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Weekly Assignment #1

The Anticolonial Museum Exhibit
Submitted October 16, 2020
If I were to design an exhibition centered around the entanglement of colonialism and
museums, I would want to especially focus on the efforts that have tried to confront it. Rather
than concentrating on the fact that the intertwined histories exist, I would direct the exhibition
narrative towards what is being done about it. I think this is useful because the issues of
colonialism in collecting and object ownership have been largely recognized, but the question of
“what to do about it?” seem to be the most difficult part. The anticolonial museum exhibit would
highlight some of the many ways in which the colonialist practices are being fought against by
artists, activists, and scholars, in order to answer that question.
Two of the first artworks I would challenge the visitors with are both works of
performance art. James Luna’s Artifact Piece and Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gómez -Peña’s
Couple in the Cage (1993) both confront traditional museum viewership by presenting through
their own cultural lens. James Luna emphasizes the role of Indigenous American culture in
natural history museums and how “the museum placed Indian life in the same category as
dinosaur skeletons and plant fossils. Luna shattered the expression that Indians are extinct by
presenting himself as a breathing artifact.”1 Similarly, Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gómez -Peña
created a travelling exhibition, where they exhibit themselves as “undiscovered” people from an
imagined island. While it was made to be a satirical piece, many (mostly white) museum visitors
ended up believing their fictional display as truth. A documentary was created about their work.
In my exhibition, I would have the documentary videos of both performances available for
visitors to watch to reflect on the past and present impact of cultural display.

James Luna’s Artifact Piece (1986)

Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gómez -Peña’s
Couple in the Cage (1993)

Other objects I would display would be centered around more contemporary efforts to
dismantle the colonialist perspective inside museum galleries and outside in broader society.
Alice Porter’s “Display it like you stole it badge” and “Dear Art Gallery...” card are two pieces
1

Lina Weintraub, Art on the Edge and Over: Searching for Art’s Meaning in Contemporary Society, 1970s-1990s.
Art Insights Publications, 1996.

of merchandise related to her “uncomfortable art tours” where she speaks to the colonialist
nature of present-day collections and famous museums.

https://www.theexhibitionist.org

Along with the imagined newspapers that the “Fill in the Blanks,” which is a “campaign led by
students from former British colonies seeking to mandate the teaching of colonial history.” In
January 2020, they hacked newspaper stands in London by replacing the regular newspapers
with 5,000 copies of their own edition that calls out colonialism in museums, and specifically,
the British Museum.23 And finally, I would include a photograph of Mwazulu Diyabanza, who
recently “seized an artifact from the Museum of African, Oceanic and Native American Arts”
and has gained a great amount of attention for this form of protest. “For many in France,
Diyabanza’s trial was a symbol of how—or whether—the country could grapple with its history
of colonialism.”4

“The Metru Article” by Fill in the Blanks, 2020.
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Mwazulu Diyabanza

Guardian Article written by one of the students: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jan/12/read-allabout-the-truth-about-british-colonialism?CMP=ShariOSApp_Othee_r
3
PDF copies of the newspapers: https://uploads.strikinglycdn.com/files/6d37ab56-a44f-4e29-a346519434c5b1c8/TNS_PRINT%20compressed.pdf and https://uploads.strikinglycdn.com/files/765317af-08b2-47bd927c-cf681767d410/METRU_PRINT%20compressed.pdf
4
ARTnews article, October 14, 2020, https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/mwazulu-diyabanza-paris-trialruling-1234573853/#!

Weekly Assignment #2

Collections as Data
Submitted December 4, 2020
After learning about collections as data, I immediately thought of all of the exciting
possibilities that could develop from such initiatives. Transforming knowledge about a museum,
library, or archival collection into a dataset might allow for fascinating findings and detections
which would otherwise be left uncovered. Researchers, scholars, and the generally interested
could gain access to data about one of their favorite collections, a collection they recently learned
about, or one that just piques their curiosity in some way. Turning a collection into a user
accessible dataset offers new research and outcomes from data that was traditionally kept behind
a knowledge block. Once made accessible, the collection data could be used and studied in a
number of ways. The idea of such wide-ranging possibilities offers a thrilling prospect; however,
it also denotes the possibilities of adverse consequences as well. It would be mistakenly
optimistic to uphold the expectation that every collections as data project would be consistently
advantageous to all. Ethical deliberation is crucial to the collections as data initiative.
Transforming all collection data of any museum for full public access is not a universally
good thing. Implementing a set of ethical principles concerning collections as data would
certainly require careful consideration and action. As Thomas Padilla expressed in his On a
Collections as Data Imperative article, “Where data ethics are foundational to collections as
data, a turn toward beginnings is possible.” Museums hold culturally sensitive objects and
knowledge; thus, it is essential that the collection data made available is honorably weighed
against any possible penalties of its knowledge. Due to the potential harm, allowing for and
publishing collection datasets should look different with each collection. The process should
vary and depend on the make-up of the collection data. However, at least three key attentions
should be made to all. 1) The collection data’s level of cultural sensitivity, rarity, usability, etc.
should be considered and evaluated. For example, if a collection features data regarding
personally identifiable information, sacred practices, or controversial, disputed, or provocative
information, the dataset should only be made available to specifically permitted users, if at all. 2)
Diverse perspectives and experiences should be considered during the collections as data
process. While the museum may legally “own” the collection, they may not necessarily provide
the best judgement on how to produce and disseminate the data of and about it. 3) Integrity of the
collection should be maintained and evident in the data. As the dataset is intended to represent
the collection, it should uphold its representation accurately. Data is not neutral; it is not an
absolute that a dataset would illustrate the collection to its highest level of truth, but this must be
worked towards. These considerations are just three of several that should be conducted when
producing collections as data for the well purpose of the collection’s creators, subject’s,
stewards, and users.
For digital humanities and information studies researchers, it wouldn’t be unusual for us
to work with and rely on the initiatives and allowances given by projects like collections as data.
The shift toward collections as data allows for more research to be done in great new ways.
However, it is imperative that the production of collections as data be ethically and carefully
contemplated, so that its access benefits all.

Weekly Assignment #3

XR in the Museum
Submitted December 11, 2020
The use of extended reality in the museum allows for some interesting possibilities. It is a
new form of engagement and education that allows for new kinds of excitement and energy in or
out of the museum. Throughout this class, we have discussed how significant digital
participation can be, and with our guest speaker Dr. Matt Davis visiting last week, we have heard
how XR can play a great role in it. However, while AR, VR, XR and all the other new types of
realities may bring excitement and novelty, it is essential to look at them with a critical
perspective. Like Davis mentioned, what can XR actually add to the learning process? Why do
some think it’s more effective to see a work of art, exhibit, or speaker in a VR headset than it is
to see it in real life? I think that is one of the most important questions that serves to simply
determine if XR is actually relevant. There will surely be some situations in the museum that
could greatly benefit from XR, but not all. Distinguishing between those situations will be
crucial to the success of XR in museums. A valuable perspective might ask, “in the future, when
the novelty of XR dies down, what and when is the most effective use of XR in museums?” A
simple answer may be when XR brings something to the table that would not be there otherwise.
Access to something that isn’t already present is the first potential benefit that comes to mind.
Looking at the British Museum’s interactive online exhibit, “the Museum of the World,”
there are some points of intrigue as well as improvement. It is formatted as a timeline that
reaches back into the history of art. It’s separated by geographic region, so there are five primary
categories for Africa, Americas, Asia, Europe, and Oceania. There is limited color as the
timeline lays on a dark gray plane of space to contrast the vibrantly colored points representing
objects in the collection.

https://britishmuseum.withgoogle.com

Conversation of this XR exhibit ties into some of the topics of focus from earlier in the
quarter. Although this is not a conventional floor plan, there is still a structure to this exhibit
worth examining. An encyclopedic museum such as the British museum curating an online
“Museum of the World” is problematic and highlights the colonial history of the institution.
Putting all of these varied objects which originate from many areas of the world on a single plane
glazes over their diversity and further denotes the exhibitionary complex of maintaining power in
display. Participation only reaches to the extent of giving users the freedom to click around and
read about objects. There is no space for user input or contribution, which brings in the question
of how interactive this exhibit really is. Overall, the exhibit is simple and lacks a practical
application of many theories we’ve discussed in this class. However, to ask the question
previously proposed, “what does it supplement in the learning process?” Some positive aspects
many be its chronological layout and simple aesthetic, which may prove useful for some
learners. It also can act as a possible data visualization for some of the collection data. This
exhibit does add much more other than giving online access to basic descriptions and
information about some of their collection objects. Moving forward, an online exhibit such as
this one might serve as a baseline option as far as logistical structure and technical capability;
however, based on its faults previously mentioned, it would not be an optimal example for a
successful XR exhibit.

Narrative
As look through my notes, re-read my assignments, and reflect on the last ten weeks, I
realize how much this class has shaped my current understanding of museums. I didn’t quite
grasp until now how much my perception has slowly shifted based on the topics we discussed,
readings we read, and the speakers we heard from. Prior to this class, museums were primarily
the traditional brick and mortar establishments that held mostly physical objects and space.
Museums and their status were rarely questioned. However, from the first week of this class, our
focus has been thoughtful about the many ways that museums can and have failed. We have
looked at past and present forms of colonialism, power, and engagement. Many of the previously
established ideas about museums have been explored through a critical lens, allowing for more
competent and analytical thought surrounding museums and what they can look like.
Each week, I continually gained more knowledge about how museums function versus
how they might ought to function. I think that is one of the greatest outcomes of this class; a
practical lesson about the internal workings of a museum to get up to speed—such as current
applications of digital asset management, digital engagement, digital initiatives and direction
strategy, etc.—but also a more theoretical lesson questioning such functions and proposing other
ideas and possibilities. For example, we learned about current forms of XR in museums,
including its many variants, such as augmented reality, virtual reality, or mixed reality. We
talked about different ways this technology can be implemented to introduce new ways of
experiencing collections. However, we also talked about if, when, and why XR in museum
collections is necessary for meaningful engagement. So, throughout the class, we didn’t just
learn about museums and the current status quo, but we learned and discussed if any of it
actually matters. This critical thinking and reasoning were crucial to my present understanding.
Another aspect of this class that was impactful to my personal and professional growth
was the emphasis on practical technologies and applications. As a second year in the MLIS
program, most of the courses and curriculum I’ve taken have largely been theory based. While
conceptual underpinnings and foundations of LIS are hugely important, my overall education
regarding certain principles have sometimes been lacking, based on my incomplete
understanding about their possible applications. This was certainly not the case for this class. I
was introduced to new tools I had never heard of, such as, Flourish for data visualizations;
Omeka for online collections; Netx, OpenText, Piction, and ResourceSpace for digital asset
management; Mukurtu for collection management; and Mozilla Hubs for virtual reality. The
integration of these real-world tools in our class activities really benefitted my understanding of
what some digital tools may be when working for a museum. This was a very effective way to
learn and acquire some practical skills to accompany the more theoretical discussions and
readings.
Similarly, the invited guest speakers throughout the class aided the practical outlook of
museums in the digital age. Hearing about the real experiences of our guest speakers allowed for
the concrete examples of applied theory. Some of the most impactful speakers to me were
Porchia Moore, who explained how critical race theory can be applied in museum exhibits; Sarah
Pham, who highlighted the importance of user-oriented systems and access; Meranda Roberts,
who shared her perspective as a indigenous museum professional working among nonindigenous and white privileged perspectives; Thomas Padilla, who elucidated what collections
as data projects can look like and where such projects are currently happening across the field;
and Matt Davis, who really helped situate the advantages and disadvantages of XR in museums.

Truly, each guest speaker shared valuable insight to their specialization that helped explain how
our class discussions can be integrated in the real professional practice.
The combination of readings, discussions, activities, assignments, and speaker
presentations that occurred each week created such an enriching experience. For every class,
there was a topic or issue to consider, digest, and reflect on. Over the course of ten weeks, we
covered a lot of ground with wide ranging subjects and takeaways. Considering it all now, my
idea of museums in the digital age has changed so much from the start. Through this class, I have
discovered the importance of digital accessibility and connection to museums. I understand the
truth of colonial history and the egregious effects it still results in today. The efforts to combat it
require creative and untraditional forms of action and support. Leadership and sovereignty over
cultural heritage collections is no longer for those who had no part in the heritage to begin with.
Participation and engagement in museums and cultural collections should require careful
consideration and thought before their implementation, consulting those who personal, ancestral,
or cultural identity is invested in the material first. The exhibitionary complex and constructed
power that museum institutions hold should be acknowledged, as neither are escaped from even
in the digital realm. Sharing collections as data can provide new insights and forms of research,
although the nature and make-up of the collection should be considered prior to the publication
of its data. XR and other new technologies, like those that construct digital exhibits, should be
employed for more reasons than just the novelty of them, such as the reason to introduce new
ways of teaching and learning in the museum. People and their labor in museums should be
distinguished as valuable enough to be justly compensated for. Recognizing these lessons should
shape the current and future work that museum professionals strive towards, and if they’re not,
the imbalances should be exposed and collectively organized against.
So, while this class was often theoretical, it was theoretical in a very effective way, as the
theory was presented in a very practically. New perspectives, insights, and advice I would have
otherwise probably never heard have become foregrounded thought when thinking of and
imagining museums. This fashion of critical thinking can be manifested and applied, which is a
very gratifying and motivating realization.

