
 1 

Re-Thinking the Museum 
The Museum as Knowledge Producer 
ASU Art Museum 11/9/2010 
By Robert Atkins 
 
 
I want to begin by laying out a few basic ideas in order to make sure that we’re all on 
the same page, or at least make sure that my assumptions are clear to you, and then 
you can decide whether or not you agree with them.  
 
I also hope my remarks will be useful as an introduction for the beginning of the Re-
thinking the Museum series of lecture-presentations and discussions. It is envisioned 
as a conversation that expands and deepens over time, beyond this particular time 
and place, through discussion and debate and documentation. 
 
This idea of an ongoing conversation or dialogue relates very closely to the nature 
and purpose of both the museum and the university. The notion of collegiality is at 
the etymological heart of the college or university. (Collegial meaning shared 
responsibility and implying collaboration with colleagues.)  
 
Both museum and university are dedicated to exploring the past and its connection 
with the present, through both historical and contemporary perspectives. Both are 
repositories of knowledge and archives of human endeavor--often in the literal and 
figurative senses, that is as material culture and ideas, sometimes embodied in 
objects.  
 
Putting aside the matter of the depth of historical knowledge or understanding in our 
culture, there is an unspoken consensus about its value, even as reflected in the re-
emergence of social conservatism. Sometimes this sort of homage can seem 
excessive, even fetishized. The abuses of the past—let’s call them the negative uses 
of history-- are so endemic throughout history, they almost seem genetic.  
 
The impulse for propagandizing—the opposite of critical thinking and analysis, or 
knowledge production—has been documented in artifacts dating at least as far back 
as ancient Rome, where emperors re-purposed the sculptural reliefs of predecessors 
by simply effacing the existing faces and replacing them with those related to their 
accomplishments. Or to the plethora of recent, wildly imaginative and embarrassing 
comments by US political candidates. One paradigmatic example was the revelation 
by a Senatorial candidate, who didn’t know that the First Amendment to the 
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Constitution forbids the favoring of one religion over another (although she was 
convinced she wasn’t a witch.) 
 
   *   *   * 
 
What about positive uses—not abuses—of the past? Let’s begin with what I think of 
as a theoretical bottom line--that art is the most complex form of knowledge. It is a 
meta-language, a left-and-right-brain-embracing form of awareness that involves 
soma and psyche, sense and intellect. It is this engagement of all of our 
apprehending faculties—our ways of taking in and making sense of the world—that 
accounts for art’s richness and complexity. 
 
This is not, however, how our culture generally sees art. By contrast, here’s how — 
on 9/17/2001, a moment of enormous stress — the New York Times described the 
purpose or calling of art: as “comfort, replenishment, beauty,” and the museum “as a 
calm haven from devastating events.” In other words, the so-called paper of record 
regards art as nothing more than an expression of emotion or a vehicle of pleasure. 
Although this therapeutic function sounds important, it’s actually a way of 
underscoring and help ensuring art’s limited importance, even unimportance. 
 
If this seems difficult to comprehend in light of the apparent vitality and popularity of 
museums, healthy attendance figures, for instance, are not necessarily indicators of 
the significance or depth of a museum’s programs. (The opposite may actually be 
the case if the debate about so-called “Blockbuster” exhibitions is joined.)  Consider 
other less positive and telling attitudes toward art and museums that are prevalent in 
our culture: The first classes to be eliminated from elementary and secondary school 
curricula tend to be arts classes. Museums have always partnered with art teachers 
but are now increasingly expected to provide art education. Museums also offer 
many public services of varied kinds: In Tempe, the ASU Art Museum explicitly 
promotes a cool, air-conditioned place to avoid dehydration in the summer, while the 
Warhol Museum in Pittsburgh offers heavily-attended singles’ nights with music and 
bars.  
 
A more abstract sign of disrespect for the arts is the regard—or lack of it—accorded 
artists in the US: Try to imagine an artist or writer or musician running for President. 
In this country, it’s virtually impossible, but not in Eastern Europe or Latin America 
where such writer-politician hyphenates have prospered in their double careers. 
Consider the Czech Republic’s first president, Vaclav Havel, or Peru’s Mario Vargas 
Llosa, an important politician and the 2010 Nobel Prize Laureate for Literature. 
 



 3 

A positive example of art’s importance that directly relates to its role in knowledge 
production is its increasing utilization in the development of innovative curricula for 
schools. Experience with making and discussing art provides students with 
invaluable methodologies for observing and analyzing, for discerning and critically 
assessing what they see, for relating phenomena both outside and within 
themselves. Is it any wonder that art has been so successfully utilized as the basis of 
entire curricula at magnet schools across the country? 
 
   *   *   *  
 
George Orwell said this about the British ruling class: “Clearly there was only one 
escape for them — into stupidity. They could keep society in its existing shape only 
by being unable to grasp that any improvement was possible.” In Orwell’s view their 
inability to “grasp” or imagine any improvement was their downfall. 
 
Another term for this sort of imagining the future, this speculation, is theory, that is 
the production of a specific, predictive kind of knowledge. One way of defining 
theory, is as a vision or prediction about the future that presumably encompasses a 
reasoned analysis of the past. (Theory is always predictive, consider Darwin.) Social 
change of any kind necessitates theory. Like style and content, theory and practice 
are intertwined. But what ultimately makes theory so important, is that to be effective 
it must be grounded in a cogent analysis of the past that makes the related scenario 
of the future plausible and compelling. The term re-thinking in the name of this 
lecture series similarly brings together past and future: It suggests both the necessity 
of revisiting the museum and re-making it. 
 
I think it’s fair to ask a question of this lecture series: Is the museum worth re-
thinking thus re-inventing? The term re-thinking affirms the value of the original if 
outdated thinking, and presumably the institution it engendered. Otherwise why even 
bother asking the question? And as today’s embodiment of this lecture series, I’ll 
emphatically answer Yes!  But in part this is for negative reasons. That is, the 
museum possesses unusual credibility because the vast majority of institutions have 
lost all of theirs. Consider the public’s view of the Courts, the Catholic Church, the 
Ivy League university, the Red Cross, Congress, the Boy Scouts, the mass media, 
public schools, corporate CEOs, Wall Street, the United Nations, the Democratic and 
Republican parties, etc., ad infinitum. And remember, too, that each of them once 
inspired confidence, exuded credibility. 
 
The museum’s credibility derives from the perception that it is neutral or “above the 
fray.” That perception can be undermined by matters of politics or money whether 
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related to the art a museum exhibits, or to the character of the exhibition itself, 
especially if any whiff of controversy fouls the air.  Consider Mirroring Evil: Nazi 
Imagery/Recent Art, a 2002 exhibition at New York’s Jewish Museum showcasing 
contemporary artists’ works about Hitler that was controversial for work that simply 
questioned the notion of Hitler as uber-villain or the Holocaust as an event outside 
history. Those who wanted the show closed and the museum to lose its city funding 
tended to boycott the show without seeing it, they relied instead on tabloid news 
accounts rather than engaging with the work to reach their own conclusions. The 
museum was victimized by the tabloids by selling the museum catalog before the 
show opened, allowing the mischievous tabs the opportunity to make news, not just 
report it. That is, to examine works completely out of context.  
 
When works are attacked it’s almost always the result of radically transforming art’s 
symbolic and metaphorical language into something either far simpler or far more 
complex than what’s there: Viewers or commentators yield to the simplistic or 
oversimplified by reducing a work’s complexity to its title or the material from which 
its made or a description that’s no more on the mark than describing the Mona Lisa 
as a portrait of a busty gal with a goofy grin. To overcomplicate tends to mean 
projecting onto the artist or artworks the viewer’s very personal feelings, or simply 
refusing to meet a work — particularly one produced in another culture — with 
humility and humanity, and meet it halfway. Sadly the protestors included Holocaust 
survivors, who must have seen themselves and Judaism as threatened by the no-
holds-barred issues many of the works raised. These issues included exploitation by 
film-makers and Eastern European tourist agencies that seemed to directly and 
shamelessly to profit from a sentimentalized picture of the Holocaust. The attempt to 
remove the Holocaust from history and the survivors’ varied roles in it from the 
stream of memory and discussion that is history, resulted in a censorious position 
antithetical to Jewish values and beliefs.  
 
 
Museums, of course, value their reputations and credibility because their work is so 
public, far less insulated from public scrutiny and opinion than say the work of a 
tenured professor. This can have unfortunate ramifications, at the very least a 
wariness that can easily slide into self-censorship. When the Museum of Natural 
History in New York brought a thoroughly middle-of-the-road show about Darwin and 
evolution from London’s Victoria and Albert Museum, the mere threat of protests 
from fundamentalist religious groups — on grounds exactly like those that greeted 
Darwin’s theory of evolution more than a century ago — pushed the museum to 
forgo seeking public funding for the show, not its normal practice. Fortunately, its 
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well-heeled board funded the show, but most museums do not have access to such 
resources. 
 
When the Jewish Museum was attacked for presenting Mirroring Evil: Nazi 
Imagery/Recent Art (2002) not a single major New York institution came to its 
defense. Many reasons have been offered for this: Among them, the conservative 
values of other museums’ CEO-dominated boards of directors (ironically Michael 
Bloomberg had been the long-time chair of the Jewish Museum’s board); the 
strategic mis-step of the museum publishing the catalog before the exhibition was 
visible; extra sensitivities due to 9/11; and a surprising lack of understanding of the 
necessity of a communal, one-for-all approach and support system to share both the 
considerable risks and considerable rewards connected with showing edgy, 
contemporary art.  
 
                                 *                              *                          * 
 
I also think it is important to bear in mind just how new is the entire contemporary art 
enterprise. Art professionals no longer focus much — and probably insufficiently — 
on the difference between contemporary art and all other works of art. That is, their 
status as the only artworks in a museum collection that are unvalidated by time. Until 
World War II there was no need to. Until then, contemporary art went largely 
unshown, unstudied and uncollected by art museums and unsold at auction. Most of 
our modern and contemporary art museums have existed for only the past half 
century or so — closer to a century in the cases of just three founded around the 
time of the Depression: the Museum of Modern Art in New York, the San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art and the earliest of them, the Wadsworth Atheneum in 
Hartford.  
 
The 1960s and 70s institutionalized a shift of focus from the modern (think Picasso 
and Mattise and art made between the mid-19th and 20th centuries) to the 
contemporary (think Johns and Warhol and art made after World War II). The 
astonishingly large proceeds from the auction of the Robert & Ethel Scull Collection 
of recently produced, Pop artworks in 1973 signaled the unmistakable arrival of the 
category of the contemporary. It was soon taken up by auction houses and by the 
founding of museums, such as Los Angeles’ Museum of Contemporary Art, which 
was founded in 1979, or new departments, such as the 20th century department of 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which originated shortly thereafter. Young artists 
from high-profile art schools such as Cal Arts were beginning to command high 
prices as the 1980s saw a return to paintings and other conventional formats that 
were in far shorter supply during the conceptualist-oriented 1970s. 
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Before this, an art-world eco-system had informally distributed approximately equal 
shares of artworld power among artists, curators, collectors, gallerists and critics. 
The effect of so much money symbolized by the Scull auction unbalanced this 
system. Already-wealthy collectors grew wealthier as they speculated in art, without 
supporting artist resale laws that would have provided artists with a share of the 
wealth when works were quickly resold for profit. The nobility of artistic experiment 
and collector generosity was revealed to be mere sentiment in a world where most 
artists continue to have informal, non-contractual relationships with their galleries. 
The burgeoning field of the professional curator trained in numerous academic 
programs around the world seemed to result in a multiplying number of jointly timed 
biennials and art fairs, by the new century that seemed to resemble each other 
nearly exactly. Post-Modernism in the form of global art commerce had arrived with a 
vengeance. 
 
You might have noticed when you read the announcement of this lecture series that 
it’s called Re-Thinking the Museum, not Re-Thinking the Art Museum. I can think of 
several reasons for this including ASU’s willingness to encourage disciplinary 
boundary-breaking by allowing anthropologists like Gordon Knox and Richard Toon 
not just inside the sacred precincts of art, but to run them — as with the art museum 
and new museum studies’ program. In more universal terms, these reasons include 
the shift in art toward unconventional processes and the changing character of 
knowledge production brought about by a paradigm shift in consciousness partly 
produced by recent digital innovations that have shaped our highly mediated yet 
democratized, contemporary culture.  
 
The importance of collaboration in a world where the production of knowledge is now 
a collaborative process and narrow expertise is increasingly irrelevant cannot be 
over-estimated. Symbolized by the wiki and the blog, the explosively expanded 
distribution of “information” has resulted in the replacement of the Encyclopedia — 
the Enlightenment-era emblem of knowledge — with the ever-unfinished Wikipedia. 
Unanticipated effects of new media abound: as in the emergence of Twitter as the 
premier site of both environmental-sensitivity data and instrument of progressive 
political change in Teheran. These are merely two examples of the effects of digital 
developments on individual and society alike, everywhere on the planet. 
 
                            *                                 *                                  * 
 
Around the time of World War I, the critic Paul Rosenberg wrote “Complex works of 
art speak not through individuals but ensembles.” As an historian I yearn for 
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exhibitions and books that present little-known materials that undermine 
conventional and hackneyed methods, and jettison narrative tropes to present 
deeper truths such as Rosenberg’s. The history you choose is as much about the 
consumer of history — you — as about it’s author-producer. Here’s a virtually 
unknown, historical narrative that might be paired with the exactly contemporaneous 
story of the Armory Show, which invariably symbolizes the arrival of modernist art in 
America. In fact, the Armory Show was a not all that up-to-date exhibition and the 
way its story is told misses the point: that is, what prepared New York to receive the 
modern art “gospel” from Europe? 
 
This preparation assumed the form of a decade of modern art activity held in (and 
distributed via) the salons of brilliant American hostesses in New York and Europe. 
They included Mabel Dodge (whose successive salons were held in Florence, New 
York and Taos), Gertrude and Leo Stein (Paris), and, in New York, the Stettheimer 
sisters, and Louise and Walter Arensberg. At these gatherings, new and 
revolutionary (to employ two buzzwords of that day) abstract art, atonal music, and 
imagist poetry, as well as psychoanalysis, feminism, and anarchism, were debated 
and disseminated by rosters of talented and/or well-connected guests. Virtually the 
entire pantheon of early 20th century, avant-garde artists regularly attended one or 
more of the salons — Picasso, Matisse, Duchamp, and Man Ray, to name just a few, 
or, among poets, Wallace Stevens, Mina Loy and William Carlos Williams. Political 
visionaries such as labor leader Bill Haywood of the International Workers of the 
World (IWW), birth control advocate Margaret Sanger and leftist-feminist Emma 
Goldman also helped contextualize new art within social change. 
 
One remarkable collaboration that emerged from — and was unthinkable without — 
the overlapping  social and professional circles of the salon was the Paterson Strike 
Pageant. Staged at Madison Square Garden in New York in 1913, the pageant was, 
as its title suggests, a dramatization of actual events: Early in 1913, the 25,000 silk 
workers of Paterson, New Jersey struck the city’s 300 mills resulting in a tense 
standoff between the workers and the mill owners, who believed their most valuable 
asset was the collusion of New York’s newspaper publishers to blackout any news of 
the strike. Of which there was plenty.  
 
Paterson police had not only arrested strike leaders and trampled on the First 
Amendment, but murdered a worker named Valentino Modestino. Haywood excitedly 
described Modestino’s funeral to Mabel Dodge and the leftist writers Hutchins 
Hapgood and John Reed (Reed would later write Ten Days that Shook the World 
about the Bolshevik Revolution). Haywood told them how each of the mill workers 
dropped a red flower on his coffin and remarked “God! I wish I could show [the 
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public] a picture of the funeral of Modestino.” Dodge, who was infatuated with John 
Reed and recognized an opportunity to get closer to him, suggested recreating the 
funeral in New York. Reed — a former Harvard cheerleader — reportedly shouted, 
“I’ll do it!” 
 
Others of Dodge’s circle were enlisted. On June 7, just three weeks after Reed first 
met several hundred striker-performers on May 19 in Paterson, the pageant was 
performed in Madison Square Garden. Virtually every account — especially those of 
the many New York newspaper theater critics who covered it (!) —deemed the 
Futurist-inflected pageant an artistic success: From the funeral procession of 1,000 
factory workers to Haywood’s fiery demands for workers’ rights at the end of the 
production-cum-demonstration, the audience noisily refused to remain seated, as the 
spectacle played out against John Sloans’ glowing, 200-foot-long, painted backdrop 
of a menacing-looking factory.  
 
Artistic and political success are not of course identical. The record is ambiguous: 
On one hand the workers never gained additional benefits — they lost the strike. On 
the other hand, the Pageant garnered extensive press coverage for itself and the 
strike and resulted in continuing coverage of it, contra the prevailing blackout. It 
brought together a vast number of disciplines, outlooks and collaborators: including 
performance and media art, politics and labor advocacy, mourning and anger. What 
then accounts for the Pageant’s — not to mention the salons’ —near invisibility? I 
don’t think it should be ascribed simply to the press’ anti-labor orientation, the 
trivialization of the arts endemic to American culture, or the lack of understanding of 
group artistic endeavor in face of the myths of artistic genius. There was genuine 
confusion about the taxonomy of the Pageant — and the process-oriented, collective 
role of the salons in artistic production — as there often is with the new.  
 
The Pageant’s historic legacy seems virtually non-existent, although its media 
orientation seems to make it the spiritual ancestor — rather than an actual influence 
— on the impressive accomplishment of AIDS-art-activists in the late 1980s and 
1990s. Uncategorizability and the blurring — or evading — of boundaries can render 
a subject invisible, particularly if those boundaries are especially sensitive as with 
those separating private from public, domestic site from political venue.  
 
These sensitive boundaries are precisely those that AIDS itself assaulted, by 
touching on previously taboo subjects including sexuality, sex, racial and gender 
bias, pharmaceuticals, etc. The accomplishments of AIDS-art-activists in demanding 
that such issues be addressed provides an answer to the $64,000 Question: Where 
is the great body of 20th century art that had profound political and social 
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consequences? Picasso’s Guernica can hardly compare to the hundreds 
(thousands?) of AIDS-themed works by artists and photographers working in 
conventional media — including Ross Bleckner, Robert Mapplethorpe, Duane 
Michaels, David Wojnarowicz, Nicholas Nixon, Keith Haring, General Idea, Felix 
Gonzalez-Torres, Frank Moore, Rod Rhodes, Paul Thek, Masami Teraoka, Donald 
Moffett and Brian Weil, who are familiar to — and highly regarded by —critics and 
curators of a certain age.  
 
At least equally interesting however are the vital public artworks that emerged from 
the epidemic — the "NAMES Project Quilt," a community artwork, and two media-
oriented, artist-conceived emblems, the “Red Ribbon” and "Silence=Death” 
(produced for ACT-UP, for which the Gran Fury collective would soon work). They 
became the universal symbols of this global plague rather than some made-for-TV 
movie, photojournalistic pictures, or schmaltzy pop tune. Just as AIDS touched on so 
many taboo issues it also profoundly affected conditions in numerous spheres of 
human activity and behavior: it helped drive the final nail into the coffin of modernist 
photography (a sometimes invisible syndrome didn’t exactly make for a meaningful 
single photo without a caption), transformed the nature of rituals around death and 
direct-action politics, obliterated the art-world closet that kept gay and lesbian artists 
underachieving, and catalyzed the movement for patients’ rights and more readily 
available pharmaceutical drugs.  
 
This is far too large a topic to get into now, but I would even go so far as to say that 
the effects of AIDS on this culture have been so profound that the value of human 
life has been elevated. Given this, it’s disturbing that this group enterprise — 
centered in New York and California — is given such short shrift by art historians. 
Although its contributors were certainly far more cohesive a group than say the 
Cubists, and their individual accomplishments are sometimes noted, the movement 
itself is not included as more than a footnote in histories of recent art.  
 
But perhaps the entire enterprise of publishing large illustrated, authoritative histories 
is stumbling beneath the weight of its non-collaborative nature. And perhaps its true, 
as I’ve implied, that every age (and individual) produces (or gets) the history it 
needs, and will be able to get it ever more easily and efficiently from the vast data 
bases we collaboratively produce. Perhaps the nature of narratives, too, will change 
from a reliance on individual influence to the importance of the Zeitgeist.   
 
Consider the six- or-seven-thousands-years’ long chronicle of human endeavor, 
a/k/a history. Within it, the temporal, characterized by the passage of time, is always 
associated with change, rather than stasis. Ironically, this makes the alternative 
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vision matter much more than expressions of the mainstream or status quo. The 
alternatives, after all, are the impetus for change. They are both the medium and 
means of change — history’s engine in every sense of the word.  Artists, like 
everybody else, exist within history. They are hardly ahead of their time. This is 
impossible. They are neither — to invoke two clichés — like the canary in the coal 
mine or some sort of endangered species. But the best artists are extraordinarily 
sensitive to their moment in time. This is why the value of the knowledge embodied 
in their work still demands historical consideration, even if that period of historical 
reflection has been reduced even within modern art from centuries to decades to just 
a few years.  
 


