
Ariane Karbe

24	 The Yellow Box and its rhetoric of display: exhibiting Chinese art in 
a museum� 328
Vivian Ting

25	 From body to body: architecture, movement and meaning in the museum� 340
Jonathan Hale and Christina Back

	 Top 20 principles for the future of museum and gallery design� 352

	 Afterword� 354
Adrian Cheng

Index� 356



ILLUSTRATIONSILLUSTRATIONSILLUSTRATIONS

Figures

	 6.1	 Entrance to the 1935 Shanghai Exhibition� 79
	 6.2	 A view of fan paintings displayed at the Shanghai Exhibition, 1935� 80
	 6.3	 A view of the hall of calligraphy and painting on the first floor of the 

Shanghai Exhibition, 1935� 81
	 6.4	 A set of bronze objects displayed at a temple in Beijing, 1915� 82
	 6.5	 Bronze objects installed inside tailor-made temple-like stands at the 

History Museum of China, 1927� 83
	 7.1	 The Novium, Chichester� 89
	 7.2	 The Pier Arts Centre, Stromness, Orkney� 93
	 7.3	 Zinc fin wall of new ‘shed’ building at The Pier Arts Centre, Stromness, Orkney� 94
	 8.1	 The Baggins End Domes, UC Davis, California� 101
	 8.2	 Robyn Martin’s 1967 M.F.A. Thesis Project, the Bird, UC Davis Art  

Department� 104
	 8.3	 ‘Imagine! Three Museum Designs Revealed’. Community members take 

part in the selection process for a new University Art Museum� 108
	 8.4	 Museum plan Jan Shrem and Maria Manetti Shrem Museum of Art, UC 

Davis, California� 110
	 8.5	 Crowds during the opening of the Jan Shrem and Maria Manetti Shrem 

Museum of Art captured by local community sketch-crawler Pete Scully� 113
	10.1	 Anonymous protest poster in response to the proposed Oriel Wrecsam 

People’s Market development� 139
	10.2	 Marking key corners of the existing People’s Market building� 141
	10.3	 Nolli plan of Wrexham’s historic core with images of arcades� 142
	11.1	 ‘Skyen’, Statens Museum for Kunst, 2015� 152
	11.2	 ‘MatchSMK’, Statens Museum for Kunst, 2011� 157
	12.1	 Derby Silk Mill, Derby, UK� 161



Illustrations  ix

	12.2	 Maker-in-Residence co-production workshop, Derby Silk Mill� 170
	13.1	 General Arrangement plan showing the replica covered wagon and 

associated complex interpretative media components, The Gateway Arch 
National Park in St Louis, Missouri, USA� 180

	13.2	 Plan showing access for wheelchairs avoiding any potential overlap, The 
Gateway Arch National Park in St Louis, Missouri, USA� 181

	13.3	 Drawing showing the three standard locations for large-print graphic 
captions, The Gateway Arch National Park in St Louis, Missouri, USA� 183

	13.4	 Drawing showing the optimal articulation of touchscreen units to 
maximise usability for wheelchair users, The Gateway Arch National Park 
in St Louis, Missouri, USA� 184

	13.5	 The Universal Design Group and Haley Sharpe Design review exhibit 
prototypes for usability and access, the Gateway Arch National Park in 
St Louis, Missouri, USA� 187

	15.1	 Nanting Research students at the Guan Temple of Lineage, Nanting,  
China, 2015� 204

	15.2	 Entrance to the Nanting section of the ‘The Civil Power’, Minsheng Art 
Museum, Beijing, 2015� 206

	17.1	 Exhibition view of ‘Defining Beauty’, British Museum, 2015� 226
	17.2	 The narrative structure in three acts, ‘Defining Beauty’, British Museum, 2015� 228
	17.3	 Expressing the plot in diagrammatic form, ‘Defining Beauty’, British 

Museum, 2015� 229
	17.4	 Comparison of sequential wall colour structure and text based three-act 

structure, ‘Defining Beauty’, British Museum, 2015� 230
	17.5	 Graphic language in the British Museum and in ‘Defining Beauty’, 2015� 231
	18.1	 Bal’s three-level model of narrative theory for the exhibition ‘Botticelli 

Reimagined’, Victoria and Albert Museum, 2016� 242
	18.2	 An excerpt from Sergei Eisenstein’s analysis of sequence in The Film  

Sense 1938� 245
	18.3	 Diagram comparing the narrative structure of the film Run Lola Run and 

the visitor experience at Vischering Castle, Germany� 248
	18.4	 Site plan of Vischering Castle, Germany� 249
	19.1	 Copy by Feng Chengsu (c. 627–50) of Jin-dynasty (265–420) calligrapher 

Wang Xizhi’s (c. 303–61) original calligraphic masterpiece Lantingji xu 
(Preface to the Anthology of the Orchid)� 261

	19.2	 Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains, by Huang Gongwang (1269–1364)� 266
	19.3	 Zheng Li (b. 1964), Downstream, 2016� 267
	19.4	 Installation view of Illuminated Presence featuring photographs and artefacts 

by Yeh Wei-Li (b. 1971), and painting by Yeh Shih-Chiang (1926–2012)� 268
	19.5	 The South Gate to Heaven, and boulder calligraphy, at Mount Tai� 270
	19.6	 Photograph of contemporary yaji gathering and landscape at Jia Yuan Hall 

in Suzhou, China, 2016� 274
	21.1	 Floor plan of ‘When the South Wind Blows: The Documentary 

Photographs of Taixi Village’, National Museum of Natural Science,  
Taiwan, 2014� 290



x  Illustrations

	21.2	 Photograph of Mei-Chue Chen and her husband, ‘When the South Wind 
Blows: The Documentary Photographs of Taixi Village’, National Museum 
of Natural Science, Taiwan, 2014� 293

	21.3	 Photograph of Cai Cai-feng and Su Wei, ‘When the South Wind Blows: 
The Documentary Photographs of Taixi Village’, National Museum of 
Natural Science, Taiwan, 2014� 294

	22.1	 ‘Imprints of War – Photography from 1864’, National Museum of 
Photography, Royal Danish Library, Copenhagen, 2014� 305

	22.2	 ‘Imprints of War – Photography from 1864’, National Museum of 
Photography, Royal Danish Library, Copenhagen, 2014, installation view� 307

	22.3	 ‘Imprints of War – Photography from 1864’, National Museum of 
Photography, Royal Danish Library, Copenhagen, 2014, installation view� 307

	23.1	 Private collector Franz Fromm with son Paco and daughters Luisa and 
Zoila, c. 1906� 323

	24.1	 Bed platform, ‘The Yellow Box: Contemporary Calligraphy and Painting in 
Taiwan’ exhibition, Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2004–5� 335

	25.1	 ‘101 Danish Poets’, Royal Danish Library, Copenhagen, 2014� 349

Colour plates

	 1	 People and place: using interpretive design to map people and place�
	 2	 Imagining a central hub from which visitors might go off to explore 

stories around the Tower of London in the places they unfolded�
	 3	 Imagining the potential for a range of emotional responses to story and site 

at the Tower of London�
	 4	 A framework for the Ethical Treatment of the subject of prisoners, 

punishment and torture at the Tower of London�
	 5	 Ars Electronica Center, Linz, Austria�
	 6	 In The Air, Tonight (2014–2016), Public Visualization Studio�
	 7	 The Illuminated River, ‘Current’, Leo Villareal with Lifschutz Davidson 

Sandilands and Future\Pace�
	 8	 Lace pattern façade detailing, Nottingham Contemporary, UK�
	 9	 Turner Contemporary, Margate, UK�
	10	 The Leaf, Henning Larsen. Competition entry for the Jan Shrem and 

Maria Manetti Shrem Museum of Art, UC Davis, California�
	11	 The Slant, WORKac. Competition entry for the Jan Shrem and Maria 

Manetti Shrem Museum of Art, UC Davis, California�
	12	 The Grand Canopy, SO – IL and Bohlin Cywinski Jackson. Winning 

design for the Jan Shrem and Maria Manetti Shrem Museum of Art, UC 
Davis, California�

	13	 Oriel Wrecsam People’s Market exploded axonometric drawing�
	14	 ‘22 Skies’ by Filip Vest, ‘Mix it up’, Statens Museum for Kunst, 2015�
	15	 ‘MatchSMK’, permanent collection, Statens Museum for Kunst, 2011�
16	 Working through the display considerations of objects with young people, 

Derby Silk Mill, 2013�
	17	 A bridge-building workshop with Leach Colour, Derby Silk Mill, 2016�



Illustrations  xi

	18	 Statue of Dred and Harriet Scott outside the St Louis Old Courthouse�
	19	 The first room of the exhibition ‘Botticelli Reimagined’, V&A Museum, 2016�
	20	 The exhibition ‘Luther and the Princes’, Hartenfels Castle, Torgau, Germany, 2015�
	21	 Street Angel, Malu tianshi (1937) diorama, Shanghai Film Museum, 2014�
	22	 Bai Yang diorama, Shanghai Film Museum, 2014�
	23	 Ruan Lingyu and Hu Die diorama, Shanghai Film Museum, 2014�
	24	 Slideshow of photographs of Taixi residents holding photographs of 

relatives lost to cancer, ‘When the South Wind Blows: The Documentary 
Photographs of Taixi Village’, National Museum of Natural Science, Taiwan, 2014�

	25	 ‘The Yellow Box: Contemporary Calligraphy and Painting in Taiwan’ 
exhibition, Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2004–5�

	26	 Movable viewing frames, ‘The Yellow Box: Contemporary Calligraphy and 
Painting in Taiwan’ exhibition, Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2004–5�

	27	 ‘Treasures’ devised by the Russian artist Andrey Bartenev, Royal Danish 
Library, Copenhagen, 2012�

	28	 ‘Everything you can think of is true – the dish ran away with the spoon’, 
curated by Robert Wilson, Royal Danish Library, Copenhagen, 2008–9�

	29	 ‘The Original Kierkegaard’, Royal Danish Library, Copenhagen, 2013�

Tables

	 1.1	 Positive and negative characteristics of the interpretation of prisoners, 
punishment and torture at the Tower of London� 24

	21.1	 Comments from the South Wind Exhibition: categories and percentages� 296



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTSACKNOWLEDGEMENTSACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The activities which preceded this book were enabled by the kind support of the Univer-
sity of Leicester, K11 Art Foundation, Hong Kong University, Leisure and Cultural Services 
Department (LCSD) in Hong Kong, and UK Trade and Investment (now DIT). We are par-
ticularly grateful to Clare Hudson, Adrian Cheng, Florian Knothe, Shing-wai Chan, Richard 
Parry, Carmen Ho, Priscilla Kong, Grace Tan, Regina Zhang, Robin Clarke, Lars Nittve, 
Wang Wei, Julien de Casabianca, Yongwoo Lee, Eve Tam and all the speakers, workshop hosts 
and participants in The Future of Museum and Gallery Design, Hong Kong, 2015. Since then, 
a great deal of time has been spent looking at the wide range of papers, selecting the most 
representative, inviting additional researchers and practitioners to contribute to this book 
and working with Routledge and all the contributors to develop the book proposal and 
manuscript. We are particularly grateful to those colleagues who submitted papers which 
were not eventually taken forward for their time and goodwill – some of those papers are 
now thankfully being published elsewhere. We are grateful to Marc Stratton, Dominic Shy-
rane and Heidi Lowther at Routledge for their support and efforts to ensure that the book 
was as strong as possible. To the three anonymous reviewers of the proposal, thank you for 
your insightful comments; we hope that you can see where they positively impacted the final 
book. We are grateful to the University of Leicester and Central Saint Martins, University of 
the Arts London who provided funding for colour images and final copy editing, and to Bob 
Ahluwalia for his work on the images and general support in the final stages of drawing the 
manuscript together. We would like to say a particular thank you to the Museum Meanings 
Series Editors, Richard Sandell and Christina Kreps, and also to the wide range of colleagues 
and students with whom we have discussed the project over the last few years. We hope it is a 
useful contribution to the increasingly dynamic field of museum design research. Finally and 
as always, love and thanks to Jocelyn, Allan, Lee and Frances.



ABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORSABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORSABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORS

Tricia Austin is a Design Researcher, PhD Supervisor and the Course Leader of MA Nar-
rative Environments in the Spatial Practices Programme at Central Saint Martins, University 
of the Arts London. She has convened several international conferences, most recently Chaos 
at the Museum, infiltrating the urban fabric, 2016 in Buenos Aries. Tricia was the UK lead on 
EU-PA, a European project to develop culture-led city regeneration methodologies, involv-
ing multiple stakeholders and producing exemplar case studies. Tricia has lectured in Europe, 
Asia and South America and led a number of collaborative projects with universities and 
governmental organisations across the world.

Christina Back, Architect MAA, is exhibition co-ordinator and head of exhibition design at 
the Royal Library and the National Museum of Photography, Denmark. She holds a master’s 
degree in architecture from the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts’ School of Architecture 
in Copenhagen and has worked with spatial design within exhibition, installation and perfor-
mance since 1998. She works with an interdisciplinary mode of expression based on abstrac-
tion, focusing her work on exploring the embodied and multisensory exhibition encounter 
and the potential of exhibitions as a spatial interpretive medium.

Clare Brown is an exhibition designer with 20 years of experience creating exhibitions for 
large-scale history and culture museums in New York City and Washington, DC. She served as 
Chair and Program Head of the Master of Arts in Exhibition Design program at the Corco-
ran School of the Arts and Design at George Washington University from 2012 to 2017. She 
is currently Chief of Design at the Smithsonian Institution, National Museum of American 
History. Clare has a background in Cultural Anthropology, Theater Design, Museum Stud-
ies, and is completing doctoral research in Exhibition/Experience Design at Central Saint 
Martins in London.

Tony Butler became Executive Director of Derby Museums in January 2014. Prior to that, 
Tony was director of the Museum of East Anglian Life for nine years. He repositioned the 
organisation as a social enterprise and led a major capital development programme involving 



xiv  About the contributors

the restoration of a Queen Anne mansion and associated buildings. In 2011 he founded the 
Happy Museum Project to create an international community of practice to explore how 
museums could contribute to a society in which well being and environmental sustainabil-
ity were its principle values. Happy Museum has supported 22 UK museums to develop 
projects which build mutual relationships with audiences and steward the future as well as 
the past. Tony read History and Welsh History at Aberystwyth University and has an MA in 
Museology from University of East Anglia. He was the Fellow for Museums on the Clore 
Leadership Programme in 2007–08 and Fellow of the National Arts Strategies chief execu-
tive programme in the United States. He is a Fellow of the Museums Association, Director of 
Mission Models Money and is trustee of Kids in Museums.

Pedith Chan, PhD (2009) at SOAS, University of London, is an Assistant Professor for the 
Cultural Management Programme, Faculty of Arts, Chinese University of Hong Kong. Her 
publications include a monograph (The Making of a Modern Art World, BRILL, 2017) and arti-
cles on modern and contemporary Chinese art.

Tsong-Zung Chang is independent curator, guest professor of China Academy of Art in 
Hangzhou, China, and director of Hanart TZ Gallery in Hong Kong. He has been active in 
curating Chinese exhibitions since the 1980s: as co-curator of 2008 Guangzhou Triennial, 
‘Farewell to Post-Colonialism’, and co-curator of Shanghai Biennale 2012. Current active 
projects include Jia Li Hall, a series of researches on Confucian rites and aesthetics; West 
Heavens, Sino Indian exchange in art and social thought; Yaji Garden (a project relating to the 
Yellow Box Projects), which investigates Chinese aesthetic space and culture of connoisseurship 
for contemporary practices; and Inter-Asia School, which organised the ‘Inter-Asia Biennale 
Forums’ in 2014 and 2016 at the Taipei Biennial, Shanghai Biennial, Kwangju Biennale and 
Kochi-Muziris Biennale.

Chia-Li Chen is Professor and Director of the Graduate Institute of Museum Studies at the 
Taipei National University of the Arts, Taiwan. She is also the Editor-in-Chief of Journal of 
Museum and Culture. Her research interests focus on three main areas: the engagement of peo-
ple with disabilities/mental illnesses and their representation in museums; visitor studies; and 
museums and human rights issues. She is the author of Museums and Cultural Identities: Learn-
ing and Recollection in Local Museums in Taiwan (VDM Publishing House), Wound on Exhibition: 
Notes on Memory and Trauma (Artco Publisher, Taiwan), and From Margin to Representation: The 
Museum and Cultural Rights (National Taiwan University Press).

Adrian Cheng is the art pioneer who founded the K11 Art Foundation (KAF), a non-profit 
art foundation in China to incubate young contemporary artists and curators, and to promote 
public art education. By providing young emerging artists and curators with a local, regional 
and international platform to gain greater public awareness, Adrian is the new generation 
to represent the contemporary Chinese art scene. Adrian is a Board Member of the West 
Kowloon Cultural District Authority, and Member of the M+ Board and M+ Acquisitions 
Committee. He is also a Board Member of the Public Art Fund of New York and MoMA 
PS1, Trustee of Royal Academy of Arts, Board Director of the National Museum of China 
Foundation, Director of CAFAM Funds of the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Visiting Com-
mittee of the Department of Asian Art at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Member of 



About the contributors  xv

International Circle of Centre Pompidou, Member of TATE’s International Council, Board 
Member of Asia Art Archive and Trustee of Design Trust. In 2013, he set up an annual Master 
of Arts degree full scholarship programme in collaboration with Central Saint Martins. He is 
among the ArtReview Power 100 list of the contemporary art world’s most powerful figures 
for three consecutive years since 2014, reaching #54 in 2016.

Dave Colangelo is Assistant Professor of Digital Culture at Portland State University and 
Director, North America, of the Media Architecture Institute. He holds an MA in Cultural 
Studies from Goldsmiths College, University of London and a PhD in Communication and 
Culture from Ryerson and York Universities. His research is centred upon the impact of digi-
tal media on art, curation, architecture and scholarship. His work as a media artist (with Public 
Visualization Studio), working primarily with large-scale public projections, urban screens 
and media architecture, and has been presented at the International Symposium for Electronic 
Art and the Biennale of Architecture and Urbanism.

Tom Duncan is an architect and exhibition designer for museums and heritage sites. He 
combines professional practice with academic research and teaching and is a PhD candi-
date at the University of Leicester, School of Museum Studies. His research investigates how 
the contemporary museum master plan can combine the spatial qualities of architecture with 
the experiential and storytelling qualities of the visitor experience. Based in Berlin, Germany, 
he is a founding partner, together with Noel McCauley, of the studio Duncan McCauley, 
working for clients such as the Victoria and Albert Museum in London and the State Muse-
ums of Berlin.

Sarah Featherstone is an architect and co-director of London-based practice Featherstone 
Young. She is interested in the way people shape their environment and how architecture 
can stimulate, rather than dictate, activity and social interaction. Her practice has won many 
awards including RIBA awards for The Dellow Centre for homelessness, SERICC Crisis 
centre and Ty Hedfan, a new house in Wales. Sarah studied architecture at Kingston Uni-
versity, the Architectural Association and the Bartlett, UCL, and currently teaches at Central 
St Martins. She has been an external examiner at a number of universities and is currently on 
the Islington, Southwark and Camden Design Review panels.

Hannah Fox is the Project Director leading the redevelopment of Derby Silk Mill, site of 
the world’s first factory, as the Museum of Making. Trained as a designer and photographer, 
Hannah’s background is in developing cross-sector creative projects. Her passion is putting 
people at the heart of how places, products and services are co-designed to support commu-
nity needs. Hannah travels widely, teaching human-centred design methodologies to people 
working in arts and culture. She is part of the National Arts Strategies Creative Community 
Fellowship, an international network of cultural and social entrepreneurs, and is a board mem-
ber of FIGMENT, a global participatory arts programme.

David Francis is a writer and researcher who specialises in museums, zoos and botanic gar-
dens. He is currently writing his PhD, which focuses on how narrative shapes the creation and 
reception of exhibitions in the museum. He has previously worked as an interpretation officer 
at the British Museum in the UK, and also as an evaluation researcher at Chester Zoo. He is 



xvi  About the contributors

currently working as Research Associate on the Big Picnic Project, a European-wide project 
about botanic gardens engaging the public on the topic of food security.

Shiming Gao is a curator and critic based in Hangzhou, China. He is currently the Vice 
President of China Academy of Art. He is also curator of many exhibitions and intellectual 
projects, including: The Yellow Box: Contemporary Art and Architecture in Chinese Space, 2006; 
Reversing Horizons: Artist Reflections of the Hong Kong Handover 10th Anniversary, 2007; Revival of 
the Countryside: Special Project of Sao Paulo Architectural Biennial, 2007; Farewell to Post-colonialism: 
the Third Guangzhou Triennial, 2008; Rehearsal: the 8th Shanghai Biennale, 2010; Reflecta: the First 
West Bund Biennale for Architecture and Contemporary Art, 2013; Inter-Asia Biennial Forum (Taipei, 
Shanghai, Kochi), 2014; Renjian Thoughts Forum: Reports of Asian Social Thought Movements, 2014; 
Forums in Motion: BANDUNG/Third World 60 Years, 2015; Shan Shui: A Manifesta, 2016; The 
Future Media/Art Manifesta, 2017.

Maja Gro Gundersen holds an MA in art history and media science from Aarhus University. 
From 2010–13 she worked with the production and layout of exhibitions at the Royal Danish 
Library and the National Museum of Photography, and in 2014–15 she conducted research 
on exhibition design. She has been a guest teacher at the Danish National School of Theatre 
and Contemporary Dance, Department of Scenography, and currently runs a small exhibition 
space, Kvadrat16, in Copenhagen together with artist Birgitte Støvring.

Elaine Heumann Gurian is consultant/advisor/speaker/teacher to museums, universi-
ties, associations, and governments worldwide. She was deputy director of the US Holo-
caust Memorial Museum and National Museum of the American Indian following service as 
Deputy Assistant Secretary at the Smithsonian. She has received fellowships from the Georgia 
O’Keeffe Museum, the Exploratorium, and the Fulbright program. Routledge published her 
book, Civilizing the Museum, in 2006. Most of her writings are now available at www.egurian.
com. Elected to many offices in AAM and ICOM/CECA, Gurian was named to AAM’s Cen-
tennial Honor Roll in 2006 and presented its Distinguished Service award in 2004. Gurian 
is a founder of the Museum Group, an association of US independent museum consultants.

Jonathan Hale is an architect and Professor of Architectural Theory at the University of Not-
tingham. His research interests include phenomenology and the philosophy of technology; 
the relationship between architecture and the body; and embodied experience in museums 
and exhibitions. Recent publications include a monograph for the Routledge series Thinkers 
for Architects on the philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2017). Previous co-edited books 
include Museum Making: Narratives, Architectures, Exhibitions (Routledge 2012) and Rethink-
ing Technology: A Reader in Architectural Theory (Routledge 2007). He is currently Head of the 
research group Architecture, Culture and Tectonics (ACT), and was founding Chair of the 
Architectural Humanities Research Association (AHRA).

Bill Haley is the company founder of Haley Sharpe Design Ltd (hsd). His enthusiasm for 
outstanding design and understanding of the museum and heritage sector, prompted him 
to form hsd with fellow director, Alisdair Hinshelwood, in 1983. Under their direction, the 
company grew from a small UK-based agency, to an international design and planning con-
sultancy with an unrivalled track record in the creation of dynamic arts, cultural and museum 

http://www.egurian.com
http://www.egurian.com


About the contributors  xvii

environments. Through first-hand experience on various high profile US-based projects, Bill 
now advocates for a universal design approach to exhibition development, which draws upon 
social constructs of disability.

Laura Hourston Hanks is Associate Professor and Senior Tutor in the Department of Archi-
tecture and Built Environment at the University of Nottingham, where she teaches across the 
undergraduate and postgraduate programmes. Her research interests include contemporary 
museum design, the architectural expression of identities and issues of narrative place making. 
She has published chapters in Architecture and the Canadian Fabric and Museum Making: Narra-
tives, Architectures, Exhibitions, which she also co-edited (MacLeod, Hourston Hanks and Hale, 
Routledge, 2012). Notable among her other publications are Museum Builders II ( John Wiley 
and Sons, 2004), and contributions to Architectural Design, arq: Architectural Research Quarterly 
and Curator: The Museum Journal.

Oscar Ho Hing-Kay specialises in the practice and critical studies of cultural manage-
ment, particularly in the areas of visual arts, museum management and curatorship. He was 
formerly Exhibition Director at the Hong Kong Arts Centre, Senior Research Officer at the 
Home Affairs Bureau of the Hong Kong Government, and Founding Director of Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Shanghai. He is currently Programme Director of the MA in Cultural 
Management at the Chinese University of Hong Kong.

Hsu Huang is an associate curator at the National Museum of Natural Science in Taiwan. He 
has been working in the Department of Exhibitions as a planner and researcher, and has con-
ducted and designed many exhibitions in the past 20 years including ‘When the South Wind 
Blows – the Documentary Photography of Taixi Village’. Hsu Huang has also been the Editor-
in-Chief of the academic journal Museology Quarterly since 2011. His research interests focus on 
relationships between knowledge and space, and the social responsibility of museum exhibitions.

Linda Johnson is a graduate of the MA Museum Studies programme at Leicester University. 
Linda trained originally as a lawyer with an LLB (Hons) from Warwick University (1978), an 
MPhil in Criminology from Cambridge University (1982) and a PhD in Social Sciences from 
Brunel University (1990). She qualified as a Solicitor in 1981 and worked as a Law Lecturer 
and Senior Lecturer at Hong Kong University (1986–1995) and at the University of Hert-
fordshire (1996–2000) before moving permanently to Shanghai in 2000. She has owned and 
operated a store and gallery in Shanghai since then, specialising in Mao Period propaganda art 
and contemporary design. Since 2011 Linda has also convened the Chinese Film Group for 
the Royal Asiatic Society in Shanghai.

Ariane Karbe is an independent curator, based in Berlin. She holds an MA in Social and 
Cultural Anthropology (University of Bayreuth) and trained as a scriptwriter at the Film-
school Hamburg Berlin. Her current PhD research at the School of Museum Studies, Uni-
versity of Leicester, investigates how dramaturgic tools used for writing exciting film scripts 
could be adapted for curating (exciting) exhibitions.

Annette Loeseke is Lecturer in Museum Studies at New York University Berlin. Her research 
interests include museums as public (political) space, visitor studies, and reception-centred 



xviii  About the contributors

curatorial formats. A scholar-in-residence at Cornell University, Ithaca, New York, in summer 
2015, she worked on intercultural exhibition models. She has carried out numerous visitor 
studies at museums in Berlin, London, Shanghai and Amsterdam, and worked as visiting lec-
turer at universities in Berlin, Heidelberg, Hildesheim, Moscow and Amsterdam (Reinwardt 
Academy). Annette holds a PhD in art history from the University of Bonn; she studied art 
history in Freiburg, Munich and Paris, and cultural management in London.

Sipei Lu is a PhD researcher of Museum Studies at the University of Leicester in the UK. 
Her writing and curatorial projects investigate art’s engagement with Chinese society and 
what agency art institutions and curating have in this process. Her recent projects include the 
‘Water System Museum’, a socially engaged art project undertaken in collaboration with A4 
Art Museum, Chengdu (2015). Lu served as a guest researcher at Times Museum, Guangzhou 
(2015) and also translated Active Withdrawals: the Life and Death of Institutional Critique (Jilin 
Publishing Group/Black Dog Publishing, 2016).

Suzanne MacLeod is Professor of Museum Studies at the University of Leicester where she 
has worked in a range of roles since 1997. She has published widely around museum architec-
ture and design and has a particular interest in design forms and processes and how they might 
be harnessed towards positive social and organisational impacts by progressive museums. She 
undertakes research with museum and design partners and is currently working on a book 
titled Design for Creative Lives. Previous publications include Reshaping Museum Space; Museum 
Making (with Jonathan Hale and Laura Hanks); and Museum Architecture: A New Biography.

Jo Marsh has worked as a freelance artist, curator and facilitator since 2009. In 2011 she won 
the Leeds-based Woolgather Art Prize with her socially engaged project ‘With Love from 
the Artist’, and received funding from Arts Council of Wales in 2013 and 2014 to build and 
tour her portable sculpture-gallery, WanderBox. In 2014 Jo came into post as learning and 
engagement officer at Oriel Wrecsam, delivering an extensive off-site programme for the gal-
lery; in January 2017 Jo became Creative Director for Oriel Wrecsam and is designing new 
programmes which hold socially engaged practice and civic responsibility at heart.

Kathleen McLean, principal of museum consulting firm Independent Exhibitions, was cre-
ative director for concept, design, and reinstallation of the Oakland Museum of California’s 
galleries, 2008–2012, and Director, Center for Public Exhibitions and Programs, Explorato-
rium, 1994–2004. McLean has created award-winning exhibitions and programs for museums 
of history, art, and science, focusing on social issues and public response. She is author of The 
Convivial Museum (2010), Visitor Voices in Museum Exhibitions (2007), and Planning for People 
in Museum Exhibitions (1994). McLean was selected for AAM’s 2006 Centennial Honor Roll: 
one of 100 professionals who made significant contributions to American museums over the 
last century.

Timothy J. McNeil is the Director of the UC Davis Design Museum and a Professor of 
Design at the University of California Davis. With over 25 years of experience developing 
exhibition, signage, and interpretive environments, his research and practice seeks to define 
exhibition design in relation to the curatorial process, and the contribution this multidiscipli-
nary design field makes to meaningful audience engagement. McNeil’s award-winning design 



About the contributors  xix

research has been featured in multiple publications and he is a frequent speaker both nation-
ally and internationally on museum and design issues.

Jona Piehl is a graphic designer and design researcher. She recently completed her PhD in 
which she examined the roles of graphic design in exhibition narratives. Prior to her doc-
torate she led the graphic design team of the London-based exhibition design consultancy 
Land Design Studio where she worked on projects for clients such as the Victoria and Albert 
Museum, the Natural History Museum London, English Heritage and Miraikan/Tokyo. She 
teaches on the MA Narrative Environments and the BA Culture, Criticism and Curation at 
Central Saint Martins/University of the Arts London.

Mette Houlberg Rung has a background in art history and holds a PhD from Leicester 
University. For the past 15 years she has been working in museums in Denmark and the UK. 
Currently she holds a position as art interpreter and researcher at Statens Museum for Kunst 
(National Gallery of Denmark). Her research areas include museology, visitor studies and 
aesthetic experiences. She is also engaged in planning, designing and producing temporary 
exhibitions where her main focus areas are the narrative structure, interpretative materials and 
user experiences within the exhibition.

Vivian Ting is the Head of Historical Research at the Design and Cultural Studies Work-
shop. She was trained as a historian at the Chinese University of Hong Kong where she 
developed an interest in the study of objects and connoisseurship. This interest was developed 
during her PhD degree in Museum Studies at the University of Leicester. She has taught 
Museum Studies and Material Culture Studies in universities, and been involved in many 
contemporary curatorial projects. Her research looks at how to cultivate a global vision of 
cultural appreciation in the exhibition context.

Oriel Wilson has been part of the interpretative and development teams at Haley Sharpe 
Design Ltd for over 15 years. Completing the University of Leicester Museum Studies Mas-
ters, she went on to hold curatorial posts in several London museums, including the Museum 
of London Docklands. Since joining hsd, she has led the interpretative development of 
many leading museum and heritage attractions. Particular interests include narrative story-
telling in regenerated urban and maritime landscapes and the role of museums in suburban 
place-making.



http://taylorandfrancis.com


INTRODUCTIONSUZANNE MACLEOD ET AL.INTRODUCTION

The future of museum and gallery design

Suzanne MacLeod, Tricia Austin, Jonathan Hale and  
Oscar Ho Hing-Kay

As we draw the chapters together for this book in spring 2017, strange things are happening 
in museums in our home countries, the UK and China. In the UK, already large museums 
are planning expansions, seemingly only able to survive in a state of perpetual growth. We 
have seen examples of collections being moved from museums in the north of the country to 
London, reducing the cultural resource for audiences in one location whilst simultaneously 
fuelling even more expansion in the capital (Ellis-Petersen 2017). Flagship Heritage Lottery 
Fund projects, part of the growth in new museums and updating and expansion of many 
established museums which took place across the country around the millennium, are under 
threat of closure as their funding is cut, and it is assumed that they can operate in just the same 
way as large London-based museums where tourism and corporate sponsorship now domi-
nate (Newbould 2017). In extreme cases, these museums only continue to survive as a result 
of the energy, ingenuity and vision of their leaders. And once iconic exhibits and displays such 
as Launchpad in London’s Science Museum, which offered free educational fun to families for 
almost 30 years, have been replaced by high-budget displays with big business sponsors and 
placed behind a paywall (Macrae and Payne 2015; Garrard 2016). This is happening elsewhere 
in the country as the notion of charging for access to public collections gains greater traction 
in the face of cuts in public funding and a lack of alternative vision.

In China, the context is different but the shape of museum development is equally wor-
rying. The recent drive to expand the number of museums in the country has progressed at 
such a rate that it is ahead of the building of collections, content, trained personnel and, most 
importantly, a sense of why the arts and culture might benefit people in China and provide an 
important addition to their cultural lives. New museums stand empty, some abandoned and, 
in places, large cultural developments have been frozen as the vast resources needed for their 
continuation have dried up. In addition to the government-funded museums, an increasing 
number of museums are being built and run by developers as they have, in Ou Ning’s words, 
‘come to realize that building museums is an effective means of obtaining land and market-
ing the adjacent residential projects with attractive cultural packages’ (2014: 120). The scale of 
growth and investment has made China a magnet for architects, designers and a whole range 
of international consultants who see an opportunity to win new contracts, without always 



2  Suzanne MacLeod et al.

thinking deeply about the needs of audiences or the specific and varied context within which 
they are working (Ibid.). Whilst these observations are not new – critics have been citing simi-
lar examples internationally for many years – the realities they describe continue to unfold 
around us, seemingly unchallenged.

The impetus for much of this activity, of course, is economic. Museums are the archetypal 
malleable institution; they have come to speak of civilisation, modernity, democracy and eco-
nomic prosperity (regardless of the realities), and any self-respecting international city must 
now be home to museums and galleries of international quality, ideally on a waterfront site. 
Conceived as a draw for tourists, at times they are built with only this in mind, while in other 
cases local museum services are harnessed in a bid to generate city brands and tempt inward 
investment, as we can see in the way that Manchester is currently being marketed to interna-
tional travellers. At one level these may be perfectly reasonable uses for culture and museums 
(as the ultimate malleable institution, museums have the capacity to be many things to many 
people simultaneously); nonetheless, the power and force of these economic drives does push 
museum developments in specific directions, towards commerce, towards income generation 
and often, in design terms, towards the bland uniformity of the generic. These tendencies are 
not benign. As Richard Sennett reminds us, human feelings of exclusion and indifference 
are not only tied to the march of capitalism and its processes, but to the physical built forms 
capitalism produces (Sennett 2000). Conceived from such a high level, these developments 
ignore the realities of life as it is lived and, far from silent and inactive, they erode community, 
belonging and care for others.

Disappointingly, design is often blamed for these ills, as those working in museums are 
puzzled by the museum that gets built or as budgets are doubled as a result of the pressure 
on designers to create something new and iconic. Rarely do those involved in cultural 
developments – museum professionals, design professionals, politicians and funders – stand 
back to consider how their project is being shaped by economic and political forces, to 
question design decisions from the perspective of the politics of space and the vastly differ-
entiated experiences and often competing claims of the people who occupy the locale, or to 
ask how the investment might connect more fully with an integrated, comprehensive plan 
for community development, the production of empowering social relations, or the crea-
tion of moments of clarity, connection and openness in an increasingly homogenised and 
socially fragmented world. Whilst the progress of museums designed as disconnected icons 
feels unstoppable and way beyond the control of people working in and for the cultural 
sector, it is also clear that more interesting forms of museum making are happening in places 
where it clearly is possible to generate a greater sense of social intent, stronger institutional 
identities and community connections, and where the users of arts and culture (actual and 
potential) are a significant part of the design process. In these examples, design and designed 
forms are recognised as a significant resource for socially purposeful museums.

It is within this context of massive museum investment which far too often fails to strive 
to meet its full social potential, that discussions about the future of museum design have 
flourished over the last 15 years. Driven by a desire to acknowledge the opportunities socially 
driven museums and galleries miss when they fail to think deeply about design and seeking 
to release design from the narrow and bureaucratic commercial and economic constraints 
museums place around it and, instead, recognise design processes and a design sensibility as 
having significant contributions to make to the shaping of museum experiences which can 
enrich the lives of citizens in whole variety of ways, an international, dynamic and connected 
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network of ‘museum design thinkers’ has emerged. Supported by research teams at the Uni-
versities of Leicester, Nottingham, Central Saint Martins and the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong, researchers from across museums, design and academia are working together to build 
networks, share resources and ideas and, importantly, offer new research and knowledge which 
might inform alternatives to the dominant, economically led modes of museum making. This 
work has taken on an interesting urgency in various cultural contexts in recent years and 
months as political unrest and turmoil have made clear the need for privileged public institu-
tions such as museums to harness the opportunities they have to shape our social world in 
ways which benefit the many, not just a privileged few.

The Future of Museum and Gallery Design has emerged directly from this set of interac-
tions and collaborations, the result of the enthusiasm and conviction of those involved that 
design can, if allowed and if approached in very specific ways, play a fundamental role in the 
reshaping of museums and galleries of genuine interest and relevance to the lives of not just 
established museum audiences (which, as we know, represent a very narrow segment of soci-
ety), but also to the lives of a far greater range of people. The project began as a conference 
in Hong Kong – a large gathering of experts interested in sharing their ideas, learning from 
others and exploring new possibilities. As with all the work previously undertaken by net-
work participants, the conference attracted academics, museum professionals, architects, artists 
and designers of varied career ages and from diverse contexts. As a group, we represented 16 
different countries.

The location of the conference in Hong Kong was pivotal to establishing connections 
between design research groups and individuals from across the world, an opportunity which 
continues to positively impact those involved. Over the course of three days, we established 
some common ground, discussed research and research-led practice, shared something of 
the differences of our cultural contexts and what that might mean for museum develop-
ment, and took part in an active programme of workshops, visits and performances. Many of 
us left Hong Kong with a very clear sense of some of the fundamental cultural differences 
between, for example, Europe and Asia which must, particularly in China, be allowed to 
impact museum development. Since then, a number of researchers and practitioners who 
were unable to take part in Hong Kong have joined the conversation by contributing impor-
tant chapters to this volume.

One of the activities worked through at the conference involved a large-scale pyramid 
game where participants were asked to write down their top hopes and principles for the 
future of museum and gallery design. The hundreds of response cards were then reduced 
down to our Top 20 Principles through a process of group discussion and debate. The Prin-
ciples, which are reproduced at the back of this book, were not necessarily surprising but 
did get straight to the heart of some of the key challenges for design in museums today. At 
the top of our list were visitors and the need to place visitors and their specific needs at the 
centre of the design process. It remains incredibly rare for museum architects and designers 
to establish a consistent focus on visitors and generate new design methods and strategies 
which can channel knowledge from and about visitors and the broader society into the physi-
cal solutions produced. The pull of museum conventions, the formality and commercialism 
of the client/consultant relationship and the formality of museums and galleries themselves 
mean that design is still, in the main, focused around objects in cases and the communication 
of curatorial knowledge. Within this inherently conservative sector, participatory innovations 
are all the more impressive and our entire group of some 150 conference participants were 
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united around the desire to learn from these innovations and seek new routes to inclusive 
forms of museum design.

More than this, the principle of placing visitors first also pointed to a small but powerful 
number of projects which do not simply reach out to draw visitors and their expertise into 
the museum – to encourage participation – but which begin from community. An outward 
focus which demands that museums involve themselves with a whole range of issues and chal-
lenges in the locale, in these museums citizens and their needs provide the very rationale for 
the institution and resources and programmes are shaped accordingly. This Principle placed 
pressure on museum designers to familiarise themselves with studies of leading-edge practice 
and particularly the vast bodies of research about museum learning and the social impacts 
of culture as a route to generating experimental design processes and appropriate spatial and 
social forms. Only through the development of a specialist focus on design for the cultural sector 
will design fully embrace the social aims and ambitions of many in the arts and culture sectors. 
Such a focus on others also demands that both designers and museum professionals relinquish 
control and let go of some of their professional preferences. In one sense feeling like familiar 
territory, these ideas are significantly under-developed and under-utilised in museum design.

Second in our list and directly linked to the desire for new spatial and social forms was 
collaboration. Seemingly obvious, collaboration not only pointed to an interest in team-based 
approaches to exhibition making which have been prioritised sporadically in museums since 
the 1960s and ’70s as well as more recent participatory and experimental approaches, but also 
to deep-seated feelings within our group around two key issues: the continued holding of 
design at arm’s length in museums and recognition of design as a significantly under-utilised 
resource. For many of the design professionals at the conference, the high importance of this 
Principle reflected their sense that design is rarely allowed to be a full collaborator in the pro-
cess of making museums. Still a process which prioritises curatorial knowledge and museum 
knowledge above all else, discussions made clear both the need for more in-depth engage-
ments with what a genuine process of collaboration entails, and a need for all those involved 
in the production of museums and galleries to open up to an understanding of design as a 
resource laden with potential to make a significant contribution to arts and culture. This Prin-
ciple placed pressure on museum personnel and all those with a vested interest in museum 
design to broaden their understanding and educate themselves about the skills, qualities and 
roles of the excellent, socially engaged designer. A design approach that gives a voice to a 
wider range of potential participants within the design process itself will also produce out-
comes where all the constituent elements of the designed environment – from the physical to 
the virtual – can become active agents in creation of inclusive visitor experiences.

A number of other Principles linked directly to notions of collaboration and the need for 
improved processes: a plea for non-hierarchical approaches to museum making which value 
and take concrete steps to build on the knowledge of diverse stakeholders; the need for the 
sharing of practical and tested processes of participatory design and co-design; the need for 
risk-taking and experimentation; the need for all involved in museum making to look beyond 
museums for their inspiration; and the need for our community of design thinkers to be stra-
tegic, visible, connected and organised. All of these ideas were underpinned by a sophisticated 
understanding of visitor experience as owned by visitors themselves and created through 
diverse forms of action and interaction with the institution and its resources. Included in 
the Principles, then, was a plea for museums to trust their visitors and recognise the role of 
museum makers as one of creating opportunities to access new ways of knowing – moments 
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in our lives when we might, even momentarily, understand the experience of someone else 
or suddenly see the world differently. Implicit within this Principle was an awareness of the 
need for museums to free themselves from the desire to create exhibitions full of information 
and to, rather, open themselves up to creating spaces full of complexity, opportunity and pos-
sibility. Research was identified as playing an important role here and museum makers were 
challenged to find ways to make use of, direct and consolidate the growing body of museum 
design research through their practice.

A number of the Principles related specifically to the experiences of museum users inside 
the built, physical museum. Perhaps unsurprisingly in light of the identities of those involved 
in the conference, these echoed recent research in visitor experience and perception. The 
Principles captured the need for museum design to work hard to appeal to all the senses in 
recognition of the embodied nature of all our experiences and our increasing understanding 
of sensory perception and emotion in processes of cognition. They called for design solu-
tions which prioritise movement and action in recognition of the centrality of movement to 
the museum experience and action to human meaning-making processes. In a world where 
society is retreating further into the private spheres of family and individuality, participants 
recognised the need for an emphasis on museums which seek to enable social interaction and 
which are varied as a result of their willingness to encourage and celebrate difference.

Linked to all of these priorities, The Future of Museum and Gallery Design was tasked with 
finding new ways to break down the formality of museums and embed the arts and culture 
more fully in everyday life. In relation to this last Principle, of seeking physical solutions 
to embedding museums and galleries more effectively in everyday life, were others which 
expressed a desire for museums built at a human scale and which involve themselves in real 
human processes such as engendering curiosity or increased and empathetic awareness of 
other people and places. Across all of these discussions, there was a very clear sense that by 
driving forward innovations in museum design of the kind suggested here, design itself could 
be a driver for transformation and democratisation not just at the level of the museum but in 
society more broadly.

The future

The Future of Museum and Gallery Design, then, is not about gizmos or digital technologies; 
it isn’t about predicting what museums will be like in the future or about a radical form of 
museum making that we seek to promote. Rather, our focus is on the future role of museum 
design in a broader and far more complex process of museum making, both within museums 
themselves and across the broader physical and social landscape. This approach acknowledges 
cultural context, seeks positive social impacts, and pays attention to the vast array of people 
who need to be involved in the production of museums readdressing the balance between 
museum professionals, funders, designers, architects, researchers and, most importantly, the 
far wider range of people who will, ideally, use the museum as part of their daily lives and 
in whose lives and locale the museum might be regarded as a force for good. Here, our con-
cerns are with the ways in which design, often outsourced and held at arm’s-length from the 
organisation, is integrated and allowed to come closer to the museum as organisation.

We are concerned then, with the ways in which design is conceptualised and seek to 
expand limiting notions of design as a technical process of display or building, to a far more 
expansive notion of design as a significant strategic resource to be harnessed by museums in 
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their drive to shape truly visitor-centred experiences and institutions which have the poten-
tial to positively impact the larger society. These are ambitious aims which give full credit 
to the skills of the excellent designer and the importance of the physical, designed forms of 
museums not just in individual visitor experiences but also in the tangible manifestation of 
organisational vision and values (consciously or unconsciously) in the wider world.

We began our discussions in Hong Kong with a series of questions and we pose them 
again here. How can design be harnessed to create the social, life-affirming spaces full of pos-
sibility and opportunity for all that our public museums and galleries should be? How can we 
construct them in such a way that they might open up opportunities for moments of insight, 
learning, sociality, wellbeing, reflection, empathy and political empowerment at a time when 
our lives are shaped so much by the agendas of big business and when politics seems more and 
more disconnected from daily life? What kinds of design processes and what kinds of design-
ers are needed for such an ambitious aim? And what is at stake if we fail to recognise design 
and designed forms as key resources in the drive to produce located, dynamic and empower-
ing cultural spaces of direct interest and use to a diverse range of people?

For the contributors to The Future of Museum and Gallery Design, the answers to these 
questions are likely to be found in the sharing of ideas and the generation of new forms of 
research-led design and design-led research. Across the three parts of the book, a series of 
approaches and case studies are introduced which speak to all of the themes above and which 
also provide a sense of the range, diversity and creativity of museum design research and 
practice at the current time. Here we have purposefully sought to include the voices of early 
career researchers and practitioners alongside more established voices.

Although the chapters are varied in their approaches and span a range of cultural con-
texts, a number of themes recur. First is the belief in museums as sites full of potential to 
offer something fundamental to diverse individuals in a complex social world. Museums here 
are encouraged to shake off established conventions, to recognise design as a process which 
demands an ethical prioritisation of others, and to open themselves up to new spatial and 
social forms. Second is the belief in design as a strategic resource which can be channelled 
towards the empowering of citizens. Implicit here is a critique of the tendency to always reach 
for tried and tested solutions or for references and solutions from the world of commerce, and 
a belief in the social value of making things together, through collaboration, experimentation 
and participation. Design here utilises the museum as a site for exploration, visitor-centred 
participatory experimentation which draws on the collective creativity of all those involved 
and, as a result, builds diversity into the very heart of strategic design processes.

Third, and finally, colleagues are giving a great deal of thought to how increasingly sophis-
ticated understandings of processes of human perception, the narrative tendencies of human 
beings and the possibilities embedded in new research around the embodied processes of 
human cognition can be drawn into museum design and museum design research, as a route 
to creating empowering and impactful experiences at the level of the individual. There are 
interesting synergies here between research in China focusing around the idea of the ‘yel-
low box’ and how museum makers might reimagine a museum space where Chinese tradi-
tions and ways of seeing might flourish, and research in Europe exploring phenomenological 
approaches to museum making.

All of the museum design research described above demands input from users, from design-
ers, from architects, from a range of academics as well as from museum professionals if it is to 
really move our understanding forward and impact our ability to shape museums in new and 
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wholly democratic ways. As well as demanding cross-sectoral collaboration, recognition that 
design must be research led and research must be design led demands the production of new 
creative methodologies. Interestingly, these new ways of working have the potential to blur 
previously distinct boundaries between design and curation, between design and research, 
and between museums and everyday life. Such an approach to museum design is dependent 
on the testing and open sharing of findings and on small-scale experimentation with users. 
It demands openness and generosity on the part of all involved and a shared desire to ensure 
that museums genuinely support the only political project which really matters: the lives of 
ordinary people. This is the future of museum and gallery design.
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PART I

PurposePurposePurpose

Social responsibility, cultural specificity 
and museum making

Introduction

Part I focuses on the larger Purpose of museum design and draws together a diverse range of 
chapters from researchers and practitioners in China, Hong Kong, the UK and the United 
States. All of the chapters in Part I point towards the potential for making museums in ways 
which respond to their locale and raise related questions of personal, social and environ-
mental sustainability. Importantly, all of the chapters in Part I work to overcome false divi-
sions between the built, physical world and our social experience, recognising that designed 
forms, design process and a design sensibility have diverse social effects and possibilities, both 
positive and negative. A number of the chapters concern themselves with how design can be 
harnessed towards the needs and desires of citizens, rather than the advancement of corpo-
rate power. Museums and galleries here are constantly evolving public events, diverse social 
and civic spaces animated through inhabitation and use as well as sites for social production, 
not least the creation of empowering forms of cultural experience and citizenship. In this 
analysis, design is an enabler, directed towards the creation of opportunities for action and 
transformation.

In Chapter 1, Suzanne MacLeod argues that museums have yet to effectively draw design 
into their strategies to reposition themselves as socially purposeful institutions. Through a 
detailed exploration of a research project undertaken with Historic Royal Palaces (HRP) in 
the UK, she sets forward the case for an ethics of museum design as a route to demanding 
deep reflection and consideration of design choices. The chapter both illustrates a research-led 
process which sought to provide HRP with an ethical framework for design and interpreta-
tion at the Tower of London, and begins to sketch the characteristics of an emerging ethics of 
museum design. Design here is an as yet under-utilised resource to be harnessed by museums 
as a route to new social, civil and spatial forms.

The focus on ethical practices, processes and outcomes is picked up in Chapter 2 in a short 
and provocative piece of writing from Oscar Ho Hing-Kay, one-time founding director of 
MOCA Shanghai and now professor at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. Ho questions 
the usefulness of museums in the context of China and in light of the often heavy-handed 
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use of culture in top-down economic processes. Pointing instead to the lived cultural experi-
ences and objects of Hong Kong residents, and to the spontaneous cultural productions of 
young protestors during the Umbrella Movement in Hong Kong in 2014, Ho sets forward a 
challenge to museum makers in Asia to develop far more sophisticated approaches to repre-
senting and enabling this lived experience of culture as a route to generating sites of genuine 
significance and relevance to the lives of local people.

In Chapter  3, Elaine Heumann Gurian continues the focus on relevance, introducing 
the notion of complexity and setting out a vision for the future of museums which pri-
oritises plurality of political perspectives and supports citizens towards more thoughtful, civil 
and open-ended discussions of pressing contemporary issues. Driven by the current political 
climate in the United States and the evident danger of simplified and polarised argument 
which is coming to characterise political behaviour, Gurian begins to imagine a new form of 
museum design which rather than prioritising specific narratives and experiences for speci-
fied target audiences embraces the challenge of museums for all and the need for complexity 
in complex democratic societies which aspire to democracy and equality. Museums here are, 
importantly, intentional, subtle resisters – rather than collaborators – in a world becoming 
more autocratic.

The next pair of chapters in Part I shifts our focus beyond the institutional space of the 
museum in order to explore the potential for museum making processes in the city. In Chap-
ter 4, Tricia Austin explores the potential for exhibition making as a social process and takes 
us through an important review of approaches to exhibition making in the public realm, 
from high-art interventions to artist-led critiques of museums as institutions, digital projects 
to which users can contribute content and the ‘illusive practice’ of genuine co-curation. 
Reviewing the relationships between the genesis of notions of co-curation and co-design and 
introducing a project undertaken as part of her research and teaching practice, Austin makes 
a strong case for socially motivated designers to be acknowledged as creative strategists, social 
mediators, user-centred enablers, inventive storytellers and experts in engaging audiences.

Dave Colangelo picks up Austin’s focus on exhibitionary strategies in the city in Chapter 5 
to explore the potential of massive media – large urban digital screens – in offering citizens 
something more than an endless barrage of products and marketing. Exploring the scope for 
the participatory practices of museums to impact the urban scale and experience of urban 
life, and focusing on the potential in massive media to memorialise culture in new ways and 
experiment with new ways of being social and civic, Colangelo asks how the utopian and 
emancipatory qualities of the Situationist International, who argued that citizens should be 
able to reconfigure the infrastructures of the city, might be captured in the curating of mas-
sive media and deliver audiences to critical and creative encounters with art, the city and 
each other. Of particular note here is the potential for massive media to generate new forms 
of public space, take an active part in creating a shared sense of democratic debate and open 
up opportunities for the nurturing of perceptual acuity as well as collective and individual 
intelligences.

In Chapter 6 we return to China, though this time looking back to the first decades of the 
twentieth century, to explore the introduction of European modes of exhibition and display 
to Asia. In a chapter which speaks directly to Oscar Ho Hing-Kay’s contribution above as 
well as Tsong-Zung Chang and Shiming Gao’s chapter in Part III, Pedith Chan considers the 
ways in which new museological standards introduced to China through the 1935 Shanghai 
Exhibition changed traditional display conventions and expected viewing practices in China, 
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despite their reinterpretation through key Chinese concepts. Drawing attention to the history 
of museum making in China, Chan highlights the importance of contemporary discussions 
about museum design in that context and makes clear the need for museum design research-
ers to seek far more located, culturally specific approaches to museum making.

The final two chapters in Part I return our focus to contemporary modes of museum 
making and the need for deep analysis – in order to better understand the physical forms of 
museums and galleries and the varied roles they seek to play – and, importantly, confident 
new modes of museum making, if museums and galleries are genuinely to generate new 
forms of civic and social expression. In Chapter 7, Laura Hourston Hanks explores the strate-
gies used by a series of architects in the representation and manifestation of place in the visitor 
experience. Recognising that a close focus on place has emerged as a key strategy utilised by 
museum architects, Hanks explores both the potential and limits of a situated approach to 
architectural development through a number of recent architectural projects in the UK. The 
chapter draws our attention to the importance of spirit of place in future museum making 
whilst simultaneously questioning the specific ways in which this genius loci is harnessed and 
expressed.

Locality is also of great significance in our final chapter in Part I, though in a very dif-
ferent way. In Chapter 8, Timothy J. McNeil takes us back to 1970s California to reveal the 
inspirations for and deep thinking involved in generating inclusive design approaches in the 
building of the new Jan Shrem and Maria Manetti Shrem Museum of Art at the University of 
California, Davis. McNeil takes us through the user-centred design process developed at the 
museum, revealing how the process of making the new museum was leveraged as an oppor-
tunity for community debate and interaction. The project stands as one of a small number of 
museum architectural projects which have genuinely sought to move beyond the established 
conventions of architectural development. McNeil captures the learning for museums and 
for design from this process. The project is an important example of how a clear articulation 
of intent and desired social impact can lead, in the right hands, not only to a new and vital 
museum but also to multiple positive impacts in the lives of diverse people.
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Abstract

Chapter 1 argues that museums have yet to effectively draw design into their strategies to 
reposition museums as socially purposeful institutions. As a route towards this, the chapter 
argues for an ethics of museum design and suggests that museums need to wrest control of 
design from the political and economic drivers that often shape it. Such an approach rec-
ognises the ways in which the processes and built forms of museums are implicated in an 
unequal and divided social world. Developed through a detailed case study from the Tower 
of London, the chapter also poses a larger question. Could we, it asks, if led by the values and 
visions of cultural organisations and their desire to impact our creative lives in diverse ways, 
shape a more explicitly differentiated cultural landscape of wider relevance to peoples’ every-
day experience?

Introduction

In 2010 I undertook a series of interviews with museum professionals, all of whom had been 
involved in leading capital developments in UK museums, the building of new museums or 
the expansion and renovation of existing museums. At that time, discussions mainly focused 
on process. Were design processes making use of the wide range of expertise available from 
stakeholders, including audiences? Or were architects, designers and institutions being swept 
through such projects in order to get them completed on time with little opportunity to 
think deeply about the decisions they were taking and the various social, environmental or 
economic impacts (positive and negative) those decisions might have? The landscape was 
mixed as one might have expected, but what emerged from the interviews and a desk-based 
research process that took place alongside, was the observation that an approach to design 
which prioritised a deep consideration of sense of place in recognition of the importance of 
place to belonging and identity; harnessed diverse expertise through stakeholder participa-
tion in design as a route to social relevance and use; recognised that capital development is 
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an opportunity for reflection on and building of organisational identity; and utilised new and 
more sophisticated models for measuring social, environmental and economic sustainability 
as key factors of success beyond the simple formulation of completion within budget offered 
potential routes towards socially purposeful ways of making museums (MacLeod 2011).

The research made a claim for ethical museum making; a form of museum design which 
responded to and prioritised the public-facing missions and ambitions of museums, gal-
leries and heritage sites and which acknowledged that cultural organisations should have 
a duty to the broader society to set some standards and ambitions for public life and the 
future of our shared social world. All of this research and discussion was, of course, under-
taken in full recognition of the enormity of these projects, the bureaucratic constraints 
that local governments, funders and institutions placed on such projects and, importantly 
and unfortunately, the political and economic agendas that would push and pull cultural 
developments, sometimes to such an extent that they would become unrecognisable to the 
professionals within.

At the time, and in recognition of the politics of space and the centrality of space to the 
ongoing transformation of museums and galleries, part of this desire to utilise capital builds to 
generate a discussion of ethical design in museums and galleries was to seek a route towards 
the manifestation of the human and social values of cultural organisations physically in our 
surroundings as a challenge to the commercialism that, in the main, shapes our environments 
and life experiences and continues to diminish our civic and social lives (Crouch 2011). 
Increasingly however, we see this same commercialism shaping museums and galleries. They 
share the same shiny, attention-seeking architecture of shopping centres and bright, produce-
laden interiors of department stores. Since then, the ethics of museum design continues to 
be a minor question in our sector; ethics codes, even of design groups, tend not to relate to 
the physical thing designed and built, the opportunities to generate empowering encounters 
built into (or out of) them or the design processes and methodologies used, but rather to 
ethical business practices and ethical behaviours towards clients (Till 2009: 180). As a result, 
large amounts of funding continue to be spent on museum developments, but without the 
fine-grained and open discussion of the ethics of design that the social scale and impact of 
these spaces deserves.

Since 2010, I have been involved in a number of projects with cultural partners around 
particular aspects of design, and ethics continues to emerge as a necessary frame within which 
to think about the potential of museum design, if allowed, to make a significant contribution 
to the cultural sector’s social ambitions. This chapter draws these ideas and activities together 
through a discussion of what an ethics of museum design might entail, and why the develop-
ment of an ethics of museum design could be a game-changing addition to the cultural sector. 
The discussion is developed through a single project undertaken with Historic Royal Palaces 
(HRP), the Research Centre for Museum and Galleries in the School of Museum Studies 
at the University of Leicester (RCMG) and Berlin-based exhibition design studio Duncan 
McCauley (DMC), as a mechanism for exploring the ways in which an ethics of museum 
design, as a responsibility, an outlook and a process rather than a specific set of guidelines, 
might be worked through. The chapter contains a clear challenge to design researchers, design 
practitioners and cultural organisations to ‘think together’ about the various roles of museums 
and galleries, the physical, material and embodied nature of all human experience and the 
urgency of opening up new ways of making vital, valued and socially impactful spaces for 
culture in an increasingly commercialised, homogenised and divided social world.
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‘Design is as moral as a hammer’: from caricatures of museum 
design to complexity, purpose and ethics

Design is a complex and competitive field. It is also a field in which caricatures – poor, ludi-
crous imitations of reality – abound. These over-simplifications of design and designed forms 
complicate the ways in which cultural organisations engage with design and negatively influ-
ence expectations of, and approaches to, investment in the physical infrastructure of museums. 
For example, design in museums continues to be discussed as the object of the designer, a view 
fuelled not just by the reductive words and images which architects and architectural critics 
place between us and design in museums (images of people-less galleries, images of spectacular 
forms with a distant and blurry world around them, reductive stories of what specific archi-
tectural forms represent), but also by anecdotes of architects who will not waver from their 
vision. Whilst the caricatures come from somewhere (the examples are often real enough) and 
the images and words have their uses (selling an idea or enabling us to make sense of a com-
plex architectural form), they also work to mask the complexity of capital projects, the diverse 
range of people involved in capital projects and the ways in which decisions come to be taken. 
Most significantly perhaps, such ideas and practices impact design decisions; they continue to 
separate our social and physical worlds, ensuring that the social impacts of design and designed 
forms remain out of reach and, in museums and galleries at least, beyond detailed discussion.

A few studies have sought to trace how decisions are taken on such projects and reveal the 
ways in which cultural projects are implicated in the wider social world. For example, Paul Jones 
(2011) has explored the role of iconic architecture in state-led projects, an area where museums 
feature strongly. Investigating how culture and urban space are mobilised in the production of 
surplus value, Jones reveals the ways in which museums today are drawn into a direct relation-
ship to economic elites and their struggles for power. Interestingly, this kind of research is often 
undertaken from outside museums and museum studies, and there remains a paucity of internal 
reflection on and analysis of the social implications and impacts of design decisions in museums. 
There are also a number of studies which, contrary to the mass of projects in the cultural sector 
which rightly seek to illustrate the value of culture, point to the complicity of cultural projects 
in so many social ills such as the draining of scarce resources, environmental degradation, social 
segregation and the creation of spaces which lead to the production of passivity, uncritical nos-
talgia and a valuing of icons, spectacle and consumerism ( Janes 2009; Harvey 2000; Glendin-
ning 2010). Museums generally don’t claim that they want to generate passivity, nostalgia or a 
celebration of consumerism, yet we rarely question the decisions taken on museum projects 
(about either process or form) and how they might be complicit in such social processes.

How, then, do we differentiate between projects? Where are the amazing examples of low-
cost, effective cultural spaces which prioritise social relationships, encourage debate and are 
activated through the inhabitation and action of diverse groups of people? Could we, if led by 
the values and visions of cultural organisations and their desire to impact our creative lives in 
diverse ways (by opening up, variously, opportunities towards wellbeing, education and learn-
ing, political awareness, critical engagement with the world around us and understanding of 
others), shape a diverse and more explicitly differentiated cultural landscape of wider relevance 
to people’s everyday experience? The question is too large to be dealt with in full here, and 
there will always be competing interests in all museum design projects which influence the 
decisions taken (though which, I would argue, need questioning and challenging), but a dis-
cussion about ethics can, nonetheless, open up the possibility of thinking and acting differently.
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An emphasis on ethical design perhaps also explodes another caricature which is implicit 
in the discussion above and unfortunately still abounds in museums – that design is a technical 
process of display or, put more accurately, a specialist process of making a building, a display 
or some other physical entity. Of course, design does do this and in museums, where design 
is still, in the main, held at arm’s-length from the organisation and contained within bureau-
cratic processes and practices, it is often reduced to exactly this. However, there are other ways 
in which design can be utilised as a resource by museums and approached in a much fuller, all-
encompassing and potentially impactful sense, where it can be recognised as a social process.

In a recent issue of RSA Journal, the new-found status of design (‘not just as a profession 
but as a deeper way of thinking about the world’) was taken as the main topic of discussion 
(Taylor 2015: 5). Exploring the new management focus on design where the term ‘design 
thinking’ is used to refer to a hybrid approach driven by business and which uses design meth-
ods of brainstorming, decision-making, working with end users, prototyping and testing as a 
new route to innovation (Hunt 2015), a range of authors illustrated the potential contribution 
of design to a whole range of areas of social life from the economy to specific social problems 
such as reducing aggression in hospitals and the improvement of human-based services. With 
a common theme of design as strategy and a whole range of examples of how design is being 
utilised across increasingly diverse sectors and in increasingly diverse ways, the collection 
made clear the positive impact design is having in so many scientific, industrial and public 
contexts. Disappointingly, none of the examples were drawn from the cultural sector.

Similar ideas and practices do exist in the cultural sector, though they are certainly less 
mainstream and are thoroughly under-explored. For example, at Derby Museums in the UK 
(see Chapter 12 in this volume), where the organisation’s mission is ‘to inspire people of all 
backgrounds and interests to become part of a living story of world-class creativity, innovation 
and making’, human-centred design is currently being utilised to transform the ways in which 
Derby Museums are made, position visitors and co-production at the centre of development, 
and reflect on the challenges faced by museums in becoming socially, environmentally and 
economically sustainable. Similarly, at Battersea Arts Centre in London, an iterative and par-
ticipatory process of cultural production most often associated with theatre is being utilised to 
reimagine and transform a nineteenth-century town hall into a dynamic, embedded and vital 
hub for cultural engagement. Here, a ‘scratch’ process, dubbed ‘Playgrounding’, is allowing 
creative practice to shape the physical surroundings as a way of prioritising as well as formu-
lating the values and ambitions of the organisation. Less obviously creative, perhaps, but no less 
impactful, the notion of ‘service design’ is also in use in the cultural sector and elsewhere in 
this volume other examples of design solutions developed through an integrated and ongoing 
design process are evident (see Chapter 13 on the St Louis Arch). Admittedly, this work is far 
from mainstream. Nonetheless, all of this activity is taking place in our sector and yet is rarely 
discussed at any level of detail.1

Many of these projects can be characterised as having a research-led or experimental 
methodology debunking yet another caricature, this time of the creative genius. Here, rather 
than a design brief being produced and a designer being commissioned to deliver the brief, 
projects are characterised by an ongoing collaborative process of dialogue, iteration, reflec-
tion, research and testing where the views and expertise of diverse groups of people matter. 
Also here perhaps, and not reducible to but certainly informed by the methodology, is an 
increased emphasis on real people, on human and bodily experience as well as a recognition 
that the shared endeavour is to shape a meaningful and enabling frame for action driven by 
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the mission and values of the organisation and through which the organisation will be made 
manifest. To differing degrees, then, many of these projects begin to point to a more sophisti-
cated understanding of the inseparability of our social and physical worlds.

Of course the landscape is varied as designers play with the imagery and spatial forma-
tions of museum space and as cultural institutions imagine and shape themselves in myriad 
ways. However, as we understand more about the ways in which the built environment of the 
museum is implicated in the social world and as museums and designers utilise a range of media 
in increasingly affective ways to touch us as visitors and make us feel (empathy, anger, sadness, 
happiness, confusion and so on), the need for an ethics of museum design becomes even more 
urgent. As Jamer Hunt (2015: 13) has argued, ‘[d]esign is as moral as a hammer’; design in itself 
is not ethical and is used by all sorts of agencies and industries to a whole range of positive and 
negative ends. If social, environmental, economic and individual impact matters, then, design 
needs to be considered within an ethical frame. In museums, that ethical frame might also open 
up new kinds of discussions which free us from the caricatures and default approaches to design 
and instead, open up the complexity of design as well as possibilities for new ways of working.

Here we might do well to learn from the writings of Emmanuel Levinas. For Levinas, eth-
ics can be found in our interpersonal relations with others, in the moment of response. In our 
very subjectivity, he argues, we are dependent for our existence on others (past, present and 
future) and this debt entails a responsibility, always, to the other (Levinas 1969). Social exist-
ence then, incorporates the ethical and is ‘the ultimate content of the utter particularity of the 
self and the other’ (Morgan 2011: 10). There is an optimism in Levinas and an idea that if we 
put the needs of others before our own, we open the door to sociality, the varying particu-
larities of everyday life and the possibility of reciprocity. It is for these reasons that theorists 
and practitioners in fields as diverse as medicine, social work, architecture and museums have 
turned to Levinas for something which might move beyond and resist power relations and 
notions of ownership and control, to seek instead a genuine focus on the hope of people-
centred ethical practice (Till 2009; Rossiter 2011; Lynch 2011; Bennahum 2013).

Prisoners, punishment and torture: the context, the ‘puzzle’ and 
harnessing interpretive museum design2

Historic Royal Palaces (HRP) is an independent charity with responsibility for six royal pal-
aces in the UK: the Tower of London; Hampton Court Palace; Banqueting House, Whitehall; 
Kensington Palace; Kew Palace; and Hillsborough Castle. Since 1998, when it became an 
independent charity, HRP has been self-financing and has built a reputation for the devel-
opment of a highly successful business model which incorporates large-scale reinvestment 
in the physical conservation of the palaces, enlightened management and a visitor-focused 
emphasis on witty, theatrical and enjoyable storytelling. Since 2005, visitor figures have risen 
by approximately 76% and HRP has been able to invest over £100 million in preserving the 
fabric and future of these important historic sites.3

Of all of these heritage sites, the Tower of London is arguably the most iconic. Built in 
the eleventh century as a fortress and a symbol of power by King William I, the Tower has 
housed a variety of institutions over its long history including the Royal Menagerie, the Royal 
Armouries, the Royal Mint and the Royal Observatory. It has been both a royal residence and 
for a long period up to the mid-twentieth century was used to hold prisoners considered to 
pose a particular threat to national security. Today, the Tower is a complex site covering some 
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12 acres and is home to the Crown Jewels, the Royal Armouries, and the Yeoman Warders as 
well as being part of HRP. In 2016–17, the site received 2.78 million visits.4 A high propor-
tion of visitors are from overseas and are part of time-limited, highly structured tours.

In the summer of 2012, HRP was grappling with visitor evaluation undertaken at the 
Tower, which had revealed that whilst visitors were satisfied with their experience overall, 
they expressed a wish for more (and perhaps more gory) interpretation around the themes 
of punishment and torture. In an approach which illustrated the openness of the organi-
sation and the value it places against research, HRP approached RCMG to ‘think with’ 
HRP about how the organisation could meet the perceived needs of its visitors whilst also 
maintaining its desire to act ethically and position itself at the forefront of museum practice. 
By then, Alex Gaffikin, interpretation manager at HRP, had completed some preliminary 
research, visiting a range of heritage sites and looking at how those sites were positioned 
in the museum, heritage and visitor attraction sectors. Whilst there was at this stage a lack 
of clarity about what form interpretation at the Tower should take (Alex phrased this as 
‘the Tower needs to find its voice’), Alex and colleagues were very clear that although they 
wanted to be entertaining and provide an enjoyable day out, they did not want to be the 
kind of gory visitor experience which traded on horror and disgust, or a historic theme 
park where the drive to entertain might lead to a loss of focus on the history of the site and 
visitors’ sense of authenticity.

A number of preliminary questions were occupying the minds of Alex and her team: 
How could the Tower incorporate more interpretation around themes of prisoners, punish-
ment and torture? How could they generate an engaging experience around these themes 
without recourse to waxworks and horror? How could HRP forge its own identity for 
the Tower, one which would be ethically informed and potentially make a contribution to 
the ongoing development of museum and gallery practice? And how could HRP navigate 
the complexities of a shared site which offers visitors access to a range of historic places 
as well as varying organisations and collections, in order to generate a coherent visitor 
experience? HRP wanted a piece of research that would work through these dilemmas and 
provide a framework within which future interventions within the historic site could be 
made; to use research as a thinking process which could feed findings and principles into 
the broader, ongoing processes of exhibition making and interpretation. After some lengthy 
discussions, the research question was identified as: how might the Tower of London take 
forward their interpretation of stories of imprisonment, punishment and torture in ways 
that would take account of and reconcile (1) visitors’ expectations, motivations and inter-
ests and (2) HRP’s commitment to interpretive practice underpinned by ethical values and 
standards of museological and curatorial practice?

As the research plan developed, RCMG felt that the site-specific puzzle could be understood 
in relation to a suite of broader international scholarly and professional debates in the field, all of 
which could help to inform the research. The project was also recognised as an opportunity to 
explore how a design sensibility and interpretive design approach could be utilised as part of the 
research methodology in order to engage in a truly integrated way with both the physical and 
social aspects of the visitor experience. As a result, RCMG drew together a multi-disciplinary 
research team including interpreters, designers and academics with a range of expertise and 
skills relevant to the solving of the research puzzle and designed a methodology which would 
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enable this range of skills and knowledge to impact the research process and findings.5 All team 
members would work through all aspects of the methodology which would include:

•	 Site visits to establish the way in which the theme was currently interpreted and to begin 
to apply research-led master planning and interpretive design approaches to the site.

•	 Working papers which addressed themes connected to the puzzle and which would 
provide important underpinning knowledge for the project: (1) emotional and learning 
experiences; (2) narrative and embodiment; and (3) challenging histories.

•	 In-depth qualitative visitor research to supplement the existing visitor evaluations and 
provide a more fine-grained understanding of visitors’ ideas and experiences at the Tower.

•	 A two-day workshop which would provide an opportunity for the research team to 
work through all of the data together and where we could place an emphasis on crea-
tive approaches and activities intended to ensure that the full range of knowledge and 
expertise in the team (academic skills and knowledge, ‘designerly’ skills and knowledge, 
the skills and knowledge of the museum practitioner) could impact the research findings.

•	 The testing of an ‘ethical framework’ with the wider HRP team as a route to refining the 
findings.

Social biographies of space and embodied narrative experience

Two related ideas provided the research team with an important starting point for the project – 
social biographies of space and embodied narrative experience. Social biographies of space related to how we 
might understand the physical site of the Tower in ways which would get beyond simply dating 
or accrediting certain sections of the Tower to different periods, monarchs or functions. Reduced 
back to the deceptively simple premise that people shape spaces and spaces shape people (Lefe-
bvre 1991), the team began from the assumption that all built environments can be understood 
as social and cultural productions constituent of social relations and active in the making of our 
social world. Here architecture and built forms are recognised as physical manifestations of deep 
structures of power that simultaneously embody human thought and have the capacity to impact 
on how people feel, think and act. Here then, social relations and social experience exist, and only 
exist, in and through space (Ibid.). Importantly, from this perspective, architecture or our built envi-
ronment is all material forms (from the site to the built structures, layout, interior architecture and 
furniture to the objects, collections, exhibition hardware, interpretive approaches and media on 
display). Even more importantly, this material is produced, and can only be understood, through 
the multiple lives that have shaped and reshaped it constantly and in myriad ways over time.

From this perspective, the physical site can be recognised as an ongoing human and bodily pro-
duction, produced through all sorts of ordinary practices and ways of being and active in so many 
aspects of our lives such as the production of relationships, identities and experiences as well as our 
understanding of past, present and future. At a historic site such as the Tower of London, this pro-
duction is evident in layer upon layer of human existence that one can see from the moment of 
arrival at the site and in the infinite tiny traces of human inhabitation of the site. Here, the Tower 
can be viewed as a rich, experiential environment; both embedded with multiple biographies 
(latent narratives) of the people who lived, visited and died at the Tower and as a living, ongoing 
site of inhabitation and production with the potential to place us in time and in relation to others.


