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A professional cacophony 
Andrew Simpson and Gina Hammond 

The Australian printmaker, Rew Hanks, was recently awarded the Grand Prize at the 

prestigious Kochi International Triennial Exhibition of Prints. It was for his 2012 depiction of 

Krefft’s Chair at the Australian Museum. The Chair was once occupied by an early Director of 

the Australian Museum, Gerard Krefft.  The Director was physically removed from of his office, 

still resolutely occupying the chair, and unceremoniously dumped on William Street on the 

orders of the Board of Trustees in 1874 amid claim and counter-claim of falsifying records, 

misuse of public funds and drunkenness.   

In the museum and gallery sector, how much has changed in the intervening 142 years? Krefft 

was at odds with his Board of Trustees all those years ago. This disconnect is not something 

that is unknown or even unusual in the museum world both in Australia and elsewhere. 

Krefft’s trustees were concerned that he dabbled too dangerously with modern scientific 

concepts such as biological evolution. Has the sector always been plagued with contestation, 

or was this event a historical outlier subsequently subsumed by the professionalism of 

modern museum practice at his former institution? Or did it represent a manifestation of 

social tensions caused by different world views of the time?  

Krefft’s Chair is in the Australian Museum, Australia’s first and oldest museum in the city that 

was the entry point for European occupation of Aboriginal lands.  The chair is therefore a 

symbol of contestation and resistance. But even in modern times there are pressures for 

change at this oldest of Antipodean collecting institutions.1  

The museum and gallery sector, from big city state funded institutions staffed by seasoned 

professionals to regional outposts staffed by dedicated volunteers are not immune from the 

tsunami of technological and socio-cultural change that is engulfing the modern world.  

Contestation is the new norm; different voices battle to occupy the heart of the public sphere, 

the differing interests and boundaries between those who fund, produce and consume 

culture in our museum and gallery spaces are becoming increasingly unclear.  How much of 

what goes on in the modern museum and gallery is about contestation and resistance? 
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As the world becomes more intricately interconnected many argue that there is a need to 

reinvent concepts of governance, challenge expertise, democratise knowledge, in short, 

contest everything.  Some argue that these changes mean the very nature of museums and 

galleries as organisations is changing, or has already changed. The only thing everyone agrees 

on is that more change is on the way! 

The work we do in museums and galleries of any shape or size is impacted by unresolved 

tensions between the real and the virtual, the fixed and the mobile, the formal and the 

informal. Numerous new voices demand access to these spaces to tell their stories as they 

struggle to gain a foothold in the heart of the public realm.  When everything is contested, 

how can we ensure that our museums and galleries and the work undertaken in their name 

represent civic responsibility, ethical practices and authenticity? Further to this, in relation to 

representation, what exactly is authenticity and by what standards could that be ethically 

definable?  People in general still trust information from museological sources, but can we 

always anticipate that this will be the case? 

This book represents a series of contributions about museum work. They originate from two 

particular sources but, as pieces of reflective writing on professional perspectives and practice 

in the sector they come in quite diverse forms. They also cover a wide range of territory that 

encompasses ambitious, big picture arm-waving about sector perspectives through to the 

documentation of some specific project minutiae. 

Both of the sources were connected to meetings organised largely by the New South Wales 

state branch of the professional association, Museums Australia which, at the time of 

producing this compilation was morphing its name to Museums Galleries Australia as part of 

broader response to disruption, of a cacophonous nature, within the organisation’s operating 

environment. One source was a state based symposium in 2011, the other a national 

conference in 2015, both based in the city of Sydney.1 Australia’s largest and oldest city, as 

the site of the original onslaught that was to begin the European invasion of Australia, has a 

significant history of contestation.  It is also the site of the first museum in the Antipodes. 

In 2011, when the first meeting was held, there was significant evidence of disruption. It had 

been more than a decade since the New South Wales state branch had held a conference.2 

Australian and New South Wales government policies were in a state of flux. The Collections 

Council of Australia had ceased operation in 2010. The Cultural Ministers Council had been 
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disbanded. The Collections Australia Network was in limbo. The state government agency Arts 

NSW had completed the Watts Review of its agency of service provision to the sector, 

Museums and Galleries NSW in 2010. A new Coalition had been elected in March 2011. 

Following one of the recommendations of the Watts’ report, the new government engaged a 

consultant to develop a strategic plan for the sector. The seminar, Place Space and Identity: 

New Directions for NSW Museums, held at Macquarie University, was organised to help 

navigate the changing contexts and stimulate contributions to the new state strategic plan. 

Fast forward now to 2015, the Collections Australia Network was history, Australia Council 

funding had been slashed and partially replaced by a new Catalyst scheme under the direct 

auspices of the federal minister’s office and the insidious efficiency dividends had been 

impacting many major institutions for some time. Museums of all stripes were facing more 

challenges, and were attempting to find new ways to meet them. In the wake of the Global 

Financial Crisis, funds were tighter. This fiscal poverty is accompanied by increasing pressure 

to remain relevant to visitors, funders and science practitioners.  

Sector insiders and managers argue that arcane knowledge must be balanced with 

popularization. There are increasing calls for enabling the public and other stakeholders to 

co-curate the messages brought forward in museum spaces. Topics such as First Peoples and 

ethics are now intersecting with natural history museums in a way never imagined even ten 

years previous. 

In the spirit of reconsidering ‘everything’, the national meeting in 2015 was split into three 

overlapping themes. The first entitled “Medium” considered the museum as organisation and 

asked questions such as: what is the museum today and how is it changing? Are collections 

still central to the role of museums and galleries, or are they becoming increasingly irrelevant?  

What do collections represent, why are they important and how is this made relevant to both 

audiences and funders? Is there something special about the authentic object that can’t be 

captured by its digital surrogate?  Museums and galleries come in all shapes and sizes, are 

there too many of them in Australia?  There are always tensions between the big city 

organisations and the small regional ones, so we asked; do the smallest birds make the 

prettiest sounds?  Do smaller and larger museums and galleries collaborate effectively?  

Should the work of all museums aspire to the same sort of professional standards? Who will 

staff the museums of the future and what sort of work will be done there? 
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The second theme entitled “Message:- People have agency” considered the overlapping 

world of the consumers and producers of the cultural content as organisational output.  All 

museums recognise that there are many different voices demanding access to the heart of 

the public realm, who decides which voices occupy that space? Museums are encouraged to 

be inclusive, participatory, caring and innovative. They are meant to take on a whole range of 

characteristics that need to be measured and linked to the provision of public funding. Does 

this mean that policy instruments effectively drive organisational behaviour?  

While all museums recognise that the audience has been empowered in recent years, does 

this mean we are too obsessed with audience needs?  Does the public expert still have a role 

in the modern museum or is the audience the new curator?  How much of these changes have 

been driven by new digital technologies and how much has been driven by new socio-

economic realities?  Has our love affair with the audience divorced us from our collections? 

The final interrelated theme of the 2015 meeting attempted to draw these threads together 

by considering what happens when medium and message come together in unexpected ways. 

This allowed consideration of questions such as whether museums and galleries contribute 

to social good, and is this a reasonable expectation for any funding agency, either public or 

private?   

We also attempted to poke the neoliberal beast of the public sector with a stick by asking, is 

social good only measured in the generation of tourism dollars or are there other intangibles 

that can be measured qualitatively?  Are museums and galleries really society’s safe places to 

debate contested ideas or are they merely amorphous frameworks for an acceptable public 

monoculture?  Does every program in museums and galleries have to succeed?  Where are 

the spaces to experiment, fail, learn from the experience and grow?  How clean is the money 

that funds the public culture in our museums and galleries? Does deprivation of funding drive 

innovation? All these questions periodically swirl through the deliberations of our 

professional association. 

What follows in these pages, however, is not merely a collection of the proceedings of 

conference and symposium. Instead they represent ideas in response to many of the 

challenges outlined above. Some are direct transcripts of the spoken word presented in front 

of an audience, others are carefully reworked in response to feedback both on the conference 

floor and via ongoing debate within the professional association since. It is difficult to assess 
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whether much has changed since Krefft’s time, many of the aspects of contestation and 

resistance still colour professional debate. 

Contestation and resistance is probably best indicated by current events in the state of New 

South Wales at the time of putting this book together. The upper house of state parliament 

is currently in the middle of a wide ranging inquiry into the museums and galleries of New 

South Wales. It was prompted by contestations and resistance that spilt out well beyond the 

polite boundaries of professional discourse.  

There were strong protests and objections to state government plans to move the Museum 

of Applied Arts and Sciences from its current home in Ultimo close to the Central Business 

District to the new growth centre in the west at Parramatta. Never before has a single issue 

divided the professional community of museum practitioners in our state more starkly. Many 

loudly protested that there are surely alternative strategies to the sale of the Powerhouse 

Museum site in Ultimo and its proposed move to Parramatta that can better support museum 

development in this state? 

The terms of reference of the inquiry go well beyond this single divisive issue. It is 

investigating NSW government policy (or some would say the lack of it), funding and support 

for museums and galleries, museum and gallery buildings and heritage collections, including 

volunteer-managed museums and museums managed by councils. The spotlight is also being 

turned onto the potential funding impacts on museums and galleries affected by council 

amalgamations and whether there are unmet opportunities to revitalise the structure, reach, 

and impact of museums and galleries and their research and collecting priorities.  

Furthermore, the development and transparency of advice to the government on priorities 

for NSW museums and galleries is being investigated plus the impact of the efficiency 

dividend on the budgets of museums and galleries over the last 10 years, and funding levels 

compared to other states. The economic impact of museums and galleries on cultural tourism, 

and their role in supporting the visitor economy in Sydney and regional New South Wales is 

also within the terms of reference for the inquiry. This represents the most far reaching 

investigation into the sector in our state, a direct result of contestation and resistance that 

has spilled into the public domain. 
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We have divided this compilation from leading cultural sector participants and observers, 

communicating within professional association parametres, into two sections namely: 

Perspectives and Projects. It is tempting to consider these as theoretical and practical sections 

respectively.  But this would be incorrect, it is impossible, and, in fact, undesirable to separate 

theory and practice in any professional sphere of activity. Each should always inform the 

other, and so it is with the contributions in this volume. 

At both of the professional association meetings that originated the content herein, issues 

were often debated with vigour and passion. This reminds us of the iconic Sydney sulphur-

crested cockatoo that gathers together in noisy squawking packs, their voices often and 

frequently rising into a cacophony around contestation. Many of the public hearings into the 

museums and galleries of New South Wales in the state parliament on Macquarie Street were 

also reminiscent of the boisterous and argumentative birds. 

In the first section on perspectives, Janelle Hatherley provides a positive piece on learning in 

museums. The modern museum can offer a variety of on-site blended learning sessions for a 

range of audiences, in particular schools and families. They use digital technologies such as 

iPads, iPhones, iPod Touches, digital cameras and 3D printers in combination with more 

traditional activities such as object handling, art and role-play to engage visitors with the 

museum’s collections and stories, so enhancing their learning experience. But how do they 

engender creativity and higher order thought? 

Kim Williams, author of “Rules of Engagement” talks about the changing nature and 

expectations of leaders of large cultural organisations. How do they maintain relevance in a 

digital era where everyone is drowning in information and conflicting perspectives? He 

encourages organisations to be courageous. Alec Coles, currently leading the largest museum 

redevelopment project in the country, explores the limits of free speech in the current 

museum environment. Kim McKay, now the keeper of Krefft’s legacy talks about how 

museums can take a lead from media organisation and dig deep to provide content for display 

and broadcasting. 

John Simons, who at the time in 2015 was President of the Council for Humanities Arts and 

Social Sciences, writes on how university collections represent a significant cultural resource 

that is often overlooked and how they could be developed into significant cultural assets. 

Simons raises an issue expressed by select senior executives with regard to university 
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collections, that they need to fit the scope and purpose of the institutions they serve, if they 

don’t there is no reason to resource or even keep them. He also raises criticisms of groups 

that attempt to set standards for how universities care for collections. 

The two final offerings in the perspectives section both deal with issues central to the New 

South Wales state government inquiry into museums and galleries, specifically the status and 

situation of museums and galleries in regional Australia. Sally Waterson is a museum 

consultant, she writes on how communities use regional spaces to reflect identity and history 

and some of the challenges with local government at a time of changing demographics and 

technology. Kylie Winkworth is also a museum consultant, she considers the sustainability of 

the small museum sector in regional areas and provides some rules not just for sector health, 

but survival. 

The topics of the chapters in the second part of the book also resonate with many of the 

issues touched upon in the first section. The importance of indigenous issues in museum work 

is reflected in a number of pieces. Scott Mitchell writes about some early collecting by the 

Australian Museum and the birth of commercial art practice at Yuendumu. Sally Manuivera 

writes about engagement with Maori communities at the Auckland War Memorial and 

Museum. Sandra Kirkwood writes about musicology curatorship on North Stradbroke Island 

and the importance of starting with an understanding of “musical relationships to Country”.. 

The digital impact on museum work is explored in a couple of papers in the second section. 

Christina Hardy asks whether we have moved too far away from being focussed on collection 

stewardship, but concludes that collection data is fundamental for creatively engaging 

communities. She outlines some interesting examples of creative digital engagement from 

New Zealand. Paul Rowe provides useful advice on how organisations, especially small ones 

with little digital experience can cope and adapt once they have made data widely accessible 

on line. 

Visual arts and visual aesthetics are becoming increasing important as a range of collecting 

and exhibiting organisations battle to attract people, funding and attention to their 

organisations and work. The second section has a couple of interesting pieces about unusual 

art collections. Steven Tonkin writes about the art collections of Australia’s major performing 

art organisations. Rachael Rose writes about the path to acquisition of an extraordinary 

collection of Hungarian art by the University of Tasmania, an unexpected home perhaps, but 
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indicative of some of the extraordinary richness that can be found in organisations that are 

not usually associated with collection building. 

On the subject of universities as collecting organisations, Michael Mares tells the amazing 

story of the development of the Sam Noble Museum of Natural History at the University of 

Oklahoma. It is a profound example of why purpose and conviction underpin successful 

philanthropic fund raising programs. But not all university museums are massive enterprises 

that become de facto state museums like Sam Noble, Jane Thogersen and colleagues discuss 

how small campus-based museums can, and should, conceptualise what they do and how 

they engage in the same way as much larger and better funded museums. The potential of 

museums in higher education is demonstrated in the paper by Doctors McKenzie-Clark and 

Magnussen. Their story is the serendipitous conjunction of “high tech” medicine and a 

campus museum of ancient cultural artefacts, they explore the impact of 3D scanning and 

printing on research, teaching and museum practice.4 

Three of the projects in the second section also provide some remarkable insights into how 

collecting organisations connect with the past in meaningful ways. Joanne Smedley tells the 

incredible story of Algernon Darge and how his remarkable collection of plate glass negatives 

ended up in the Australian War Memorial and how that organisation puts the collection to 

work. Sara Pearce writes about the award winning5 “Reminiscence Cottage” at the National 

Wool Museum in Geelong. Sara designed the cottage as a sensory experience reflecting 

Australian home life from 1930-1950 for people with dementia and their families. There is 

also a great piece by Doreen Lyon that shows how a small community museum can connect 

with its local community in extraordinary ways. The ability to do this is fundamental to the 

identity of many regional communities. 

This compilation of writings therefore provides a snapshot of the collecting sector in Australia 

and elsewhere at this particular time early in the 21st century. It provides insights into the 

changing nature of museums and galleries while explicitly outlining some of their current 

challenges and opportunities.  

Museums and galleries are referred to as being part of the broader GLAM (galleries, libraries, 

archives and museums) sector those organisations that collect and manage information. The 

GLAM sector in Australia is a diverse group of public interest organisations collecting and 

exhibiting cultural and environmental material. It is estimated that the combined collections 
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in the sector contain over 100 million objects (e.g. natural and human-crafted objects, 

records, books, artworks, recordings etc. but excluding archive material). Around 5% of this 

is on-display at any one time and 25% of it is digitised.6  

The organisations that constitute the sector are charged with preserving this material as well 

as facilitating public access to it for research, education and inspiration. A recent CSIRO 

report7 identified many examples of innovative practice from Australian organisations, but 

also indicated that initiatives tend to be isolated, episodic and difficult to sustain in the long 

term. The report concluded that there were areas where Australia is trailing international best 

practice, specifically concerning the digitisation and access to artworks, books and audio-

visual collections. 

With such a patchy picture of a sector in the throes of transition, where some have started to 

make this difficult transformation but most are yet to complete it, where some organisations 

have made fundamental changes to their planning, structures and operations to place 

innovation and digital services at the core rather than as add-on activities, we need the 

collective wisdom of professional organisations. They can represent the collective thought 

leadership of the profession, they can set standards and facilitate the process of others 

making changes and achieving those standards. In challenging times they can also be a forum 

for contestation, where contestation embraces both the forces for change and the forces of 

resistance. Professional organisations can therefore represent both Krefft and his Trustees in 

the room together. As the Krefft story demonstrates, however, one of the difficulties with 

understanding contestation within a professional sphere is judging whether the forces for 

change or the forces of resistance are on the right side of history.  

The challenges for professional organisations are obviously immense, as can be seen in 

microcosm at the 2016 New South Wales inquiry into museums and galleries. In times of 

change individuals, even those from the same organisation, can easily end up on opposite 

sides of a contentious question. The collections sector is diverse in both scale and scope, 

ranging from state and national institutions of massive scale in the cities through to volunteer 

run groups in regional Australia. Governments and other stakeholders, including the public, 

expect results from their investment of funds and / or time, so how they all respond to the 

challenges of contestation is crucial in determining how we will tell our stories and represent 

our identity in the future. It will be central to community well-being on many different scales. 
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Museums Australia, or Museums Galleries Australia, has been in operation since 1994,8 this 

national association works through state and territory branches, national networks, including 

the national office, and an elected Council to uphold Australia’s natural and cultural heritage. 

It actually has a much deeper history that extends far back into the last century, but 1993 saw 

an ambitious and successful plan to draw many of the disparate and loosely associated 

professional groupings engaged with museum and gallery work in Australia together in the 

one organisation. It is the national association that represents museums and galleries as well 

as the people and collections which exist within them. The mission is to enhance the value of 

museums to society by sharing knowledge, developing skills, inspiring innovation and 

providing leadership. The organisation advocates for museums, sets ethical standards and 

runs training and professional development for members wishing to advance their career. 

Museums Australia also promotes sector growth and development, advocates and lobbies to 

state and federal governments for the advancement of the sector, and raises public 

awareness. 

The pieces of writing brought together in this volume represent the deliberations and 

thoughts presented by members and associates at various meetings of the organisation in 

recent years. They all entail a sense of how the sector is changing and how individuals and 

groups are responding to these opportunities and challenges that change brings. Contestation 

is everywhere. It probably always has been that way. 
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Notes 

1. Simpson (2016), Reorienting the Australian Museum. 
2. The state symposium “Place, Space and Identity, the future of museums in NSW” 

was held at Macquarie University from 18-19th of April, 2011; the national 
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conference “A Cultural Cacophony” was held at the Sydney Town Hall and other city 
venues from 21-24th May, 2015.  

3. The last state conference prior to this one was in 1998. 
4. This paper is in part an extension of some of the ideas originally presented in 

Simpson et al (2013), Museum literacy that is virtually engaging. 
5. The cottage has won these awards:- 

2015 MAGNA Museums and Galleries National Awards Interpretation, Learning & 
Audience Engagement Winner - Level 1 
2014 The Museums Australia (Victoria) Award for Medium Museums: National Wool 
Museum for 'Reminiscence Cottage' 

6. Mansfield et al (2014), Innovation Study: Challenges and Opportunities for 
Australia’s Galleries, Libraries, Archives and Museums. 

7. Ibid. 
8. Griffin & Paroissien (2011) Understanding Museums – Museums in Australia. 
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