
117

     13     Museum Collection and the History 
of Interpretation    
    DAVID   MORGAN     

  It is common nowadays to organize the recent history of the humanities in terms 
of a series of “turns,” a fi gure of speech intended to register fundamental shifts in 
the way scholars of literature, religion, cultural studies, anthropology, or art defi ne 
evidence, interpretation, and the discourses that inform their research and writing 
(Mitchell 1994; Clark 2004; Hicks 2010; Hazard 2013). The  linguistic turn  substituted 
the view that discourse shapes reality for the positivist view that language bore a sta-
ble, enduring relation to its referent, that truth was out there waiting to be captured 
by the act of representation.  1   Deconstruction emptied texts of inhering essences and 
stressed the play and temporality of signifi ers over their anchorage or permanence. In 
the 1960s this post- structuralist approach was applied to images by Roland Barthes 
(1972). Yet students of visual culture quickly noted that images were not reducible to 
language, nor were they representations of text or objective conditions. And Barthes 
himself wrote differently about images in his later career (Mitchell 1980; Bryson 1984; 
Barthes 1981). Thus, the  pictorial turn  began in the work of scholars who wanted to 
understand how image and text collaborated. 

 While scholars contemplated the career of images and texts, particularly in the 
world of mass- mediation, they realized that production was only part of a much lar-
ger story, that artifacts were shaped by readers and viewers. Reception became 
a major interest during the 1980s and 1990s, leading to what has been called the 
 ethnographic turn .  2   But ethnography still foregrounds language. It has been the claim 
of the  material turn  to take the recalcitrant substance of things as incommensurate 
with discourse. If the pictorial turn rejected the view that everything was language, 
and fi xed attention on the image as something different, a form of evidence that bears 
its own features and needs to be studied, the material turn applies a similar logic to 
everything, regarding objects of all kinds, not just images, as presenting an auton-
omy, life, and set of expectations that pull the analyst from the comfort of familiar 
interpretive modes. 

 One may wonder if claims for such “turns” are more a matter of self- advertisement 
or hermeneutical branding in the marketplace of academic style and fashion. It is 
noteworthy that turns are often generational, or the product of one cohort that seeks 
to distinguish itself from a rival disposition. So it is not surprising that some have 
conveyed skepticism about the substance of one turn or another (see, for instance, 
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Culyba, Heimer, and Petty 2004). Nevertheless, such turns may well present new 
opportunities for redefi ning method and evidence, for marshaling the combined 
efforts of scholars, and for facilitating interdisciplinary connections that preceding 
discourses may have missed or discouraged. 

 I have framed this so far as a matter of academic inquiry. But the study of 
material culture is not only a scholarly affair since the history of objects is also very 
directly the history of their collection, interpretation, and exhibition. The history 
of material culture, in other words, is inextricable from the history of museums. 
For this reason, the material turn in recent decades holds critical implications for 
museum practice. In order to show how, and to provide some indication of where 
research related to both would do well to proceed, it will be necessary to begin 
with an account of the relationship between museums, material culture studies, 
and the study of religion. It will also be helpful to consider the related “pictorial 
turn” since this has shaped the practice of art history and visual culture studies, 
changing how scholars study and interpret images. From there it will be possible 
to say something about the future of object research as it relates to the collection 
and display of images and artifacts. 

  Art, Colonialism, Mission History, and the museum 
 The scrutiny of material evidence among historians, religion scholars, and anthropologists 
is not new. We cannot tell the history of the study of religions without telling the history of 
the study of architecture and the collection and study of artifacts. The history of Greco- 
Roman religion and the religions of the ancient Near East were the fi rst in the modern era 
to occupy broad interest among scholars and the educated public. During the middle of 
the eighteenth century, Winckelmann (1987) inaugurated the study of ancient Greek and 
Roman sculpture, much of it religious in nature, going far to inspire the long- living cult of 
Neoclassicism. German writers of the Romantic period published accounts of collections 
of paintings and portrayed the arts as infused with religious signifi cance for the present. 
For many of them, that meant baptizing the arts into the Christian religion, a prospect 
that would have shocked Winckelmann’s erotic celebration of pagan nudity. In a poem of 
1800, “The Union of the Church and the Arts,” August Schlegel portrayed the Church as 
an allegorical fi gure returning to earth to summon the arts into her service. The Church 
goes fi rst to Parnassus to fi nd the arts, gathered there, humiliated after the destruction of 
Apollonian religion. There the Church speaks: 

  Well then, you arts, you shall be reborn 
 When you well adorn my doings here below, 
 When you lead the holies from heaven 
 To earth, expounding in fi gure. 
 Already inspiration stirs in you its plumage, 
 See to it, then, as it ought to be, 
 Bewildered by exuberance you do not lose your way 
 On unaccustomed fl ights.  3    
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 It is a relationship that only the Church would describe as a “union” (Bund). 
Forsaken by the death of the pagan cult of beauty to which the arts were devoted, 
they are now offered renaissance by a militant Christianity that warns them not 
to lose themselves to the sensuous indulgence to which their inspiration might 
be tempted. Whereas Schiller, in his famous poem “The Gods of Greece” (1788), 
had mourned the disenchantment of nature, “die entgötterte Natur” (“un- deifi ed 
nature”) that Christianity had achieved by defeating the old gods, Schlegel swings 
in the opposite direction. 

 Friedrich Schlegel, the poet’s like- minded brother, celebrated visits to galleries in 
Paris, writing a series of letters published in 1803 that helped rediscover the art of 
Germany and Italy before the Renaissance. Late medieval devotional art was praised 
by Romantics in Germany and later in England for the unity and purity of purpose that 
August Schlegel envisioned in his poem and by the artist group that called themselves 
the  Lukasbund , also known as the Nazarenes. In France the achievements of Gothic 
art were hymned by the Goncourt brothers. The consequence of this Romantic cult 
of the national past paralleled the formation of the Louvre as a museum devoted to 
the patrimony of the people. At work in both the French Revolution’s end to abso-
lute monarchy and Romanticism’s Christian rebirth was an incipient nationalism that 
assembled the artifacts of the national past in order to offer it up as a template for 
public guidance, for inspiration of the modern nation. The museum became a prin-
cipal institution for sorting out a usable past. This mission applied to art museums 
as well as to museums dedicated to national history and folk culture. These remain 
popular destinations for schoolchildren to this day, where the task is to study and 
appreciate the lives of national forebears. 

 Among antiquarians, the museum helped collect the relics of ancient civilizations 
that were assembled by entrepreneurs, collectors, and archaeologists. Focus on 
ancient Greece and Rome was paralleled by the study of the Holy Land. Chief among 
the tools of such study were the artifacts that were excavated or purchased. The 
other major source of artifacts was the colonial project of European states scrambling 
to secure foreign lands and markets in competition with their national rivals. England, 
France, Germany, Belgium, and Holland took commerce and statecraft around the 
world and amassed large collections of artifacts in the process. These items entered 
some of the same collections as Greco- Roman sculpture and Medieval Christian 
altarpieces. The fact that they seemed incommensurate with one another may help 
account for the emergence of the term “material culture,” which works on a different 
level than “art.” If art, and especially the religious art of the Christian tradition, was 
what the European national projects were happy to call the resources from which 
they derived their own national narratives, material culture may have seemed the bet-
ter nomenclature for describing what non- European peoples produced. 

 In his survey of the history of the concept of material culture in Anglo- American 
anthropology, Victor Buchli has dated the terminology to the middle of the nineteenth 
century. Buchli (2002, 2)  asserts that “the study of material culture itself became 
one of the cornerstones of the nascent independent discipline of anthropology” 
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(cf. Pearce 1994). “Euro- American museums,” he adds, “were the institutions in 
which material culture studies as we know it originally found their home and thrived.” 
These museums were quite often collections gathered during European colonization, 
and were therefore, as Buchli (2002, 3) puts it, “intimately related to larger cultural 
projects” (Stocking 1985). For example, in 1897, a British force executed a “punitive 
expedition” against the kingdom of Benin for the slaughter of 248 men engaged in 
an ill- conceived commercial expedition to the city of Benin during the year before. 
Among the spoils collected by the British force, which annexed the territory to the 
British crown, were a large cache of jewelry, vessels, masks, ornamental weaponry, 
fi gures, bronze plaques, and ivory carvings depicting warriors and royal scenes. 
A  large number of these made their way to the British Museum. In 1900, Henry 
Austen Lane- Fox Pitt- Rivers, founder of one of the most important ethnographic col-
lections of all, which was eventually established at Oxford, where it remains today, 
published a catalog of the Benin objects, picturing 393 artifacts (Pitt- Rivers 1900). 
Another collection of objects began with the work of British Protestant missionar-
ies in India, Oceania, Malaysia, and China. The London Missionary Society formed 
a museum as early as 1814 to receive and display the objects and deities gath-
ered by missionaries in the fi eld in order to demonstrate the advancing work of the 
Society (see  Chapter 26  in this volume). The objects were referred to as “trophies 
of Christianity,” taken in the fi eld of battle, as it were, the captured ensigns or fl ags 
of Christ’s defeated enemies. Near the end of the nineteenth century, the London 
Missionary Society deaccessioned its collection, large numbers of which went to the 
British Museum and the Pitt- Rivers Museum at Oxford (Morgan 2015). 

 Once the objects were installed within history or ethnography museums, they 
were deployed within a signifi cantly different taxonomy, serving therefore very differ-
ent narratives of cultural development. But their cultural biographies did not begin 
with the missionaries who collected them. The objects occupied the social worlds of 
their original producers and owners, but were sometimes acquired through conquest 
by rival groups long before Western missionaries arrived. And when the missionaries 
did get them, their departure from indigenous culture was inaugurated in some cases 
by display within churches in order to demonstrate their subordination to Christianity 
as a way of encouraging native populations to recognize the superiority of Christianity 
over indigenous belief and practice. On some occasions objects were destroyed, as 
in the case of a Protestant missionary working on a Malaysian island in 1817. When 
the inhabitants of a village presented their idols to him as a testament of their conver-
sion to Christianity, he advised them “to pack them all up in a large box (into which 
they formerly used to be put for their night’s rest), and to place a heavy load of stones 
upon them, and to drown them in the depth of the sea, in my presence” (Anon 1820). 
It was a decisive act of iconoclasm that converted the sleeping chamber of the gods 
into their coffi n. But many other objects were collected by missionaries and sent 
to London, Boston, and other metropoles for display. Missionaries of the London 
Missionary Society sent hundreds of objects to be exhibited in a museum begun in 
1814.  4   The collection was said to rival the holdings gathered by Captain Cook and 
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deposited at the British Museum. Each year at their annual meeting, the members 
and board of the LMS would go to the museum, “where friends of mission are want 
to repair, to revive their sympathies by an actual inspection of those idol gods which 
it is the fi rst aim of the society ‘utterly to abolish’ ” (Anon 1843). 

 Even after the objects entered the different context of new collections and insti-
tutions, the story they were applied to telling could be a related one— the narra-
tive of Western civilization’s role in the world based on its determination to assist 
societies less fortunate in industrial sophistication, science, medicine, reason, and 
morality. The display of technological artifacts was designed to educate, edify, and 
celebrate. World Fairs had done so since the middle of the nineteenth century, dis-
playing the latest technology and industrial products, and singing national hymns of 
industrial and commercial progress. Such objects, it was understood, were material 
demonstrations of a nation’s advance, measured against the accomplishments of 
rivals. They were the very means of progress and the durable proof of cultural super-
iority. “Comparison,” wrote the president of the commission overseeing the 1876 
Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia, “is vital to the success of any exposition . . . 
You can never discover your success or your failure without comparison. You cannot 
gauge your status without comparison with other nations” (quoted in Rydell 1984, 
32). Religion was intimately interwoven in this ideology of material progress since 
Christianity was fashioned as the engine of moral progress best suited to democ-
racy. And it was Christianity’s promotion of the ameliorating effects of civilization that 
Britain invoked as the highest rationale for its colonial mission.  

  Art History, Visual Culture, and the Pictorial Turn 
 So the history of material culture comes to the twentieth century with considerable 
baggage. As icons of culture, objects are testimony in ideological courts of opin-
ion, material evidence supporting claims of various kinds. The history of interpret-
ing objects continued in the development of another nineteenth- century practice, 
the discipline of art history as it was shaped in European and to a lesser degree 
American universities. Art historians developed a number of useful techniques for 
interpreting images that remain in use today— formal analysis, connoisseurship, 
and iconography. The fi rst trains attention on describing the physical properties of 
medium, artistic treatment of materials, and the resulting impression created by the 
work of art, singling out those characteristics of the object or surface that endow 
the work with its aesthetic gravity or presence. Connoisseurship is the practice of 
examining the signature features of a painting, drawing, or sculpture in order to 
recognize the hands involved in its production, which serves as the basis for mak-
ing attributions of authorship. This skill, practiced in order to identify the makers of 
anonymous or contested pieces, is greatly valued by museums and collectors and 
is directly proportional to the fi nancial value fi xed to works of art. Finally, iconography 
is the procedure of tracing the use of motifs or visual formulae, employed by artists 
when designing their work. 
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 Each of these approaches to the artistic object takes its physical appearance 
as primary evidence. But art historians have not been content with these methods. 
Erwin Panofsky, for example, a master at iconographical study, also wanted art his-
torical work to access the intellectual history in which art participated. So he devel-
oped what he termed “iconology” as a method of study, by which he meant the 
comparison of works of art to other cultural artifacts such as philosophy, literature, 
music, and religious ritual. In the 1960s and 1970s, the impact of Marxist thought 
on art history became evident in British and American practice. Art was studied in 
the context of class. Avant- garde art could be seen as radical and more traditional 
forms as the tools of the interested classes of capital and aristocracy that put art to 
work for their sense of privilege. Feminism and psychoanalysis were responsible for 
pushing art historical interpretation into historically ignored domains such as gender 
and sexuality. This destabilization of interpretive practice, described at the time as 
“the crisis of the discipline,” upset the canon of fi ne art and invited further uncon-
ventional approaches such as focusing on homosexuality in the history of art. The 
rise of interest in popular culture during the 1960s in fi ne art such as Pop Art, Fluxus, 
and Happenings, encouraged art historians to move beyond the traditional territory 
of fi ne art to examine the history of popular culture, mass- produced artifacts, and 
nonart objects. With this came the recognition that reception studies could be as 
important as the study of production. The esteemed status of genius, magisterial 
skill, the canon, and the authority of the fi ne art museum all came into question as art 
historians began to develop the idea of visual culture as a paradigm for their discipline 
rather than fi ne art. 

 Not everyone was prepared to follow this path, fearing that it would undermine the 
very identity and academic and professional status of the art historian as one vested 
with particular skills and subject matter. Thomas Crow, for instance, famously warned 
that visual culture would lead to the forfeiture of important tools for analyzing the 
materiality of objects: “To surrender a history of art to a history of images will indeed 
mean a de- skilling of interpretation, an inevitable misrecognition and misrepresenta-
tion of one realm of profound human endeavor.” Crow worried that “a panicky, hastily 
considered substitution of image history for art history can only have the effect of iron-
ing out differences and pulling all the objects of the world into a muddle of Western 
devising” (in “Visual Culture Questionnaire” 1996, 36).  5   The alarm aroused by the 
prospect of a fundamental shift to a visual culture paradigm has largely subsided, 
largely because no consistent paradigm emerged to take over. The panic of its crit-
ics was overwrought since what they opposed has not become a viable alternative. 
The idea that visual culture meant a single- minded privileging of the optical and the 
disembodiment of imagery has been rejected in practice by scholars of visual culture. 

 Recent years have witnessed a productive exchange of views on the idea of vis-
ual culture, but one that revealed that many art historians were committed to fi ne 
art. Visual culture became widely used as a term signifying everything that was not 
included in the canon— snapshots, advertising, posters, tattoos, comic strips, and 
graffi ti. This descriptive approach kept the focus on fi ne art and on the image as the 
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focus of study. As a result, “visual culture” became the designation for a broader 
category of images, and often lacked an analytical approach to the question of what 
“culture” meant in the term “visual culture.” But there were more discerning uses of 
the term at work. Drawing on Michael Baxandall’s (1972) pioneering study of visual 
practices, Svetlana Alpers (1983, xxv) embraced as the object of her study the his-
tory of Dutch visual culture rather than a narrower focus on Dutch art. She elabo-
rated on what she had in mind in 1996: visual culture meant a way of concentrating 
“on notions about vision (the mechanism of the eye, on image- making devices (the 
microscope, the camera obscura), and on visual skills (map- making, but also experi-
menting) as cultural resources related to the practice of painting” (Alpers in “Visual 
Culture Questionnaire” 1996, 26; cf. Walker and Chaplin 1997). Like Baxandall (1972, 
109), Alpers understood visual practices as social practices that tell us more about a 
society than information encoded abstractly as the “meaning” of fi ne art. Others have 
demonstrated no hostility to the fi ne arts within the purview of visual culture studies, 
evincing a broadly interdisciplinary approach that refuses to abandon attention to the 
formal characteristics of images, though they are strongly inclined to situate fi ne art 
within the larger domain of political theory, cultural criticism, media theory, and the 
study of gender and sexuality (Howells 2003; Mirzoeff 2002; Sturken and Cartwright 
2001). Still others stressed studying the reception of images, their circulation, and 
the aesthetic categories, visual practices, and epistemologies that were deployed in 
the reception of images (Morgan 1998; Pinney 2004; Howes 2007; King 2010). But 
if interdisciplinary emphasis threatened to diminish the signifi cance of the fi ne arts, 
accent on use and reception easily led interpretation away from the domain of art his-
tory and into the life- worlds of those who put the images to work. Such a move suited 
anthropologists and religion scholars, but less so art historians. 

 There were, of course, writers who importantly challenged the practice of art his-
tory from within the discipline. For instance, David Freedberg’s widely read book,  The 
Power of Images  (1989) asked why art historians ignored images that involved hor-
ror, obscenity, sexual arousal, magic, witchcraft, and idolatry, contending that such 
practices were out of sympathy with the rationalist, humanistic, taste- bound prefer-
ences of the discipline of art history. His book showed in dazzling breadth and detail 
what scholars were missing as a result. The life of images and the range of human 
response to them commanded a power that needs to be understood. For scholars 
of religion, the argument is especially compelling since images and objects enjoy a 
signifi cant role in many, indeed, according to Freedberg, virtually all, religions. They 
described what he calls the “myth of aniconism,” which is the claim that some reli-
gions accord no role to imagery of any kind. In fact, this is virtually unfounded. Images 
and powerful objects are to be found in nearly all religions. The challenge is to know 
where to look to fi nd them. The Protestant critique of Catholicism, so important to the 
defi nition of Protestantism itself, fi xes attention on the altar and the pulpit as spaces 
to be reserved for the performance of the spoken word. But Protestants have always 
found other places for pictures, symbols, and objects such as instructional spaces, 
their own bodies and clothing, and most importantly, the home. 
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 W. J. T. Mitchell, a very infl uential theorist, has suggested that the pictorial turn 
itself is eventuated by the anxiety that modern philosophy has had with images. 
Martin Jay’s magisterial study  Downcast Eyes  (1993) revealed the widespread sus-
picions of visuality embedded in the history of French critical thought. Mitchell (1994) 
noted the different forms of iconophobia at work in Wittgenstein, Rorty, and the 
Frankfurt School, suggesting in an essay fi rst published in 1992 that this is “a sure 
sign that a pictorial turn is taking place.” The fear or concern about the power of 
images, he claimed, arose from the fact that “pictures form a point of peculiar friction 
and discomfort across a broad range of intellectual inquiry” (13). The consciousness 
that everything was language was now being applied to the suspicion that everything 
was imagery. The same apprehension has periodically gripped cultural critics about 
commodities and capital. When a form of representation achieves a particular sta-
tus marked by ubiquity and received wisdom, it becomes the target of critique. The 
material turn should be scrutinized accordingly.  

  Research Agendas and the Mission of Museums 
 This brings us to the important question about what museums can do in light of 
the scholarly shifts in attention and priority. Happily, a good deal of everything I’ve 
narrated has been taken up in a variety of very useful studies of museum practice 
(Dudley 2010, 2012, and 2011; Paine 2013 and 2000; Pearce 1998). According to 
the visual culture approach that stresses visuality as an embodied aspect of human 
culture, images do not belong to a disembodied genealogy of images, but to the life- 
worlds of those who crafted and used them. They are part of something much larger 
and need to be studied and exhibited in ways that can disclose the worlds to which 
they belong. Objects are not examples of ideas waiting to be tagged by wall texts, 
but participants in extended networks of things, spaces, institutions, and people. 
The challenge for the curator is how to convey this in a way that does not require an 
attendant lecture or essay. The concept of visual culture also stresses that images are 
technologies that teach and operationalize a variety of embodied engagements with 
the world around us. They show us how to see, what to value, what to ignore, how to 
think, what to want, what to hate, who is important and who is not. 

 The material turn also urges us to think about audiences, about users, about 
the reception of objects. One might say that images and other kinds of objects are 
forms of interface, ways of connecting to places, people, times, forces, and institu-
tions that cannot otherwise be touched, seen, or approached. This is what I have 
in mind by the idea of a world revealed by how we examine an object, and it has 
been very provocatively explored in an essay by Tim Ingold (2012), “Making Culture 
and Weaving the World.” What we learn from the history of objects acquired by the 
London Missionary Society is something that others have explored in the history 
of Hindu and Buddhist objects, namely, that the lives of objects are not over when 
they leave the artist’s studio or the tenure in their originally intended setting comes 
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to a close (Davis 1997; Wingfi eld 2010; and this volume). Objects have an ongoing 
life, not simply of abstract meanings attached to them, but a physical presence that 
evolves with the settings in which they are placed. Capturing this is a major chal-
lenge for curatorial practice, but if we are to grasp something of the rich biography 
of things, of wresting them from the rigid and rarefi ed spaces of Platonic  museality , 
we need to imagine ways of showing how an object moves in temporality rather than 
transcends it. Installation and programming are obviously key, but the education of 
curators and staff is indispensable. These must be fed by collecting and research. 
Museums must seek out objects that expand collections in different directions, and 
they must sponsor or undertake research programs that put the holdings to work, 
making them available for curators and scholars as well as audiences. Objects may 
be regarded as novels with many chapters. If they can open up artifacts to museum 
visitors in this way, they will allow multiple connections or points of entry to them. 
Objects are parts of networks of humans and nonhuman artifacts, and they are afl oat 
in temporal fl ows. These may be understood as two vital axes on which every artifact 
can be mapped. The creative challenge is therefore how to show these aspects in 
the presentation of objects.   

   Notes 

     1.     Derrida (1997). The written signifi er, Derrida argued, “is always technical and representa-
tive. It has no constitutive meaning” (11). For a helpful situating of Derrida, see Vásquez 
(2011, 225– 229).  

     2.     Important texts in reception studies include Fish (1980) and Radway (1984). In religious 
studies, see Orsi (1996).  

     3.     August Wilhelm Schlegel, “Der Bund der Kirche und die Künste” (1800), in Busch and 
Beyrodt (1982, 54; my translation).  

     4.     Seton (2012). The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions also estab-
lished a missionary museum in Boston— — see Knight (1847). On the objects collected in 
the South Pacifi c by the LMS, see King (2011; 2015).  

     5.     Crow targeted his remarks at one book in particular, which had articulated a concept of 
visual culture that he considered objectionable: Bryson, Holly, and Moxey (1994).   
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