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Research on the Roles and Professions of Art Museums and their workers
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Yuko Watanabe (Adult and Continuing Education)(Principal Investigator)

B Outline (Research Purpose, Details, Results and Future issues, etc.)

1. Purpose

Because art galleries and museums are required to manage the continual changes in modern
society, as well as visitors’ needs, some recent issues have arisen; particularly, it is unclear how to
define the function and role of art galleries and museums, or what and how to improve the
abilities of their staff. In our country, art galleries are endeavoring to continue their various
practices, though it has often been pointed out that we do not have a strong basis for these
activities compared to Western countries, and that both theoretical and practical research which
clarifies the function of art museums and their stuffs’ profession is still in progress on this issue.
The purpose of this study was undertaken to examine the significance of art museums
today, through identifying their role and diversity characterized by its type—"art”,

and considering the professions of them and its workers.

2. Details

This study was conducted to research the roles and professions of art museums and their staff in
the coastal area of the Seto Inland Sea, where a large number of museums are scattered, and is
demonstrating museums’ adaptability and numerous opportunities for local community and
people. This study targeted 12 art museums to explore (1) the types and roles of art museums, and
(2) the functions and professions of art museums. The researcher conducted interviews with staff
and volunteers, and collected related materials. Also referring previous research and participating

in some conferences and lectures were required to pursue this study simultaneously.
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3. Results

Art museums were divided into 3 types, (1) art museums functioning as public institutions, (2)
art museums functioning as pillars of culture, and (3) Triennale and Biennale— art museums with
“Ceremonial Functions”. In addition, each museum type plays a particular role and professions

based on its form.

(1) Art museums functioning as public institutions

Most of the art museums regarded as “art museums functioning as public institutions” are public
art museums. These have remarkable similarities, such as a central location, well-equipped
facilities, comprehensive educational programs, character information, and lively club activities.
From those results, most of the art museums in this category are characterized by firm requirements
regarding their collections, educational programs, and staff, who are extrinsically motivated and
must be proficient in handling the collections. The role of art museums as public institutions is to
hold exhibitions that reflect regional characteristics, and to develop and offer educational programs,
similar to other public educational institutions. In addition, results revealed that most art museums
functioning as public institutions not only rely on blockbuster exhibitions that have strong customer
attraction which have been questioned conventionally, but also propose and plan special exhibitions
that involve visitors with art and make long-term impacts among visitors and art museums. Its
professions can be recognized as performing the basic functions of a museum and balancing normal
exhibitions, which indicate each museums’ purpose and value as their entire structures of

activities, and special exhibitions, which reflect real issues among people in the wider world.

(2) Art museums functioning as pillars of culture

Most of the art museums in this category are private art museums. Most of this type of art
museum, in contrast to “Art museums functioning as public institutions,” are located at some
distance from the city center and have facilities that are not ostentatious. However, these art
museums develop their collection sustainably, and implement various community activities,
which tend to be heavily colored by the spirit and thoughts of their founders and artists. These
traits become the components to create harmony between art museums and its local locations,
collections, ideas, and activities, thereby allowing these museums to express their distinctiveness
and value. The methods of providing and amount of educational information and program designs
are generally not standardized like “Art museums functioning as public institutions”; in contrast,
these museums are always highly conscious of the proprietary and value of their collections. Their
professions are to exhibit their collection in as attractive a way as possible and to understand each

visitor’s needs. These art museums blend into the surrounding communities through the continued
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activities which are intrinsically motivated and interactions with people through the activities and

aware of the importance of esthetic experiences to become a base spiritual culture in a local society.

(3) Art museums with ceremonial functions

Art museums with ceremonial functions have a role of creating new forms of participation,
thereby exceeding the duties of traditional art museums, and of bringing energy and unique value
to cities or islands where these have been lost. During this study, I visited the “Setouchi Triennale
2013” and discovered that this form of art museum creates its own function through visitor
participation. Furthermore, these museums combine art originating from nature and people in a
real living space. The Triennale or Biennale has been released from the standard function and
professions of traditional art museums and regards the city and entire island as new objects of art.
However, | suggest that the Triennale has a specific functions and significance, such as
revitalizing the economy with cultural ceremony, celebrating or refining the historical and
regional background of the location, combining art and real life, and including ideological
messages questioning the recent relationships between “economy and culture,” as well as “art
museums and their selected collections.” These types of art museums like Triennale and
Biennale are functioned as mechanisms and social devises for experiencing art with

active participation of participants.

4. Conclusion and Future Issues

The function of art museums is to give knowledge and provide a social space where people can
interact and debate through their art collection, information, services, and all of their other
resources. However, this research and study clarified the fact that art museums have several
forms, and these differ in their purpose, roles, and staff requirements. The results from my
research indicate that unequivocally defining the roles and professions of art museums, grafting
theories and techniques which can be learned from lectures or providing programs and lectures as
social education are not the real solution for handling issues of functions and professions. Each
art museum needs to be professionally equipped for its particular function and purpose. At the
same time, museums are highly recommended to pursue and discover today’s social issues inside
and outside of the museums, and reflect those issues through their exhibitions. Furthermore, they
should cultivate visitors” appreciation, carefully listen to what visitors have to say, and nurture the
relationships between local location and art museums, and people and art museums. To implement
these recommendations, art museums should pass through the process of internal
originating development to form the basis of their activities, and should request the

necessary time, finances, and opportunities to share information with other museums.
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