
   

 

(SLIDE - TITLE)  

Museums and art galleries have long been considered to be the store-houses of 

our social and cultural memory. They are places of education, recreation, 

contemplation and connoisseurship. From the earliest privately held collections 

of wunderkammers or cabinets of curiosity, to the socially sophisticated 

collecting institutions of today, the two primary functions of the museum are to: 

illuminate understanding through investigation and communication; and to care 

for and preserve the collection. In more simplistic terms, the function of the 

museum is to use and conserve.  

 

As with current global debates concerning the need to both use and conserve 

natural resources for our society to function well, a parallel debate is occurring 

within our cultural institutions. This debate is centred on the responsible use of 

our cultural resources that is, the ideas, aesthetics, skills and history embodied in 

our artefacts and works of art. These objectives have traditionally been presented 

as being in opposition to one another and one of the common arguments remains 

whether the growing emphasis on making collections accessible to people today 

is preferencing the use of our cultural resource over its preservation. 

 

Added to this is the fact that our museums continue their process of collecting, in 

some instances, at an almost exponential rate. Given the constraints of natural, 

financial and social resources at both the global and national level, it would seem 

that to continue collecting is unfeasible. We must therefore re-examine the 

management of these institutions in terms of their roles of collecting, conserving 

and communicating our cultural heritage in order to better understand how our 

cultural resources can best serve the needs of current and future generations.  

 

Through this presentation we’ll briefly explore the development of museums and 

galleries as collecting institutions and issues of sustainability, with particular 

reference to collections management before applying the futures tool of Causal 

Layered Analysis (CLA) to consider what a foresight-ful approach to preserving 

the cultural memory might involve.  

 

 

The origin of the contemporary museum and gallery is generally traced to the 

Age of Enlightenment (SLIDE - Musei Wormiani…). Cllections of the wealthy 

elite of predominantly European nations where curiosities of nature, rare artefacts 

and paintings were collected for private consumption and shared amongst peers. 

Over the succeeding centuries, governments of industrialised nations have acted 

as the primary patrons of these collections and arbiters of cultural heritage. For 

many countries this has been a natural progression, whilst for others this required 

adaptation and the rates at which these institutions have developed vary widely.  

 

Within the contemporary context, collecting institutions have acted as both 

mediators of power and promoters of conservatism as well as agents of social 

change. Over the past few decades some of these approaches to collecting have 

been derided as elitist and exclusive leading to the current emphasis on museums 



   

 

as educator to as broad a range of audience as possible. (SLIDE - ACA 1943) 

The modern museum and gallery must therefore ‘encourage their audiences to be 

active and participative rather than passively receptive; to engage with their 

communities and work toward social inclusion’(Keene, 2002). As such, where 

museums and galleries of the past were centred on their collections, they are now 

focused on the public as the user of their cultural product.  

 

In terms of collections growth, many of the national and state collections within 

Australia started as small to medium collections of a hundred to a few thousand 

works either purchased or gifted by patrons and state governments. These 

collections have since grown considerably over the last one hundred years to tens 

and hundreds of thousands of acquired collection items. Similar growth in 

collection items is apparent in the United Kingdom where the rise in the number 

of items collected appears to be, in some instances, almost exponential in growth. 

The exact numbers are difficult to ascertain and to date no study has been 

undertaken to document the magnitude and state of what has been termed the 

Distributed National Collection within Australia.  

 

 

 

 

 

Some indication is given by the following slides (SLIDE – Museum of London 

graph) which point to the trends in growth of two prominent collections in both 

the UK, at the Museum of London, and (SLIDE – NGV graph) in Australia at 

the National Gallery of Victoria. Given that all collection items require resources 

to both preserve them and make them accessible, the growth of these collections 

observed is disconcerting. Some concessions must be made as to the nature of the 

collected material, which we will discuss shortly, but the general move towards 

an increased rate of collecting necessitate both an increase in the resources 

required to facilitate the cultural collection processes of preserving and providing 

access. The question is not a matter of if more resources are required but by how 

much? Are they proportional to the works collected? and what roles do factors 

such as materials type and forms of access play? 

 

In the current social climate, the term sustainability is most commonly associated 

with the management of the environment and its finite resources from which the 

museums sector has adapted its own definition. (SLIDE – Museums Australia) 

As with the Brundtland Commission definition of sustainability, the requirements 

of environment, economy and community (SLIDE) are interdependent. 

Modifications to one will necessitate compensatory changes to the others. The 

following slide lists those requirements within the collections management 

sector.  

 

(SLIDE – Enviro, Finance and Social graph)  
 



   

 

These three aspects of environment; economy and community or society are 

commonly referred to as the three pillars of sustainability as exemplified in triple-

bottom-line reporting, however the idea of a fourth pillar, that of cultural 

sustainability has been proposed. The fourth pillar articulates culture as a 

resource in its own right and that similar to the fate of environment, financial and 

social resources; “if a society’s culture disintegrates, so will everything else” 

(Hawkes, 2001).  

 

(SLIDE - Kabul Museum) 

 

 

 

Museums and galleries are the obvious manifestations of this cultural resource as 

repositories of the artefacts and artworks that comprise the historical sum of 

physical evidence of culture. Yet given the rate at which collections continue to 

grow, are we placing undue pressure on the other three pillars of sustainability?  

 

Cultural sustainability recognises the role of the artefact as a mediator of social 

change. This is carried out through the three simultaneous purposes of an object 

(SLIDE – functional). In practical terms, this involves dealing with the physical 

and metaphysical components of a collection or the tangible and the intangible 

framework of the artefact as it is referred within the cultural heritage community.  

 

In tangible form, all collection items are subject to deterioration, which is roughly 

a curvilinear process that can take anywhere from hours to years, centuries to 

millennia to transpire. The underlying presumptions of collecting institutions, is 

that they are of universal cultural value and once accessioned are to be held in 

perpetuity for future generations. (SLIDE – Mueck) The variation in material 

stability means that although collection items are valued equally, the resources 

they require to limit deterioration, as well as storage and maintenance costs of the 

asset, differs immensely. For example, the general life-cycle of a traditional 17th 

century painting on canvas is commonly given as hundred years before treatment 

is required, whilst a contemporary mixed media installation might require 

treatment each time it is prepared for display. 

 

The challenge then is to manage the tangible aspects of material type and 

construction of the artwork against the intangible values that follow a much more 

variable (SLIDE – deterioration graph), expressed simplistically in this slide as 

being cyclical in nature. It is only through the preservation of the object that we 

are we are able to enhance knowledge and understanding through the 

investigation and renewed interpretation and revelation. 

 

 

 

Implicit in the concept of resource is management of use and as noted earlier, the 

current priorities within collecting institutions are education and access. Public 

institutions are under growing pressures to increase their visitor numbers and 



   

 

broaden their appeal across the spectrum of society. Yet, inherent to the question 

of access it is to whom. Pressures to extend access to a broader public must be 

tempered by collecting guidelines that emphasise access to these collections by 

future generations. The concept of inheritance is a cultural universal that implies 

the act of keeping things for succeeding generations and the development of our 

cultural institutions imply a contractual agreement of which ‘neglect and overuse 

can be seen as a violation of that contract. The concept of ‘future generations’ is 

fundamental to the purpose of collecting institutions and yet few attempts have 

been made to define who or what those future generations will be. This is an 

interesting position for an industry based on such a thorough examination of the 

past. (SLIDE – future-avoiders).  

 

So where to from here for an industry rife with future avoiders who use the 

rhetoric of futures to disguise an inherently retrospective stance? There are no 

doubt huge efforts being made to address the issue of collections growth 

including increasing building size and reviewing accessioning and de-

accessioning policies. However, the assumptions that underlie collections 

management have less readily been addressed beyond the simplistic presentation 

of the preservation versus access dichotomy. 

 

One of the key needs, is to ascertain at what level attempts are being made to 

engage with the problem and the futures methodology of Causal layered Analysis 

offers a helpful framework for this. Many of you will be familiar with CLA 

(SLIDE – CLA) as a futures methodology and its use of a series of layers (litany, 

system, worldview and myth) to help locate the level of engagement with a given 

issue. Used as an analytical tool, CLA helps to identify assumptions and map the 

complexity of different layers of understanding of a given issue, thus broadening 

potential points of access or agency for solutions.  

 

This slide (SLIDE – CLA) outlines the product of thinking when CLA is applied 

to the problem of growing cultural collections. At present, most foresight-

oriented approaches to collections care are directed at the Litany and Social 

Causes levels namely through an increase of floorspace, consolidation of 

collections, and accessioning and deaccessioning policies. For example, many 

state galleries in Australia are currently in a phase of building expansion, opening 

secondary exhibition sites and expanding off-site storage capacities.  

What is problematic is that the timing coincides with heavy current and planned 

reductions in funding allocation for the arts at the state level. The responding 

business model forward then, has been to seek financial support from alternate 

funding models, mainly via the private sector, complete with branding of the 

institution to meet market demand, or alternatively via diffusion of collections 

beyond state or national borders.  

 

More interesting, has been the growing awareness over the last decade of the role 

collections play at the worldview level. Here the future is led by collections 

access as a driver, or political tool, in social sustainability. It involves the 

growing discord around what has been termed ‘the Authorised Heritage 



   

 

Discourse’ and the need for greater critical enquiry into the nature and aims of 

heritage and collections management efforts.  

 

This overview of collections management of Australia’s cultural institutions has 

provided both a brief history and review of the current situation in light of robust 

acquisitions programs and collections growth.  Implicit is the notion that cultural 

heritage is a physical resource that is valuable and irreplaceable and must be 

managed well in accordance with the other three resources of environmental; 

social and financial sustainability. Cultural heritage promotes cultural continuity. 

(SLIDE – Hawkes) 

 

Yet there is a growing recognition that what we look to maintain and enhance 

varies between object and changes over time. As those professions entrusted with 

the management of these collections moves toward a more self-critical and 

holistic way of engaging with their activities, we must look to better understand 

the powerful role that memory plays in creating a future. Similarly, efforts must 

also be made to understand the dynamic relationship between the material and 

immaterial as it is experiences across various cultures and by various 

stakeholders.  

 

THANK YOU 


