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t’s no secret that exhibitions provide  
opportunities for the exchange of  
objects and artefacts. But they are also 

important vehicles for sharing ideas, expe-
rience, and information. Museums can ful-
fill their mission to promote social harmony 
in a variety of ways, and through exhibition 
projects, they often initiate cross-cultural  
dialogue about shared values and beliefs 
that transcend the boundaries of geogra-
phy, politics, language, or religion. When  
exhibitions travel to other destinations, these  
values and beliefs are communicated to a 
wider, multicultural public. 

Creating cultural awareness
The exchange project Whales/Tohorã 
provides an important introduction to the 
culture, language, and beliefs of the Mãori 
people, whose lives are by tradition, linked to 
whales. In addition to an exploration of these 
cultural ties, the exhibition offers insights 
into the history of whaling and the science 
of cetology, and at the same time, makes 
visitors aware of the ecological plight of 
whales today. At each venue, the exhibition 

opens with a dawn põwhiri ceremony with  
traditionally attired Mãori warriors, whale  
riders, dancers, and religious figures that  
reinforce the cultural foundations of the  
exhibition themes. 

Exhibitions can also function as oppor-
tunities to foster public engagement and  
promote social interaction with, and among, 
museum visitors. The Top 40: Countdown 
of Worcester’s Favourite Pictures exhibition, 
presented by the Worcester City Art Gal-
lery & Museum (Worcester, UK), in 2009  
featured 40 paintings from the museum’s 
permanent collection. The museum invit-
ed visitors to vote for their favourite paintings 
by marking a paper ballot and depositing it 
into a ballot box inside the gallery. Originally  
intended as an interactive experience between 
the visitor and the museum, the exhibition 
soon became an opportunity for dialogue  
between visitors—both on site, and through a  
variety of social media—as well as a vehicle 
for broader community dialogue about art 
and cultural value.  

Along with interactive options that 
strengthen public engagement, exhibitions 
sometimes result in staff exchange programs 
that provide museum professionals with  
opportunities to meet new people, make 
new friends, and learn from colleagues in 
other countries.  

Exhibition exchanges can be important 
sources of revenue for the organising institu-
tion as well as the host museum. A significant 
case in point is the Terracotta Army of Chi-
na’s First Emperor Qin Shi Huang. Since 
their first public display in 1979, the Terracotta 
Warriors have served as important cultural 
ambassadors for China and as engaging 
spokesmen for Chinese history. They have 
also been—and continue to be—an impor-
tant source of revenue for the Chinese  
Ministry of Culture. The most recent exhi-
bitions tours were in 2007-2008 to the  
British Museum, London, UK and in 2008-
2010 to four US locations: the High Museum, 
Atlanta; the Bowers Museum, Santa Ana; 
the Houston Museum of Natural Science, 
Texas; and the National Geographic Muse-
um, Washington. These touring exhibitions 
collectively attracted more than 2 million 
visitors, some of whom had never visited a  
museum before, and most of whom would 
not have the opportunity to travel to the  
Emperor’s tomb site in Xi’an, Shaanxi Province. 

Preserving history 
In addition to building international cultural 
relations, the high number of ticket sales 
help to support ongoing excavations,  
archaeological research, and artefact pres-
ervation at the Xi’an tomb site and museum.

Each exhibition project has the potential to 
bring people together and create a better  
understanding of the world and its diverse  
cultures. Through the exchange of ideas,  
information, and objects, museums can 
make significant contributions to fulfilling 
ICOM’s overarching theme for 2010:  
Museums for Social Harmony.  n

t The Terracotta Warriors are important 
cultural ambassadors for China

Harmonious exchange
Museum exhibitions are powerful drivers for 

cross-cultural and social dialogue
by Nancy Zinn, President of ICEE 

(ICOM International Committee for Exhibition Exchange)

Planning, budgeting, and producing exhibition 
exchanges can be a daunting task. The following 
resources may help guide the novice, and provide 
reinforcement for the experienced professional:

Exhibition Planning and Management:  
Reprints from NAME’S Recent and Recommended. 
(AAM, 2000)

The Manual of Museum Exhibitions, Barry Lord 
and Gail Dexter Lord, editors. (AltaMira  
Press, 2001)

On the Road Again: Developing and Managing 
Traveling Exhibitions, by Rebecca A. Buck and 
Jean Allman Gilmore. (AAM, 2003) 

Ecomuseums for  
social harmony

How ecomuseums, within the broader framework of  
contemporary museology and sociomuseology,  

can help to create social cohesion
by Mário Moutinho, President of MINOM 

(International Movement for a New Museology)

s The Maré Museum in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 

t was during the Santiago Roundtable, 
held by ICOM and UNESCO in 1972, that 
the idea of an integral museum, involv-

ing communities in search of solutions for  
social problems, was first raised. This gather-
ing gave way to the concept of the ecomuse-
um, bringing a symbolic end to authoritarian 
hierarchical models within a democratised 
new museology and sociomuseology. 

Ecomuseums: a new typology 
The concept of ecomuseology is based 
on prioritising participation in and expan-
sion of cultural heritage and territoriality. 
Ecomuseums are a new typology of museum, 
which offer alternative approaches, ob-
jectives and practices. Following the ini-
tial years of vigorous debate on the very 
meaning of ecomuseology, ecomuseums 
are now consensually recognised as  
being a fundamental part 
of museology. 

Time has shown that 
two models of ecomu-
seum can be identified. 
The first is concerned with  
social and economic  
development and is organised in a partic-
ipative manner, based on the concept of 
community in a particular territory. The com-
munity assumes various levels of responsibility 
with a view to promoting its heritage. These  
museums explore cultural and territorial speci-
ficities as resources for development, while at 
the same time reinforcing identity ties. 

The second, although organised in a less 
participative manner, aims to present the cul-
tural resources of a given territory to as wide a 
public as possible. Both models are active in 
terms of social and economic development, 
and consequently contribute significantly to 
creating social harmony within our society. 

Ecomuseology, which is unable to  
encompass this new reality of contempo-
rary museology, has been absorbed in the 
broader stream of new museology, and 
more recently, in the disciplinary field of  
sociomuseology. Sociomuseology is  
focused on collections of objects that are 
made up of each human being’s person-
al heritage, in times of peace and of war, of 
wealth and of poverty.

The sociomuseological approach is more 
complex, since working with people requires 
human and professional competences  
different from those required when work-
ing with objects. It is within this complex 
reality that sociomuseology helps to adapt 
museological structures to the conditions of  
contemporary society. By so doing, it brings 
modern society closer to achieving a harmo-
nious balance.

Opening the muse-
um up to its environment 
and social context has 
created the need to struc-
ture and clarify relations, 
notions and concepts. 
Sociomuseology has 

evolved as a disciplinary field of teaching 
and research, which enhances the presence 
of museology, particularly in areas such as  
human and political sciences, development 
studies, urban and regional planning and  
social and environmental sustainability. 

Ecomuseology in practice
Since the 1970s, consistent ecomuseologi-
cal practices have been observed in France 
and Latin America. These practices spread 
to Spain, Portugal, Mexico, Canada, the US 
and certain African countries in the 1980s, 
and reached Italy, Japan and Vietnam in 
the 1990s. The concept grew in China in the 

21st century, with a focus on issues of ethnic 
minorities. This growing practice can be 
recognised in a democratised museology 
where perhaps the main principle is the right 
to be different.

Brazil’s Maré Museum, located in Rio 
de Janeiro, was built on the territory of the 
Maré favela (shanty town), at the initiative of 
the community. From this original nucleus,  
educational alternatives for the younger 
population were created, as well as alter-
native leisure and cultural production areas 
with implications for household resources. 
After learning the basics of participation, 
the community was able to better engage 
in dialogue with municipal authorities and 
public health and transport authorities. 

A new museological facility is now  
located in a converted manufacturing plant 
where special projects, workshops, training  
programmes and cultural activities are hosted. 

In another social context, the Ecomusée 
du Fier Monde, located in the city of Montreal, 
Quebec, is achieving similar goals in terms of 
social development for the neighbourhood. 

Ecomuseology, and more broadly socio-
museology, are essential components for  
operating museums on an international lev-
el, encompassing rural and urban realities 
both in developed countries and in those still 
striving for socio-economic expansion. Eco-
museums are constantly striving for dialogue, 
tolerance, coexistence and development.  
In other words, they are working towards  
social harmony.  n

IN FOCUS MUSEUMS FOR SOCIAL HARMONY

Planning a successful exhibition
The most successful exhibition exchanges 
begin with clear and open dialogue between 
organising partners. There is no substitute for 
face-to-face conversation to discuss exhibition 
goals and to resolve how those goals can be 
met to the satisfaction of all partners. 

If properly focused, these conversations 
will result in a detailed exhibition agreement  
in which every issue and question is  
addressed.  

The agreement should be accompanied 
by a checklist of objects in the exhibition, 
plus an itemised budget for the project.  
Every aspect of the project should be includ-
ed and explained to avoid confusion later.
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Ecomuseums offer  
alternative approaches,             

objectives and  
practices
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