CURATOR

The Museum fournal




26

people are seeking expenences angd will
pay for them. Bur fohn Dewey, the great
advocate  of experiential  education,
admonished that nat every expericace is
educational, Qur challenge is to take wiat
we have and produce memorable, engag-
ng. educational and enjoyable exper-
onees.

Concrusion

Where daes this Teave us? Our grants offi-
VORS¢ saying, “how can we demanstrate
outcomes for what we do?” And the mar-
keting people are saying “to compete, we
neced more compelling experiences.” At
one level, these seem incompatible,
emphisy comtent and resulls on the
one hand and ¢phemeral pandering on
the other. But both stare wath (he visitor
experience and the challenge 10 improve
il 1 we detach the commere sm from
the conversation aboue CXperRence, as
Kotler did, we are left with strong educa
tional theory that is absolutely consistent
with in emphasis on cifectiveness. Both of
these trenus shift (he focus from the pro-
fessiomal staff to the visitars

Neither of these trends s had for
museums. We should prefer that myse.
ums be at the center of eurrent discourse
ahout how peaple spend their time and
maney, rather than on the periphery, We
need to be able o demanstrate that peo-
ple get something wseful from museum
extubitions and programs. And they are
more likely to learn or o Caver sumething
M they are engaged

Good intentsons and wonderful cal.
lection are pat enough. We have work 1o
doal we are to deliver on the promise of
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our resources. We have 1o Lap those
resources and aur creative energics, stay
Iresh and exciting, pay attention to the
Tesults of what we do, keep track of our
suceesses amd failures, listen 1o our visi.
tars. and be attentive 10 their needs and
w¥peetalions. We cannot be smug—fun.
ders won't stand for it; or alool—visitors
wont appreciate i1, We have to dccepe
that evaluanon and marketing imprave
what we do, nol threaten 1. We must not
only embrace change but also find new
wals for cifecting <hange. These trends
may stay or they mav pass quickly—it
doesn’t ¥ matter. Their lessons will
remsen regardless.
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Storytelling: The Real Work of Muserms

LESLIE BEvrorp

ABSIRACT This articie examines the ways in which the naerative o story fyrme generates per-
sonal connections between visitors and content and thus is ideally suited te the
work of museums, Startiag with a review of the qualiiies of narrative, the article
provides specific examples of how stories and storylelling have warked in e
tions, pul blic programs and outtvach to schoals,

INTRODLCTION

“The Real Thing” was the themic of the anaual coaference of the New England
Muscum Association for the year 2000, Though playful, the theme reflects a serous
concern in the muscum ficld; fn an nereasingly compentive public arcna, what can
museums claim authentically as their own? While the fission, content, and methods of
Museams will continue to be evaluated and reviseq], there 15 one aspeet of thewr work
that will always be “the real thing” and that is storytelling.

Staryielling has been emuying i comeback for some time Because ot supports
Personal interpretation and multiple perspectives, storytelling has a cerrain hip post.
mudernist appeal. Apd various disciplines, including Ppsychotherapy, Lw, cducation,
business and of course story, have enthusiastically embraced marratwe, the more ac-
demic teem for stories, 4 4 teaching and rescarch st Tategy,

A personal Story—1 personally rediscovered the relevance of sforytelling to museum
work a few years AZ0. As the new head of programs at the Brooklyn Historical Society,
Fwanted to develop exhubits that would grow and ako matrer 10 our audience. Looking
for new ideas, T attended o teacher workshop given by Facing Ilistory and Ourselves,
the national educational organization whose mission is 1o help students inake connec-
tions between hustory and the moral choices they make in their own lives,

cshe Bedford e o member of The Mescum Group and the #mncipal of Lestie Bedford
Assocates, 52 Charles S, New Yok, Ny 10014, <l:bcdmrd(rr‘mr.wm>.

27



R BEDFORD - STORYTFLLING THF REAL WORK OF MUSFLMS

The workshup was an the Holocaust; the particulier sesswon [ attended was about
heraism. Our young mstructor began by asking us to write down our personal definiuon
of a hero. Most of us agreed that a hero was someone who did something public, brave,
and “herowc™ with a capital H. Then she showed us Tie Courage ro Care, a film narcat
ed by Elie Wesel This documentary profiles several older Entopeans who as young
adults had nisked ther Iives (o save Jews from the Gestapo None of them saw them-
selves as heraes; they were simply dong what was nght

Afrerwards { headed for the subwny home. As T stepped into the car, 1 man
dropped o the floar, wnthing in a violent epileptic fit. Tstood staring at hint while my
mund slowly replayed the lesson of the workshop: “you can help or walk away, the
choiwe 1s yours fa make.” I wrmed to a young man on my right and we quickly agreed
to sgparie and look for help. Withm moments, an MTA officral with a walkic-talkic
arrived. leaving us free [ CONMINUE 0Nl OUT Wiy,

The entire incident kisted only seconds, hut it changed forever how 1 thk about our
work, Over the nest several years 1 sought 1o develop exlubits, including one for Facing
Thstory called Choustg 1o Parucipate, which could provide far visitors what the subway
incident had for me—a genuine “aha!” monent, a transformative experienice, Inevitably,
Tve learned that "transformative expenences™ are as hard 1o create as they are to define.
but T have become increasingly comvanced that stonytellng often lies at the heart of them,

THE NATURE OF NARRATIVE

The acudemie perspective—Psychologist Jeromte Bruner has extensively explored the
meamug of mirrative and s fundamental rofe in ereating and mierpreting human ¢ul-
tre. lnActs of Meanng he discusses two characteristics of storytelling that relage direet
Iy to muscums (Bruner 1990). The (irst is about how people leirn. Human beings are
natural storytellers; they make sense of the world and themselves through narrative, 4
Torm shared both hy storytelling and hustory. From the time they are very young, chil-
dren leamn that The way to integ

ate their own desires with their family's norms and rules
is e comstruct 4 story about their actions. This push to construct nareative, Bruner
mamntams, shapes how children acquire language. And the habit persists into adulthood
primary anstrument for making meaning. These starytellng skills insure our place
wathin hunian saciety, and probably imply that information not structured a5 & narr
tive 1s mare likely to be forgotten.

s

There even s a narrative (o ilustrate the fundamental nature of parrative
Anthropologist Gregory Bateson reportedly told a story about & man who wanted fo
understand how the mind warks and asked his compater “how do you think™” After a
long pause, the computer printed out its answer “that reminds me of a story™ (Spock
and Leichter 1999).

Secondly, staries have a point of view. Bruner (1990) says that stories can del at
e time with the canon—what we biwve boen taught (o believe m—and the excep-
tonal, the violations of this ¢anon He beligves that w tell a story is to take 34 moral

the s
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stance, even if it's 4 moral stance agwnst moral stances. Something happens in astory—
something iswrong i the world—and its resolution serves to help us sort out our basic
values and belicfs. We make the concrete details of the story represent something much
larger. Bruner muintas, for example, that the story of Napolean's Russin campaign
becomes a nargative about the tragedy of overreached ambitian. Similarly, the stories
of the Holocaust-cra tescuers became, for me, a reflection on the s:gnit]cunr:ufc\cry
day choices.

Another scholur whose work argues for the use of storvtelling Kreran g
whuse figld s education and curniculum development. Egan maitins that anyorne,
even very young children, can acquire historical knowledge if it 15 presented at the
i 1983, 1989), For instance, under seven years,
Tove and

an,

developmentally appropriate level (F
children are interested 1 binary opposites —good and bad, big and lttle, :
hate—and thev derive meaning from atfective assocration with ane of the pairs. The
stary of slavery, a strbggle between good and ewl, wauld appeal 1o children at this
* As they mature, youngsters maintam their fascination for nppmchs but
it weas for this

“mythic stag,
want therr heroes (o be real people who have overcome genuing adversit ]
age group that Random Elouse m the 1950s published its popular senies of historical
hiographics, the Landmark Books. Evenrually, with maturity, comes an understanding
of the complexity of the histarical process and one's relationship te it

However, as Egan points out, these discrete stages build on cach ather and thus
never completely disappear. Hffective ortentations to binary opposifes . are net stply
chitldish and wadesuate ways of thisktng, They will later be cantrolled
wl paracigms but they will remtam absolurely basic and esscal™ (Egan 1983: 76). In
other wards, this 1s why Star Wirs isn’t popular merely with sevensvear-olds. Like many
Stories that work cross-pencrationally, it begins with and builds on the foundational
“mythic” stage

s more suplisticat

A storyteller’s perspective—Garrison Keillor, not & scholar but certzinly 4 master s10-
ryteller, says that storvtelling 1s ulimately more about the listener than the narraton

s i my stones, the listener will il m the blanks

1 tindd that 1f 1 leawe out enough o
with Ber owrr hometawn, and 1f 2 Freeport gl exiled i Manhattan hears the stony
aboun Memonal Dy, shel put st prght senack there m that cemetery with thuse naeics
o the stones. and she may think of her aiele Alann who went 1o Franve and didn't
return, and get out lier hanky and blow Tt nat the reason she's moved, he s, Al Eda
vy pickup and cold beer

1 say the wards: cutatield and Mother and algebra and Cl
e Sunday morning and thubarb and lonelmess, and other people put pretures t
them (Kedllor 200011

Muore than anything clse, then. stones are powerful beeause they do ot il in all
the blanks. They open up a space mio which the listener's own thoughts, feclings. and
memones can flow and expind. They mspire an internal dialogue and thus ensure areal

copnechon
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STORYTELLING IN MUSEUMS
The power of narrative s na secret m the museam watld where varous forms of story-

telling have Tong been employed fo engage
believe, winch entbady the essence of nx

sitars. |lowever, some approaches—those, |
tive—have proven more effective than others.

Storytelling in exhibitions—Ohject theatre™ 1s an exhihition strategy, akin to the ald-
fashioned sound and hght show, which uses computer technologies to create multime
dia and multi-sensory contests for museum objects. They are designed 1o bring objects
tw fife without necessitating ds-on experience. Obyect theater was pioneered in the
1980s by Tiuzo Miyake at Canada’s Science North. Sttng i a darkened room visitors
watched as the mght sky slowly hrightencd abave their heads and a child's tremufous
voice began tosing ~Twinkle, Twinkle Litle Star.* From that simple but magical begin-
ning, abject theatres were developed at the Minnesota Fistorical Society, The
Children’s Muscum in Boston. the Connecticut Historical Society, and elsewhere. More
or less exphicitly narrative i stle—they may employ multiple stary lines—objeet the
atres rely on the power of narrative to make connections between museum artifacts and
images and visitors” lives and memorics.

One of the most compelling object theatres was in Famulics, an exhibition at the
Mumnesots |listorical Society. Called “Everything Must Change.” it had a sparc and
sinple si: u prano with vanous framed family photographs, 2 suitcase with a man's coat
folded on top, & kuchen table with & burthday cake. The story hegins with a home movie
of a toddler blowing out Ius birthelay candles and ends with an elderly man doing the
same. Jn hetween visitors hear short narratives, all first person and authentic, about
moments of loss and change in the human cyclo of life- As cach speaks, the apprapri-
ate phatograph or uther artifact lights up. Framed by the song, “Everything Must
Change,” these universal experiences resonated deeply and emotionally with visitors,
many of whom could not watch it dry-cyed.

Aso emotianally powerful but very low-tech was the storvtelling strategy used many
years ago a1 The Children’s Museum in Boston. A courageous exhibition for familics
called Enedtigs. Deatht and Loss weluded a simply illustrated and sparely written story of
“The Day That Grandfather Died.” A second level of test was also includesl, ermfted 10
fielp adults understand how young children experience the death of someone they love
Wihile the text for adults was instructive, the simple story was sublime because its simple
language invited the reader to T-experience simular events {rom his or her own life

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum also relies on narrative, albeit
on 4 much more sophistivated and larger scale. Bur, like the above example, 1ts story
teling 15 dehberately unadorned. Jeshajahu Werabery, the founding dircetor who was
trained in theatre, carefully cdited the exhibit test, penciling out any affective Linguage
orsuggestive words—anything that wauld interfece with the visitors' personal, unmedi-
ated response 10 the storyline. He did not want to tell people how o Teel, but rather.
wanted to let them create their own meaning—a far mare powerful experience, and. as
Kuillor points vl the special gift of narrative
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Choosing te Participare—Narrative enables peaple to magine themselves in an unfa-
hill world. Choostag to Partreipate 1 an exhibiuon trneling to citics where Facing
History and Qurselves centers are located. Here, the narrative consists of stories about
individuals and communities that must Jecide whether or not ta support people out-
sule their immediate “unwverse of obligation.” The most complex of these uvolves the
1957 integration of Little Rock's Central High School by mine African-American
teenagers. Presenting the story fram the perspective of Elzabeth Fekford, a fifteen-
year-old girl facing her first day at a new school, the nareave speaks dircetly 1o ado-
leseents, the audience for whom the extubit was designed (Photos, pages 61 and 62). 1t
asks youngsters to imagine themsclves in Elizabeth’s shoes and 10 empathize with the
ternfying experience of encountering the angry white mob gathered in front of the
school

Choesing to Particpate ncluded o “talk-back™ area where wisiters were invited to
leave their own stories, and the exhibil was cvaluated through questionnarres sent to
teachers who visited with their classes. Both methods, albert unscientifically, provided
strang evidence of the exhi siecess in encouraging visitors to refleet deeply on the
meaning of the exhibition’s main message that "my choices make a difference.”

Telling the Story of History—Iistoric house muscums have :ilso tumed Lo narfitive,
often o give voice to people and communities previously left out of the historical
record. For instance, w the mid-90s, the staff of The Newark Museum determined 1o
make its upper-class, nineteenth-century Ballantine House (attached to the newly ren-
ovated mam museum) more cngaging 1o a contemporary and diverse audience. One of
therr many imnovative solutions, developed with a team of scholars, cducators and cura-
tors, was © people the rooms with an engaging cast of maostly fictional, but historieally
credible, characters. These figures are intraduced in an onentation gallery and then
encountered in “storybooks,” sctually book-shaped text labels illustrited in the style of
Charlgs Dapa Gibson. For instance. on the stawrcase landing, beneath the impusing por-
traits of John and Jeannette Ballantine, vae meets Bridget, a fictional Irsh chamber-
maid. Bridget marvels at how much her master and mistress have spent on portraits of
themselves, realizing that if she is ever gong to own a home of her own she will have to
lesve the Ballantings {Phote, page 62). The staryboak in the reception Foom reports a
conversation between Mr. and Mrs. James Baxter, puncipal and teacher at the N
Negro School and illars of St Philip’s Episcopal Church. Visiting Mrs. Ballantir
solicit a <onation for church missionary work, their conversation reveals the cxstence
of a middle-tlass Afnean-American commurity i Newark and the extent to which Lae
Victorian socul mores—far mstance, the protocol for social calls—were shared across

communities (Dietz et al 2000).

Like The Mewark Museum, the Brooklyn Tistoncal Society sought to hroaden s
audience hase, specitically o include fanulies. A 1996 exhibition about the Brooklyn
Dodgers, in addiion o several hands-on components, included the story of Jacke
Rnb{nu_ln‘ a real life hero in the Kieran Cgan mold. This technique helped the exhibie
speak to youngsters and die-hard Doder fans at the same time
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Storytelling: A ion for public progrs Narrative 1n muscums 15 nkst popu-
far in pubhe pragrams. Many museums and historic sites rely on interpreters employing
egies ta help visitors enter and thus empathze with a warld that no longer

vanous str
5. At Geltysburg National Military Park, for example, visitars may hize a profes-

exi
sinnal purde 1o fill in every detail about the battles or listen ta an actress costumed as
an 1860s Gettysburg Firm wife talks about the carnage she and her neighbors discov-
ered on returmng to the hames they had tled. These different approaches appeal o dit-
ferent learning styles and levels of expertise, Assuming Bruner is correct, the story
telling strategy (at which the guides are also often very skilled), while initially less infor-
mational, may be more likely t be remembered by visitors.

Museums often place storviellers in galleries to engage family audiences. An
espectally effective example of storveelling to a children’s museum audience ean be
found on the tape “Phuladelphia Stories.” a compilation of interviews with muscum pro-
fessionals. Randee [Tumphirey descrbes heing taken on an inaginary fishing expeditian
with her children: the storyteller ended his engaging performance by pulling a real fish
aut of a basket and cooking 1t for his captivated audience (Spock 2000}

“The question for museum people is how this wonderful addventure ot other sto-
ries conneet the participants to the covironment, exhibit or obyects in the musenm; this
18 what disumguishes such progranis from, for mstance, story hours at the Tocal hbrary

Art muoseums are especially adepl at asing narratve 1o help people, of all ages.
understand and enjoy their callections. The Ast Lostitute of Chicago hosts a parent
workshop called “Looking at Art Together: Familics and Lifefong Learning.” The
instructor of this free program is 2 storyteler whe teaches parents how to “read" art as
a moment from a story and then takes them through the gallenes prcticing and refin
ang this technique.

Toking stoeytelling outside the muscam—Large popufations of schoalsage children are
the lifeblood of many museums. And outreach programs sire a staple offering for class-
e that cannot visit the museum, One of the most inferesting museum outreach programs
for schools is “Detroit Storylving,” developed at the Detroit Historical Museum with
funds from the Institute for Muscum and Library Services. “Staryliving™ sends stary-
tellers and musicians into the puble schools where they use the techniques of process
dramia, an approach to theatre that ariginated in England. Grounding theie story in actu-
al ustone sites in Michigan, the artistteachers Tead fourth and fifth grdess thenugh
their own reereation of ajourney on the Underground Rnlroad. The students start by
role-playing a group of abolitvnists meeting to dererming who will go down suuth and
restart the movement. From there, they g on to recreate Ife on a plantation and then
the journey to frcedom. Each sceng is set by the adults but enacted by the students.
Thas is but a partwl st of the many ways in which museums take advantage of the
special yualites of narrative to engage visitors in creating their vwn experience. What
it does not include are the kind of false narratives some museums create 1o try and
make diy material more palatable. Exhibits with titles ke The Story of Colonad New
England are rarely genuine narratives because they do not embody the qualities out-
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lined by Bruner, Fgan, and Keillor Neither vistor-centared nor experiential, they are
diductic walves dressed n storytelter sheep’s clothing.

STORIES ARE THE REAL THING

Stanes are the most fundamental way we learn. They have a begimning, a middie, and
an end. They teach without preaching, encouraging both personal reflection and pub-
lic discussion. Stones inspire wonder and awe; they allow a listener to imagine anath-
er time and place, W find the universal in the particular, and to feel empathy for ath-
ers. They preserve individual and collective memory and speak (o both the adult and
the child.

Storytelling is an weal strategy for realizing the "construcuyist museum,” an covi
ronment where visitars of all ages and backgrounds are encouraged to create their own
meaning and find the place, the intersection between the familiar and the unknown,
where genuine learmng occurs (Hein 1998), Stones are very much the “real thing” of
museums, that kernel of authenticny that we seek to identify and preserve.

It makes sense that storytelling 1» appropnate 10 the work of a museum for muse-
ums are storytellers, They exist because once upon a Ume some persen or group
believed there was a story worth telling, over and over, for generations to come
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