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THINK ABOUT IT

“Many of these assumptions no 
longer accord with the world as it 
is. The world-as-it-is is more than 
pure objective fact, it includes 
consciousness. Out of true with 
the present, these assumptions 
obscure the past. They mystify 
rather than clarify.”  

John Berger, Ways of Seeing, 1972.7

MUSEUM FUNDAMENTALS 
Interpretation and presentation are the ultimate responsibility of curators. It is the stuff that 
makes sense of objects and presents facts and stories about them. The function of interpretation 
makes meaning out of our collections and why we have them in the first place. It creates 
connections between people, things and ideas. 

Document your interpretation in your catalogue records. Find the hidden stories, key messages 
and calls to action that will resonate with your audiences. You can change the mood and 
meaning by altering what comes before, after and alongside your interpretation. This is called 
framing and will be perceived differently depending on your audience’s own contexts, their 
own world views, and their own immediate and long-term experiences. The physical and digital 
environment you create for your interpretation will influence the thoughts people leave with, 
and the lasting feeling they may take away.

HOW ARE MUSEUM OBJECTS REPRESENTED?
In the quote above, John Berger was talking about art and its 20th-century representation 
in photography and on TV. Although writing about the 1970s, the idea that the way art is 
represented skews its meanings still applies today. Objects acquire impressiveness in museums. 

Some audiences will be self-aware of their learned assumptions absorbed from their families, 
friends and school education, while others will be less aware. Good museum interpretation 
is well-researched and represents collections honestly, particularly when something is not 
known. At all points avoid mystifying. Represent assumptions as opinions, not facts. Our aim for 
good interpretation and representation is to turn one-way conversations (with the museum as 
authority) into two-way conversations (where an audience member may know more). 

Page 30Intro | 1  | 2  | 3  | 4  | Module 5 | 6 | 7       © The Author/South Kerrier Heritage Trust, 2025.



CATALOGUING: THE STARTING POINT FOR INTERPRETATION
The museum catalogue, commonly in the form of a database, is the first place you will create a 
record of an object and its interpretation. 

While the provenance of an object is important when researching collections, it is also the 
basis of most object interpretation. The catalogue is where you will add new information or 
edit information that comes to light as a result of new research, enquiries or exhibitions. This 
information is considered additional to basic inventory records which only record the type of 
object, a brief description, acquisition information, location and condition.

The catalogue record is a good place to capture the history of interpretation of an object, for 
example, it may have been interpreted differently by different people and you may wish to 
document different descriptions. These descriptions should capture as much information as 
possible, including references and names of people providing new information. In descriptions 
avoid value-laden language like ‘pretty’, ‘large lady’, ‘old man’. Avoid assumptions that other 
people may not understand such as colloquialisms and abbreviations as these can distract people 
from your interpretation and they can quickly get dated.

STORYTELLING: KEY MESSAGES AND CALLS TO ACTION
Key messages are thoughts, information, feelings you would like your audience to take away  
with them after a tour, exhibition, talk, online or in the museum.

Calls to action are the things you want your audience to do or think about and can be questions 
directed at them.

Key messages and calls to action can be implicit - implied by your interpretation - or explicit - 
specifically included in your interpretation.

Museum objects should be centre-stage in any story told by a museum. Their role in an 
exhibition should not be as props but should have a clear purpose. Elements of an object story 
may include: 

1.	 �The biography or the life story of the object before it came into the museum  
(creation, ownership, use)

2.	 �New or unexpected knowledge about the object, the people associated with  
it in its cultural contexts

3.	 �The relevance of the object to diverse people

4.	 �Invoking a mood, memory or emotion, for example, using empathy or humour.

Page 31Intro | 1  | 2  | 3  | 4  | Module 5 | 6 | 7       © The Author/South Kerrier Heritage Trust, 2025.



7 IDEAS ON HOW TO CONVEY DIFFERENT MOODS  
AND MEANINGS 
Curators can use many different media for their interpretation. While the informative label  
is the most used format, there are many other ways you can talk to your audiences:

1.	 �Museum label or caption. A short description, usually factual, about the object  
or exhibit displayed next to it

2.	 �Punditry or expert view. A long piece of interpretation intended for a specialist audience 
usually published in an article, book or website

3.	 �Personalisation. Opportunity for visitor to take on a role in an event or exhibition such  
as dressing up 

4.	 �Poetry and creative writing. Using a literary style to convey an idea or story  
(fictional information should be clearly labelled)

5.	 �Playful. Providing an in-gallery or online activity to interpret an idea or story,  
such as a piece of theatre or dance

6.	 �Musical and theatrical. Using sound, audio, acting or music to carry interpretation

7.	 �Funny. Humorous exhibits or interpretation (use with caution, be sensitive to the subject  
and the people it represents).

A note on AI-generated museum interpretation	�

Some museums have begun programming Artificial Intelligence (AI) on their object 
information and catalogues to provide playful ways of encouraging audiences to engage 
with an object. Others have been using ready-made generative AI, for example, ChatGPT 
and Google’s Gemini to assist with research. The quality of the responses is highly 
dependent on the quality of the information that the machine has been trained on and is 
therefore susceptible to providing inaccurate or misleading information that is nonetheless 
convincing. Like all research sources, AI generated material should have its sources checked. 
AI image generators should be avoided if you are uncertain of the sources of images used 
in the machine learning as these derive from the intellectual property of unidentified 
individuals and organisations who are not compensated or credited. Any content 
produced using AI should be clearly labelled.
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ASSIGNMENT:  
MAKE A MUSEUM VIDEO 
In this assignment you will plan and produce a short video. 
You can use a smartphone, tablet or a digital camera. Ensure 
you have access to a computer to help you edit footage if 
necessary. Consider using a tripod and additional microphone 
for better quality outputs.

1.	 Write down your key messages and calls to action 

2.	 Give it a title e.g. Curator’s Talk: Cornish Turquoise Ring

3.	 Decide its purpose e.g. instructional (how to), educational  
(learn something), entertaining (evoke mood and feelings),  
trailer (for an exhibition or reopening)

4.	 Target an audience: who are your primary viewers? Hard question  
but worth thinking about 

5.	 Gather your content in one place: images (stills), interviews,  
talking heads, scenes, close-ups, soundtrack, branding 

6.	 Who are your actors? Who is in front of and behind the camera,  
will you record a separate voice-over? If featuring members of the 
public you should ask them to complete release forms; avoid footage 
of children without explicit planning and permission

7.	 Structure the video. Consider the order (beginnings and endings) 
editing, audio quality, lighting

8.	 Produce the video. Consider its length (attention span of viewer, 
purpose), access (subtitles, audio description), look, sound and feel, 
titles, credits, description, how it will be discovered. 

This is a self-led assignment. Do not submit anything. Try and get 
someone else to watch it and provide feedback before you upload  
it online or feature it in a gallery.
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QUIZ 6: ODD ONE OUT

1.	 The purpose of cataloguing museum objects is to:

	 a.	 add to basic inventory information

	 b.	 capture provenance and references useful for interpretation

	 c.	 make your boss happy

	 d.	 create a record of the history of how the object has been interpreted.

2.	 The catalogue record is relevant to interpretation because:

	 a.	 it is the starting point for interpretation

	 b.	 it can contain references useful for interpretation

	 c.	 multiple points of view may be recorded in the catalogue

	 d.	 it is the only source of information you have.

3.	 Good interpretation can be:

	 a.	 hard to understand

	 b.	 written by AI

	 c.	 funny

	 d.	 informative.

Answers at the back of the book.

QUIZ 7:  FILL IN THE GAPS  
(KEY MESSAGE OR CALL TO ACTION)

1.	 “Some of our collections were looted during the battle” is a ________.

2.	 “Ecologists in the late 18th century were already concerned about environmental 
degradation” is a ____________.

3.	 “Discover the people who protested against the government” is a ________.

4.	 “How do dolls make you feel?” is a _______________.

Answers at the back of the book.
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Module 6

CARING FOR 
COLLECTIONS



MUSEUM FUNDAMENTALS 
The traditional role of a museum curator has always included knowledge of the safe and 
sensitive handling, display and storage of objects. This module provides some useful advice 
and tips on ensuring the physical safety of your collections so that your audiences, visitors 
and followers can get the most out of them.

SENSITIVE CARE
Be aware of how you manage and interpret objects made of materials that are now illegal to 
trade such as all types of ivory and other materials historically made from endangered wild 
animals. The international convention called CITES can help guide you. If your collection holds 
human remains you should seek further specialist training before handling, storing or displaying 
them. Some human remains from non-British cultures have historically been poorly handled and 
stored in museums. Get to know your collection thoroughly to help inform ethical and sensitive 
care of human remains.

SAFE HANDLING AND MOVING
•	 �Know your materials and look at the construction

•	 �Is it hazardous to you? E.g. contains harmful dust like 
asbestos or heavy metal minerals, unknown chemical/organic 
composition, treated with an unknown substance

•	 �Follow protocols of your museum or ask an expert such  
as an accredited conservator

•	 �Use thin gloves such as nitrile gloves (not cotton gloves) 
except when loss of sensitivity may risk damage, e.g. 
documents, books, some large/working objects  
(except paintwork), small coins, fragile textiles

•	 �Plan accessing difficult to reach objects such as those  
on display before attempting to reach them

•	 �Clear the route before you move an object  
to a new location or for packing for loan.
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OBSERVE, INVESTIGATE AND RECORD
•	 �Magnifying glasses of different powers enlarge writing and patterns and can show you more 

about the object’s construction

•	 �Loupes are powerful magnifiers used close to the eye. Bring the object to the centre of the 
loupe to focus

•	 �Use a (LED) torch/lamp to illuminate object work

•	 �Long Wave UV (black light) torches and spectral imaging can show up hidden details such as 
watermarks, palimpsests (writing that has been erased off a document), water or chemical 
damage and make fluorescent minerals glow

•	 �Use digital callipers, a soft measuring tape and a sensitive weighing scale to measure and 
record dimensions

•	 �Always make a photographic record of any conservation work and ensure this information is 
added to the object’s catalogue record.

10 TIPS FOR EXAMINING MUSEUM OBJECTS AND ARCHIVES 
1.	 �Clean and dry hands, free of items that might drag or snag. Check jewellery and clothing

2.	 �Gloves for most objects except paper and books. Long nails can damage ink on paper and 
may compromise your grip

3.	 �Clear your workspace

4.	 �Use acid free tissue or a protective clean lint-free sheet before examining

5.	 �Gather your tools for measuring, looking, capturing, making notes and object supports where 
needed, e.g. book supports

6.	 �No food or drink on your workspace

7.	 �When making notes keep pens separate or use a pencil

8.	 �Avoid pointing at objects with pens

9.	 �Assess the safest way of holding the object first, especially those with frames, handles, 
hinges, moving parts and attachments 

10.	�Examine smaller objects over a table or worktop that has a soft covering or padding —  
be careful removing items from bespoke mounts and packaging or avoid if unnecessary.
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KNOW YOUR ENVIRONMENT
•	 �What are the features of your climate? Dry, damp, sunny, shady?

•	 �What environment is created in your museum building? 

•	 �Big fluctuations in temperature (T) and relative humidity (RH) particularly over 24hrs are most 
damaging e.g. +/-10-20% and +/-5 degrees

•	 �Sudden fluctuations may cause damage e.g. moving a painting hanging in a cold damp room 
suddenly into a hot dry gallery. Acclimatise slowly e.g. by keeping the painting in its packaging 
in the new climate 

•	 �Use a digital thermohygrometer to monitor fluctuations in T and RH

•	 �Constant high damp over 65-70% may cause mould and warmer temperatures can encourage 
pests on organic materials like paper, textiles, canvas, books, wood

•	 �Wet is bad for metals but some wooden and biological artefacts, especially archaeological 
items made of paper, wood and bone need some moisture to avoid drying out and 
cracking; film reels and negatives can suffer from an irreversible problem called vinegar 
syndrome where the acetate starts breaking down on its own—consult an accredited 
conservator immediately.

LIGHT AND UV
•	 �Natural and artificial light (measured in lux) are sources of heat (infra-red) and UV 

radiation (usually measured in micro watts). LED lights emit considerably less than 
other types such as halogens

•	 �UV exposure causes fading of dyes and pigments, prompts changes in the materials  
e.g. can make some paper, silk, artificial fabrics and many plastics go brittle

•	 �Photographic emulsion on old photographs can react and crack particularly when exposure  
is also associated with heat

•	 �Mitigate with blackout blinds, UV films or coatings on windows and display cases

•	 �Smart glass cases with polarising effects considerably reduce heat, light and UV exposure.

YOUR OBJECTS MIGHT BE SOMEONE’S LUNCH
•	 �Pests, insects such as woodworm, carpet beetle, clothes moths, silverfish, bookworm  

eat wool, silk, paper, wood and other organic materials

•	 �Signs pests are active: insect casings, holes, light coloured circles around bore holes in wood, 
and insect poo called frass which looks like brown/grey dust, piles of fresh sawdust

•	 �Pests come inside to lay their eggs when it is warm and damp enough mainly in the spring and 
early summer. Ask to see your museum’s pest traps

•	 �Shrink-wrapping and deep-freezing objects is a method used to kill pests nesting in objects 
before they are put on display or in store.
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Module 7

MUSEUM ETHICS 
AND APPLYING 
YOUR LEARNING



Now you have learned the basics of what museums, collections and curating are it’s time to bring 
it all together and apply your learning in a broader context. Before you do this, take a moment to 
consider the ethics of museum work.

THE SOCIAL ROLE OF A MUSEUM
What sets museums apart from auction houses, curio shops, charity shops and arts centres is the 
purpose and ethics of a modern museum. The simplest idea of a public-serving museum is one 
that develops collections (physical and digital) in trust for the public and values, interprets and 
preserves the knowledge generated from those collections and the people to which they relate.

The wider role of your museum in your community will vary. 

Some operate predominantly as visitor attractions and service the tourist industry while others 
exist to serve their locality and provide amenity and facilities which may not relate to heritage 
and culture at all.

Example

The Museum of Cornish Life, managed by independent charity 
South Kerrier Heritage Trust, has official charitable objectives 
to “manage, maintain and develop The Museum of Cornish Life, 
Helston for the benefit of the public and to advance education in 
the heritage, arts and crafts of the South Kerrier area.” Remaining 
free to enter is also part of this mission. The workforce that 
delivers the mission is a blend of over 60 volunteers supported 
by 4-5 mainly part-time staff. Volunteers, some of whom also lead 
special projects, are integrated into every aspect of museum work 
from front of house to digitisation.

To support these objectives the museum doesn’t just research and 
develop its collections. It provides a programme of free and low-cost 
events and activities. Two annual craft fairs, alongside the museum shop, 
support many crafts people to sell their products. The museum’s Training  
and Vocation programme provides employment skill opportunities for people 
of all ages. Cultural collaborations support small theatre companies to use 
research and interpretation from the museum for new productions.

The museum also provides amenities to be useful to people, such as a free 
venue for community groups, printing and copying, seating and self-service 
refreshments, First Aid and mental health first aid, free toilet facilities 
and toiletries, and basic tourist information. The impulse to be a helpful 
organisation extends to the museum’s enquiry and research service, which 
also serves the museum’s mission to provide knowledge as a public service.
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THINK ABOUT IT

“Museums are public-facing, 
collections-based institutions that 
preserve and transmit knowledge, 
culture and history for past, present 
and future generations. This places 
museums in an important position 
of trust in relation to their audiences, 
local communities, donors, source 
communities, partner organisations, 
sponsors and funders. Museums must make 
sound ethical judgements in all areas of work 
in order to maintain this trust.” 

Museums Association, UK definition of a museum, 2015.8

“A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent 
institution in the service of society that 
researches, collects, conserves, interprets 
and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage. 
Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, 
museums foster diversity and sustainability. 
They operate and communicate ethically, 
professionally and with the participation of 
communities, offering varied experiences 
for education, enjoyment, reflection and 
knowledge sharing.” 

International Council of Museums, definition of a museum, 2022.9

What do you think of these definitions? Do you recognise your museum in 
them or is your museum’s mission different? What role does your museum 
play in its local and other communities?
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CODES OF ETHICS
In the UK, the Museums Association (MA) governs the country’s Code of Ethics which gets 
reviewed from time to time. This set of key overarching principles suggests ethical attitudes and 
behaviours museums should follow. All Accredited museums must abide by the Code of Ethics.

Ethics are not a substitute for following the Law and they may also challenge your personal 
morals from time to time. The Code of Ethics is not a manual either. It exists to make you think 
carefully especially when you find you and your museum navigating a knotty issue or potentially 
embarrassing problem.

NAVIGATING ETHICAL DILEMMAS
In all ethical dilemmas whether they relate to your communities, workforce, funders or 
collections, you should seek discussion with experienced colleagues, whether independent or 
at another museum. Discussions should be confidential to enable sound decisions to be made 
that take into account the effect of that decision on others. When considering, for example, 
the ethics of deaccessioning an item from the collection, it is essential these decisions are not 
made on your own. 

If you cannot find an experienced person to talk to, consider contacting the Ethics Committee  
at the Museums Association.

7 WAYS TO APPLY YOUR LEARNING TO YOUR MUSEUM
1.	  What are the charitable objectives or mission of my organisation?

2.	  What is my role within the organisation?

3.	  What are my responsibilities?

4.	  What are our legal obligations?

5.	  What are our financial obligations?

6.	  What are our ethical obligations?

7.	  What is our role within our wider community, and the museum community?

A FINAL THOUGHT
There is no manual for running a museum or being a curator, whether of collections or 
communities. This guide has been developed to help you think creatively, methodically and 
with dedication to the communities you serve. You should develop your own style and see 
how it is reflected within your organisation. Listen to others especially those with whom you 
might disagree. Most museum people are generous and eager to help with advice, information 
and cooperation. You are not on your own. Turn those one-way conversations into two-way 
conversations in all you do.
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QUIZ ANSWERS

Quiz 1 Answers: Collections, Curators and Museums

1.	 False. The idea of the museum originated in several European countries. The oldest public 
museum still in existence is the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford established in 1683.

2.	 False. Anyone can develop the skills to be a good museum curator. It requires lifelong 
learning and practice.

3.	 False. While many museums have collections that came from wealthy patrons or famous 
people, many folk museums reflect the stories of working class people, the everyday and 
special interests.

4.	 False. A good museum curator should balance generating new knowledge through research 
and communicating that knowledge to different audiences.

Quiz 2 Answers: Research in Museums

1.	 �To find out the provenance of an object I would first check the History Files.

2.	 �To find out who made the object I would first check for signatures and makers marks.

3.	 �To find an old book about the subject I would go to a library.

4.	 �To verify my hypothesis or conclusion I would ask an expert.

5.	 �To find something that looks like my object I would try a reverse image search.

6.	 �To find comparative objects I will try and find an online database.

7.	 �To find out when the object came into the museum I would consult the object database.

8.	 �To canvas the opinions of others I will consult social media.

Quiz 3 Answers: Communication in Museums

1.	 False. Museums can communicate verbally by writing or speaking, non-verbally  
by using sign language or symbols, and indirectly through their building.

2.	 True. Gestures, facial expressions and emojis convey a mood when communicating  
a message.

3.	 True. Museum exhibitions are common forms of communication, but they are not the only 
places they communicate.

4.	 False. Curators do need to develop their skills in listening, including asking for feedback  
and comments in the museum and online.

5.	 False. Museums must communicate online via their websites and social media to ensure  
the widest group of people have the opportunity to connect with the museum.
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Quiz 4 Answers: Curators in the Community

1.	 a. Nearly any group of people might be thought of as a museum community,  
but not usually cats.

2.	 d. All of these except photographs can be useful to blind and visually-impaired people. 
Photographs posted online can be informative if accompanied by an alt tag (hidden image 
description). 

3.	 c. All of these except meeting your friends for lunch are examples of co-curation.

Quiz 5 Answers: Curators in the Community

1.	 False. Many museums are aware of the barriers caused by poverty and a low income  
but it is not a Protected Characteristic. 

2.	 True. By contrast, equity means you give people who face more barriers than  
others a helping hand to overcome them.

3.	 False. This board is partially diverse. The lack of women on the board is a cause  
for concern. Women make up 51% of the population and should be represented  
in all museum decision-making.

Quiz 6 Answers: Interpretation in Museums

1.	 c. It will probably make your boss or colleagues happy too!

2.	 d. Refer to module 2 for other sources of information useful in interpretation.

3.	 a. Good interpretation should not be hard to understand. Museums should avoid mystifying 
people unless disorientation (done deliberately and well) is a key part of your message or call 
to action. Always label AI-generated content.

Quiz 7 Answers: Interpretation in Museums

1.	 �Key message, explicit.

2.	 �Key message, implicit or explicit.

3.	 �Call to action, explicit. 

4.	 �Call to action, implicit or explicit.
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