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Museums are becoming increasingly more interactive, educational, and 

community-centered. In light of these changes, my design studies have focused on 

exhibition design for art museums, which, due to the nature of their collections, have 

been slower in adopting interactive strategies. This report summarizes the history of 

museums and illustrates how educational theories can be applied to exhibit design. 

Moreover, I present my design investigations, which resulted in a methodology for 

critiquing and reinventing museum displays of art.  
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Introduction 

While studying architecture at The Ohio State University, I had the opportunity 

to study abroad in Europe. After visiting numerous museums, churches, and other 

building types, I began to develop questions regarding the relationship between 

buildings and the objects they display. One example is the Jewish Museum in Berlin 

designed by architect Daniel Libeskind, which stood out to me because of the spatial 

experiences it provided. The design of the museum made me feel the message it was 

expressing. It is known for its zig-zag floor plan, irregular window slices, and the 

interior design expressing German, Jewish history.1 Without literally recreating 

elements of the Holocaust, the design alludes to a sense of pain, confusion, fear and 

loss. The architecture and the spatial design of the museum truly correlate with the 

story the museum is telling. As an architecture student this experience was 

pedagogical for me in many ways. I learned how a museum could make meaning 

through its form. However, the research I have conducted throughout my graduate 

studies has led me to realize that museums have not always been about relating to the 

people who visit them. 

In this report, I aim to first discuss, in brief, a history of museums, then clarify a 

definition of exhibit design by discussing literature on the issues involved in designing 

an exhibition and exemplifying some of the design components I have articulated in 

my design research. Finally, I will relate exhibition design to museum education by 

proposing strategies for collaboration between the fields.   

 

                                                
1 “Jewish Museum Berlin Homepage” Web. 20 Sept. 2009. 
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Chapter One: History, Influences, and Conceptual Framework 

A Brief History of Museums 

  

It is difficult to pinpoint the best way to start talking about museums because 

the meaning of “museum” has changed over time. One could begin by looking at the 

etymology of the word, in which “museum” comes from the Greek mouseion and 

denotes a place or temple dedicated to the Muses. Or one could discuss the Library of 

Alexandria, which was an institute for higher learning and included both a community 

of scholars and a collection of texts. For the sake of brevity, I have narrowed my 

discussion of museum history by beginning with the collection of “things.” In the 

1500s, as people brought artifacts from the New World to Europe, they began to fill 

spaces with objects, subsequently referring to those spaces as Cabinets of Curiosities. 

Renaissance collections included everything from natural specimens, to man-made 

objects, and even paintings and statuary. Typically, the paintings and statues were 

owned by the wealthy and were symbols of power.2 

 Around the 17th century in Europe, wealthy citizens began to build institutions 

to house their private collections. A few privileged visitors were able to access the 

collections. This was a way of not only maintaining control of the collection but also of 

socially controlling the public. Eventually as the various collections were being 

catalogued and classified, they were grouped into categories such as anthropology, 

geology, religion and art. Thus, as the disciplines developed, museums became more 

public and diversified. At this time universities and museums were places of order and 

knowledge. This led to greater displays of power and progress. For example, the Great 

Exhibition of 1851, which was an international exhibition, was the first in a series of 

World’s Fairs exhibiting culture and industry. Not only did it celebrate progress, but it 

                                                
2 Jeffrey Abt, “The Origins of the Public Museum” from A Companion to Museum Studies, edited by 
Sharon McDonald (Oxford: Blackwell Pub, 2006), 123. 
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also was intended to build nationalism and improve the taste of the public. In other 

words, it was a way to teach the masses about civilization. 3    

A present-day example of a museum that I believe utilizes similar strategies is 

the Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum in Austin, Texas. The museum claims tell 

“The Story of Texas”– not one of many stories, or one version of the story, but the 

story.4 In terms of Tony Bennett’s theory of the “Exhibitionary Complex,” institutions, 

such as art and history museums, government buildings, and even department stores, 

are vehicles for inscribing a message. For example, the rules of being in a museum (or 

other public institution) teach you how to be a good citizen. You have to behave in a 

museum; you cannot touch; you should not talk; you should be dressed a certain way, 

etc. The Bob Bullock Museum tells a master narrative of progress through its linear 

presentation of history and authoritative labels, while the architecture and 

organization of the museum aim to civilize the visitor through self-regulation.  

 In summary, museums have undergone various paradigm shifts since their 

inception in the 1500s. Beginning as Cabinets of Curiosities, which were used to 

exhibit the grotesque and exotic, they eventually transitioned to be more public and 

diversified as the disciplines developed in the nineteenth century. In the next section, I 

aim to define the components involved in exhibition design.  

 

Defining Exhibition Design 

Although museums have existed as permanent institutions to display power 

and knowledge, we are in the midst of a radical change. Rather than being places that 

represent stability and order of knowledge, museums are now viewed as sites for civic 

                                                
3 Robert W. Rydell, “World Fairs and Museums” from A Companion to Museum Studies, edited by Sharon 
McDonald (Oxford: Blackwell Pub, 2006), 135-151. 
 
4 “The Story of Texas,” The Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum Official Site. Web. 30 March 2009.  
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engagement.5 Based on this shift from objects to people, I decided to supplement my 

museum studies research by taking courses on the psychology of learning, learning 

through play, and museum education. Through these courses I studied various 

learning theories, and I intend to implement these ideas in the design of museum 

exhibits. One theory I am exploring is psychologist Lev Vygotsky’s notion of the zone 

of proximal development. The ZPD can be summarized as the difference between 

what a learner can do with assistance and what he or she can do without assistance.6 

This relates to exhibit design in terms of the content and its level of difficulty. When 

designing an exhibit, it is important to provide enough information to allow the visitor 

to feel that he/she can construct meaning from the display. The challenge is that if the 

content is too difficult to comprehend, the visitor will be frustrated, and if it is too easy 

then the visitor will be bored. A simple way to engage visitors is to include questions 

that are designed with various levels of difficulty.  

 In the book Learning in the Museum, George Hein writes about educational 

theories in terms of learning and knowledge. The different approaches show various 

levels of social interaction. Below is a summary of the different strategies: 

• In didactic exhibits, the information is given to the visitor. 
• In discovery-oriented exhibits, the learner is free to explore but the goal 

is to encourage a realization.  
• In the stimulus-response approach the learner is given some 

information while constructing knowledge on his own or with other 
people.  

• In Constructivist approaches the learner through his/her experiences 
generates all knowledge.7  

 

                                                
5 American Association of Museums, Mastering Civic Engagement: A Challenge to Museums (2002). 
 
6 Lev. S Vygotsky, Mind in Society: the development of higher psychological processes (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1978). 
 
7 George E. Hein, Learning in the museum (New York: Routledge, 1998). 
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In museum exhibits one may include all of these strategies or choose to focus on 

executing one approach depending on the audience, the level of difficulty of the 

information, and the designer’s philosophies. 

 

 
Illustration 1: Different Configurations, from David Dean’s book, Museum Exhibition: 
Theory and Practice, 1994 
 

 Some other design strategies involve ideas of motivation and choice in 

learning. The diagrams shown above illustrate different configurations of the floor 

plan, which give the visitor various degrees of choice. Whether the plan is organized in 

a linear fashion without much choice (bottom of Illustration 1), or in an open plan 

(middle of Illustration 1) where the visitor is completely free to experience the exhibit, 
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affects how the visitor learns in the museum. A more motivating approach is the 

“suggesting” floor plan (top of Illustration 1), which gives the visitor some freedom but 

still guides her through the space.    

In Museum Exhibition, Theory and Practice, David Dean describes the process of 

developing an exhibition and discusses the many variables involved in the design 

itself, including: value, color, texture, balance, line, shape, human factors, behavioral 

tendencies, traffic flow, and object arrangement. Clearly, visual and spatial 

considerations are relevant in terms of physical design. However, there are social and 

educational goals that distinguish museums from other forms of exhibitions. Dean 

states, “The museological motivation for exhibiting is to provide the objects and 

information necessary for learning to occur. Exhibitions fulfill, in part, the museum’s 

institutional mission by exposing collections to view, thus affirming the public’s trust 

in the institution as caretaker of the societal record.”8  

 Because of the educational goals of museums, exhibit designers must 

effectively communicate with visitors. Although they are often didactic in nature, the 

design of an exhibit does not necessarily have to be overt. A design may communicate 

an idea or concept through suggestion. In other words, rather than a recreated 

environment, the materials of an exhibition may evoke a particular setting (i.e. simply 

using wood versus a diorama of a forest). Regarding the psychology of education and 

exhibition design, Roger Miles summarizes some of the overarching principles to be: 

knowing what is going on, knowing what to do, wanting to do it, and having the 

opportunity to do it.9 It is important for the designer to get feedback from other 

experts such as curators during the design process. This will help him/her negotiate if 

it is appropriate to be literal and direct or if the design should be subtle yet 

provocative.  

                                                

8 David Dean, Museum Exhibition: Theory and Practice (London: Routledge, 1994), 2.  

9 Roger S Miles, The Design of Educational Exhibits, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge Taylor & Francis, 2005).  
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 One common solution for engaging visitors is through text. When discussing 

guidelines for writing effective text, Dean advises that text should be readable, legible, 

and attention grabbing.10 It is important for the designer to be aware of the intended 

audience for the labels. Visitors range in age, background, and previous knowledge. 

This can be particularly challenging for designers because a label must be difficult 

enough to keep visitors’ attention, but not so difficult that some visitors are excluded 

or frustrated by the content. Especially in art museums where often there are strict 

constraints regarding any form of physical interaction with the artifacts on display, the 

exhibit designer should intellectually engage the visitor. This is the perfect 

opportunity to include questions in the labels. Beverly Serrell argues that, “the best 

questions in labels are the ones visitors themselves would ask.”11 Questions position 

the visitor to be in dialogue with an exhibition. Visitors will not only learn about 

themselves and the exhibit, but they may also be stimulated to discuss and learn from 

other visitors.  

 To summarize, the educational goals, which distinguish museum exhibitions 

from other forms of exhibitions, provide designers with very specific objectives: to 

inform visitors about the subject on display, to provoke them to ask questions, and to 

challenge how they see the world outside of the museum. Communication may be 

subtle or overt but the ideal exhibition finds ways to get the visitors to exercise their 

minds and form opinions. According to Miles, “no matter how rigorous the application 

of practical principles in finding at least one good way to meet temporal, spatial, and 

economic constraints, a great deal rests on the designer’s vision, intuition, experience 

and common sense.”12 

                                                
10 David Dean, Museum Exhibition: Theory and Practice (London: Routledge, 1994), 116-119.  

11 Beverly Serrell, Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach (Walnut Creek: Alta Mira Press, 1996), 105.  

12 Roger S Miles, The Design of Educational Exhibits, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge Taylor & Francis, 2005), 
63.  
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Play and Learning Theories 

 Rennie and Johnston discuss learning in the museum context by emphasizing 

three main points: “learning is personal, learning is contextualized, and learning takes 

time.”13 Although it is difficult to measure how people learn in museums, Rennie and 

Johnston are optimistic about the research that is being collected and provide 

suggestions for future areas of study. In a related source of literature, “Integration of 

Play, Learning, and Experience: What Museums Afford Young Visitors,” Atencio and 

Henderson discuss how the process of learning changes throughout the 

developmental stages of children. They propose seven principles of learning 

highlighting the social and community aspects, the significance of participation and 

engagement, and the role of access and opportunity.14  Although much of the 

literature regarding play and learning in museums is discussed in terms of children, 

museums designed for older audiences would greatly benefit from adopting 

strategies used in children’s museums.  

 Anderson, et al. describe and analyze a case study regarding the learning 

experiences of children through museums. The intent was to find which museum 

experiences were most enriching and why. Working under a socio-constructivist 

framework, the researchers aided teachers in trying to make children aware of 

connections between what they were learning and their own personal experiences 

and knowledge. During the museum visits, various types of activities took place, such 

as orientation, tours, and free-choice activities and exploration. The article emphasized 

                                                
13 Rennie, L., & Johnston, D., “The Nature of Learning and Its Implications for Research on Learning 
Museums.” from Science Education (2004) 88, S4-S16.  
 
14 Atencio, D., & Henderson, T. Z. “Integration of play, learning, and experience: What museums afford 
young visitors.” from Early Childhood Education Journal (2007) 35(3), 245.  
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the success of memory and recall in relation to large-scale exhibits, story-based 

experiences, and theatre-based activities.15 

 As part of a Museum Theater course at UT, a classmate and I devised a 

participatory tour of the Edgar Allan Poe exhibition, “From Out That Shadow: The Life 

and Legacy of Edgar Allan Poe,” which was on display at Harry Ransom Center from 

September 2009 through January 2010. Because our tour took place on Halloween, we 

decided to take advantage of the holiday and pretended that we were leaders of a 

secret Poe society, in costume, meeting to celebrate the author’s 200th birthday. We 

guided the group through the gallery pausing to learn about certain displays. By 

providing information about Poe’s life while asking the group questions about their 

own lives, our goal was to help the visitors relate to Poe. At the end of the tour we 

collectively wrote a memorial to Poe using a fill-in-the-blank technique. This 

empowered the visitors to express their opinions, and it also allowed us to see what 

they had learned from the activities. 

 Vygotsky’s ideas are essential to understanding the learning and interaction 

that takes place in children’s museums. One aspect relevant to his work is the idea that 

one cannot create unless one knows with what one is working. In other words, one has 

to have some basic knowledge before one can make sense of larger, more complex 

issues. This is also true in museums: the curator must provide some basic information 

in order for visitors to comprehend the message of an exhibition. Another way people 

learn is through self-scaffolding, or the process of seeking help from others, which 

may include asking questions. In play a child may raise her ZPD by finding assistance 

on her own. Children can also learn on their own by using other resources, such as 

books or toys. Similarly, a museum can promote self-scaffolding by providing a 

resource room or a dialogue zone to help visitors access more information and discuss 

what they are learning with other visitors. 

                                                
15 Anderson, D. et al., “Children’s museum experiences: Identifying powerful mediators of learning.” 
from Curator: The Museum Journal (2002) 45(3) 213-231.  
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 Issues of motivation and choice are discussed in the article, “Children’s 

Motivation to Explore Partially Completed Exhibits in Hands-On Museums.” The 

authors suggest that children are intrinsically motivated to complete exhibits that are 

partially completed because the incongruity causes them to want to work toward a 

solution. Conversely, because fully completed exhibits do not present a problem to 

solve, they are more likely to be overlooked. Incomplete exhibits, such as a box of 

puzzle pieces, may be too daunting to entice the child to even want to begin solving 

it. Motivation is also driven by challenge. The exhibit must be challenging enough for 

the visitor to want to participate, but not too challenging that she avoids trying or is 

frustrated by it. Likewise, it should not be so easy that it is boring or insulting to the 

visitor. The following statements explain how risk-taking also plays a role in the 

likelihood that a child will engage in an exhibit: “With a fully completed exhibit, the 

probability of success is near perfect and there is a loss of both interest and incentive. 

An uncompleted exhibit reduces the certainty of success but increases the possibility 

of failure. Partially completed exhibits, however, may provide optimum, moderate risk-

taking.” 16 This study provides fascinating insight on how to engage children in 

museums. I believe it would be interesting to test these same concepts by designing 

partially completed exhibits intended for an older audience. In my final design project, 

the “Dialogue Zone” of the Francisco Matto Exhibition Redesign, tests some of these 

playful strategies on adults. 

 

                                                
16 Henderlong, J., & Paris, S. G. “Children’s motivation to explore partially completed exhibits in hands-on 
museums” from Contemporary Educational Psychology (1996) 21, 111–128 
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Chapter Two: Creative Research Design Projects 

 In my preliminary research studies, I explored some of the variables that affect 

visitor interpretation by creating a series of controlled studies. In the following 

projects I isolated specific elements, including the labels, the backdrop, different types 

of spatial relationships, and different ways of representing contextual information. 

Keeping in mind the characteristics of a successful museum (to inform, to provoke, 

and to challenge), I will describe my projects and then discuss them in terms of these 

goals.  

 

Project: “Display Case Studies” 

 I conducted several experiments using a display case found on the first floor of 

the Art building at the University of Texas, questioning the limitations of the display 

case. For example, the physical constraints of the x, y, and z coordinates are one 

limitation. I narrowed my inquiry to focus on the display case itself. Rather than 

choosing to display objects or paintings inside the display case, I used only a simple, 

white backdrop that is typically found behind the subject of the display. For the final 

presentation of my studies, I documented a series of photographs of the display case 

with the backdrop slowly peeling away from inside the case. The series begins with an 

image of the display case with a white backdrop pinned inside, and then concludes 

with the backdrop slipping outside of the case.   
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Illustration 2: “Display Case Studies,” photograph composite, 2009 

 

Through the manipulation of the backdrop in the display case, the design is 

meant to teach others about the design of displays. By eliminating all other variables, 

the viewer can focus on the backdrop of the display case. This project informs the 

visitor about an often-overlooked component of display. Although the backdrop 

typically serves the purpose of bringing attention to the artifact on display, the 

backdrop plays an important role by influencing the viewer’s perception of the 

artifact. Thus, I intended to provoke the viewer to see the backdrop as the subject. In 

Bertron’s book about designing exhibitions, she claims, “The success of an exhibition is 

not only based on the aesthetic, spatial arrangement of objects, but also on the 

relationship between these objects and the visitor.”17 Because the backdrop literally 

                                                

17 Aurelia Bertron, Designing Exhibitions: A Compendium for Architects, Designers and Museum 
Professionals = Ausstellungen Entwerfen: Kompendium Für Architekten, Gestalter Und Museologen (Basel: 
Birkhäuser, 2006), p7.  



 13 

comes out of the display case, the visitor has a new physical relationship to the 

backdrop which gives it new meaning. Ultimately, this may cause the viewer to be 

more aware of the backdrop when viewing other displays. 

 In retrospect, this project was not very successful in communicating to others. 

It was useful for me as a conceptual study, but it was difficult for others to understand 

due to the lack of “content.” Without a label or an explanation, there was no way for 

the viewer to know how to interpret the display. Although I appreciate the fact that 

people may have derived different meanings from this project, it is unfortunate that 

the concept of meta-display was not made explicit. 

  

Project: “Labeling Trash” 

 In the same display case, I divided the display case into two parts. On both 

halves of the case I displayed the same artifacts. The artifacts were pieces I found in the 

trash, for example, a soda can, an orange peel, and a cardboard box. The difference 

between the two sides of the display case was the labels. On the left side of the display 

case I labeled the artifacts with a generic label, simply listing the common name of the 

object and a date, such as, an orange peel titled, Orange Peel, 2001. In contrast, a label 

evoking a narrative accompanied the pieces of trash on the right side. So, a similar 

orange peel on this side was labeled, from our picnic in the park... The form of the 

different labels was also distinct. The generic labels were printed on white paper in a 

standard font, but the narrative labels were designed to look like hand written notes– 

some were on post-it notes and others were on crumpled receipts.   

                                                
 



 14 

 
Illustration 3: “Labeling Trash,” photograph composite, 2008  

 

Similar to the previous project discussed, the goal of “Labeling Trash” is for the 

viewer to learn about the design of displays, but this time the focus is on the label. In 

her guidebook about visitor experiences, Stephanie Weaver emphasizes the role of 

tone and voice in communication.18 This project informs the visitor about two different 

types of labels. The label can be descriptive or expressive depending on the words 

used and the materials chosen. Through this design, I provoke the visitor to question 

the effect of the labels. By viewing these very distinct types of labels side-by-side, the 

visitor is challenged to see a label’s influence on interpretation. After reading the label 

on the left and forming an opinion about the work, the visitor will read the labels on 

the right and form a different opinion about the same object. When the visitor 

                                                

18 Stephanie Weaver, Creating Great Visitor Experiences: A Guide for Museums, parks, Zoos, Gardens, & 
Libraries (Walnut Creek, Calif: Left Coast Press, 2007), 97-98.  
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compares these two interpretations, he/she will be aware of the role of labels in the 

meaning-making process.   

 

Project: “Spatial Exploration” 

 Next, I will discuss an exhibition exploring the physical space of an exhibit. In 

order to demonstrate the changes museums have undergone throughout history, I 

designed an exhibition in which the visitor could experience “old” and “new” ways of 

relating to the display. More specifically, in the past, visitors were separated from 

objects on display and information was presented in a manner that encouraged a 

passive consumption of knowledge. Theoretically, today museums strive for a more 

interactive approach to learning which allows the visitor to explore and view the 

subject from different angles. Some museums allow for visitors to contribute to the 

artwork on display or respond to the work by leaving a comment. This “new” schema 

allows visitors to be more involved with their museum experience. In Creative Museum 

Methods and Educational Techniques, the idea of letting visitors touch exhibits is 

encouraged.19 With this in mind, I arranged the walls in “Spatial Exploration” to allow 

for both restraint and visitor participation. On one side of the room, the walls are at 

angles to frame the visitors’ range of vision. A glass plane allows them to see the 

constraints of the angled walls, but excludes them from being able to occupy the 

space. On the other side of the room, several walls are arranged on pivots allowing the 

visitor to rotate the walls and create their own paths.  

                                                
19 Jeanette Hauck Booth, ET. Al, Creative Museum Methods and Educational Techniques (Springfield, Ill., 
U.S.A: Thomas, 1982), 44.  
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Illustration 4: “Spatial Exploration,” SketchUp Rendering, 2009 

 

Because this project creates two distinct areas that manifest “old” and “new” 

ways of creating space in an exhibition design, it informs the visitor about different 

types of displays. The intent of the project is to provoke the visitor to question their 

relationship to a display. By viewing the two schemes, the visitor may be led to 

compare and contrast them. Once the visitor realizes how they are different, he or she 

will be challenged to be aware of their spatial experiences in everyday life. 

As in “Display Case Studies,” this project was limited in its effectiveness because 

it did not provide enough information for the visitor to comprehend. Although it was a 

proposal, it might have been beneficial for me to test part of my design. Or, I could 

have provided examples of existing displays that illustrate “old” and “new” methods 

rather than exploring conceptual ideas that are difficult to communicate. After this 

project, I realized that the next step for me would be to have a more concrete subject 

to study and display.  
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Project: “Frida Kahlo Exhibit Redesign” 

 The last project that illustrates my investigation of exhibition design is a 

redesign of an existing exhibition. At the Harry Ransom Center, there was a painting 

by Frida Kahlo on display (from May 5, 2009-March 21, 2010). It is a self-portrait that 

was humbly hung on a wall at the end of a hallway. One proposal I designed aimed to 

take advantage of the entire wall by painting an excerpt of Kahlo’s diary on the wall. 

By using a page of her diary, the wall becomes a label for the visitor to better 

understand the artist through her own words. Her signature is painted along the 

hallway to entice the visitor into the space. In this design, I also proposed to include a 

kiosk that allows the visitor to view Kahlo’s entire diary through the digital screen.  

 

 
Illustration 5: “Diary on Wall,” Photoshop Rendering, 2009 

 

  

 



 18 

Rather than a generic label or another person’s interpretation of Kahlo’s life, the 

visitor can read the words Kahlo herself wrote. The diary, an expressive text, is 

appropriate to the artwork because the painting is a self-portrait. Serrell explains how 

labels guide the visitor to understand the meaning of objects or artworks, and she 

emphasizes the importance of interpretive labels.20 My design is meant to rouse the 

visitor to question their understanding of the artist. The handwritten letters and words 

give a personal consideration of who she is. When the visitors leave the exhibition, the 

goal is for them to want to know more about other artists. By being challenged to see 

the connection between Kahlo’s life and work, they may be inspired to question how 

other exhibitions present (or exclude) information about the artist. 

 In summary, the projects, “Display Case Studies,” “Labeling Trash,” “Spatial 

Exploration,” and “Frida Kahlo Exhibit Redesign” focus on particular components of 

exhibition design. The designer must study backdrop, the label, the space, and the 

subject of an exhibition. By exploring each aspect individually, I have gained a deeper 

understand of their roles. Together, the design of these components should impact 

the visitor by providing them with information, provoking them to think critically 

about that information, and challenging them to see the world differently when they 

leave the museum because of what they have learned during their museum 

experience. These foundational studies of isolating specific variables prepared me for 

a larger exhibition redesign that involved multiple factors.    

 

                                                
20 Beverly Serrell, Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach (Walnut Creek: Alta Mira Press, 1996), 9-19. 
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Chapter Three: Francisco Matto Exhibition Redesign  

Design Methodology 

 In an exhibition at the Blanton Museum of Art, the work of Uruguayan artist 

Francisco Matto was shown for the first time in the United States. “Francisco Matto: 

The Modern and the Mythic” was on display from June through September of 2009. I 

was extremely interested in this exhibition because my family is from Uruguay. I 

visited the exhibition several times, taking notes on the content and design, and 

attended several lectures and public tours. I then gathered images of the existing 

exhibit to use for future reference and began learning more about Matto from outside 

sources. Unlike many artists who traveled or lived in Europe, Matto lived in South 

America his entire life. He also had a collection of Pre-Columbian art, which he 

organized to form his own museum.  

 As I was learning more about the artist, I also critiqued the original exhibition. 

At the Blanton, it was difficult to get a sense of the overall narrative of the design. The 

artwork was grouped into six themes: Ports, Still Lifes, Constructions, Forms, Woods, 

and Caritas. The themes were based on various aspects. For example, “Woods” relates 

to the media the artist used, “Ports” and “Caritas” describes the subject, and “Still Lifes” 

is the type or style of painting. Furthermore, “Constructions” and “Forms” are concepts 

that may be difficult for the visitor to grasp without additional information. I also 

found it strange that the word “Caritas,” meaning “Faces,” was not translated from 

Spanish to English. 
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Pre-Columbian Area

 
Illustration 6: Diagram of Blanton Floor Plan, Sketch, 2009 

 

Another issue that stood out to me was the organization of the space. As a 

reference for the visitor, the Blanton included objects from UT’s Latin American art 

collection, which were similar to those in Matto’s Pre-Columbian art collection. This 

was a way to help contextualize Matto’s influences. However, the objects were located 

in the middle of the space, separated by a u-shaped wall. This organization made it 

confusing for visitors to understand how it was related to the rest of the artwork. The 

fact that Matto had a collection, and that these pieces were not from his collection was 

difficult to comprehend. In another space, referred to as a reference room, there were 

photographs of Matto and his collection. I felt the photographs did a better job of 

illustrating Matto’s collection and should have been emphasized more.  

 

Process Overview 

By analyzing my initial ideas regarding the thematic organization of the 

exhibition and the inclusion of Pre-Columbian art, I began to investigate new ways of 

arranging Matto’s artwork. I also looked at other exhibitions of Latin American artists, 
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particularly “Inverted Utopias: Avant-garde Art in Latin America,” an exhibition that 

took place at The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston in the summer of 2004. Curator Mari 

Carmen Ramírez explains, “Our aim in organizing Inverted Utopias has been to show 

that, despite their remoteness from Europe and the United States, Latin American 

artists played an active role in the profound artistic redraft carried out by twentieth 

century Modernism.”21  

Ideas of identity, inversion, and connecting to the past influenced my 

perspective of Matto’s work. I was interested in the tension between a Euro-centric 

view of art history and Matto’s collection of Pre-Columbian art. Because Matto 

remained in Uruguay and collected Pre-Columbian art, his South American roots 

shaped his development as artist. However, he was also part of the larger modernist 

movement and can be compared to other European artists. This paradoxical 

relationship between Matto’s influences, inspired me to design based on the concept 

of “inversion,” and so I developed ideas for the layout and organization of my new 

exhibition by testing various strategies through sketches, diagrams, and models.  

I collected more resources to learn about the artist and carefully study the 

collection of paintings and sculptures. Keeping in mind my unique perspective, having 

been raised by Uruguayan parents, I was open to what others had written about his 

work, but focused on what was most interesting to me. I tried to view the artist’s entire 

body of work to get a sense of how it may have changed over time, but I also became 

more aware of nuances and patterns in his work. While developing my project I 

continually reevaluated connections between the pieces of art and tried to see his 

work through different lenses.  

As I refined my opinions, I thought of the design as a way of developing a set of 

hypotheses that I was testing. I wanted to frame the subject in a manner that tells the 

viewer something about Matto’s work rather than simply presenting it as the work he 

                                                
21 “Inverted Utopias, Avant-Garde Art in Latin America, Art in Archaeology, Travel to Houston, United 
States,” Culture Kiosque, Travel Calendar. Web. 30 April, 2010. 
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produced during the span of his life. As a curator and/or designer it is impossible to 

remain neutral; even a blank slate says something. Therefore, it was important for me 

to embrace my role and use it to its fullest potential. My goal was to engage the visitor 

in a way that is informative and thought provoking. By reorganizing, analyzing, and 

editing the number of paintings and sculptures in the exhibition, I grouped Matto’s 

work into three sets of dualisms: “mystic” and “everyday,” “universal” and “local,” 

“abstract” and “realism.”  

I derived the dualisms after studying all of Matto’s artwork and finding specific 

patterns and relationships. Since his art ranges almost his entire life span (October 18, 

1911- September 15, 1995), it includes a variety of media, different styles, and major 

shifts in scale. Yet, I argue that Matto maintained a specific set of ideas throughout his 

body of work. After categorizing the artwork, I realized that the themes I created were 

similar to those in the Blanton exhibition. However, the names I created for each 

theme set up a dualistic relationship among the artwork.  
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everyday
    mystic

1

 
Illustration 7: “everyday mystic,” Made using scanned Images from the Blanton 
Exhibition Catalog, Photoshop, and InDesign, 2009    
 

 

The pieces categorized as the, “everyday” include still life paintings. The subject 

of these paintings includes common objects such as pitchers and jars on a table. 

Opposite to the “everyday,” I grouped Matto’s totemic sculptures into the “mystic.” 

The “mystic” describes the religious connotation of the totems, especially their vertical 

nature, which alludes to the axis-mundi.  
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local
universal

2

 
Illustration 8: “local_ universal,” Made using scanned Images from the Blanton 
Exhibition Catalog, Photoshop, and InDesign, 2009    
 

 

In the next set of dualisms, I contrasted the “local” with the “universal.” The 

“local” paintings colorfully depict Montevideo’s port scenes, but the “universal” 

paintings are made up of graphic symbols and icons meant to communicate 

universally. Here, it is evident that Joaquín Torres-García, a fellow Uruguayan artist, 

heavily influenced Matto’s work. In 1943, Torres- García founded El Taller Torres-García 

a workshop, which practiced Constructive Universalism. Matto was both a student and 

a teacher of Constructive Universalism, which aimed to reduce objects to their most 

basic components in order to become eternally meaningful.  



 25 

abstract | realism3

 
Illustration 9: “abstract | realism,” Made using scanned Images from the Blanton 
Exhibition Catalog, Photoshop, and InDesign, 2009    
 

 

In the final set of dualisms, I juxtaposed the “abstract” with “realism.” Lines, 

shapes, and other forms make up the “abstract” category, and the “realism” category is 

made up of the faces Matto painted late in his life. After discussing my work with art 

historians, I renamed the category “realism” to “natural” because I learned that 

“natural” was a more suitable word since the paintings depict something from the 

natural world but not necessarily in a realistic way.  

The next step is the most important for the designer– translating the concept 

into physical form. My goal was to visually illustrate the dualisms. The themes are 
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evoked in the way I organized the space, structured the architecture, and related the 

pieces. I also included a dialogue zone for visitors to interact with each other and 

discuss the themes I set up in the design of the exhibition. The design process cycled 

through many iterations as I developed and refined my project. I continually modified 

my work based on new insights and feedback from my teachers and classmates.  

 

Blanton
Entrance

1

3
2

FLOOR PLAN
BLANTON PROPOSAL

“Dialogue
Zone”

 
Illustration 10: “Floor Plan, Blanton Proposal,” Created in Photoshop and InDesign, 
2009-2010 
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Illustration 11: “View of Entrance,” photograph of my model, edited in Photoshop, 
2009    
 

 

My proposal consists of an introductory room followed by three galleries and a 

dialogue zone. In the first gallery, I situate the context of the work by displaying 

Joaquín Torres-García’s “Inverted map of America” from 1936. By inverting the map, 

Torres-García was illustrating ideas of relativity. An arrow points to the small country of 

Uruguay, and the North and South coordinates are reversed. The entrance is painted a 

bright red color to impact the visitor. The color is derived from the bold colors Matto 

used in his paintings of Montevideo. 
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Illustration 12: “View of the Everyday and the Mystic Gallery,” photograph of my 
model, edited in Photoshop, 2009 
 

 

In the first gallery, I grouped the totemic sculptures with the still life paintings 

of pitchers and jars. The contrast between the mystic and the everyday is set up for the 

visitor to be able to walk around the sculptures while viewing the paintings hanging 

on the wall behind them. The gallery, which has a grass floor and walls painted in sky 

blue, is designed to feel like an outdoor environment. When Matto displayed his 

totems, they were typically outdoors or in a garden. Instead of completely divorcing 

them from their past context, I felt it was important to refer to this type of natural 

setting. 
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Illustration 13: “View of Local side of Gallery,” photograph of my model, edited in 
Photoshop, 2009 

 

 

 
Illustration 14: “View of Universal side of Gallery,” photograph of my model, edited in 
Photoshop, 2009 
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The second gallery I designed includes paintings of Uruguayan port scenes and 

various Constructions. The latter group refers to artworks that explored the use of 

icons and symbols as a way to try to communicate universally. My design emphasizes 

the dualistic relationship between the local and universal themes by making the port 

scenes protrude from a wall and making the Constructions recede into the wall. The 

indentation created in the Constructions wall becomes a seating space. This allows the 

visitor to rest and study the Universal paintings, which are quite large.  

 

 
Illustration 15: “View of the Abstract and the Natural Gallery,” photograph of my 
model, edited in Photoshop, 2009 
 

 

The visitor can then explore the final gallery displaying Matto’s abstract and 

natural artwork. The abstract pieces are minimal and can be interpreted to have 

multiple meanings while the natural paintings depict anonymous faces. In this gallery, 

the visitor can view one abstract image juxtaposed with a painting of a face. The 

spatial design creates nooks for the visitor to pause and study the paintings. By 
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comparing them in this way, she may find more ways that they are similar or she may 

develop a contrasting relationship between the artwork.   

 Finally, after the visitor experiences the artwork in the galleries, the next part of 

the exhibition is designed to be in the atrium of the Blanton Museum. The “Dialogue 

Zone” is meant to be an additional display that allows for visitor interaction and 

participation. Rather than designing didactic materials, my goal was to create a space 

where visitors can continue to learn about Matto while contributing their own 

opinions. 

  

Project: “Dialogue Zone” 

 
Illustration 16: “Dialogue Zone,” SketchUp Rendering, 2010 

 

For my exhibition at the Creative Research Lab, I tested the Dialogue Zone of 

my design. By building a display illustrating Matto’s artworks and possible Latin 
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American and European Influences, I wanted to inform the visitor about other artists 

related to Matto. Here I used photographs of Matto’s collection along with images of 

other artwork juxtaposed with Matto’s artwork. The radial design of the display 

illustrates the dualistic themes I found in Matto’s art. Just as in the structure of the 

“Abstract and Natural Gallery,” each nook in this design allows the visitor to compare 

the themes. The themes are color-coded to signify their relationship. More specifically, 

the panel titled “everyday” and “sacred” have a pale blue background color, “abstract” 

and “natural” have a yellow background, and “local” and “universal” have a dark grey 

background. The color scheme, which matches the colors of the galleries I am 

proposing, was derived from the Uruguayan flag (blue and yellow) and the color of the 

chalkboard (black). 

On the chalkboard wall behind the display, I have set up questions to stimulate 

personal connections and interaction among visitors. The intent of the question, "How 

would you curate the work of artist Francisco Matto?" is for visitors to think about the 

artwork and also to learn about my process through participation. By providing 

movable, magnetic images and questions, I aimed to create a playful exhibit that 

encourages the visitor to visually group and categorize the artwork. There are two 

different types of questions: those which are specifically about Matto’s work and 

influences, and those which are more personal and aim to help the visitor relate to 

Matto. The wall provides space for the visitor to freely move the images like pieces of a 

puzzle. On the backside of the magnetic images, basic information is provided: a 

tombstone label (title, date, media, and dimensions) is accompanied by a scaled 

version of the painting adjacent to a human figure. This allows the visitors to 

understand the relative sizes of the paintings and if interested, they can note the name 

of the painting and learn more about it after they leave the exhibition. The playful 

nature of the design is meant to help visitors feel comfortable, enjoy the learning 

process, and promote interaction amongst visitors.  
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Illustration 17: “View of Magnetic, Chalkboard Wall,” photograph, 2010 

 

The success of the exhibition is evident in the image above. Visitors enjoyed 

reading the panels, writing on the chalkboard, and playing with the magnets. I was 

surprised by the variety of responses, including visitors replying to what other visitors 

had written. One visitor visually responded by drawing sketches of her interpretation 

of Matto’s art. The enjoyment of writing on the chalkboard may have distracted 

visitors from spending time reading the informational panels. Another area that might 

have been overlooked is the backside of the magnets. I do not know how many 

people realized that there was more information on the back of the images, but it was 

not the most important aspect of the design. Overall, many visitors appreciated the 

ability to interact with the display.    
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Conclusions 

Museum educators and designers share the same goals: to inform, to provoke, 

and to challenge the visitors through learning. Ideally, museum educators, curators, 

and exhibit designers must all have some background in education in order to work 

together and better serve their audience. The form of the exhibition, the labels, and 

the organization of the exhibit affect the learning process of the visitor. The design of 

the exhibition can communicate so much, but with the help of a museum educator a 

visitor may be guided to see something in a new light. In Planning for People in 

Museum Exhibitions, McLean reiterates the value of collaboration when developing 

exhibitions.22 Thus, museum educators and designers must work together in order to 

plan the optimal visitor experience. 

 Based on my readings and personal experiences, I will now suggest a few 

strategies to help museum educators and designers work together. Firstly, the curator, 

exhibition designer and museum educator should be in constant communication at 

the early stages of developing the exhibition. Once the themes and ideas are agreed 

upon and the exhibition design is complete, the next step is to consider a variety of 

ways to activate the space. Through docents, tours, or public lectures, museum 

educators can help visitors to experience not only the subject matter of the exhibition 

but also the intent of an exhibition design by asking: what is the argument or point of 

view of the museum, and what is the visitor’s perspective? The museum educator 

should also encourage visitors to discuss different ways to interpret a design strategy 

(i.e. how does the color, material, technique, or scale of the exhibit affect you?). This 

will help visitors develop their own opinions and conclusions about an exhibition. 

                                                

22 Kathleen McLean and Association of Science-Technology Centers, Planning for People in Museum 
Exhibitions (Washington, DC: Association of Science-Technology Centers, 1993), 46.  
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 In closing, museum educators and exhibit designers must remember to keep 

people at the center of all their plans. Exhibition design involves many variables that 

should come together to form a cohesive message. The educational goals of a 

museum are more successful when the design of an exhibition encourages visitors to 

question their assumptions and learn from each other. My hope is that as museums 

grow as sites for civic engagement, museum educators, curators and designers will 

increasingly work together to form exhibitions and related educational programs to 

promote social interaction as part of the learning process. 
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