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 This case study explores the collaborative conversation between curators and 

educators in the Blanton Museum of Art at the University of Texas at Austin, and how 

these conversations affect didactic texts in the museum galleries. By situating the Blanton 

Museum in a larger historical framework, the focus of this study maps out the historical 

perspectives informing the museum during a pivotal integration of collecting areas, 

including Latin American and American modern and contemporary collections, and 

explores how the Blanton Museum attempted to facilitate learning and meaning-making 

for the visitor through didactic wall texts.  
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CHAPTER I: MEANING MAKING AND THE BLANTON MUSEUM OF ART: A 

CASE STUDY 

I. Introduction to the Study 

 This investigation is based on exploring the importance of a collaborative model 

of conversation between curators and educators when creating didactic texts in the 

museum’s gallery.  To frame this investigation, this study will look specifically at the 

Blanton Museum of Art.  In 2006, the museum curators integrated the Latin America and 

American collections, creating an exhibition titled America/Americas that was “meant to 

tell the story of modernism in the 20th century in one full sweep” (A. Carlozzi, personal 

communication, March 24, 2009).  The curators of the exhibition attempted to challenge 

the visitor by asking them to rethink the already accustomed distinction between the 

notion of “American” being the United States, and “American” encompassing all of the 

Americas including Canada, the United States, and Latin America.   

 For this study, I analyzed the historical discourses through which the Blanton 

traditionally operated, including: exhibiting cultures and multiculturalism, the ideology of 

the “white-cube,” collaboration versus cooperation, and the importance of didactic wall 

text.  I looked to sources such as Price (1991), Barker (1999), O’Dougherty (1999), 

Roberts (1997) and Serrell (1996), all of whom are further explained in my subsequent 

review of literature in chapter two of this investigation.  These histories informed and 

focused my lens on the Blanton, providing the groundwork by which I analyzed the 

conversations that curators and educators had in order to facilitate meaning-making and 

learning in the museum.  By using the Blanton as my lab, this research explores the 

significance of didactic wall texts in the gallery space, arguing that didactic text becomes 



 

2 

equally as important as the curatorial decisions made for the space.  Additionally, I 

examine how curators and educators work collaboratively to adequately facilitate 

meaning making for the visitor, arguing that collaboration is the most effective way to 

communicate central ideas of an exhibition to the visitor, and for this argument I looked 

to Hooper-Greenhill (2000), Sullivan (2004), and Hord (1986), authors which will be 

further discussed in the review of literature in chapter two of this investigation.   

II. Central Research Question 

 How have the changes in exhibition practice at the Blanton Museum of Art placed 

increased importance on a collaborative conversation between curators and educators 

than what has traditionally occurred through exhibition practices when writing didactic 

texts about contemporary Latin American art? 

III. Problem Statement  

 The integration of the collections of Latin American Art into the current 

exhibition space at the Blanton Museum also requires that the public understand the idea 

of a larger and more encompassing definition for the term “American.”  While I 

personally understand the curatorial direction of the art in the galleries, I realize the 

Blanton is not completely clear in its layout and design, and the galleries are simply not 

accessible to lay persons already accustomed to the distinction between the notion of 

“Latin American” and “American.”   

 Undoubtedly, didactic wall texts in this context are absolutely necessary in order 

to construct, or in this case, re-construct, knowledge for the visitor.  In this context, 

writing for the galleries is apropos, and while the discussion is one that has continually 

been in flux and debated both within the Blanton Museum as well as within the larger 
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field, the exhibition practices at the Blanton have stirred the waters once again.  Wall text 

in the gallery setting provides the viewer with a constant and consistent instructor when 

an educator cannot be present.  The process and word choices used to construct 

knowledge for the visitor aid in the act of meaning-making and learning.  Specifically, in 

the case of the Blanton’s America/Americas gallery, the ideology of the visitor requires 

that there be reframing of ideas on the part of the visitor.  

 Meaning-making occurs when the museum communicates to the viewer a 

framework through which the visitor can choose to apply their own values.  According to 

Louise Ravelli (2006) meaning-making is the act by which museums “construct 

particular ways of engaging with and representing the world” (p. 6). Ravelli (2006) 

purports that the written wall texts visitors consume to contribute to interpretation in and 

about the museum, adds to the experience of the overall impact of the exhibition and 

becomes a “powerful communicative tool” (p. 2). These texts thus provide the framework 

through which visitors choose to construct their own meaning in the museum galleries.  

 Historically, museums have been understood as spaces of both moral change and 

empowerment, providing moments in which visitors can be elevated to achieve more 

knowledge, an improved life, and better behavior, all characteristics considered 

imperative by nations for the shaping of democratic citizens (Duncan, 1995).  Robert 

Sullivan (2004) charges the museum as being a ritual space of the construction of 

knowledge and states that “as educational institutions we are necessarily agents of 

change, not only changing the knowledge, beliefs, attitudes and feelings of our individual 

visitors, but also affecting the moral ecology of the communities that we serve” (p. 257).  

This moral elevation is, according to Carol Duncan (1995), achieved through a series of 
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“civilizing rituals,” “a stage setting that prompts visitors to enact a performance of some 

kind . . . from this perspective, art museums appear as environments structured around 

specific ritual scenarios” (pp. 1-2).  Museums are often linked to a larger bourgeois 

culture, and much like places of worship, offer specific values and beliefs that are 

presented with a “calculated arrangement” that frames the “performance” visitors enact 

when walking through the galleries (Bennett & Duncan, 1995).  This ritual, or 

“performance,” is the process by which visitors are aided in constructing knowledge, 

making-meaning, and understanding the story being told through the larger narrative 

framework of the exhibition.  However, the balance between the aesthetics of the space 

and the material added to the exhibition to aid in this ritualistic act of transformation is 

variable, and depends on the negotiation between aesthetics and the dissemination of 

information.    

 The birth of the “white-cube” in the early 20th century shattered the “moralizing” 

ideology from which the public museum was born.  While still attempting to guide 

morality and elevate the citizen, the “white-cube” was, in theory a drastic departure from 

the traditional visitor-centric, democratic model of the art museum to one of pure 

aesthetic form and beauty that preached object-centrality (Grunenberg, 1999).  Exhibition 

practice continues to follow the ideology present within the white cube, highlighting the 

formal qualities of the art in the museum through the perceived neutralization of the 

exhibition space (Grunenberg, 1999; O’Dougherty, 1999).  Thus an opposition exists 

within the museum space itself: that of the transformative and democratizing, learning-

centered purpose of the art museum, and the white-cube of exhibition practice that 

currently exists.  
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 Thinking about the contradiction between the “white-cube” and the 

democratic/public museum, another voice emerged in the late 20th century that added 

another discursive voice for exhibition practice in the art museum and is rooted in the 

question of how the museum should exhibit culture.  In 2006, the Blanton curators were 

ready to update the anachronistic ghettoization of exhibiting cultures (G. Pérez-Barreiro, 

personal communication, February 5, 2010), and a brand new building to hold the 

permanent collections of the Blanton Museum was a prime venue to re-illustrate thought 

provoking stories with art.  The collections were then integrated into a larger story that 

told the tale of modernism across the two continents.   

 However, when considering the exhibition practices for cultures outside the 

parameters of modernism, the history of exhibiting Latin American art falls extensively 

outside the scope of the Western Canon (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, 

February 5, 2010).  In the modern era, the repercussions of cultural imperialism resulted 

in re-contextualizing objects from the non-Western world into a very Western ideology 

based on specific “economic, cultural, political and ideological” interpretive needs (Price, 

1989, p. 5), thus resulting in the dehumanizing of artists outside of the Western context 

(Price, 1989).  According to Price, as travel became more prevalent throughout the 

modern era, “The European/Euro-American heritage [became] uniquely equipped, the 

logic goes, to allow for such enlightened appreciation of cultural diversity.  Westerners 

thus become the ones responsible for issuing invitations to partake of the Brotherhood of 

Man” (1989, p. 26).  In the context of the art world and exhibition practice, the visual arts 

become a “unity of human experience . . . it is a generous, affectionate gesture . . . that art 

is a “universal language” expressing the common joys and concerns of all humanity” 
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(Price, 1989, pp. 29-32).  In the context of the “sophistication” of the “white-cube,” non-

western art became a return to child-like innocence, unencumbered by the enlightenment 

of modernity (Price, 1989).  Too often, the Western Canon of art history dictates a widely 

accepted place of exoticism for anything outside its parameters.  For decades, Latin 

American art was also considered outside the parameters of the canon of western art, and 

was treated as derivative, derogatory, and primitive (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal 

communication, February 5, 2010, Price, 1989). According to Price (1989), “A widely 

accepted belief within this general scheme is that, more than any art from the world’s 

Great Civilizations . . . Primitive Art emerges directly and spontaneously from 

psychological drives . . . Primitive artists are imagined to express their feeling free from 

the intrusive overlay of learned behavior and conscious constraints that mold the work of 

the Civilized artist” (p. 32).  Thus, the inclusion of Latin American art, and the revision 

of the canon of art history involved revisiting the criteria for art making, and illustrating 

that artists across the world were not static in one geographic location.  

 Curators at the Blanton Museum of Art attempted to tell a much more inclusive 

story of modernism by pulling the Latin American collection out of the distinctive 

definition of “uncivilized,” which pervaded the modern era, and illustrate the dialog 

occurring between artists that was international even before the term “globalization” 

became mainstream.  Between 1971 and 1988 the collection of Latin American art in the 

Blanton Museum grew to an unprecedented 1,800 works, and in 1988 was also the 

catalyst for the creation of the first curatorial position for Latin American art at an 

educational institution in the country (Barnitz, 2006).  Under the steward of Mari Carmen 

Ramírez from 1988-2000, the Latin American collection at the Blanton Museum was 
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guided with specific exhibition and collecting practices, which are elaborated upon 

further in chapter four of this investigation.  The collections remained very much 

separated, and the Latin American holdings were not placed in the context of the larger 

story of modernism (Barnitz, 2006).  Thus, the Latin American and American collections 

did not hold a relationship with each other, and if the public museum is meant to be a 

place of teaching, democratizing, and educating, what was being taught in exhibition 

practice was a clear separation of cultures. 

 A disconnect therefore existed, and remains today, between the works on the wall, 

and the didactic texts the viewer uses in order to guide themselves through the ritual of 

meaning making and learning.  Many visitors go to the museum looking for the 

specificity of Latin American art, curators expect the America/Americas exhibition to re-

frame the definition of “American” yet, visitors still need guideposts to help them create 

meaning.  If current belief systems are to be challenged, as Ravelli  (2006) and Duncan 

(1995) would argue, the museum must reinforce better communication with the visitor.  

While Duncan’s argument of the ritual being an indoctrination into a democratic museum 

institution, and an identity conferred by the state, the ritual being constructed in the 

present should be one of empowerment through meaning-making, allowing the visitor to 

deconstruct their own knowledge and beliefs.  In order for this transaction to occur, 

effective communication must be present between all parties. 

 Another concern that became evident throughout the different phases of the 

research was the obvious power struggles between museum educators and curators that in 

turn affect efforts to collaborate and communicate.  Authors such as Roberts (2000), and 

Toohey and Wolins (2000) address the power struggles that have occurred in museums in 
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the past, and more recently as museum educators become more present from the 

conceptual inception of exhibitions.  For the purposes of this investigation I wondered to 

what extent the Blanton Museum was affected by these tensions, if at all, and how they 

manifested in attempts to effectively communicate with the visitor.   

 With these aforementioned issues beginning to inform my research, it was at this 

point that I wondered about the educational tools provided in the gallery space, and 

questioned to what extent collaboration between departments at the Blanton Museum of 

Art facilitated this change.  Was this transition embraced as an opportunity to re-think 

didactic writing in the gallery space in order to further guide viewers toward reframing 

knowledge they brought with them into the museum?  Additionally, I wondered to what 

extent the conversations held between individuals in various departments were truly 

collaborative.   

IV. Motivations for Research  

 I am personally interested in the processes by which curators build exhibitions for 

Latin American art, and how educators teach with these exhibitions.  Thinking of these 

issues, I also became increasingly interested in models of collaboration, particularly in 

the conversations that happened between curators and educators when they work together 

to educate with art in the museum context.  I also became very interested in what makes a 

wall label educational, and how educators/curators use them as effective tools to guide 

the visitor through the gallery space, then become a resource for communication between 

the museum and the visitor. 

 Considering the tensions that occur often between education and curatorial affairs, 

I also became interested in learning how these tensions translate into how the gallery 
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space is utilized.  More specifically, I became interested in the tension between the 

educational museum, and the ideology of the “white-cube” of exhibition practices since 

modernism, and how this relationship translates when exhibiting cultures.  Professionally, 

I began this study with the intention of informing my own practice in educating within 

the tensions that exist within the clean aesthetic of the museum space, the balance with 

didactic materials, and how collaboration between curatorial and education departments 

contributes to better communication with the visitor.  

V. Hypothesis/Speculation about this Investigation  

  I anticipated that I would be confronted with a rather unbalanced, and 

dysfunctional system of communication between museum departments, which can easily 

be translated into the galleries and how the museum communicates to the visitor.  From 

previous conversations with colleagues while I worked as a graduate intern at the Blanton 

Museum, coupled with additional reading, I came to understand that any communication 

and collaboration flaws behind the scenes transfers to the exhibition on view and its 

corresponding interpretation.  Therefore, a dysfunctional system of communicating and 

collaborating behind the scenes will lead to a dysfunctional system of communication in 

the galleries.  I suspected that the planning of America/Americas had occurred with 

inadequate communication between departments, resulting in poor communication 

between the art on the walls, the texts meant for interpretation, and especially for the 

visitor attempting to understand the story attempting to be communicated.  

VI. Definition of Terms 
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 Collaborative model: A model by which two or more parties work jointly to 

determine an outcome, and share all responsibilities between the parties involved (Hord, 

1986). 

 Cooperative model: Where two or more parties reach mutual agreements 

determining the ultimate outcome, but work autonomously (Hord, 1986). 

 Curator/s: The person or group of people who collaborate to determine which 

stories to tell in the galleries, then choose the works of art that support the larger stories 

being told in the gallery.  This includes deciding upon the layout of each work of art as 

well as the ultimate design of the gallery space.  

 Didactic wall texts: Written materials in the museum gallery that enable visitors 

to “engage in the subject of the exhibit toward a particular end result: realizing the 

communication objectives selected by the exhibit developers” (Serrell, 1996, p. 9). 

 Meaning making: The process by which the visitor is empowered with 

knowledge to interpret an exhibition following the resources employed by the museum, 

such as language and text (Ravelli, 2006). 

 Museum Educator/s: The person or group of people who facilitate relationships 

between the visitor and the museum, and enable the visitor to make meaning in the 

museum galleries. The educator/s facilitate communication and enable meaning making 

through a variety of resources.  For the purposes of this study, I will focus specifically on 

the writing of didactic texts.   

VII. Limitations of the Study 

 This study was limited to focus on collaboration in the museum in order to 

facilitate communication.  The study does involve various histories that ultimately 
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determined how the Blanton Museum attempts to communicate with the viewer regarding 

the exhibition of Latin American Art, and the integration of the collections.  The many 

discourses involved in this study, including multiculturalism in the museum, the “white-

cube” ideology and didactic materials in this cube, ultimately determined whether the 

integration of the collections has facilitated collaboration between departments.     

IIX. Benefits to the Field of Art Education 

 This investigation is beneficial to curatorial departments as well as educational 

departments in the museum setting.  This investigation is intended to be a critique of both 

these departments in the museum, and as a researcher, I attempted to remain free of 

intentional bias.  Thus, it is my hope as a researcher that a balance can be found within 

education and curatorial departments, otherwise it is also my hope that the reasons there 

is no balance can be located and explicated throughout my research process.  Overall, the 

intention was to produce a study that is not just beneficial for the field of art education, 

but for the museum, and museum practice as a whole.  In order for this study to be 

beneficial, and to truly investigate collaboration, I feel it is important to think outside the 

specific field of art education and to consider the benefits that can be reached through this 

study for the museum as a whole.  Overall, my intention has been to conduct an 

investigation that will facilitate dialog between those in various departments of the 

museum, and contribute to creating collaborative departments in the museum that 

genuinely serve the visitor. 

IV. Research Method(s) 

 This investigation was a qualitative study designed to explore communication 

about written didactic texts that occurred between various individuals working in a 
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museum.  I structured this investigation as a case study (de Marrais & Lapan, 2004; 

Hancock & Algozzine, 2006), which enabled me to act as an observer in the location of 

research, The Blanton Museum of Art.  As a qualitative study, there was no numerical 

data drawn for analyses.  The qualitative data gathered was collected during my time 

spent working at the Blanton Museum of Art through interviews, observations, and 

conversations.   

 I structured my research in a way that enabled me to encounter a variety of lenses 

through which I would focus my investigation of the Blanton Museum of Art, so that the 

bulk of my investigation centered on the museum itself.  As a larger goal, communication 

and collaboration were the main, albeit broad, components through which I set out to 

analyze the Blanton Museum.  Within the larger frameworks of communication and 

collaboration I intended to examine issues related to the exhibiting of cultures, and 

educating with didactic texts, within the context of how the collections were integrated in 

2006.     

 By beginning my research with the larger issues of physical and visual 

communication I was able to apply these issues to the museum space and then extend my 

lens of focus to view exhibition practices, museum studies, and education in the museum.  

At this point my research required a much more relevant historical framework.  While 

Duncan (1999) and Bennet (1995) provided the groundwork for the history of the 

physical spaces of the museum and the intentions manifested through these spaces, it also 

became necessary to discuss the larger art historical, exhibitionary, and educational issues 

found throughout history.  At this point my research ran along three parallel lines that 

would later converge in the history of the modern period.  However, I chose to conduct 
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this historical research specifically to provide a strong historical background for 

education, exhibition, and communication in the museum throughout history (see Chapter 

3), and to illustrate how all three have changed periodically. 

 Therefore, while reading and researching about history, I was also researching 

and reading about the many discourses that create the museum as an institution, as well as 

becoming acquainted with the field of museum studies.  Three different discourses 

comprised my study at this point: a history of exhibition practice and how it currently 

informs the museum (Duncan, 1995; Bennet, 1995; Grunenberg, 1999), a history of 

communication by the museum and how it currently informs the museum (Kavanagh, 

1991; Sullivan, 2004; O’Dougherty, 1999), and the rising role of education and how it 

informs the museum (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000; Hooper-Greenhill, 1994; Roberts, 2000). 

 To analyze all the data that I collected throughout the research process, I turned to 

discourse analyses, a methodology by which culture and cultural phenomenon are 

analyzed in terms of how they are connected, thus producing power and power 

relationships, specifically in terms of hegemony, the formation of ideology, and how 

cultures of any kind look for validity within these power struggles (Gossberg, 1996).  The 

power struggles which arise within the museum, and influence the museum will be 

discussed further in Chapter Two of this investigation by looking at the specific work of 

Toohey and Wolins (2000), Roberts (2000), Brown (2004), and Mesa-Bains (2004).    

 As I extended my lens of focus further, the next step in the research began by 

complicating the situation of the museum in the modern era. My interest turned to 

multiculturalism (Mesa-Baines, 2004; Ramírez, 1996), how the exhibition practices in 

relation to cultures complicated the historical discourses about the museum (Grunenberg, 
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1999; Price, 1989), and how these discourses began to change through the modern era, 

specifically with the birth of the “white-cube” (O’Dougherty, 1999).  At this point I 

applied the historical discourses of museums throughout the modern era, which focuses 

on the public museum, in order to analyze how the role of museums became complicated 

with increased discussions of multiculturalism.  Once again, it became necessary to 

analyze the discourse of multiculturalism, specifically its role within the museum, and 

complicate it with the historical references of Duncan (1999) and Bennett (1995) 

regarding the role of space, as well as the semiotics of signs and communication.   

 At this point in my research, communication theory (Halliday, 1999) became 

much more relevant, both within the departments of the museum, as well as discussing 

how communication with visitors is projected in the galleries themselves.  Specifically, 

within the museum itself, I wondered about communication behind the scenes, and how 

departments such as education and curatorial collaborate effectively in order to 

adequately communicate to the visitor.  Therefore, defining cooperation and collaboration 

(Hord, 1986) became a central aspect of the study.   

 To further extend my lens of focus, I chose to conduct a case study of the Blanton 

Museum of Art.  As an employee for nearly one year, I was privy to many of the 

conversations between departments, and became witness to a number of the highlights 

and apparent flaws in communication that occurred within the museum, and was able to 

see how these weaknesses affected communication with the visitor in the galleries.  I 

chose to focus attention specifically on an exhibition titled America/Americas, which was 

born from the first attempt to truly integrate the modern Latin American and American 

collections in the museum.  Since its installation in 2006, the exhibition has become 
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somewhat permanent in nature, and has not been rotated significantly since the 

inauguration of the new building in 2006 (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, 

February 5, 2010, A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal communication, February 25, 2010).  To 

build a strong case study, I conducted conversational interviews with the key players 

involved in the building of the exhibition, including the curators involved in designing 

the exhibition, and the educator charged with establishing a plan for exhibition 

interpretation.   

 In order to frame the process of decision-making within the Blanton Museum 

each interview was prepared based on the expert interviewed.  Each interview asked a 

different set of questions which were conceived based on previous knowledge and 

research of the institution and based on the recommendations of A. Bogner, Littig, and 

Menz in the text Interviewing Experts (2009).   Each interview was considered to be an 

“expert” interview, and had specific and unique sets of goals.  I also considered each 

interviewee an “expert,” and hegemonically positioned within the field to influence 

researchers with their very specific set of knowledge (Bogner, 2009).  With this in mind, 

I approached my research as a series of interviews with “micro-experts,” and each 

interviewee is an expert of a highly specific time and/or field within the Blanton 

Museum.  Additionally, a history of decision-making within the trajectory of the museum 

cannot be pieced together without interviews with each of these individuals.   

X. In Conclusion 

 This introductory chapter set the groundwork for, and mapped out my research, 

including my central research question, problem statement, and my major motivations for 

conducting this study.  Additional introductory material such as limitations of the study 
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and benefits to all fields involved were also included.  The pertinent literature related to 

my study is laid out in the chapter immediately following, with succeeding chapters of 

historical frameworks pertaining to museum practices and the case study of the Blanton 

Museum of Art.    
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF PERTINENT LITERATURE 

I. Introduction to the Chapter 

This chapter outlines the literature used to guide this study and provide a historical and 

methodological framework by which to approach the research and analyses.  I began by 

reviewing the literature pertaining to the need for didactic texts in the museum, followed 

by a brief review of the writing directed toward communication within the museum field 

as well as communication and collaboration theory in general, followed by a review of 

literature related to power relationships existent in museums.  Following a discussion of 

the literature related to power structures, my discussion of the pertinent publications 

focuses specifically on meaning-making, then the construction of exhibit labels, and a 

discussion of the literature related to the history of the museum itself.  A general 

overview of the literature pertaining to multiculturalism follows, as well as a discussion 

on discourse analysis as it pertains to this study.    

II. Didactic Texts in the Museum Gallery 

 Ravelli’s Museum Texts: Communication Frameworks (2006), supports the 

importance of didactic texts not just as a source of explanatory materials, but also as a 

resource through which the museum is able to effectively communicate with the visitor, 

enabling and guiding them toward meaning-making.  This idea of enabling the visitor is 

further supported by George Kavanagh in Museum Languages: Objects and Texts (1991); 

however, Kavanagh speaks directly to the team of people working within the museum 

itself, advocating that the museum team act as enablers of meaning-making, while the 

visitor is the active creator of meaning.  While Ravelli speaks specifically about the 

construction of language to guide the visitor, Kavanagh looks at the museum team itself 
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and analyzes the communication that is facilitated by the museum for the visitor through 

a variety of resources, one being texts.  By looking and analyzing the active parties 

within the museum, Kavanaugh reveals the importance of communication within the 

active team of museum practitioners in order to facilitate active and effective 

communication between the larger museum and its visitors, thus problematizing the 

notion of a neutral space, and revealing the importance of maintaining and nurturing the 

relationships with the visitor as the key to the future of museums in gerneral.   

 Both Ravelli and Kavanagh contribute to my investigation of the role and 

importance of didactic wall texts.  Since this study is a closer look at how didactic texts 

aid the visitor in making meaning and constructing knowledge in the Blanton Museum, 

Kavanagh and Ravelli’s specific viewpoints help to enlighten the study by illuminating 

the larger, more important role of communication between museum practitioners and the 

visitor.  Both advocate that better communication is imperative between the museum and 

the visitor, even arguing for the importance of better communication in general, then 

creating a case to view didactic texts as a source of communication between the museum 

as an institution and the visitor.  While Kavanagh’s lens is focused on the relationship 

that the museum facilitates, and how that relationship can be better facilitated by 

revisiting the notion of the museum being a cultural institution and re-evaluating how 

information and knowledge is “gathered and exchanged” (Kavanagh, 1991, p. 4), Ravelli 

looks specifically to language, and how texts are designed by the museum that then 

contribute to interpretive practices when consumed by the visitor.  By looking at texts as 

a main focus, Ravelli illuminates a secondary focus on how textual frameworks can be 

“extended to some of the broader senses of communication” (Ravelli, 2006, p. 1).  Both 
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publications informed my research, Kavanagh providing the bigger picture of 

communication within the museum, and Ravelli informing through the specificity of 

language.  Both texts speak about the larger issues of communication and the various 

ways through which a museum can communicate to the visitor, issues relevant within the 

microcosm of the museum, which in this study is the Blanton Museum of Art.   

III. The Museum and Visitor Relationship 

 To further explore, understand, and elaborate on the relationship between the 

museum and the visitor, I turned to Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s edited text The 

Educational Role of the Museum (1994).  The text explores the larger theoretical issues of 

communication within the museum, including a study of meaning-making through 

semiotics.   For the purposes of this study Hooper-Greenhill provides a theoretically 

driven text describing the interplay between the exhibitor, the objects, and the visitor, and 

how these three work to create meaning in the museum, re-situating the museum as a 

space for education. In the chapter titled A New Communication Model for Museums 

(1994, pp. 17-26),  Hooper-Greenhill also touches on issues behind the scenes that affect 

how the visitor receives information, and ultimately makes meaning, including the power 

relationships between curators and educators, and how these relationships either 

contribute to meaning-making, or hinder communication altogether.  These relationships 

lie at the core of this study, and the issues of effective communication and collaboration 

that ultimately provide for an educational museum institution are problematized and 

explored in Hooper-Greenhill’s text.   

IV. Power Relationships within the Museum 
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 To further explore the power relationships that exist between curators and 

educators in the museum, I looked to the book Transforming Practice (2000), edited by 

Joanne S. Hirsch and Lois H. Silverman.  Specifically in this text, two chapters speak of 

the importance of educator/curator collaboration and the need for establishing exhibition 

teams in order to design visitor-centered exhibitions for a plethora of learning styles.  In 

the text Educators on Exhibit Teams: A New Role, a New Era (2000, pp. 89-97), Lisa 

Roberts advocates for a partnership between educators and curators, and sets up a 

descriptive framework to outline common guidelines for educators on exhibit teams.  

Roberts points out that an educator’s role is always evolving, but is mainly to be 

responsible for the content that connects the visitor with the exhibit on display, advocate 

for the museum audience, and to implement a system of evaluation for improvement. In 

the same edited volume by Hirsch and Silverman, Jeanette M. Toohey and Inez S. Wolins 

co-authored “Beyond the Turf Battles: Creating Effective Curator-Educator Partnerships” 

(2000, pp. 98-103).  The chapter discusses the power struggles within the relationships of 

curators and educators in the museum.  The chapter makes these power relationships 

transparent by asserting that both educators and curators assume that interpretation is a 

primary function of both job descriptions.  Toohey and Wolins (2000) then provide a 

basic rubric through which the two departments can navigate the “turf battles.”  The first 

criteria of this rubric involves communicating boundaries and roles in order to build 

teamwork and facilitate power struggles, ultimately creating effective partnerships 

between the two departments. 

V. Meaning Making and Didactic Texts 
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 In order to understand the relationship between the visitor and text, it is important 

to look at how learning is facilitated with text, the construction of language, and how 

knowledge is constructed by the learner.  For this I turned to Halliday and Matthiessen’s 

text Construing Experience Through Meaning: A Language-based Approach to 

Cognition (1999).  The volume is an extensive exploration of the construction of meaning 

for the learner, and how experience facilitates learning and meaning through language.  

For the purposes of this study, I concentrated on the theoretical introduction of the text as 

well as the section that delves into meaning-making specifically.  The volume offers a 

theoretical foundation for understanding the relationship between language and learning 

through experience for the learner and is not, necessarily, specific to the museum.  The 

authors are mainly concerned with “how human beings construe experience” (Halliday 

and Matthiessen, 1999, p. 1).  The authors extend the definition of personal experience to 

include meaning, which is then construed as language, which indirectly translates to 

human experience becoming a semantic system.  For Halliday and Matthiessen, meaning 

and knowledge become social, “intersubjective” processes (1999, p. 2).  This approach 

also places an emphasis on the learner, and the authors emphasize that this type of 

meaning-making becomes “an act of collaboration, sometimes of conflict, and always of 

negotiation” (1999, p. 2).  This approach becomes relevant in the museum setting as 

visitors read and interpret based on the experience of visiting the museum, and negotiate 

the many sources of meaning-making experiences, mainly those involving didactic texts.   

 To focus specifically on the case of the museum, I looked to sources that describe 

the typical practices within the museum when developing didactic texts and resources for 

communication.  Like Ravelli, Beverly Serrell (1996), analyzes the nuances of language 
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in communicative texts in her book Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach.  However, 

Serrell’s publication acts as more of a guidebook about how to effectively write ideas 

clearly and concisely for the museum wall.  While Museum Texts is much more specific 

to forging a relationship between the visitor and the museum, Serrell’s Exhibit Labels is 

more visitor-centric, focusing on the mechanics of producing a successful, 

communicative text for the visitor.  Serrell offers guiding points to begin writing 

interpretive texts, namely, focusing on the bigger idea relevant to the exhibition as a 

whole, where individual labels should clearly identify one objective that supports the 

bigger idea.  If asking what the purpose is for each label, the answer should relate directly 

to the larger idea that comprises the exhibition.  This offers a clear and cohesive 

framework through which to approach didactic writing for the galleries, and focuses on 

the larger framework provided in the exhibition.  If the museum is offering a clear and 

cohesive exhibition, then didactic texts will also reflect that cohesion.   Serrell (1996) 

also offers suggestions for writing labels for different learning styles, for different levels 

of information, and suggestions for evaluation.  Both Serrell (1996) and Ravelli (2006) 

characterize effective didactics written for the museum gallery, one taking an institutional 

approach, and the other a visitor-centered approach.  

VI. The History of the Museum 

 In order to understand the role of writing for the museum space, I looked to the 

history of the museum itself.  Since didactic texts act as guideposts for the visitor, it 

becomes important to understand the nuances that occur in the museum space, and the 

role the visitor has played in the museum historically.  In order to understand the role 

between the visitor and the museum in regard to the museum space, I looked to The Birth 



 

23 

of the Museum: History, Theory and Politics by Tony Bennett (1995).  Bennett tells a 

larger story of the museum throughout time, and describes the changing nature of the 

museum from a monarchical mass of collections to a public institution, illustrating and 

showing the “progress” of civilization.  Bennett theorizes that the success of the public 

art museum is based on cultivating an open sense of public ownership, and in the earliest 

days of museum formation, meaning was defined as a transformative process by which 

visitors were offered “glimmerings of truth” (p. 170).  These truths were intended to 

elevate the citizen to mimic the highest moral values seen in the museum.  Situated 

within this history is the public image that the museum currently attempts to project, an 

image that I will argue is contradictory, by comparing Bennett’s theory with the 

“civilizing rituals” outlined by Carol Duncan.   

 While many of Bennett’s (1995) and Duncan’s (1995) ideologies are aligned, 

Duncan’s Civilizing Rituals (1995) focuses on the role of the visitor in the museum space 

itself.  While Bennett (1995) looks at the history of the museum throughout time and 

politics, an approach that will define the current ideology practiced in the museum, 

Duncan (1995) looks at the changing nature of the museum space in relation to the 

visitor, and how the space enforces a series of “rituals” upon the visitor that frame 

meaning-making.  Duncan argues that these rituals are enforced by mimicking sacred 

architecture, and indeed, art museums in particular have historically emulated 

monumental ceremonial structures, often resembling Greek or Roman temples.  Duncan 

(1995) links the ritualistic setting of sacred spaces to the ideological rituals that take place 

within the museum walls, where the visitor is expected to realize a set of rituals toward 

moral elevation while walking through the museum space itself.  Duncan (1995) 
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correlates the burgeoning of aesthetic theory related to “the moral powers of art objects” 

(1995, p. 14) with the rise of the ideological museum setting in which to meditate on 

them.  According to Duncan, “the invention of aesthetics can be understood as a 

transference of spiritual values from the sacred realm into secular time and space . . . in 

which the formal business of life is suspended . . . [and] a moment of moral and rational 

disengagement that leads to or produces some kind of revelation or transformation” 

(1995, p. 14). This historical ritual of transformation described by Duncan (1995) has 

been problematized since the period of enlightenment in which Duncan (1995) situates 

her argument, however the argument for meaning-making still reflects many of the 

ideological goals set forth by the museum.  While meaning-making has moved beyond 

elevating the citizen for the purposes of the state, meaning-making and empowering the 

visitor to create knowledge with the resources provided in the museum setting certainly 

offers a different type of ritualistic setting.  

VII. Modernism and the Birth of the “White-Cube” 

 Duncan and Bennett’s texts provide the larger framework for the museum 

throughout history.  However, the story of modernism and the birth of the white-cube in 

exhibition practice is at the heart of my study about the Blanton Museum.  By looking to 

Emma Barker’s (1999) edited collection of essays titled Contemporary Cultures of 

Display, it becomes obvious that the “white-cube” ideology of exhibition practice 

problematizes the role and need for didactic texts in the gallery space.  While still 

attempting to guide morality and elevate the citizen, the “white-cube” was a drastic 

departure from the traditional visitor-centric, democratic model of the art museum to one 
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of pure aesthetic form and beauty that preached object-centrality.  In Barker’s 

Contemporary Cultures of Display, Grunenberg (1999) argues that in high modernism: 

Artists demanded and obtained environments that reflected the principles 
embodied in their work. The white walls and simple structures of modern 
architecture provided an appropriate context for the display of art that emphasized 
simplicity of means, clarity of expression, and purity of ideals. (p. 28)   

 

Embedded in the history between the democratizing/moralizing character of the museum 

and the birth of the “white-cube” is the constant argument to enlist educational tools for 

the visitor, specifically wall texts and how they should function in the museum.   

 Grunenberg’s (1999) main source for this argument is Brian O’Dougherty (1999), 

also a main source for white-cube ideology, who in a series of articles first published in 

Artforum in 1976 claimed the most historically important achievement of modernism was 

the “white-cube” gallery space, “an image comes to mind of a white, ideal space that, 

more than any single picture, may be the archetypal image of twentieth century art” (p. 

14).  O’Dougherty (1999) continues to list the “rules” that comprise the “white-cube” of 

the gallery space, including white walls, the necessity of the outside world to be left 

outside when entering the space, and a polished, or nondescript floor (O’Doughtery, 

1999).  The text continues to describe the relationship between the viewer, the space, and 

the art.  According to O’Dougherty (1999), understanding art is a process of training on 

the part of the viewer and the art museum is a space that holds objects that are not 

necessarily useful, but hold value because of their capacity to produce meaning which is 

understood by producing “spectators capable of recognizing and appreciating those works 

as such,” (1999, p. 163) in effect, training a visitor to have a “pure gaze” (1999, p. 163).  

This correlation became paramount in the modern-era, and influenced perceptions of 
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understanding art in museums where the ideological and ubiquitous “white-cube” of 

exhibition display also questioned the use of didactic material provided for the museum 

visitor.   

IIX. The “White-Cube” and Multiculturalism 

 Exhibition practice continues to follow the ideology of the “white-cube” 

presented by O’Dougherty (1999).  Walking through the Blanton Museum galleries, 

specifically, one is struck by the clean, pristine space, where works are given plenty of 

breathing room against a sterile white wall.  Once again, the white walls are meant to 

highlight the formal qualities of the art, and create a space that is a neutral one that allows 

the visitor to achieve a “pure gaze” (O’Dougherty, 1999, p. 163).  However, as 

Grunenberg (1999) reiterates, the history of the “white-cube” itself is “intricately linked 

to questions of class, taste, economics and politics, thus elevating modern art to the 

sphere of “high culture” (1999, p. 32).  Considering the role of the “white-cube” in 

exhibition practice, its links to the idea of a neutralization of space in order to achieve a 

“pure gaze,” and the subsequent elevation of modern art from the masses to the upper 

classes, I began to realize the contradiction that exists within the museum space itself: 

that of the transformative and democratizing, learning-centered purpose of the art 

museum, and the “white-cube” of undemocratic, object-centered, and class enforcing 

exhibition practice that currently exists.  By looking to Contemporary Cultures of 

Display (Barker, 1999) this study reinforces the contradictory exhibition practices 

existent in the Blanton Museum, as well as examines ways that cultures are exhibited in 

the museum.  

IX. Equity in the Museum and Exploring Cultural Connotations 
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 The short essay by Robert Sullivan (2004), found in the volume Reinventing the 

Museum: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift edited by G. 

Anderson, “Evaluating the Ethics and Consciences of Museums,” reinforces the 

contradictory nature that occurs between the public art museum and equity of learning.  

Like Bennett and Duncan before him, Sullivan charges the museum as being a ritual 

space of the construction of knowledge and states that “as educational institutions we are 

necessarily agents of change, not only changing the knowledge, beliefs, attitudes and 

feelings of our individual visitors, but also affecting the moral ecology of the 

communities that we serve” (p. 257). Historically, museums are seen as spaces for the 

enabling of moral change of their citizens, therefore, reflecting the ideology of the nation, 

then later in the contemporary era museums are seen as spaces that empower the visitor 

to construct knowledge and meaning.  However, Sullivan’s text enforces the museum 

space as one that is value-laden, validating, and responsible for shaping moral ecology 

based on messages of race, class and gender, arguing that the museum is inherently an 

institution where inequity exists in learning.  Sullivan asks a series of questions within 

larger headings that are meant to evaluate the equity in museums, such as “What effort is 

made to discuss, to exhibit, and/or to encourage programs on controversial topics such as 

discrimination and prejudice?” (Sullivan, 2004, p. 261), and “Do artifacts reflect varieties 

of population and subcultures whenever possible?” (Sullivan, 2004, p. 261).     

X. Multiculturalism in the Museum and Non-Western Art 

 A major influence on this study was a historical look at how the museum 

approaches culture in exhibitions of art. Sally Price’s Primitive Art in Civilized Places 

(1991) explores a second-generation view of the subject of primitive art that reframes and 
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repositions cultural and social connotations.  The book is a synthesis of different 

perspectives taken from various sources, such as the museum curator, magazine ads, and 

tourist encounters (Price, 1989).  Price (1989) attempts to reexamine the discussion about 

non-Western art, illuminating ways in which art from outside the West is dehumanized 

through multiple mechanisms, mainly cultural imperialism, namely the removal of 

cultural artifacts from their original context, and the loss of artistic authorship, resulting 

in the dehumanization of the artmakers (Price, 1989).  Price’s text provides the larger 

framework through which I approach analyzing how Latin American art has been 

perceived historically, namely how it has operated outside of the Western context as 

derivative, derogatory (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).  

In order to ground the argument Price creates regarding primitive art in public spaces 

within the Latin American context, I turned to Mari Carmen Ramírez’s “Brokering 

Identities: Art Curators and the Politics of Cultural Representation” (1994) which is in 

the anthology Thinking about Exhibitions, edited by Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. 

Ferguson, and Sandy Nairne (1996).  The essay argues that art exhibition curators of 

Latin American art are participants in a much “broader stage of global cultural politics” 

(Ramírez, 1996, p. 22). Ramírez continues to argue that the function of curators of Latin 

American art  “is to uncover and explicate how the artistic practices of traditionally 

subordinate or peripheral groups or emerging communities convey notions of identity” 

(Ramírez, 1996, p. 23).  Published during Ramírez’s time as a curator of Latin American 

art at the Blanton museum, the essay validated Ramírez’s choices in continually 

separating the Latin American collection, arguing that: 

 The common identity promoted by both alternative and mainstream curators is 

predicated on a shared legacy of Spanish colonialism, geographic displacement, 
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racial discrimination, and marginalization within the hegemonic center 

represented by the United States . . . For Latin Americans, a further consequence 

of this contradictory dynamic has also implied their forced acceptance into the US 

artworld on the basis of “difference” . . . If, in the past, their work was rejected 

because it was not in line with international trends, today it is rejected because it 

does not reflect the new type of “multicultural art.  The new exaltation of 

difference and particularity that prevails is in essence, is another form of cultural 

colonialism. (Ramírez, 1996, pp. 24- 34)   

 

For Ramírez, an integration of the collections would result in the loss of the individual 

identity of Latin American art and artists, and would have contributed, once again, to 

cultural imperialism, physically allowing the Western canon of art history to swallow the 

important dialogs and trends that have occurred specifically in Latin America, while also 

ignoring the history of colonization that has occurred throughout Latin America.  

“Brokering Identities: Art Curators and the Politics of Cultural Representation” served as 

a text that helped me understand how and why Ramírez chose to exhibit Latin American 

art the way she did as the first acting curator of Latin American art at the Blanton 

Museum.  Mari Carmen Ramírez set the groundwork through which many exhibitions 

would follow. “Brokering Identities,” and Primitive Art in Civilized Spaces guided me 

through a look at the history of exhibiting cultures in the museum space, and 

complicating the reception of cultures in the museum space by the West, and the 

continual projection of content onto the objects by the West.   

XI. Addressing Culture in the Museum 

 In the anthology Reinventing the Museum: Historical and Contemporary 

Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift (2004), edited by Gail Anderson, two essays 

problematize issues of multiculturalism, and multiculturalism in public spaces such as the 
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museum.  In the chapter “The real multiculturalism: A struggle for authority and power” 

Amalia Mesa-Bains argues that multiculturalism is simply a new way to “acknowledge 

our own ethnicity, but not the categorical differences in race, class and gender that are 

below the surface” (Mesa-Bains, 2004, p. 99).  Mesa-Baines argues that multiculturalism 

as a definition merely scratches the surface of identity issues, and further contributes to 

colonizing powers through an “internal colonization” (2004, p. 99).  Mesa-Bains (2004) 

argues that museums are now dealing with the aftermath of the postcolonial age where 

multiracial communities distinct from the hegemonic cultural center are beginning to 

have a presence in the museum.  

 In the same volume, Claudine Brown’s (2004) chapter “The Museum’s Role in a 

Multicultural Society” (2004), questions the role of museums and the communities they 

serve, specifically asking who these communities are, problematizing the “codification” 

of “community” (143), and redefining community as “an interacting population of 

various kinds of individuals in a common location” (2004, p. 143).  Brown (2004) further 

complicates the issue of community by further highlighting the communal aspects of 

groups such as: family, peer groups, educational communities, the neighborhood and the 

workplace.  This view of a multicultural community extends beyond ethnicity and 

familial history, and identifies culture as a set of groups that inform an individual, none 

of which are homogenous (Brown, 2004).  Mesa-Bains (2004) and Brown (2004) both 

argue for the museum to reconsider how communities and cultures are represented in the 

institution.  Mesa-Bains (2004) and Brown (2004) request that the museum re-evaluate 

programming, consider the diversity of audiences and recognize the value in 

understanding the problematic that is the “codification of community” (Brown, 2004, p. 



 

31 

143) where “the capacity to respond to a diverse national patrimony is both an 

opportunity and a responsibility for our major institutions” (Mesa-Bains, 2004, p. 105).   

XII. Organizational Practices: Collaboration and Cooperation 

 Another major source of information for my study comes from a look at 

collaborative versus cooperative models of organizational practices within the museum. 

To define the collaborative and cooperative models I turned to Shirley Hord (1986), who 

succinctly defined the differences between the two models in her article “A Synthesis of 

Research on Organizational Collaboration,” in 1986.  Hord (1986) discusses many of the 

differences between collaborative and cooperative models, namely that a cooperative 

model includes sharing responsibility with joint implementation, and joint evaluation 

between working individuals (1986).  Hord (1986) also provides a detailed reference list 

that offers more in-depth articles about the differences between collaboration and 

cooperation, as well as the implications of the two models.   

 Lisa Roberts’ (1997) publication From Knowledge to Narrative: Educators and 

the Changing Museum describes how education has changed in recent years from a 

model of one voice of authority to one of discussion including context, content, and 

meaning.  Roberts (1997) follows a single exhibition from beginning to end to explore 

the changing role of the educator within the museum, and argues that museums should 

empower the visitor by constructing narratives that allow the visitor to define what is 

important in relation to their own lives, rather than supplying voices of authority.  While 

Hord (1986) defines the differences between collaboration and cooperation, Roberts 

(1997) applies the two definitions to practice within the museum. In summary, the book 
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is an exploration of a single question: “How has the establishment of the museum 

education profession changed the institution?” (p. 12).  

 To analyze all the data that I collected throughout the research process, I turned to 

discourse analyses, and particularly, a text edited by Morley and Chen (1996) titled 

Stuart Hall: Critical Dialogs in Cultural Studies.  As a whole, the text examines and 

explores the work of Stuart Hall, a British writer and theoretician who looked to culture 

and cultural phenomenon and applied discourse analyses, or how meanings are connected 

together to produce power and power relationships.  Specifically, the chapter titled 

“History, Politics and Postmodernism: Stuart Hall and Cultural Studies” by Grossberg 

(!996) speaks about hegemony, the formation of ideology, and how cultures of any kind 

look for validity within power struggles, stating that “culture is the site of the struggle to 

define how life is lived and experienced” (p. 158).  

XIII. Materials Used Specifically for the Case Study 

 For this investigation I chose to focus my study specifically on the Blanton 

Museum of Art by conducting a case study of the museum itself.  For this aspect of the 

research, I turned to Hancock and Algozzine’s Doing Case Study Research: A Practical 

Guide for Beginning Researchers (2006).  Hancock and Algozzine’s text outlined the 

various stages of conducting case study research, including designing the case study 

itself, determining knowledge that is already known about the case, gathering the 

pertinent information necessary for the case study, then analyzing the data collected 

(2006).  The text was a basic roadmap for conceiving case study research, then planning 

the study itself, and proceeding with data collection and analyses.     



 

33 

 A major component in conducting this study involved informal interviews with 

the key players at the Blanton Museum who each had a stake in planning the integration 

of the Latin American and American collections.  To prepare for these interviews I turned 

to two specific volumes written about interviewing techniques.  The first, Interviewing: 

Speaking, Listening, and Learning for Professional Life (1999), provided a broad 

framework for staging an interview and the steps by which to prepare for an interview, 

both in the corporate setting as well as for research.  Though the volume did cater more 

toward professional interviewing, it elaborated on key preparatory techniques such as 

setting goals for each interview, and establishing each interview question based on these 

goals.  While the aforementioned text prepared me with a general knowledge of 

interviewing techniques, Interviewing Experts, by Bogner, Littig, and Menz (2009) 

provided a much stronger theoretical framework from which I could proceed in 

preparation for the interviewing process.  With this volume, I was able to narrow the 

focus of my interview goals by realizing the most important points to ask of each 

individual, then proceed with the construction of the interview questions. Thus, the final 

phase of my research included interviews conducted with the key players in the formation 

of the America/Americas exhibition and interpretive materials, Annette Carlozzi, Gabriel 

Pérez-Barreiro, and Anne Manning. 

 The catalog published about the Latin American collection by the Blanton 

Museum of Art, and edited by curator Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro, was also an important 

guide to the collection, and helped to reveal how the Blanton attempted to change the 

paradigm and practices of exhibiting cultures in general.  This text is key in my 

penultimate chapter as I look specifically to the Blanton Museum to piece together the 
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story of the didactic materials and their construction in the building inaugurated in 2006, 

as well as how departments facilitated communication and collaboration.  This text also 

serves as an alternative didactic text produced for the inauguration of the new building.  

While the catalog exists independently of the America/Americas exhibition, it represents 

the main ideas in the exhibition, including the format of labels as they were meant to 

exist in the museum galleries.   

 While conducting interviews for this investigation, it was suggested by all three 

curators that I turn to a grant proposal that was written to fund interpretation research for 

exhibitions in the new museum building.  This grant proposal was written by Anne 

Manning, Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro, and Annette DiMeo Carlozzi in 2002, and served as a 

proposal to fund research in best museum practices by the National Endowment for the 

Humanities. This grant application illustrates the research conducted by the exhibition 

team, and the experimentation that occurred in the galleries when deciding how to 

construct interpretive materials for the museum galleries.  While the Blanton Museum did 

not receive the grant, the research conducted proved helpful in the research process of 

this investigation.  This grant application is included in full as the only appendix at the 

end of this study.  

IV.  Conculsion 

 This chapter has outlined the various types of literature that guided me through 

the research and writing phases.  This chapter has summarized the major works that I 

used as references and guiding points for my research and their relevancy.  The following 

chapter explores the historical issues of the museum as an institution, followed by the in-
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depth research pertaining to my specific case study of the Blanton Museum of Art, and 

how it fits into the trajectory of the many discourses outlined.  
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CHAPTER III: THE HISTORICAL ISSUES 

I. Introduction  

 The previous chapters detailed the introductory materials, motivations, 

methodology, and the pertinent literature through which I focused this research study.  

The following chapter details the historical information through which I situate my case 

study of the Blanton Museum of Art.  

II. The Blanton Museum of Art 

 The Blanton Museum of Art is an enigma in modern museum practice.  It is 

known for both its modern and contemporary American and Latin American collections, 

but has received notoriety and praise for its Latin American holdings.  Curators at the 

Blanton Museum decided to integrate the two collections in 2006, creating an exhibition 

titled America/Americas, which was “meant to tell the story of modernism in the 20th 

century in one full sweep” (A. Carlozzi, personal communication, March 24, 2009).  This 

choice of exhibition practice ruptured the guidelines considered “appropriate” for art 

outside the Western context. Typically, collections of American and Latin American art 

have been considered separate and thus exhibited independently.  The American 

collection and the Latin American collection at the Blanton were no exceptions to this 

traditionally accepted rule.   

 Rather than contribute to the creation of more “invisible borders” within 

exhibition practice, the curators uniquely integrated both the American and Latin 

American collections in the galleries in 2006.  In what became an experiment to blur 

geographic borders and artistic movements, essentially creating a new “map” of 

modernism that ran one long vertical line, north and south, the exhibition focused on the 
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stories within the larger continent of the Americas as a whole (Ursula Davila Villa, 

personal communication, February 20, 2009).  Essentially, the curators did what any 

democratic, thought provoking exhibition should, which in the words of curator Gabriel 

Pérez-Barreiro (2006), is to “raise as many questions as it attempts to answer” (p. 11).   

 The curatorial decision to integrate both collections was earth shattering, 

especially considering that in the history of the Blanton Museum the collections had been 

exhibited separately since the inception of the Latin American collection.  The previous 

curator of Latin American Art at the Blanton Museum, Mari Carmen Ramírez, publicly 

announced in a noted article in the New York Times that she believed the integration of 

the two collections to be “intellectually dishonest” (Lublow, 2008, p. 6).  The integration 

of the collections also requires the public mind to wrap itself around the idea of a larger 

and more encompassing definition for the term “American.”  Through observing visitors 

in the gallery I began to realize that the Blanton is not completely clear in its layout and 

design, and the galleries are simply not accessible to any lay person already accustomed 

to the distinction between the notion of “American” being the United States and 

“American” encompassing all of the Americas, including Canada, the United States and 

Latin America.   

 Undoubtedly, didactic wall texts in this context are absolutely necessary in order 

to construct, or in this case, deconstruct, then subsequently re-construct, knowledge for 

the visitor.  However, there is also a return to the age-old question regarding didactic 

materials in the gallery: how much is too much, and how much is not enough?  In this 

context, writing in the galleries is once again apropos, the exhibition practices at the 

Blanton placed an even greater importance on the role of didactic writing in the galleries. 
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Wall text in the gallery setting provides the viewer with a constant and consistent 

instructor when an educator cannot be present.  The process and word choices used to 

construct knowledge for the visitor aid in the act of meaning making and learning, 

specifically since the Blanton Museum’s permanent collection display America/Americas 

gallery requires ideological reframing regarding the international dialogues occurring 

between artists from different geographic regions in modernism.  Text, in this case, 

becomes equally as important as the art chosen to tell the larger story.    

 Beverly Serrell (1996) writes that, “art museum practitioners worry about visitors 

spending too much time reading; all other museums worry that visitors do not read 

enough” (p. xiii).   The art museum, in particular, is a place where the dialog between 

“more text” and “less text” is argued with every exhibition rotation (G. Pérez-Barreiro, 

personal communication, February 5, 2010, A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal 

communication, February 25, 2010).  Ultimately it is the visitor who is left caught in the 

middle and mystified by too much information, or not enough, two opposing spectrums 

that are equal in the fact that they do not enable a clear personal experience of meaning 

making in the galleries.  

III. Meaning-Making: A Definition 

 According to Louise Ravelli (2006) meaning making is the act by which museums 

“construct particular ways of engaging with and representing the world” (p. 6). Ravelli 

(2006) purports that communication in the gallery through written wall texts that visitors 

consume to contribute to interpretation in and about the museum, adds to the experience 

of the overall impact of the exhibition and becomes a “powerful communicative tool” (p. 

2).  Communication in the museum relates directly to written didactic texts in the case of 
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the Blanton Museum.  Museums can provide an analyses of works of art in the galleries 

in a way that enables the visitor to construct knowledge through the texts written for 

those works of art.  These texts thus provide the framework through which visitors 

choose to construct their own meaning in the museum galleries. Meaning-making occurs 

when the museum communicates to the viewer a framework through which the visitor 

can choose to apply his or her own values. 

 To further support the role of didactic texts in the museum, George Kavanagh 

(1991) charges the museum team as being the enablers of meaning making, and the 

visitor the active creator of meaning.  The role of education in the museum has shifted 

dramatically, knowledge and learning is now considered to be “socially constructed and 

shaped by individuals’ particular interests and values.  Language about facts and 

certainties has been replaced by language about context, meaning and discourse”  

(Roberts, 1997, p. 2).  The educator is no longer expected to provide truisms of 

interpretation that are then regarded as absolute knowledge.  Education has turned to 

anticipating and negotiating the multiplicity of meanings constructed between the visitor 

and the museum (Roberts, 1997). 

 Meaning making is about guiding the visitor toward empowerment and mastery of 

knowledge, communicating with them while allowing room for the visitor to apply their 

own assumptions.  It is the process by which visitors choose how to interpret an 

exhibition of art by using the tools of communication the museum provides as resources.    

IV. Meaning-Making and the Empowerment of the Visitor: A Brief History 

 Historically, museums have facilitated larger ideologies by being entrusted to 

send “value-laden messages to our communities about what we consider to be worthwhile 
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and just” (Sullivan, 2004, p. 257).  Guiding the visitor to create their own meaning of 

each exhibition is without a doubt the most difficult task of any museum practitioner. 

According to Halliday and Mathiessen (1999), meaning making is constructed through 

“human experience as a semantic system” (p. 1) where the experience creates meaning 

that is intrinsically constructed through language, and the process of making meaning 

implies an emphasis on the learner, and meaning becomes a “social, intersubjective 

process” (p. 2).  Halliday and Matthiessen elaborate upon three different types of 

meaning, including knowledge based meaning, the text planner who “assignes 

appropriate rhetorical structure” (1999, p. 1), and the “writer-audience relationship” (p. 

2), which places learning as a collaborative process between the signifier and the 

signified, or in other words, between the writer and the reader.  In this case, language is 

viewed as “the foundation for human learning, and experience as the essential mode of 

higher-order human consciousness” (Halliday & Mathiessen, 1999, p. 3).  More 

specifically, in the case of the museum, Robert Sullivan (2004) charges the museum as 

being a ritual space in the construction of knowledge and states that “as educational 

institutions we are necessarily agents of change, not only changing the knowledge, 

beliefs, attitudes and feelings of our individual visitors, but also affecting the moral 

ecology of the communities that we serve” (p. 257). Historically, museums are spaces for 

the enabling of moral change, providing moments in which visitors can be elevated to 

achieve more knowledge, a better life, and improved behavior.  Since modernism, 

museum practitioners have attempted to set the stage to empower the visitor toward the 

construction of their own knowledge, which also offers the visitor their own authority of 

what they learn and how they learn it (Roberts, 1997).  
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 According to Carol Duncan (1995), achieved through a series of “civilizing 

rituals,” “a stage setting that prompts visitors to enact a performance of some kind . . . 

from this perspective, art museums appear as environments structured around specific 

ritual scenarios” (pp. 1-2).  Museums are linked to a larger bourgeois culture, and much 

like places of worship, offer specific values and beliefs that are presented with a 

“calculated arrangement” which frame the “performance” that visitors enact when 

walking through the galleries (Bennett & Duncan, 1995).  This ritual, or “performance,” 

is the process by which visitors are aided in constructing knowledge, making meaning, 

and understanding the story being told through a larger narrative framework.  Duncan 

(1995) refers specifically to this ritual enactment as a “dramatis personae” (p. 13), where 

museum visitors enter the space prepared to enact this ritual, allowing themselves to 

undergo the transformative experience of enlightenment. However, the balance between 

the aesthetics of the space, and the material added to the exhibition to aid in this 

ritualistic act of transformation and enlightenment is variable, and depends on the 

negotiation between aesthetics, and the dissemination of information.    

   Historically, the museum space has been one where many ideologies converge 

regarding the purpose of the museum, one that has changed throughout time.  Birthed 

from the need to “dramatize the creation of a new republican state” (Duncan, 1995, p. 22) 

during the transition from a monarchical regime to that of a republic in 1793 in France.  

The change from a private holding of collections to the public and democratic art 

museum was one that meant to prove the progress of civilization, “such public 

institutions make the (and still make) the state look good” (Bennett & Duncan, 1995, pp. 

93).  The key component to the success of the public art museum is cultivating an open 
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sense of public ownership.  Collecting was reframed, and rather than displaying wealth, 

the museum became a space that held “various moments of high civilization” suspended 

in time (Duncan, 1995, p. 95).  In the earliest days of museum formation, meaning was a 

transformative process by which visitors were offered “glimmerings of truth,”  (Bennett, 

1995, p. 170), thereby elevating the uninformed citizen to one who mimicked the highest 

moral values taught in the museum.  Sullivan (2004) states that the museum is not the 

value-neutral space which, at times, it claims to be—historically, it has been a space 

responsible for the coaching of civilization, “reflecting as well as shaping their 

communities’ moral ecology” (p. 258).   

 The birth of the “white-cube” in the early 20th century shattered the “moralizing” 

ideology from which the museum was born.  According to O’Dougherty (1999), the 

“white-cube” became the single most important artistic innovation in modern art, where 

“an image comes to mind of a white, ideal space that, more than any single picture, may 

be the archetypal image of 20th century art” (p. 14).  The specific qualifications of 

designing the white cube gallery space required the visitor to leave all knowledge outside, 

and enter the space without any interference, including the interference of time 

(O’Dougherty, 1999).  While still attempting to guide morality and elevate the citizen, the 

“white-cube” was intended to be a drastic departure from the traditional visitor-centric 

democratic model of the art museum, to become one of pure aesthetic form and beauty 

that preached object-centrality.  Grunenberg (1999) argues that, “Artists demanded and 

obtained environments that reflected the principles embodied in their work. The white 

walls and simple structures of modern architecture provided an appropriate context for 

the display of art that emphasized simplicity of means, clarity of expression, and purity of 
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ideals” (p. 28).  While the white-cube was labeled as pure in aesthetic ideals, the 

elevation of the citizen differed drastically from the previous centuries.  With modernism 

came a transition to emphasize the physical space as much as it emphasized the art, as 

well as the division between the “pure” artistic world within the white cube and the 

secular world outside it (O’Dougherty, 1999, 16).  Positioned within this new aesthetic of 

space was the precarious position of the viewer, or the “spectator” (O’Dougherty, 1999, 

p. 39).  Considered to be somewhat “obtuse, ” O’Dougherty (1999) stresses that the 

viewer is made to rely purely on the “eye” to make value judgments, qualifying the role 

of “snobbishness” and pretensiousness in the gallery space, attributing it to a form of 

prejudice in order to sustain the consistency of purity (O‘Dougherty, 1999).   Thus, the 

viewer is somewhat ostracized in the gallery space at the expense of maintaining a clean 

white cube in order to elevate art to aesthetic purity.  The ideology of the white cube 

disregarded the role of the visitor as tertiary behind the pure aesthetics of the art, then the 

pure aesthetics of the space.  O’Dougherty (1999) nearly goes as far as stating that the 

visitor should not even think beyond just looking at the beauty of the aesthetic object.   

 Throughout my research, I found embedded in the over-arching history between 

the democratizing/moralizing character of the museum to the birth of the white cube is 

the constant argument to provide educational tools, specifically wall text, for the visitor.  

Exhibition practice continues to follow the ideology present within the white space, 

highlighting the formal qualities of the art in the museum through the perceived 

neutralization of the exhibition space.  For this reason, the white-cube itself is “intricately 

linked to questions of class, taste, economics and politics.  Modern art was elevated to the 

sphere of ‘high culture’” once again (Grunenberg, 1999, p. 32).  Thus an opposition 
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exists within the museum space itself: that of the transformative and democratizing, 

learning-centered purpose of the art museum, and the white-cube of exhibition practice, 

which currently exists.  Within this opposition the question of information is once again 

reiterated, how much is too much, and how much is not enough?  

V. Exhibiting Culture 

 The Blanton Museum of Art treads the waters of a common discourse in art 

historical exhibition practice.  The story of exhibiting non-western art in the 20th century 

is both complicated and problematic, and has deep roots as a derivative of primitivism.  

Scholars (Mesa-Bains, 2004; Brown 2004; Ramírez, 1996) have devoted articles and 

publications specifically defining the Western/Non-Western relationship, in relation to 

the art historical canon, defending the field as one that is scholarly and academic, arguing 

for its inclusion into the canon.  In her publication, Primitive Art in Civilized Places, 

Sally Price (1991) addresses the issue of exoticism regarding the art of cultures outside of 

the western context, where  

the plight of objects from around the world . . . have been discovered, seized, 
commoditized, stripped of their social ties, redefined in new settings, and re-
conceptualized to fit into the economic, cultural, political and ideological needs of 
people from distant societies.  Although the devastation wrought by this 
twentieth-century brand of imperialism is of an entirely different order from that 
of its slave trade precedent, it, too, diminishes the communities that are its 
suppliers. (p. 5)  
 

The framework through which I approach exhibiting cultures with is through western vs. 

non-western ideology in the modern era.  Specifically, the definition and parameters of 

the United States and European canon of art history, where anything outside of it, 

including Africa, Eastern Europe, Latin America, is considered non-western.  Too often, 

the western canon of art history dictates a widely accepted place of exoticism for 
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anything outside its parameters.  However, to complicate things further, the modern-era 

and the birth of the white cube, reduced the association of non-western art as one that is 

“primitive” (Price, 1991).  According to Price (1991),  

A widely accepted belief within this general scheme is that, more than any art 
from the world’s Great Civilizations . . . Primitive Art emerges directly and 
spontaneously from psychological drives . . . . Primitive artists are imagined to 
express their feeling free from the intrusive overlay of learned behavior and 
conscious constraints that mold the work of the Civilized artist. (p. 32) 
  

In the context of the sophistication of the white-cube, non-western art became a return to 

child-like innocence, unencumbered by the enlightenment of modernity (Price, 1991). 

 In 2006, long after the argument against the conception of “primitivism” in the 

context of Latin American art was introduced, the curators at the Blanton Museum 

attempted to approach this argument using different conditions.  Rather than elevate the 

Latin American collection as “non-western” and “primitive,” the curators designed the 

exhibition to desegregate the collections, accurately depicting the overlaps and 

complications of international dialog across borders and cultures (Van Ryzen, 2004, pp. 

33-34).  Essentially, curators were attempting to pull the Latin American collection out of 

the distinctive definition of “uncivilized,” which pervaded the modern era, and illustrate 

the dialog between artists that was international even before the term “globalization” 

became mainstream, an argument that will be further elaborated upon later in this study.   

VI. Complicating it with Multiculturalism  

 Thinking about the contradiction between the “white-cube” and the 

democratic/public museum, another voice emerged in the late 20th century that added an 

additional opinion regarding exhibition practice and the art museum.  The emergence of 

Latin American art history as a specialized field in the early 1970s saw engaging 



 

46 

exhibition practices occur, where the field of Latin American art became constructed 

based on the scholarship produced for and about the exhibition (Barnitz, 2006).  While 

the tradition had been one where “exhibition follows scholarship,” the case was the 

opposite with art from Latin America, and exhibitions became the primary source of 

scholarship for the growing field (Ursula Davila-Villa, personal communication, 

February 20, 2009).  The collection of Latin American art in the Blanton Museum grew 

to an unprecedented 1,800 works and was the catalyst for the creation of the first 

curatorial position for Latin American art at a university institution in the country, in 

1988 (Barnitz, 2006).  Under the directorship of Mari Carmen Ramírez from 1988-2000, 

the Latin American collection at the Blanton Museum was guided with the specific 

practice of separating the collection of Latin American art with the rest of the collections, 

and collecting was guided by the need to create an encyclopedic collection of Latin 

American (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).  

 While Mari Carmen Ramírez produced groundbreaking exhibitions with the 

collection, including el Taller Torres Garcia (1992), Cantos Paralelos (1999), and the 

original permanent exhibition Figurative-Abstract (1989), the collections remained very 

much separated, and the Latin American holdings were not placed in the context of the 

larger story of modernism (Barnitz, 2006).  Thus, the Latin American and American 

collections did not express a relationship with each other, further perpetuating a mindset 

of geographic difference––an “us” and “them” mentality.  If, however, the public 

museum is meant to be a place of teaching, democratizing, and educating, then what was 

being taught in exhibition practice was a clear separation of cultures.   
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 In Ramírez’s defense, the original structure of the Blanton was one that separated 

collections, configured to validate the field of Latin American art on an intellectual level, 

arguing that Latin American art “has its own specificity” (Lublow, 2008, p. 6).  Ramírez 

(1996) asserts that a  “common identity promoted by both alternative and mainstream 

curators, is predicated on a shared legacy of Spanish colonialism, geographic 

displacement, racial discrimination, and marginalization within the hegemonic center 

represented by the United States” (p. 24).  Though regarded as outstanding in the specific 

field of Latin American Art, Ramírez’s “separatist” curatorial stance further glorified the 

Latin American art collection as one of “difference” by not providing the larger 

contextual framework that exists in the Blanton galleries at the present time.  The art in 

the galleries is now presented without clear geographic borders, in the context of the 

larger story of modernism, a story Latin American artists were contributing to by 

disseminating ideas throughout the world.  Each piece speaks equally in the larger dialog 

of the space.  

 While expecting visitors to enter the galleries looking for the specificity of Latin 

American art is a paradigm rooted in the question of how cultures should be exhibited in 

the United States, it also presumes the visitor is unable to grapple with new meanings 

behind the larger story of modernism.  In 2006, curators were ready to update the 

anachronistic model by which culture was typically exhibited, and a brand new building 

to hold the permanent collections of the Blanton Museum was set to open.  This 

replacement and opening provided an appropriate venue to re-illustrate thought 

provoking stories with, and of, art.  The integration of the collections into one long story 

of modernism across the continent set the groundwork to rethink how cultures are 
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exhibited in art.  Thinking back to both Sullivan (2004) and Duncan (1995), the Blanton 

Museum restructured the collections to, once again, become a space that empowers the 

visitor toward moral change and enlightenment.  

 The public, it seems, had barely become accustomed to questioning and breaking 

the mold of classical exoticism of all things south of the U.S. border.  The curators, 

however, were ready to reframe the thinking behind the America/America paradigm.  

While the work chosen for the space is enigmatic and supports the larger story told, a 

disconnect still exists between the works on the wall and the didactic texts viewers use in 

order to guide themselves through the ritual of meaning making and learning (A. 

Manning, personal communication, February 23, 2010; A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal 

communication, February 25, 2010).  While visitors may not enter the Blanton ready to 

rethink and reframe their definition of “American,” the curators were actively attempting 

to engage audiences and provide a space designed for the purposes of re-educating its 

audiences (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).   

VII. Once again: The Importance of Text 

 Without a doubt the argument for stronger, clear, and well thought out didactic 

texts in the museum becomes paramount.  While curators are expecting the 

America/Americas exhibition to re-frame the definition of “American,” visitors still need 

guideposts to help them create meaning from the exhibition.  If current belief systems are 

to be challenged, then, as Ravelli (2006) and Duncan (1995) would argue, the museum 

must reinforce better communication with the visitor in order to construct the ritual, 

which then empowers the visitor with knowledge as well as better communication 

between departments.  If the institution cannot communicate efforts between its own 
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departments then communication with the general audience will suffer, thus the voice 

between museum departments must be strong enough to maintain and support the 

institutional voices that occur in the galleries, and must represent the same set of teaching 

goals.   

 In the case of the Blanton Museum, Serrell (1996) would argue that the exhibit 

designers should re-think the role of didactics in the gallery, “asking, What is the best 

way to tell this part of the story” (p. 66)?   If the “average” museum visitor walks into the 

museum expecting to learn through the art, then wall labels and didactic texts serve as 

guides for the visitor, providing information through which the visitor can apply his or 

her own discourse in order to create the meaning intended by the exhibition team.  Since 

the art museum is a particular place rooted in specialization and art history, “the attempt 

to reach broader audiences . . . can only be achieved through better communication 

techniques in exhibitions for people who have no special knowledge, interest, or training 

in the subject” (Serrell, 1996, p. xv).  Wall labels and didactic wall texts provide the 

framework of learning for the visitor, and specifically in the case of the Blanton, are a 

resource through which the visitor is guided to reframe their definitions for “American.” 

 For the museum itself, didactic texts are also a way to support the exhibition of art 

and communicate the function of the exhibition to the visitor.  The America/Americas 

exhibition set the stage for paradigmatic shifts in exhibition practice at the Blanton 

Museum of Art; however, those shifts were not translated to how the museum itself 

communicates its intent to the visitor. Ravelli (2006) states that “museum texts, are 

important because they form a central component of a museum’s communication agenda” 

(p. 3). The museum has many resources to facilitate communication with the visitor; 
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however, didactic wall texts are all too often left to the way-side. As in the case of the 

Blanton, the wall texts serve as reinforcements of the exhibition’s goals, and more 

specifically they attempt to enable the visitor to make meaning, learn, and re-construct 

knowledge.  The wall texts, which support the art in the gallery, work together to tell the 

larger story of modernism, and of the history of 20th century art of all the Americas.  

However, without adequate frameworks by which to guide the visitor within this story, 

meaning making cannot happen in the richest and most significant way possible, as 

intended by the exhibition team.  Without clear and concise didactic texts in the gallery, 

the museum is ineffectively and inadequately communicating with the visitor the intent of 

the exhibition, and the negotiation of meaning is nearly impossible, making the story told 

by the art in the galleries merely disorienting.  

 If didactic wall texts are resources to facilitate communication between the visitor 

and the museum, then these texts also provide the framework through which the visitor 

follows the ritual to enlightenment.  As Duncan (1995) and Bennett (1995) would argue, 

the space of the art museum is a ritualistic one, “fully capable of bearing the didactic 

burden placed upon it, by differentiating it from the disorder that was imputed to 

competing exhibitionary institutions” (Bennett, 1995, p. 1).  In other words, the history of 

the art museum is one meant to enlighten the visitor by telling the story of “high culture” 

and, according to Duncan (1995), offers a stage setting that prompts the visitor toward 

certain values and beliefs.  The Blanton’s America/Americas gallery is, no doubt, a clear 

example of an exhibition of art meant to challenge current definitions and ideologies of 

culture, specifically definitions of what “American” actually means.  This “ritual,” 

however, does not adequately guide the viewer to enlightenment without the proper 
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communication techniques which enable the visitor to understand the story the museum is 

attempting to tell.  While the art in the galleries may have broken many barriers in 

exhibition practice, it lacks severely in educational content through which the visitor is 

able to completely understand the larger story being told in the gallery (G.Pérez-Barreiro, 

personal communication, February 5, 2010; A. Manning, personal communication, 

February 23, 2010).   

IX. Finding the Balance 

 It is at this point that I wonder about the educational tools provided in the gallery 

space.  The integration of the American and Latin American collections was an entirely 

fresh thought process in curatorial practice.  I asked to what extent the education 

department at the Blanton Museum of Art facilitated this drastic change, and embraced it 

as an opportunity to re-think didactic writing in the gallery space to further guide viewers 

toward the reframing of previously held ideals.  In the case of the Blanton Museum, 

didactic writing in the galleries to empower the visitor reaches a level of importance that 

has not previously been seen.   

 When visiting the Blanton, it becomes clear that a disconnect exists between the 

museum’s goal and communication that occurs with the visitor.  Guiding visitors through 

the “ritual” so eloquently defined by Carol Duncan, must be facilitated through 

explanatory, interpretive, and engaging texts, where visitors may “become engaged in the 

subject of the exhibition toward a particular end result: realizing the communication 

objectives selected by the exhibit developers” (Serrell, 1996, p. 9).  In this circumstance, 

the decisions made by curators to reframe the mindset of modernism in the gallery 

becomes equally as important as the didactic texts intended to guide visitors through the 
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story.  I wonder to what extent the team of people who designed the exhibition and the 

corresponding didactic texts turned toward a collaborative model to write  didactic wall 

texts for America/Americas, acknowledging as many discourses as possible, and 

recognizing the paradigmatic shift in exhibition practice as a platform to completely re-

think communication between the museum and the visitor.  The construction of 

knowledge, the process of making meaning, and learning are aided by texts, and a 

stronger balance must be found between the works of art and supporting materials to 

achieve these goals.   

X. Conclusion 

 The purpose of his chapter was to offer a look at the historical breadth of the 

museum in general, as well as situate the Blanton Museum of Art within this history. The 

intention of this historical chapter has been to provide a framework of the many 

discourses through which the Blanton Museum of Art has come to be, and exists within.  

These discourses are still in effect at the Blanton Museum.  The chapter that follows 

outlines a history of the Blanton Museum, how the historical discourses effected the 

museum specifically, and how curators sought to create new and innovative discourses in 

the museum. 
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CHAPTER IV: PIECING IT TOGETHER: A STORY OF THE BLANTON 

MUSEUM OF ART 

I. Introduction 

 This chapter is focused specifically on stories about the Blanton Museum of Art, 

as told by firsthand participants within the museum.  Their narratives embody the 

majority of the research conducted through my case study method.  Documents from the 

Blanton Museum, as well as interviews with curators, provided the majority of the 

histories, and piecing these histories together to provide an overarching process of 

decision making, dialog, and a trajectory of how the museum began and where it has 

come to be at the present time.   

II. The Blanton Museum of Art 

 The history of the Blanton Museum of Art is complicated.  Situated as the 

“gateway to the university” within the city of Austin, the current museum building was 

built in 2006 and consolidated the collections of art that were originally housed in a 

variety of locations throughout the university campus.  In 1963 the University Art 

Building was constructed and included some gallery space to exhibit works of art, and 

was named the University Art Museum until 1980 when it was renamed the Archer M. 

Huntington Gallery (NEH Grant, 2003, Otto Hite, 2006).  The University Art Museum 

served as an exhibition space until 1972 when the museum moved its permanent 

collection from the Art Building to the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center to 

accommodate the growth in the collection areas of 20th-century American and Latin 

American art (NEH Grant, 2003). Temporary exhibition galleries, a print study room, and 

administrative offices remained in the Art Building, and for thirty years the museum 
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operated from the two locations (NEH Grant 2003). In 1988 the museum was once again 

renamed.  It became known as the Jack S. Blanton Museum of Art, in honor of the former 

chairman of the Board of Regents and a major supporter of the arts in Texas (NEH Grant, 

2003).  Situated in the bottom floor of the art building, the Huntington was quite literally 

alongside the same physical space with students of studio art, art history, art education 

and design, and consisted of two floors: on the top floor was a constant rotation of works 

on paper and European paintings, which were somewhat permanent in installation; the 

bottom floor consisted of rotating exhibitions that were alternated between Latin 

American art and Modern and Contemporary art (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal 

communication, February 5, 2010).   

 The galleries in the Huntington were shared between the three curators who 

represented the division of collections that still remain at the Blanton Museum of Art: 

Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro, curator of Latin American art from 2001-2007; Annette DiMeo 

Carlozzi, curator of American Contemporary and Modern and current director of 

curatorial affairs; Jonathan Bober, curator of European art which also represents the 

collection of works on paper; and Anne Manning, who was in charge of the education 

department from 2001 through 2006.  Each temporary exhibition located on the bottom 

floor of the Huntington was relatively small in size, and given the location of the museum 

was viewed mainly by students.  Additionally, the Huntington served as a space that was 

unique in experimentation specifically because its size and proximity did not serve well 

in representing an encyclopedic museum, which previous curators had attempted to create 

(G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).   

III. The Beginning Stages Toward the Current Blanton Museum of Art 
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 By the mid-1990s, the museum began a strategic effort to expand and unite the 

museum collections under one roof (NEH Grant, 2003).  In 1994 a vision for the 

expansion of the Blanton Museum became a reality with a $5 million donation from Mari 

Michener—a long time supporter of the University of Texas, and an avid collector of 

art— which created momentum for a new building campaign that solidified by a $12 

million gift in honor of Jack S. Blanton in 1998 from the Houston Endowment Inc. (Otto 

Hite, 2006).  In the late 1990s, then curator of Latin American art Marí Carmen Ramírez 

began research for a collection catalog focused specifically on the Latin American 

collection, and in 2003 the reality of the new museum was realized with a 

groundbreaking in October of that same year (Pérez-Barreiro, 2006; Otto Hite, 2006).  

According to Larry Faulkner, former president of The University of Texas, the massive 

building project was an undertaking meant to provide the collections with a “single 

central place that would exhibit them gracefully and with purpose, preserve their value 

for the ages, and share their rich legacy with students, scholars, schoolchildren, and the 

general public” (Faulkner, 2006, p. 7).  In his introductory text to the collections’ guide, 

Faulkner briefly and concisely illustrated his position on the visual arts, specifically 

within the University campus, where revealing creative genius, inspiring awe, and 

wonder, and elevating the human spirit was the goal of the University Art Museum 

(Faulkner, 2006).  In its inception, what has become the Blanton Museum had little room 

for education and was seemingly guided by the awe-inspiring principle of the elevation of 

the masses.   

 In preparation for the new building, the museum staff continued to work from the 

offices at the former Blanton Museum within the University Art Building (NEH Grant, 
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2003; G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).  By 2001, “the 

Blanton vacated the Ransom Center location and the museum’s permanent collection 

returned to the Art Building for exhibition and storage in preparation for installation in 

the new building” (NEH Grant, 2003).  In the interim, the Blanton staff dedicated itself to 

an “intensive period of re-evaluation of all aspects of the Museum’s multiple roles: 

audience development, collections refinement and expansion, exhibition planning, and 

community outreach” (NEH Grant, 2003).  The curators of the Blanton Museum began to 

rotate exhibitions comprised of work from the permanent collection, which translated in 

various ways, either in splitting the space between the curators or creating joint projects 

between modern, contemporary, and Latin American departments (G. Pérez-Barreiro, 

personal communication, February 5, 2010).  The exhibition planning focused 

specifically on displaying works from the permanent collection that had been in storage, 

in showing the relationships and parallels that existed in the work in the collection, to re-

think interpretation strategies, and to use the interim period as one for experimentation 

with interpretation strategies in preparation for the new building (NEH Grant, 2003; G. 

Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010; A. Manning, personal 

communication, February 23, 2010).   

IV. Growth of the Collection of Latin American Art 

 While the history of the museum forms one piece of the puzzle, the growth of the 

field of Latin American art history becomes another dialog that is significant in the 

history of the Blanton Museum itself.  The collection of Latin American art gained its 

reputation for being the best in the country, and arguably, the best collection of Latin 

American art in the world.  The history of the artistic relationship between The 
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University of Texas and Latin America is also long and complicated.  In summary, the 

inception of the Latin American collection dates to 1971 with a donation of almost 200 

paintings and 1,200 drawings given to the Blanton Museum from the private collection of 

John and Barbara Duncan, longtime researchers and collectors of art from Latin America 

(Otto Hite, 2006).  From this initial gift, the University Art Museum and The University 

of Texas became an early leader in the field (Otto Hite, 2006).   

 For the purposes of this study, however, I focus briefly on the role of former 

curator of Latin American art Marí Carmen Ramírez. Following the creation of the first 

teaching position of Latin American art held by Jaqueline Barnitz, The University created 

the first curatorial position for Latin American art within the museum context, which was 

held by Marí Carmen Ramírez between the years 1988-2000.  Undoubtedly, collecting 

practices held true to the mentality of Ramírez, who attempted to create an encyclopedic 

collection of art from Latin America, including the historical, modern, and contemporary 

periods.  In addition, many of the exhibitions curated by Ramírez became international 

successes, leading the field of Latin American art within the museum and academic 

worlds, including the first exhibition of the Taller de Torres-García, Uruguayan artists 

whose famed School of the South influenced countless artists in South America.  In 

Ramírez’s time as curator of Latin American Art, a “siege mentality” (G. Pérez-Barreiro, 

personal communication, February 5, 2010) to collecting Latin American Art ensued 

within the Blanton Museum, and Ramírez became known for doing “a lot of good things, 

but she did a lot of good things for Marí Carmen” (Lublow, 2008, p. 6).  Without a doubt 

Ramírez catered to a strong academic aesthetic, and exhibitions were designed for the 

University community who specialized either in Art History or Latin American studies, 
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little was devoted to visitor relations, and little was done to conceive of didactic materials 

beyond the standard informational wall text.  Additionally, each blockbuster exhibition 

curated by Ramírez became an addition to her historical lexicon, and contributed to larger 

exhibitions which she continues to build and travel throughout the world.   

 In 2001 Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro joined the curatorial staff of the Blanton 

Museum of Art as the curator of Latin American Art following the departure of 

Marí Carmen Ramírez.  Pérez-Barreiro states that he was initially;  

underwhelmed by the museum, I had never really been to Texas, I 
couldn’t quite understand what was going on. . . I [didn’t] really 
understand how the departments were divided because you have American 
and contemporary, you have Latin American which is also contemporary, 
you have European painting up the 19th century, but then you also have 
modern paintings, and then you have prints and drawings, and . . . it was a 
bad institutional design. (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, 
February 5, 2010). 

 

Upon accepting the position of Latin American curator, Pérez-Barreiro immediately 

attempted to rethink how the collection areas affected the exhibitions, and specifically 

how to break down the divisions between the Latin American department and the rest of 

the museum.  Rather than maintain the institutional departmental divisions, Pérez-

Barreiro was much more interested in breaking away from the “ghettoized Latin 

American, all encompassing concept . . . so the conversation we had was how exciting it 

would be to break down that division and work, as one modern and contemporary 

curatorial team” (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).  To 

further dissolve the barriers between divisions, Pérez-Barreiro wanted to maintain an 

institutional transparency regarding artists and their geographic locations, “a lot of artists, 

particularly in the Blanton collection, even though they’re in the Latin American 
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collection, they’re U.S. based artists. . . so it seem[ed], like dishonest to pretend, it was 

made somewhere else, I mean, we need[ed] to talk about this context in a slightly more 

complex way” (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).  From the 

drive to combine the collection areas, conversation turned to interpretation and thematic 

links that would allow a visitor to understand how the artists and the works in the 

collection were connected.  According to Pérez-Barreiro, a shift began to occur between 

Anne Manning, Annette DiMeo Carlozzi and Pérez-Barreiro himself, where education 

became one of the main conversations happening regarding the preparation for the new 

building, driving the connection between curatorial departments and education to be as 

integrated as it had ever been in the history of the Blanton (A. Manning, Personal 

communication, February 23, 2010; G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, 

February 5, 2010). 

V. Thinking About Identity: Integrating Collection Areas 

 In the interview process, Pérez-Barreiro recalls being shown the floor plans for 

the Blanton Museum while it was being constructed.  The initial plan for the installation 

of the collections was drastically different, and the Latin American collection would have 

once again been isolated from the modern and contemporary collection.  Initially, Jesse 

Otto Hite, former executive Director of the Blanton Museum, showed Pérez-Barreiro a 

floor plan, and as Pérez-Barreiro recalls,  

it made no sense, you know, there was that “L” shape where 
Amerca/Americas is now, and she’s [Jesse Otto Hite] like, well, you have 
half of this, Annette has the other half, and we’re gonna stick the Cildo 
Mereiles in the middle.” Like, they knew it was going to go in the gallery 
where it is, and they reinforced the ceiling, they did everything for that to 
be there.  And they were like, “you know, that piece is kind of a hinge, 
because he’s a contemporary artists” meaning, you know, he’s good 
enough to not be “Latin American” . . . So that was their logic, was that 
the American side would start in the beginning and lead up to the ‘80s 



 

60 

then the Latin American would start and lead up to the ‘80s.  And I really 
didn’t want to do that, it just seemed like a stupid idea. (G. Pérez-Barreiro, 
personal communication, February 5, 2010) 

 

In order to begin breaking down the divisions within the initial “L” shaped gallery space, 

Pérez-Barreiro and DiMeo Carlozzi agreed to share the galleries, and balance the work so 

that it was more or less 50/50 from the two collecting areas, and instead focus on the 

bigger themes that held the collections together.  In this process, Anne Manning joined 

the conversation to begin thinking about integrating the collections, and interpretation 

strategies (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010; A. Manning, 

personal communication, February 23, 2010).   

  Throughout this time, a massive amount of research was being conducted 

within both collection areas, Pérez-Barreiro was becoming acquainted with the Latin 

American holdings, and DiMeo Carlozzi was in the beginning stages of preparing 

research for the collection catalogs that would be published in 2006 for the inauguration 

of the new building.  From this research, parallels within the two collection areas became 

more obvious, and a series of smaller exhibitions within the galleries in the former 

Blanton provided the opportunities to test out the connections within the collection, and 

how to devise didactic material for them.  According to Manning, “it seemed to provide 

an interesting opportunity for visitors to examine their own identity and, really drill down 

the question of ‘what does it mean to be American, what does it mean to be Latin 

American, what is America, is it a geographic place, is it a melting pot?’” (A. Manning, 

personal communication, February 23, 2010).  According to Pérez-Barreiro,  

the bigger idea that we kept talking about was the idea that we could talk about 
the Americas as a cultural zone, and that it was a way of sort of dealing with 
history and geography and culture that was more accurate and more constructive . 
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. . what I wanted to talk about was ‘what do we mean by cultural geography’ . . . 
it’s like almost every work re-draws particular maps of influences . . . these ideas 
that people were static, and they weren’t. . . so how do we get away from this 
essentializing thing where you just had one identity, you were only allowed one 
identity. (personal communication, February 5, 2010)   
 

From 2003-2006, smaller exhibitions focused on issues of identity and geography, and 

became the precursors to the permanent collection installation in the current Blanton 

Museum galleries titled America/Americas.  

VI. Taking Steps Toward Experimentation with Interpretation 

 In 2003 the curatorial and education departments applied for an interpretation 

grant through the National Endowment for the Humanities.  The application was rigorous 

and focused specifically on issues of interpretation in the galleries and, according to 

Pérez-Barreiro, became a way for Anne Manning to “force the agenda in the museum to 

get talking about interpretation” (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 

2010).  According to Manning, Pérez-Barreiro, and DiMeo Carlozzi, the application 

process not only forced the agenda in the museum but was also the first time the museum 

had seriously considered the role of education in the galleries, and began to speak very 

openly about education (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010; 

A. Manning, personal communication, February 23, 2010).   The grant application was 

divided into two parts.  The first was a Consultation Grant that allowed for the formation 

of an advisory group, and supplemented travel to other museums to research best 

practices.  Second, a larger Implementation Grant coincided with the planning for the 

America/Americas exhibition of the permanent collection still on view in the Blanton 

Museum galleries (NEH Grant, 2003; G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, 

February 5, 2010).  The initial Consultation Grant was awarded to the Blanton Museum, 
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and funded a massive amount of research, some of which was later translated into 

America/Americas, though the final Implementation Grant was not received and thus the 

museum did not have enough funding to implement much of the research it had collected 

and planned to institute (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).   

 With both grant applications and the implementation of education within the 

conversations of the museum, a clear trajectory of the importance of education within the 

curatorial departments began to identify itself, and according to Pérez-Barreiro, “there 

was a sliding scale of how interested we were in education.  Jonathan was on the extreme 

end of . . . just being interested in his own way, not wanting to collaborate with the 

educators.  Annette was somewhere in the middle and I was on the other end; I was very 

interested in it” (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).  From 

the accounts that Manning, Pérez-Barreiro, and DiMeo Carlozzi have retold, they each 

considered themselves to be equals, and a strong connection between curatorial and 

education, particularly in the modern and contemporary areas, began to emerge.  

However, departments were not without their differences, and even while this trifecta of 

inter-departmental collaboration and communication existed, battles for the institutional 

support of museum education continued.  According to Pérez-Barreiro, who retells how 

the changes the team were attempting to implement were received, there were “hours and 

days and days meeting with Anne and Annette talking about museum education, it was 

very exciting . . . and Anne had a very strong personality, and . . . she was about trying to 

rein in this kind of, interpretation chaos . . . and  . . . it was hard, we were under attack” 

(G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).   
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 With the new education oriented goals and research trips came a set of criteria 

that led the Blanton Museum of Art toward its interpretation goals that focused on 

balancing a visitor-centered approach and an object-centered approach (A. Manning, 

personal communication, February 23, 2010).  Conversations were centered on the visitor 

experience, and according to Anne Manning, there were many conversations about visitor 

comfort, about seating in the galleries and visitor stamina, all topics meant to enforce the 

belief that “the object has something important to convey, and finding that story . . . then 

also recognizing that visitors come with their own prior knowledge, experience and 

interest, and finding that sort of, sweet spot where we can connect the two”  (A. Manning, 

personal communication, February 23, 2010).  Within this main criteria, questions arose 

about developing didactic texts that would help develop looking skills rather than reading 

skills, and two insecurities arose: balancing reading with looking, and balancing the 

institutional voice of the museum with open interpretation for the visitor (A. Manning, 

personal communication, February 23, 2010; G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, 

February 5, 2010).  Through research and travel to other institutions, the team began to 

learn that “nobody knew how to write labels” (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal 

communication, February 5, 2010), and while each institution they visited tried to write 

with a unified voice, write open ended labels, the only point of agreement between all the 

visited institutions was that didactic texts should not be longer than 250 words, and in the 

end, according to Pérez-Barreiro, “we had nothing to learn . . . so we just came back and 

figured that, we just had to figure out how to do it”  (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal 

communication, February 5, 2010).   

VII. Experimentation 
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 Since more and more conversations turned to issues of representing identity in the 

new building, the amount of research and scholarship being produced by the departments 

helped to realize the many connections that occurred between the artists in the 

collections. The bigger ideas seemed to point to the idea that people were not static, and 

the “connections of when different artists influenced other artists . . . rose to the top of an 

interesting idea to include somehow” (A. Manning, personal communication, February 

23, 2010).  According to all three curators, the relationship between the artists in the 

collection began to take shape, and between Latin America, The United States, and 

Europe, the story defining the relationships between the artists in the collection began to 

form.  This issue gained even more relevance when thinking of the geography and history 

of the State of Texas, and the city of Austin, “where issues of cross-cultural exchange, 

conflict and interaction permeate daily life and inform our understanding of a shared past, 

present and future” (NEH grant, 2003).  According to Pérez-Barreiro: 

What we were talking about was the thematic link that would make the 
audience understand that these works were connected, so that the 
Nevelson speaks to the Torres-Garcia . . . so there’s all these real 
connections that were there, and so we worked with education to see what 
would be the big umbrella themes that could help people to understand 
these works, and then how could we talk to them about context so that 
they don’t keep splitting the world, the Americas in half.  (G. Pérez-
Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010) 

 

 The idea shared between the curators was to move away from the issue of 

assigning simply one identity and shift from the issue of essentializing Latin America as 

something more than “cultural tourism, but as an integral part of Western intellectual 

history” (NEH grant, 2003).  This challenged the insider/outsider art historical 

perspectives that do not include Latin American art as part of the canon of art history, and 
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according to Perez-Barrerio, which “is a result of, and a generator of all the stereotypes of 

Latin culture, like, the north is rational, the south is passionate [and] we’ve seen this a 

thousand times” (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).  In 

order to de-ghettoize the field of Latin American art and re-integrate it within an art 

historical conversation as well as challenge the binary structures of North versus South, 

the curatorial and education staff wanted to make the historical and political relationships 

between North, Central, and South America much more transparent, and engage the 

Blanton’s audiences “into a discussion of a broader, more unified exploration of what it 

means to be American” (NEH grant, 2003).   

 What emerged was an altogether new process for writing didactic texts.  The label 

writing process was completely redefined: 

before, the curators wrote their own wall text, and that was it . . . [but] by then we 
had them go by education, and that was the big change for the museum, and that 
caused a lot of debate, and then the director would approve them . . . it was more 
that Anne was really sending things back and asking for clarification . . . Anne 
really helped us just organize the way that we thought about our messages. (G. 
Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010; A. Manning, personal 
communication, February 23, 2010).   

 
The belief system regarding the messages museum curators wanted to share with the 

public also changed the criteria for writing and designing didactic material, according to 

Manning, “recognizing that visitors come with their own prior knowledge, experience 

and interest . . .[and] allow them the choice in what they were interested in and then go as 

deep or as shallow as they want” (A. Manning, personal communication, February 23, 

2010) became a very important issue to address in the museum.   

 In order to address these issues in the museum, Manning, DiMeo Carlozzi and 

Pérez-Barreiro put together two exhibitions that focused on experimenting with didactics, 
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Fishing in International Waters and Visualizing Identity. With Fishing in International 

Waters the team focused on offering various points of access for the viewer by providing 

different forms of didactic texts that provided four or five perspectives of the work in the 

exhibition from multi-disciplinary sources, “one of them was an artists statement, one of 

them was an art history student, one of them was a student from another field . . . then 

there was an essay about other works in the collection that it would speak to, like little 

reproductions…[to] situate it in a broader context” (G. Perez-Barriero, personal 

communication, February 5, 2010).   

 In 2003, Anne Manning and Annette DiMeo Carlozzi organized Visualizing 

Identity, which initially opened with an introductory wall text and extended labels.  One 

month later a technological element was added to the exhibition that would deliver 

specific information to the visitor while he or she walked through the gallery.  This 

feature of technology was in the form of interview videos from different sources such as 

the artist as well as people in different fields (G. Perez-Barriero, personal 

communication, February 5, 2010).  What was most innovative about the exhibition was 

that it rotated text and technology to adequately experiment with the exhibition (G. Perez-

Barriero, personal communication, February 5, 2010).  According to Pérez-Barreiro:  

For one week there was only wall text and no interactive, the one week there was 
only interactive and no wall text, then there was both of them, and every visitor 
got surveyed . . . in terms of questionnaires.  So it was kind of like a collaboration 
where Annette and Anne worked together to create a show that was very rich in 
possible meanings. (G. Perez-Barriero, personal communication, February 5, 
2010) 

 

The information was collected and used in the NEH Implementation Grant proposal and 

also became part of interpretation strategies proposed for the new building (G. Perez-
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Barriero, personal communication, February 5, 2010; A. Manning, personal 

communication, February 25, 2010).  

IIX.  America/Americas and the Move to the New Building 

 From the period of experimentation and research, the permanent collection 

installation America/Americas was born.  According to the NEH grant (2003),   

through a series of investigations of interdisciplinary themes and ideas, Blanton 
curatorial and education staff have conceived an installation that will present new 
scholarship; make connections between the art, history, politics, economics, and 
cultures of North, Central, and South America; and engage new audiences 
through innovative interpretive strategies and programs.” (NEH grant, 2003) 
 

Beyond integrating the two collecting areas and removing the geographical separation 

between Latin America and North America, the curatorial team began to rethink the 

purpose of didactic texts, and how these didactics can either offer different connections, 

or hinder and assign identity, and explore the issue of what it really means to be 

American (NEH grant, 2003).   

 While developing texts, Pérez-Barreiro states that the team chose to stay skeptical 

about how much text they included in the galleries, and maintained an insecurity about 

allowing the institutional voice of the museum to be the only point of entry for the visitor, 

which guided how the text was written and what themes it addressed (G. Perez-Barriero, 

personal communication, February 5, 2010).  Larger sections of texts were written 

according to sections that were formed based on coherent threads between works, and 

were based on what information was not immediately clear to the visitor.  Specifically, 

section labels illustrated developing themes within the exhibition and illustrated sections 

such as: The Rediscovery of the Ancient Tradition, Color Field, for The New Figuration, 

and The Kinetic room, “so…in each big section the idea is that we’d have one thematic 
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wall text, just one that would group these works together” (G. Perez-Barriero, personal 

communication, February 5, 2010).  In terms of extended labels, these were written “on 

works that had particular information that may not be immediately obvious . . . you 

know, where we felt that there was something, information that we had that would be 

helpful to the viewer” (G. Perez-Barriero, personal communication, February 5, 2010).  

The writing of texts was guided by the idea of providing open-ended information that 

would expand the reading of the work, and balance reading with looking, and pulling out 

“micro-relationships” (G. Perez-Barriero, personal communication, February 5, 2010).   

 The biggest development in the label writing process came with the removal of 

the adjectives “American,” “Mexican,” “Brazilian,” “Polish,” to describe the country of 

birth for each artist.  As Pérez-Barreiro recalls, “I remember talking to Annette and 

saying ‘You know, all your labels say so and so, American, well what do you mean, 

American?’  All these artists are American, you know, they’re all from the Americas.  So 

I was like, you know, we have to stop doing that” (G. Perez-Barriero, personal 

communication, February 5, 2010).  The problem that was encountered, however, is the 

lack of a word in the English language to adequately describe someone from North 

America, in Spanish the word would be “Estadoünidense,” in English a blanket 

“American” is meant to describe someone from the North American continent as well as 

a person from all of the Americas (G. Perez-Barriero, personal communication, February 

5, 2010).  In order to move away from describing an ethnicity, the decision was made to 

instead say the name of the city which, according to Pérez-Barreiro, “was already a big 

step forward because we weren’t saying the person was necessarily of that country, we’re 
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just saying this is the country they’re associated with” (G. Perez-Barriero, personal 

communication, February 5, 2010).  

 However, creating these associations became the difficult challenge.  By 

submitting that the artists in the collection were not static, research also supported the 

idea that the artists were moving all over the place, and deciding where to draw the line 

became an issue, “this artist spent two summers in Paris…what’s the relevance of that?” 

(A. Manning, personal communication, February 25, 2010).  In order to attempt to clarify 

things, the team decided to focus on the cities and the dates where artists had lived, “so 

when somebody walks in and looks at Siqueiros, they don’t immediately say, “Well 

here’s the Latin American and here’s the American,” it’s like, “here are two artists that 

traveled all over the place and they coincided in New York at this point.”  So you’re not 

making a statement about their identity . . . you’re allowing people to draw a more 

complex map of an artist whose moving around and influencing and being influenced at 

the same time” (G. Perez-Barriero, personal communication, February 5, 2010).  In its 

original form, and as it still exists presently, America/Americas is introduced with a series 

of important modernist works by artists from the Latin American collection.  Walking 

into the gallery, the visitor first encounters a painting hanging in the center of a single 

wall by the artist Joaquín Torres-García, titled Constructif en rouge et ocre [Construction 

in Red and Ochre] from 1931, and the corresponding label to the work of art reads as 

follows, where “m.” signified the artists geographic move, followed by the corresponding 

date:  

Joaquín Torres-García 
1874-1949, Montevideo 
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m. 1891, Barcelona; m. 1914, Tarrasa, Spain; m. 1920, New York; m. 1922, 
Fiesole, Italy; m. 1924, Livorno, Italy; m. 1924, Villefranche-sure-Mur, France; 
m. 1926, Paris; m. 1932, Madrid; m. 1934, Montevideo.  

 

From this painting the viewer has the option to turn to the left or right and enter the 

gallery space further.  To the right side of the painting by Torres-García, and situated in a 

corner is a sculpture by the artist Gonzalo Fonseca, titled Graneros III [Graneries III] that 

has a corresponding wall label which reads the following; 

Gonzalo Fonseca 
1922, Montevideo-1997, Seravezza, Italy 
m. 1958, New York; m. 1986-1997, New York-Seravazza, Italy. 
 

To the left side of the Torres-García painting is a mixed media piece on canvas by Jorge 

Eielson titled Quipus 58 B, 1966-1968, with a corresponding label that reads:  

Jorge Eielson 
B. 1924, Lima 
m. 1948-1950, Paris-Geneva; m. 1951, Rome; m. 1967, New York; m. 1968-
present, Paris with stays in Rome and other cities of Western Europe. 

 

From these initial works, the viewer then enters a larger space with canvases by major 

figures in the Abstract Expressionist movement, namely Hans Hofmann, Joan Mitchell, 

Helen Frankenthaler, which again list long cities and dates that correspond to where the 

artists was living, working, and moving throughout their lives.  Ideally, as the visitor 

moves through the space they are able to connect the times and locations where artists 

corresponded, were in the same location, were working within the same circles, and thus 

influencing each other.  These geographic lists continue throughout the extent of the 

galleries through the very back section where once again works by the artists Jorge de La 

Vega, Rómulo Macció and Luis Felipe Noé, all from the Latin American collection, are 

chosen to complete the story of how artists were international, were speaking to each 
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other, and meant to display a larger story of a history of modernism that developed 

without geographic borders and classification.  However, upon further reflection, the 

exhibition team soon realized that the lists of geography were not as effective without a 

corresponding visual component, and the gallery was simply too large to ask the visitor to 

remember lists of places and dates (A. Manning, personal communication, February 25, 

2010).   

 In the end, the team was attempting to break down the “monolithic blocks” (G. 

Perez-Barriero, personal communication, February 5, 2010) that exist between geography 

and how it assigns identity, and were using subtle language changes within the text in 

order to replace these blocks with a different model.  Additionally, they were attempting 

to remind scholars that Latin American art very much has a place of relevance and dialog 

within the canon of Western art history.  However, as is discussed further in the 

following section, not all changes were obvious to the visitor, and the associations 

between geography were not contextualized with physical maps to illustrate the 

international connections between artists.   

IX. Problems Begin to Make Themselves Evident 

 When the Blanton Museum re-opened in the new facility in 2006, the labels 

conceived by the Blanton Museum revitalized the discussion of didactic texts within the 

museum world.  Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro recounts that “whole label issue, the taxonomy, 

people were fascinated in the museum world with that, that was a big…it seems like a 

really stupid point, but that was a big one in breaking down this idea of ‘the one’ 

descriptor that identifies and limits that persons’ identity” (G. Perez-Barriero, personal 

communication, February 5, 2010).  The curators avoided labeling an artist by their 
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geography, and instead created a metaphorical map of artistic discussion that was 

occurring throughout the world, for example, while Gonzalez-Torres was born in 

Uruguay, he lived most his life abroad, and returned to Uruguay much later in life, 

therefore he is not necessarily an artist that can define a descriptive “Uruguayan” artist.    

Additionally, Pérez-Barreiro recounts that the entire museum and academic world was 

fascinated by the idea of this taxonomy, “the whole world wanted to know what we were 

doing, I mean, I spoke about this in Argentina, in Brazil, in Mexico, in Costa Rica, in 

Minneapolis, in Chicago” (G. Perez-Barriero, personal communication, February 5, 

2010).  However, while the issue of deconstructing identity and geography made waves 

within the museum community, much gets lost on the part of the viewer for a number of 

reasons.  

 While Anne Manning instituted a new system and process for writing didactic 

texts, which involved sending drafts back and forth that required her final approval, there 

was little institutional support for the implementation and change (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, 

personal communication, February 25, 2010; A. Manning, personal communication, 

February 23, 2010).  Additionally, while the change in identifying the geography of an 

artist was a positive change in the appropriate direction, much gets lost on the visitor.  

According to Manning: 

it probably meant a lot to people who were at a certain level of knowledge about 
the artists, and I agree . . . removing the label was important, or at least…raising 
the question that, you know, we can’t just identify this artist as Latin American or 
American, but I think the biography got kind of cumbersome. (A. Manning, 
personal communication, February 23, 2010)   

 

While the team worked together to develop the idea to remove the identifying geographic 

label, Manning identifies a divide that still existed between the art historical canon and 
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museum professionals, as well as the reality of the situation between the viewer and the 

didactics.  Manning also recounts that in retrospect the galleries needed much more 

interactive approaches for America/Americas in order to avoid the lists of geographies, 

which can become cumbersome without a visual element:  

if I had to do it over again, I don’t know if I would have included that information 
on a label.  I think it’s hard for visitors to see that information on the label and 
make the connection to other artists and other labels.  Like, I almost think a map, 
like an interactive map would have been more helpful. (A. Manning, personal 
communication, February 23, 2010) 

 
What became evident almost immediately, and as stated by Annette DiMeo Carlozzi 

“almost before the bags were out from under our eyes” (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal 

communication, February 25, 2010), was that there was no system of evaluation, which 

DiMeo Carlozzi says is “possibly the biggest detriment to the integration of the 

collections and the didactic materials meant to supplement the integration” (A. DiMeo 

Carlozzi, personal communication, February 25, 2010).  According to Manning, the 

biggest issue with the lack of evaluation is that the museum never learned what the 

information meant to the visitor, and how it changed their experience, and most 

importantly how visitors learned from it (A. Manning, personal communication, February 

23, 2010).  Specifically, Manning recalled anecdotally from visitors that:  

it didn’t necessarily help clarify things . . . Unless you’re a visitor that can 
remember “Oh, in that other gallery this artist spent the summer of ’62 in Paris, I 
wonder if they saw each other,” it’s kind of that back story that needed to be made 
more transparent . . . so it’s just a little more contextualization rather than just the 
list which would be helpful.  (A. Manning, personal communication, February 23, 
2010) 

 

 By far the most surprising aspect of the installation of America/Americas is that it 

was never intended as a permanent installation.  Perez-Barrerio states:  
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we never intended it to be permanent, we always thought it was going to rotate, 
and then what happened was that the installation team was not available to rotate 
it . . . and then suddenly we have a whole, massive museum that’s constantly 
rotating, and framing, and stuff, and you know, it distracted everybody 
from…maintaining, or thinking hard about what that display was supposed to do. 
(Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010)   

 
Managing the intense rotation of exhibitions in the museum space with the same amount 

of installation preparators, and maintaining the high exhibition standards proved 

impossible when juggling the America/Americas exhibition with everything else 

happening within the galleries.      

 Aside from maintaining the exhibition space, the move into the massive building 

in 2006, caused another issue to present itself.  It became obvious very quickly that the 

museum building itself was simply not built with a learning-centered, interpretation-

based museum in mind.  The architecture helped determine and reinforce many negative 

factors and became exactly what the curators did not ask for when in conversation with 

the architect (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal communication, February 25, 2010; Pérez-

Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010 ).  The galleries themselves instantly 

became problematic because of their size, which does not effectively facilitate learning.  

The long football-field lengths do not function properly for telling a story with art, and 

almost before the viewer gets to the end of one gallery they have lost all the initial 

information that is positioned at the beginning (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal 

communication, February 25, 2010).  Considering the design of didactic wall texts, and 

specifically the change to listing geographic locations of artists during specific moments 

of time, the layout and design enforced upon the exhibition by the architectural space 

became problematic.  The combination proved to be very ineffective as far as education 
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and interpretation, and the demand made upon the visitor to remember lists of geography 

in such large and expansive galleries became too difficult.     

 However, while the issue of the architecture proved difficult in the first few years 

within the Blanton Museum, it was also one that could be mediated with time and 

experimentation.  The loss of Pérez-Barreiro and Manning to other museums in 2007 

provided much more of a blow.  In order to realize and correct the major flaws within the 

America/Americas exhibition, and to ensure that it remained fresh, consistent, and 

dynamic for visitors, a larger staff devoted to researching and implementing changes was 

and is still needed.  In its inception, America/Americas was exciting and fresh, and the 

curators traveled throughout the world describing the changes in research and 

implementation of work housed in the galleries (Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, 

February 5, 2010).  However, the opening of the new building revealed the lack of staff 

resources, and with a necessary increase in the budget due to the massive growth 

involved in creating a much bigger facility, little resources were left to focus on the 

installation.  Additionally, the loss of then director Jesse Otto-Hite left the museum 

without institutional leadership for three years, a major factor that contributed to the lack 

of communication that began to develop in the museum.  Thus, a quck loss of the 

research conducted by the original team of curators began to occur, including 

geographical and biographical research, technological research, and departments slowly 

stopped collaborating and communicating with one another.   

 According to DiMeo Carlozzi, without the passionate team concerned with the 

issues at hand it became impossible to tackle the problems, specifically if those problems 

seemed irrelevant in the long list of issues that needed immediate attention, such as the 
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didactics in the case of America/Americas (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal communication, 

February 25, 2010).  In addition, what began to happen was a severe loss of the 

integration created between curatorial departments and education, where different 

departments reverted back to creating their own label writing styles.  Eventually, defining 

a single geographic identity became standard for the Latin American department once 

again (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal communication, February 25, 2010).   

 Since works have been rotated and changed, a cacophony of voices has arisen 

within the galleries that are not unified in content or speech.  Rather than list the dates 

and locations of artist’s geography in an attempt to illustrate international dialogs 

between artists, labels have returned to listing one geographic place that the artist is 

associated with, and if applicable, where they live currently.  For example, a recently 

written exhibition label for a video piece by the artist Judi Werthein reads the following:  

Judi Werthein 
Born Buenos Aires, Argentina, 1967; lives and works in New York City 

 

The lack of an institutional rubric for gallery texts has resulted in a plethora of different 

types of label writing, and what ultimately occurred was the near complete dissolution of 

departments that adequately communicate, as well as a near total loss of the research and 

institutional standard for teaching with the collections through didactics, which was 

gained during the time of the NEH grant research.   

X. Conclusions 

 This chapter focused specifically on the factors pertaining to the Blanton Museum 

of Art and its history.  By looking at historical roots of the museum, and investigating 

relationships between education and curatorial departments, I was able to identify how 
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the museum moved toward, then away from an institutional standard for collaboration 

and communication, between various divisions, thus inadequately communicating with 

its visitors.  This lack of communication causes a dissonance between the collections of 

Latin American art and American art.  Therefore, the attempt to reframe the geography of 

the Americas as a whole in order to retell the many stories that contributed to modernism 

is significantly lost upon the visitor.  This chapter described the various ways in which 

decisions were made by the initial collaborative curatorial team, and how those decisions 

have since been affected and shifted in its position and personnel since 2006.    
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION 

I. Introduction to Closing Remarks 

 The previous chapter focused specifically on the histories that converged within 

the Blanton Museum of Art, including several building projects, a massive period of 

growth, and the creation of the first professional curatorial positions for Latin American 

art in the country.  While the previous chapter focused on these histories, and the 

subsequent decision-making processes, this chapter centers on situating these histories 

within the larger frameworks and historical discourses offered in my earlier chapters, 

merging the historical research with the specific case of the Blanton Museum.  This 

chapter also offers suggestions for improvement, and reflects upon why the Blanton 

Museum should consider reforming and re-establishing the relationships between its 

departments.    

II. Revisiting the Central Research Question 

 The purpose of this research has been to ask how have the changes in exhibition 

practice at the Blanton Museum of Art placed increased importance on a collaborative 

conversation between curators and educators than what has traditionally occurred through 

exhibition practice when writing didactic texts about contemporary art?  

III. Revisiting the Initial Problem Statement  

 When I began this investigation, I approached my research with the understanding 

that the Blanton Museum of Art requires the visitor to rethink notions of geography 

within the gallery.  Beginning with the integration of the collections of Latin American 

art and American art, I wondered to what extent the Blanton Museum required the public 

to understand the idea of a much more general and more encompassing definition for the 
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term “American.”  Additionally, I wondered how the museum facilitated this 

conversation, both within the galleries, as well as interdepartmentally.  Beginning this 

research, I realized that the Blanton Museum is not completely clear in its layout and 

design, and the full interpretation of the galleries is simply not accessible to lay-persons 

already accustomed to the distinction between the notions of “Latin American,” and 

“American.”   

IV. Repeating a Case for Didactics 

 My investigation was based on the importance of establishing and maintaining a 

collaborative model of conversation between curators and educators when creating 

didactic texts in the museum’s gallery.  To frame this investigation, the Blanton Museum 

of Art became the central focus as a case study, and specifically how the museum 

curators integrated the Latin America and American collections.  In viewing these 

collections, the visitor is challenged to rethink the already accustomed distinction 

between the notion of “American” being the United States, and “American” 

encompassing all of the Americas including Canada, The United States and Latin 

America.   

 For this study, I analyzed the historical discourses through which the Blanton 

traditionally operated, including: exhibiting cultures and multiculturalism, the ideology of 

the “white-cube,” collaboration versus cooperation, and the importance of didactic wall 

text.  These histories informed and focused my lens on the Blanton, providing the 

groundwork by which I analyzed the conversations that curators and educators had in 

order to facilitate meaning making and learning in the museum.  By using the Blanton as 

my lab, through the research process, I began to realize that the museum severely lacked 
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a balance between educational and curatorial components.  While it is certain the 

integration of the collections, as well as the process of experimentation, forged a 

foundation that would have kept the Blanton Museum a landmark as a learning-centered 

museum, the didactic texts in the gallery have fallen short and reflect the recent 

institutional changes that have resulted in neglecting the permanent collection display 

 My interests in examining how collaboration functions within the museum now, 

as well as historically, revealed a dramatic shift in ideological practice between 2003-

2006, and even more so following the inauguration of the new building.  Focusing on the 

decision-making process and collaborative conversations between curators and educators 

revealed how the museum attempts to adequately facilitate meaning making for the 

visitor.  What became revealed clearly is that a collaborative exhibition team, where all 

are considered equal players, is the most effective way to design and produce a show that 

is learning-centered, offers different entryways for the visitor.    

 The curatorial decision to integrate the collections, thus eliminating the “invisible 

borders” between North and South America and re-situate the Latin American collection 

within the larger story of modernism and all its contributions, was indeed 

groundbreaking.  Yet what was questionable was the degree of significant impact the 

integration had on the visitors’ ability to comprehend the exhibition.  However, for the 

purposes of the study, the history of the conception of this curatorial framework proved 

to be much more interesting as well as surprising.   

V. Returning to the Problems 

 During conversations with Anne Manning, Annette DiMeo Carlozzi, and Gabriel 

Pérez-Barreiro, it was clear that all three were very concerned and conscious of the 
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important role of education in the galleries, specifically since the integration required the 

visitor to reframe their own notions of geographic borders.  Again, the argument for 

clear, well written text with a unified institutional voice becames paramount with the 

America/Americas exhibition.  As Ravelli (2006) and Duncan (1995) argue, the 

integration of the collections is the ideal outlet to rethink and reinforce communication 

with the visitor.  Indeed, re-conceiving the collection display at the same time as the NEH 

Implementation Grant in 2003 did force this issue in the museum, and set the groundwork 

for the issue to be further expanded upon in the coming years.  However, what occurred 

was actually quite the opposite.  According to Annette DiMeo Carlozzi (A. DiMeo 

Carlozzi, personal communication, February 25, 2010), even the issue of identity 

becomes convoluted in the galleries because of a lack of specific focus within the labels.  

 As issues of identity continued to emerge in conversations about the collection, 

the move away from assigning identity and essentializing Latin America as “cultural 

tourism” (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010), challenged the 

insider/outsider art historical perspectives that leave Latin American out of the Western 

canon.  Issues of identity became a catalyst to engage viewers in a conversation of 

exploring what it really meant to be American, and became the outlet to rethink the 

process of writing didactic materials in the Blanton Museum.   

VI. Didactics and America/Americas: Then and Now 

 Initially, the discussion that took place between various curators at the Blanton 

Museum was positive.  Not only was the label writing process re-evaluated and changed 

to suit the specific needs of the Blanton Museum, but the belief system supporting 

didactic texts also changed in the museum and all three curators recognized that visitors 
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come to the museum with their own varying degrees of prior knowledge.  Thus, offering 

varying perspectives on the work and different entryways into the art became a priority in 

the museum.  However, one of the biggest changes made in the Blanton Museum was the 

removal of the adjective to describe the birth country of each artist, which was replaced 

by a list of major geographic city centers and the dates the artist lived there.  If these 

labels are evaluated with Ravelli’s (2006) philosophy for label writing, where texts 

designed by the museum contribute to interpretive practices when consumed by the 

visitor and communication becomes a way for making meaning in the museum, what 

begins to happen is that a disconnect occurs between the writing on the walls and 

meaning-making.  For Ravelli (2006), text in the galleries enables the visitor to “predict 

aspects of the text to come. . . ‘Measuring the new with the expected’ is one way in 

which people ‘make sense of what is happening in their world’” (p. 29). However, within 

the Blanton’s galleries, two major aspects affected the didactics: there was no visual map 

through which to connect the geography visually within the football field-sized galleries, 

and the institutional criteria for producing labels was lost.  What has occurred seems to be  

what Serrell (1996) would interpret as a mis-telling of the exhibition’s story, as a 

reinforcement of the exhibition’s goals, the didactic’s within the galleries provide a 

disorienting effect.  Instead of walking the visitor through the exhibitionary ritual as 

argued by Duncan and Bennett (1995), the exhibition tends to hinder or limit both 

learning and meaning-making on the part of the viewer.     

 According to Annette DiMeo Carlozzi, many of the problems with didactics in the 

galleries could have been solved if the museum had created a standard for evaluation, and 

a plan to implement this standard for evaluation.  The lack of this standard for evaluation 
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was probably the biggest detriment to the integration of the collections and development 

of appropriate and meaningful didactic materials (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal 

communication, February 25, 2010).  Indeed, all three curators agree that a lack of 

evaluation was the missing piece of production for America/Americas.  Ironically, the 

research conducted through the course of the NEH supported the implementation of 

visitor exit interviews and surveys, which were not translated to the exhibitions in the 

newer building for a variety of reasons.  One main reason was the lack of funding.  The 

Blanton did not receive the NEH grant, which resulted in a lack of monetary resources to 

implement the research conducted.  The other major factor was the lack of staff to take on 

such a project.  The expansion of the Blanton Museum occurred relatively quickly, and 

few seemed to be fully prepared for the physical expansion and the amount of space the 

new museum would occupy, as well as the sheer man-power necessary to facilitate a 

museum of its size.  As Annette DiMeo Carlozzi recalls, America/Americas needed 

attention almost immediately, “even before the bags were out from under our eyes,” but 

the lack of resources and manpower resulted in the exhibitions problems continually 

dropping lower and lower on the priority list (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal 

communication, February 25, 2010).  Additionally, the departure of Anne Manning and 

Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro from the Blanton Museum proved to be another detriment to 

America/Americas.  Without the original team, which was so passionate about the ideas 

and issues being tackled by America/Americas, many of these issues lost their priority 

status—mainly didactic texts—and as a result it becomes nearly impossible to rectify the 

situation (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal communication, February 25, 2010).     

VII.  Returning to Communication and Collaboration: Then and Now 
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 The issue of communication and collaboration is actually twofold within the 

museum.  While I have set the groundwork to consider how decisions made by exhibition 

teams, the other side of the spectrum focuses on how these decisions affect what visitors 

learn in the gallery, and what the museum is communicating to visitors.  Elaborating 

upon Halliday and Mathiessen’s (1999) theories of constructing knowledge through 

semantic systems, where language is the foundation for human learning, then further 

situating their theoretical perspective within the practices of the Blanton Museum, these 

issues of communication between departments in the museum as well as between the 

museum and the visitor have been severely compromised.  The current system of writing 

didactic texts has no institutional foundation or criteria: therefore, different voices begin 

to emerge in the galleries, and texts do not reinforce the larger themes that exist in the 

exhibition.  There is little negotiation between the institutional voice and the visitor, and 

the “writer-audience” (Halliday, 1999, p. 2) relationship is not established.     

 From its original inception, the curatorial team prepared the Blanton Museum to 

be interdepartmentally collaborative.  Indeed, as stated by Gabriel Perez-Barriero, 

“Annette, Anne and myself all considered ourselves very much equals” (G. Pérez-

Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010).  The team that built the permanent 

collection installation America/Americas provided the museum with an example of 

interdepartmental collaboration, and even before the Blanton Museum was built, 

examples of the success of their work together prove the benefits to collaborative 

production.  The exhibitions that predate America/Americas, as well as the research 

conducted through the NEH implementation grant provide a variety of entryways for the 

viewer, and without a doubt the voice and opinion of the visitors themselves was 
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intended to be  given relevancy and importance through the exit interviews and surveys.  

The period of experimentation and research on best practices in the museum allowed the 

team to further develop and implement research, but also allowed the team to actively 

facilitate meaning-making with the visitor in mind.      

 However, the loss of this team has affected the Blanton museum in adverse ways.  

In the years since the opening of the new Blanton Museum building, departments have 

returned to operating more or less autonomously of one another.  The prolonged lack of 

an executive director resulted in the loss of leadership for the institution, and the lack of a 

replacement for Anne Manning’s role as an educator has contributed to the lack of an 

educational voice in the institution. Since the inauguration of the building in 2006, some 

works have been rotated in America/Americas, resulting in new labels to be written for 

these works.  Depending on the specific collection that the work of art hails from 

(American or Latin American), department heads for the specific collections have since 

begun creating their own label guidelines (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal communication, 

February 25, 2010).  Lists of geography are no longer written on the label, and especially 

in the Latin American department, labels only refer to the geographic area within Latin 

American that the artist is considered to be from. By far, one of the biggest losses of 

initial research, this list of geography, sets the collections back significantly.  Rather than 

the “de-ghettoization” of the Latin American collection, once again the museum is 

presenting an exhibition that does not address the problems or issues of exhibiting 

cultures.  What has begun to happen yet again is the lack of evident relationships and 

influences that occurred between artists around the globe. The dialog that the curators 

were attempting to recreate in the gallery is not supported by the didactic texts, and 
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instead a disconnect begins to occur that once again distinguishes Latin America and 

America, and essentializes both the geography as well as the individual artists.  Within 

the discourse of art history, this detriment and a lack of an institutional memory has 

caused a rift, shifting the Blanton Museum from a position of forward thinking and 

experimentation, to one that supports previous tropes and beliefs about history, 

geography, and the art historical canon.   

IIX. The issue of Architecture 

 Additionally, one battle faced by the curators that is out of their hands has been 

the architecture and design of the museum space itself.  Referring back to Bennett and 

Duncan (1995), and theories of the civilizing rituals that a visitor is guided to enact while 

walking through the museum space, the Blanton Museum simply faces a difficult 

struggle.  However, when speaking with Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro, the original exhibition 

design was altered drastically to better facilitate the integration of the two collections.  

Indeed, the original separation of the two collections hinged by a modern work by Cildo 

Mereiles would simply have contributed to long standing notions of separating Latin 

American art (G. Pérez-Barreiro, personal communication, February 5, 2010). However, 

the size of the galleries themselves hinders learning and meaning-making in significant 

ways.  The football field-sized gallery spaces inhibit learning, especially regarding the 

issue of geography.  While the visitor may make connections between artists, locations, 

and times easily in the front section of America/Americas, remembering all this 

information throughout the gallery space is difficult for a visitor.  While this was not an 

issue controlled by curators, the initial request for the museum architecture was for 

smaller galleries that would better facilitate vignettes rather than one large gallery 
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containing one large story (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, personal communication, February 25, 

2010).  In the situation of the galleries presently, the visitor gets lost easily and seems to 

forget the original concept of the show as well as the connections between artists.  Add to 

this the fact that many voices have emerged from departments acting autonomously, 

different label-writing styles, and a lack of evaluation.  What emerges is an exhibition 

with lofty goals that continues to fall short of empowering the visitor, and facilitating 

meaning-making by those who encounter the exhibitions.   

X. Returning to the Past 

 One of the most significant and disappointing findings throughout the research 

process and case study of the Blanton Museum has been the loss of the institutional 

memory.  The curators set the groundwork to position the Blanton Museum to become a 

learning-centered, communicative institution that was able to facilitate dialog and 

conversation about the difficult question of identity and location.  What resulted was a 

highly detailed grant report that could have been used as a springboard to launch 

programming and reconsider the role of communication interdepartmentally as well as 

between the museum and visitors.   

 As this research was conducted through the course of the year (2009-2010), I was 

privy to another period of institutional change at the Blanton Museum.  Through the 

course of the three previous years (2006-2009), the Blanton operated seemingly on a day-

to-day basis without much larger institutional planning for the long term.  Since 2009, a 

new executive director has joined the Blanton and has uncovered what seem to be  

institutional flaws hindering the visitor experience in the museum.  Additionally, the 

museum underwent a major strategic planning process, re-evaluating its mission, goals, 
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audience, and purpose.  As part of this strategic process, an institutional goal was created 

which focused on collaboration both within the museum and outside of it.  In order to 

facilitate this collaboration, departments have been completely restructured, further 

integrating the education and curatorial departments to facilitate more creative 

conversations and experimentation with didactics in the future (A. DiMeo Carlozzi, 

personal communication, February 25, 2010).   

XI. For Further Research 

 As a researcher, the importance of this case study initiated my own questions 

about how education and curatorial departments can collaborate effectively to produce 

exhibitions, specifically when dealing with cultural content.  However, through my many 

conversations about this research with museum professionals, it has become more evident 

that these issues are relevant to museums in general (Roberts, 1997; Roberts, 2000; 

Hooper-Greenhill, 1994) .  More and more curatorial and education departments have 

begun to think about working together to adequately communicate with visitors in order 

to better ensure meaning-making and learning.  Additionally, the questioning of the 

authoritative museum voice has become significant, and many institutions have turned to 

integrating education and curatorial positions in the museum, in general (Roberts, 1997).   

 For my own interests, I would like to continue this case study of the Blanton 

Museum after another three years has passed.  Recently, the institutional goals, and 

strategic plan has been developed to reflect three years, five years, and ten years into the 

future.  Since the initial research, departmental relationships and collaborations have 

suffered from institutional amnesia, and were not revisited after the opening of the new 

building in 2006.  It would be beneficial to learn how the museum has navigated through 
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this difficult terrain, and whether it has effectively begun to communicate and collaborate 

inter-departmentally once again.  Additionally, I would also be interested to learn how 

this communication and collaboration has affected the exhibitions and didactic texts at 

the Blanton Museum of Art.  However, I anticipate that the Blanton Museum will learn 

from its own histories, and will effectively solve the problems it faces with institutional 

planning, leadership, and effective communication, facilitating meaning-making for its 

visitors.   
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APPENDIX A: NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE HUMANITIES 
CONSULTATION GRANT PROPOSAL, APRIL 2002 

 
 

Jack S. Blanton Museum of Art, The University of Texas at Austin 
National Endowment for the Humanities Consultation Grant Application, April 2002 
          ___________ 
A.  NATURE OF THE REQUEST 
The Blanton Museum of Art at The University of Texas at Austin (UT) is making the most 
significant change in its 39-year history: the construction of a new, state-of-the-art building set to 
open in Spring 2005.  The new facility will profoundly enhance the Blanton's multiple roles as a 
center for teaching and study across disciplines, as a laboratory for innovative curatorial and 
educational research and practice, and as a leading destination for visitors to engage with and 
make meaning from original works of art.  The next three years are a critical time for the Museum 
to examine the activities through which it fulfills its educational mission.  The Blanton seeks a 
$10,000 consultation grant to assess the value and effectiveness of its current interpretive 
programming; identify areas for focus and growth; and craft an interpretive plan that will be used 
in the new facility.  With the assistance of NEH funds, Blanton administrative, curatorial, and 
education staff will travel to museums that have demonstrated innovation and excellence in 
interpretation and will consult with colleagues at those institutions on multi-disciplinary 
interpretive strategies that will best serve the Blanton and its audiences.  Through this 
examination, the Blanton hopes to realize the following objectives: 
 
1. Identify best practices in interpretation that reflect current and evolving issues in the 
humanities and museum learning; 
2. Engage all Blanton staff in an institutional assessment of interpretation; and 
3. Develop an interpretive plan based on meaningful and ongoing consultations with museum 
professionals, an Interpretation Advisory Group, and members of our audiences. 

 

B.  INTRODUCTION TO THE SUBJECT 
With the support of an NEH Consultation Grant, the Blanton seeks to address the fundamental 
question: how can the Museum create optimal learning experiences for all visitors when the new 
building opens in 2005?  In the three years prior to the opening of the new facility, Museum staff 
will examine the means through which we provide broad, relevant access to our collection and its 
many layers of meaning to a wide range of audiences with diverse backgrounds and varied levels 
of preparation for a museum experience.  This process will be an ongoing dialogue among staff, 
colleagues, and representatives of our multiple constituents.  We will facilitate this process 
through travel to other museums, staff seminars, shared evaluations via telephone and e-mail, and 
focused conversations with an advisory group of museum professionals.  Together the Blanton 
and its partners will create an engaging, multi-disciplinary interpretive plan appropriate for the 
installation of the Museum's collections and exhibitions in the new facility. 
 
The Jack S. Blanton Museum of Art: Building for the Future 
As the fine arts museum of the nation's largest public university, the flagship institution of higher 
learning in Texas, and as the only arts institution of its size and scope within a 75-mile radius of 
the city of Austin, the Blanton is a vital educational and cultural resource for the 50,000 students, 
2,700 faculty, and 17,000 staff of UT, and the more than one million residents of Austin.  
  
The new Blanton Museum of Art, designed by Boston architects Kallmann McKinnell & Wood, 
will form a gateway between The University of Texas and the city of Austin.  The new facility, 
comprised of two facing buildings linked by an open passageway and plaza, will guide visitors 
along a pedestrian mall that spans the axis of the campus.  Located at the southern edge of the UT 
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campus near the heart of Austin's thriving business, shopping, and arts district, the museum 
complex will frame views of the State Capitol to the south and the UT grounds to the north.  
Reflecting the vital role the Blanton plays as a center for the arts at UT and across the state, major 
support for the new Museum has come from throughout Texas.  To date, the Museum has raised 
more than $32 million in gifts and pledges from private sources and $28.5 in state funding for the 
Blanton's capital and endowment campaign.   
The new facility will offer state-of-the-art gallery and education spaces for the display and 
interpretation of our permanent collections and temporary exhibitions.  A 100,000 square foot, 
two-story Gallery Building will house the Museum's collections, exhibitions, print and drawing 
study center, and collections management functions.  The facing structure, a 35,000 square foot, 
three-story Education and Visitor Amenities Building will support the Museum's educational 
and outreach programs, and include a lecture hall, 299-seat auditorium, a hands-on classroom for 
children, as well as a café, bookshop, and special events space.  Administrative, education, and 
curatorial staff offices will be on the second and third floors of this building.  The open pedestrian 
plaza between the two facilities, with shaded pergolas, rich landscaping, and a large fountain with 
seating areas, will be inviting to students and visitors alike.    
  
The Gallery Building will offer 33,000 square feet of spaces linked by multiple pathways for the 
display of our permanent collection.  An 8,615 square foot temporary exhibition gallery will be 
devoted to presenting and interpreting works of art in challenging and innovative ways.  Two 
rotundas to be integrated into the Museum’s permanent collection galleries will allow visitors to 
reflect on their museum experience and explore resource materials.  Visitation at the new Texas 
State History Museum, sited across the street from the Blanton's new location, has already 
surpassed one million in its first year.  Annual visitation at the Blanton, currently over 65,000, is 
projected to quadruple in our new location.  It is imperative that Museum staff plan now to ensure 
that optimal interpretive materials and educational programs are in place to meet the needs of this 
greatly expanded audience. 

 
The new facility will house the Blanton’s growing permanent collection of more than 14,000 
works in four main collecting areas: 20th-century American art, Latin American art, European 
paintings, and prints and drawings.  Beginning with the gifts of the Mari and James A. Michener 
Collection of 20th-Century American Art and the Barbara Duncan Collection of Latin American 
Art, and continuing with the 1998 gift-purchase of the Suida-Manning Collection, one of the 
nation's preeminent collections of Renaissance and Baroque art, the Museum adds important 
acquisitions in all collecting areas each year.  Now that the construction of a facility appropriate 
to the size and scope of its collections is becoming a reality, the Blanton is poised to enter a new 
era in presentation and interpretation as well.  (Please see enclosed detailed collections 
descriptions.) 
  
Education Initiatives: 25 Years of Excellence 
In preparation for the new facility, Museum staff completed an institutional strategic plan in 1997 
(enclosed).  The plan calls for the Blanton to create an environment that encourages an 
interactive, coherent, and challenging experience for our visitors and provides multi-level 
informational access to the permanent collection and temporary exhibitions.  As an extension of 
the institutional strategic plan, the Blanton's curator of education and academic affairs created an 
education strategic plan, which will guide the department through this period of growth and 
innovation. 
  
To meet the objectives outlined in these strategic plans, the Museum committed funds in 2000 to 
expand the education department, whose 25-year-history of excellence in programming makes it 
well suited to create ground-breaking programs for the future.  In addition to a new curator of 
education who began in January 2001, the education department now includes a manager of 
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community programs, an associate curator of education for university programs, and a manager 
of school and family programs.  The education department currently offers curriculum-based 
multiple visit programs for elementary and middle school children; UT graduate student 
internships; UT student workshops; public school teacher training workshops; gallery lectures 
and seminars; film series; workshops for adults; a community docent program; a new UT student 
docent program; and family programs.  
 
Over the next three years, Museum staff will develop, test, and implement a variety of 
interpretive tools tailored to fit the diverse learning styles and interests of museum visitors.  
Among the topics staff will explore are: multi-media technology to support in-gallery learning 
and make our collections accessible to distant learners; audio guides for adult and young viewers; 
and bilingual resources and programs.  Also of concern are the physical and psychological visitor 
experience and issues of signage, movement through galleries, and visitor amenities.  The 
Blanton's goal is to produce a dynamic visual narrative, in both its collections installation and 
accompanying interpretive materials, which allows all visitors to engage with and make meaning 
from original works of art. 
 
Humanities at the Blanton 
The Blanton collaborates with many departments and centers across UT, among them classics, 
education, history, English, French, Italian, the James A. Michener Center for Writers, and the 
Long Institute for Latin American Studies, whose students, faculty, and staff are our enthusiastic 
partners.  The Blanton’s associate curator of education for university programs was recently 
named a fellow of UT's newly formed Humanities Institute, which brings together representatives 
from across academic disciplines to explore questions and pose inquiries around defined topics.  
The Institute's focus for this year – "Communities: Local, Global, Virtual" – parallels the 
Museum's current inquiries.  The Blanton's broad-based collections allow staff to work with 
colleagues across campus to investigate humanities-related questions that span disciplines and to 
make these ideas accessible and relevant to the Museum's diverse audiences. 
  
There are many examples of humanities-based initiatives throughout the Blanton’s history, a few 
of which are detailed here: 
  

• In 1999, the Blanton received funding from the Henry Luce Foundation to establish New 
Perspectives on American Art, a three-year initiative in which six prominent artists, critics, 
and scholars developed diverse research projects based upon works in our 20th-century 
American art collection.  In culmination, the Blanton's curator and project director taught a 
graduate seminar in which students were asked to examine how artists, curators, museum 
educators, and art historians describe works of art.  Each visiting scholar co-taught a seminar 
session with the curator, and all scholars-in-residence gave evening lectures and met with 
students, faculty, and community groups.  The New Perspectives website 
(www.blantonmuseum.org/luce), winner of several design awards, makes the findings from 
this exciting project accessible to the public.  Research, topics, and questions generated 
through New Perspectives will inform the installation of these works in the new facility.  

  

• Past Present Future: Notions of Time in Twentieth-Century Art and Time/Frame, a two-part 
exhibition shown in 2001-2002, places 20th-century American and Latin American works side 
by side and investigates the multiple ways that artists have questioned, interpreted, and 
reflected temporality in their art.  Programs in support of these exhibitions included Visions 
and Voices: The Blanton Book Club, in which participants read fiction exploring the realm of 
time, dreams, and multiple realities; and Family Art Ventures, where more than 800 children 
and their parents explored themes of the exhibition and created their own time capsules. 
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• 500 Years of Prints and Drawings, a series of small exhibitions that began in 2001, draws 
from the Blanton’s encyclopedic collection of works on paper and allows graduate interns to 
curate focused inquiries into the aesthetic, social, cultural, and historical contexts of works on 
paper.  Recent exhibitions explored how American artists in the interwar period responded to 
the realities of the swiftly expanding city and experiences in the urban landscape.  Another 
exhibition of works by 19th-century French printmakers revealed how depictions of nature 
reflect a nostalgia for a less complex past in the face of urbanization and industrialization.  
These installations were particularly useful for our multi-visit program for elementary 
students, as the works provided significant links to history and language arts curricula. 

 
Humanities Focus of the Project 
The Blanton’s new building project is, in effect, a reinvention of the institution starting with the 
interpretive strategy which will inform the installation of the collections and educational 
resources for visitors.  As Blanton curatorial and education staff travel to other institutions, the 
Museum will pursue the following humanities-based questions: 
 
1.  How do works of art in the American collection express the histories, traditions, and values of 
individuals, cultures, and communities in the United States?  How can the Blanton Museum of Art 
best create points of entry for visitors to engage in meaningful ways with these works?  
 
As we visit the Newark Museum we will examine “Picturing America,” an installation of their 
American collection, to discover how the multiple and rich stories of our nation can be conveyed 
to and discovered by visitors of diverse backgrounds.  Consultants Ward L. E. Mintz, deputy 
director for programs and collections, and Lucy Brotman, director of education, will meet with 
Blanton staff to discuss team approaches to interpretation and how the museum created a strong 
visual narrative for its American collection.  The Brooklyn Museum of Art’s reinstallation 
“American Identities: A Reinterpretation of American Art at the BMA” will provide an 
interesting counterpoint.  After examining this exhibition, Joel Hoffman, vice director for 
education, and Stefania Rosenstein, interpretive materials specialist, will share philosophies and 
strategies for integrating works of different media. 
 
2.  How can the Blanton best help visitors understand the complex issues and ideas expressed and 
investigated in contemporary works of art?  What do works by such artists as Bill Viola, David 
Reed, Shahzia Sikander, and Glenn Ligon reveal about issues of race, gender, identity, and the 
human experience within an increasingly complex global society? 
 
The Guggenheim and the Walker Art Center have been selected for site visits to help Blanton 
staff explore this question.  With strong holdings in modern and contemporary works of art, these 
institutions have had to contend with the ways in which museums connect to global communities 
of scholars, students, and visitors to enrich the interdisciplinary understanding of our visual 
culture.  Kim Kanatani, the new director of education at the Guggenheim and a leader in the field 
of museum education, will share ways in which their museum is using technology to reach 
audiences.  Sarah Schultz, curator of education at the Walker, will discuss community 
involvement and the relation of media to contemporary museum practice.  In addition, both 
museums have resource rooms similar to the designated visitor spaces in the Blanton’s new 
building. 
 
3.  The Blanton’s Latin American art collection has special relevance to the population of Austin 
and Central Texas where issues of identity, history, culture, economics, and religion permeate 
daily life and inform our understanding of a shared past, present, and future.  How can the Latin 
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American holdings promote dialogue around these issues and support the rich cultural heritage 
that distinguishes our state? 
 
The Walker Art Center takes an active role in investigating issues of identity, race, society, and 
culture in the interpretation of works in their collection.  In examining the presentation and 
interpretation of works by contemporary Latin American and Chicano artists, Blanton staff will 
seek to identify models that make our collection relevant to all audiences.  Daniel O’Leary, 
director, Dana Baldwin, director of education, and Jessica Nicoll, chief curator and curator of 
American art, at the Portland Museum of Art will discuss with Blanton staff ways to reflect the 
needs and interests of community groups when developing interpretive policies and in creating 
new materials. 
 
4.  The Blanton has one of the best collections of prints and drawings in the Southwest, media 
often overlooked and under-appreciated by museum visitors.  How can the Museum create 
interpretive materials that will illuminate the historical, cultural, economic, and geographical 
contexts in which these works were produced? 
 
The Portland Museum of Art is a model for the contextualization of works of art and for 
interpretive materials the assist visitors to understand the connections between the visual arts and 
social, economic, and historical developments.  Consultants will share the process they developed 
during the Portland Museum’s recent reinstallation of its 19th-century collection to develop 
multiple lenses through which visitors can view and understand works in their collection.  
Currently, there are few exemplary interpretive materials for prints and drawings collections.  The 
Blanton hopes to break ground in this area by examining and adapting successful models for 
other media.  
 
5.  What connections can be found between the rich holdings of European art in the Blanton’s 
collections and developments in literature, science, philosophy, and music of the Renaissance and 
Baroque periods?  How can these relationships be revealed and be made relevant to 
contemporary audiences? 
 

We are especially interested in ways in which technology can be used to enhance visitor 
understanding of works of art.  Scott Sayre, director of media and technology, Kathryn C. 
Johnson, chair, education division, and other staff at the Minneapolis Museum of Art have been 
innovative in this arena.  Investigations of how technology is used in the museum and with 
distance learners will allow Blanton staff to identify models for presenting works of art in the 
context of developments in other disciplines such as literature, science, philosophy, and music. 
 
Blanton staff will also visit and meet with education and curatorial staff at the Frederick R. 
Weisman Art Museum at the University of Minnesota, the Museum of Modern Art, and P. S. 
1, during the grant period. 
 
Research already completed 
Since her arrival at the Blanton in January 2001, the curator of education's top priority has been to 
evaluate existing programs and explore the ways in which the Blanton can incorporate new 
methods of interpretation into programs for new and expanding audiences.  Recent 
accomplishments of the curator and education staff are:   
 
• restoring the Blanton's Teacher Advisory Committee which provides the department with 

valuable feedback and offers suggestions for curriculum connections and methods for 
communicating best with educators across the state; 
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• initiating a Student Advisory Committee, with representatives from more than 60 
organizations campus-wide; 

• working closely with curators to examine labels and signage in the museum and to create new 
processes and guidelines for their development;  

• working with UT’s Vice President for Information Technology to evaluate the uses of 
technology in designing effective interpretive materials and in presenting the Blanton’s 
resources on-line in meaningful ways.  As a precursor to the visits planned with the director 
and curators, the curator of education and the vice president for technology visited museums 
in Seattle and San Francisco as part of a parallel, ongoing investigative project. 

 
An important part of the overall plan for the interpretation strategy in the new facility will be the 
Blanton’s partnership with museum peers in the field of education.  An Interpretation Advisory 
Group will serve throughout the planning process and beyond.  Committee members are:  
Beth Schneider, director, department of art history and education, Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston;  
Dana Baldwin, curator of education, Portland Museum of Art; and  
Honee Hess, director of education, Worcester Art Museum. 
 
C.  DESCRIPTION OF THE PROJECT 
Presentation to the Public/Appropriateness of the Format 
After travel is complete, participant staff will present their findings in a report detailing what was 
learned and their initial thoughts about what steps can be taken to create and implement new 
programs.  The report will be shared with consulting colleagues, and then published with their 
comments on the Museum’s website, where the public may participate in discussion groups 
around the issues raised.   
E-mail notices will alert the UT community and the public and encourage their participation in 
this forum.   
 
NEH funds for travel are a key element of a multi-faceted, institutional assessment process that 
will continue through the opening of the new facility in 2005.  Blanton staff intends to refine our 
interpretative strategy with three long-term goals in mind: 
• to invite our audiences from the UT and wider Austin communities, K-12 students and 

teachers, and families to evaluate their museum experiences through a variety of vehicles 
(surveys, focus groups, on-line discussions) so we may uncover ways to better serve their 
needs; 

• based on those findings, design and test new interpretative materials and programs in focus 
groups drawn from audience representatives so the Museum can further meet the needs of our 
constituents; 

• to present our findings at state and national conferences in 2004; 
• to implement new and expanded interpretative programs and materials for all our audiences. 
The findings from this project will have a profound impact on the visitor experience, shaping 
labels, gallery guides, resources for distance learners, programs for families, and teacher 
materials. 
 
D.  DESCRIPTION OF THE CONSULTATION PROCESS 
During October and November 2002, the director, art curators, and the curator of education will use 
NEH funds to travel to institutions whose interpretation and programs exemplify best practices in 
meaningful visitor experiences.  These visits will allow those primarily responsible for the 
presentation of exhibitions, programs and related materials to experience excellence in 
interpretation first-hand, and to engage in dialogue with colleagues grappling with similar issues.  
The group will examine and assess the effectiveness of various methods of installation (focus of 
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exhibitions, grouping of objects, media, design/environment,) labels and wall texts (content and 
design) interpretive materials (brochures, gallery handouts) visitors rooms, audio tours, signage, 
wayfinding materials (maps, guards, signage) and amenities (gallery seating, lighting).  Staff have 
identified the following institutions and consultants to visit: 
 
Minneapolis: 
The Minneapolis Institute of Arts – Consultants: Evan M. Maurer, director; Kathryn C. Johnson, 
chair, education division; Stephanie Stebich, assistant director; Scott Sayre, director of media and 
technology. 
Walker Art Center – Consultants: Sarah Schultz, director, education and community programs 
and Philippe Vergne, curator, visual arts. 
Weisman Art Museum at the University of Minnesota – Consultants: Lyndel Irene Saunders 
King, director and chief curator; Colleen J. Sheehy, director of education; Judi Warrick Petkau, 
youth programs coordinator; and Patricia McDonnell, curator and adjunct art history professor. 
 
New York City: 
Brooklyn Museum of Art – Consultants: Joel M. Hoffman, vice-director for education and 
program development and Stefania Rosenstein, interpretive materials specialist. 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum – Consultant: Kim Kanatani, director of education. 
The Newark Museum of Art – Consultants: Ward L. E. Mintz, deputy director for programs and 
collections and Lucy Brotman, director of education. 
 
Portland, Maine: 
Portland Museum of Art (travel to Portland while on NYC visit) - Consultants: Daniel O'Leary, 
director; Dana Baldwin, director of education; and Jessica Nicoll, curator of American art. 
STAFF 
Museum staff who will travel together include the following: Jessie Otto Hite, director, who 
joined the Blanton is 1979 and was named director in 1993.  Under her leadership, the Blanton 
has, among many other accomplishments, acquired the Suida-Manning Collection, raised $58.5 
million toward a capital campaign goal of $101.5 million, and increased student and community 
awareness and support of the Museum.  Anne Manning, curator of education and academic 
affairs and manager of this project, was named the Outstanding Educator of the Year 2000 for the 
Eastern Region of the U.S. by the Museum Division of the National Art Education Association.  
She develops and implements education programs and interpretive materials for university, 
community, and school audiences.  Jonathan Bober, curator of prints and drawings and 
European paintings has, over fifteen years, overseen the strategic and aggressive growth of the 
print collection currently numbered at 12,000 works and considered the finest in the South and 
Southwest.  He was instrumental in securing the Suida-Manning Collection as well.  He teaches 
graduate and undergraduate seminars, leads a print and drawing society of fifty members, and is 
the author of many exhibition catalogues.  Annette Carlozzi, curator of American and 
contemporary art, has, in her five years at the Blanton, expanded the collection through gifts, 
purchases, exhibitions, and publications.  She has added seminal works by leading artists of color 
to the collection, as well as works by emerging artists. The Blanton is currently completing an 
international search to fill the position of curator of Latin American art.  This position manages 
a collection of 1,600 art works and will be responsible for the production of the Latin American 
collection handbook. 
 
PLAN OF WORK AND PROJECT TIMELINE 
Pre-grant period: Preparation 
April - June 2002 - Staff will create an extensive worksheet to examine and evaluate interpretive 
methods and materials as the traveling team visits museums in Texas and across the nation.  
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Worksheet questions will examine, among other issues, methods of installation, use of labels, 
wall text, technology-based interpretive materials, brochures, gallery guides, museum programs, 
and visitor amenities.  The Interpretation Advisory Group will provide feedback on the worksheet 
as it is developed.  All Blanton staff will participate in seminars to examine issues in 
interpretation. 
 
July - August 2002 - Members of the team will visit museums in Texas with exemplary 
education and interpretation programming and/or new facilities.  These museums will include the 
Amon Carter Museum, the Blaffer Gallery at the University of Houston, the Contemporary Arts 
Museum, Houston, the Dallas Museum of Art, the Modern Art Museum of Ft. Worth, and the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. 
 
Grant period: Consultation 
October - November 2002 - Travel team visits several museums in three cities examining 
education and interpretation strategies as described above.  As new questions arise, staff will 
continue conversations with consultants at the sites visited.  Input from the Interpretation 
Advisory Group will be considered before and throughout each visit. 
 
Post-Grant Period: Evaluation 
At the conclusion of the travel period, the team will compile their results and produce a report to 
be available in February 2003 summarizing results and findings.  This report will serve as the 
basis for focus group studies and further self-evaluation to take place in 2003.  Following the 
grant period, evaluation and assessment will help the Museum clarify its understanding of the 
basic needs and knowledge of our audiences, and guide the planning of engaging interpretive 
programs.  The initial evaluation process will include community and university focus groups, 
visitor surveys, and visits from outside evaluators.  Discussion topics will include interpretive 
resources for family audiences; orientation materials; making the Blanton’s collections relevant 
and accessible to community organizations; addressing the needs of the adult visitors; programs 
for students and teachers; on-line resources and distance learning; and resources for UT faculty 
and students. 
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Jack S. Blanton Museum of Art 
Supplementary Materials 
 
Please see enclosed materials: 
 
Blanton Museum of Art new building plans 
Strategic Plan 
Education Department Strategic Plan 
Selected brochures and press clippings 
 
 
Jack S. Blanton Museum of Art 
Attachment 1: Description and History 
 
The Jack S. Blanton Museum of Art is the principal repository for works of art at The University 
of Texas at Austin (UT).  Within the University community, the Blanton is an essential teaching 
resource across disciplines, a catalyst for exchange and collaboration among departments and 
entities on campus, and a center for campus intellectual and social life.  In addition, the Museum 
provides a training ground for the next generation of museum professionals, from curators and 
directors to educators and conservators. 
The Blanton plays a vital role in the cultural life of the state of Texas and of Austin, providing an 
environment that stimulates active, life-long learning in the visual arts.  As the only encyclopedic 
collecting museum in central Texas, the Blanton responds to the needs of our area’s citizens 
through collaboration with the community, audience involvement, and outreach programs.   
 
The Blanton’s location on the campus of the nation’s largest public university provides a unique 
opportunity to design and implement innovative strategies for attracting new audiences of many 
types. The city of Austin has a metropolitan area population of more than one million, entertains 
14 million visitors per year, and is situated 225 miles from the Mexican border. Nearly 70% of 
Texas’ population lives within a 200-mile radius of Austin, a region that includes 3 of the 10 
largest cities in the U.S. (Houston, Dallas, and San Antonio.) As the capital of Texas and one of 
the fastest growing cities in the nation, Austin reflects the state’s general ethnic makeup with a 
populace that is 62.4% white, 26.2% Hispanic, 7.9% African American, 3.5% Asian, and .6% 
Native American. Central Texas is a highly educated region – almost 35% of residents are college 
graduates. The UT population consists of more than 50,000 students, 2,700 faculty, and 17,000 
staff. The student body is 62.7% white, 12.5% Asian, 11.8% Hispanic, 8.6% international, 3.2% 
African American, and .5% Native American.   
 
Each year, nearly 65,000 visitors participate in the Museum’s many on-site programs.  This 
audience is made up of approximately 45% university students, 15% K-12 students, and 40% 
visitors from the Austin and central Texas communities at large.  Our onsite, offsite, and 
electronic venues combine to allow us to reach over 200,000 people annually.  36% of all UT 
students visit the Museum annually as part of course work in fine arts, liberal arts, and sciences, 
and more than 50% of museum program participants are UT students.   The Blanton’s public 
school outreach programs serve 60% of Austin public schools, more than all the city's other arts 
organizations combined, with visitation high among rural, disadvantaged, and minority students 
of all ages.  Our education programs are free to participating schools and the Museum pays for 
student transportation.  
 
The Blanton was founded as the University Art Gallery in 1963 and was renamed the Archer M. 
Huntington Art Gallery in 1980.  In 1972, the Museum moved its permanent collection from the 
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Art Building to the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center to accommodate significant 
works in 20th-century American and Latin American art donated, acquired, or on long-term loan.  
Galleries for temporary exhibitions, a print study room, and administrative offices remained in 
the Art Building.  For the following thirty years, the Blanton operated out of these two locations.  
In 1979, an advisory committee led by Sherman Lee, Muriel Christison, and Alan Shestack 
established a collections policy, which prioritized collecting in the areas of the Museum’s 
strengths while remaining responsive to significant, relevant collecting opportunities.  On March 
16, 1998, the University announced the change of the Museum’s name to the Jack S. Blanton 
Museum of Art in honor of the former chairman of the Board of Regents and a major supporter of 
the arts in Texas. 
 
Today, the permanent collection features more than 14,000 works with strengths in four primary 
areas: 20th-century American and contemporary art, including the Mari and James A. Michener 
Collection of 20th-Century American Painting; European paintings, featuring the celebrated 
Suida-Manning Collection of Renaissance and Baroque paintings, drawings, and sculpture; 
modern and contemporary Latin American art, one of the leading publicly held collections in the 
nation; and prints and drawings, one of the largest and most historically balanced collections of 
its kind in the South and Southwest. 
 
By the mid-1990s, the Museum had outgrown its existing facilities and began a strategic effort to 
expand and to unite the Museum’s collections under one roof.  In 1997, a campaign was launched 
to build and endow a major new facility located prominently at one of the University's main 
entrances, the juncture between the University and Austin's central business and government 
district.  This campaign, supported by donors from across the state and nation, has to date secured 
building gifts totaling $30 million in private funds and $28.5 million in state support; with $5 
million in endowments.  In the summer of 2001, the Blanton vacated the Ransom Center location 
and the Museum's permanent collections returned to the Art Building for exhibition and storage 
in preparation for installation in the new building.  The Blanton's new facility, designed by 
Kallmann McKinnell & Wood Architects of Boston, will provide state-of-the-art spaces for 
exhibitions, teaching, and research and will create a cultural gateway between the community and 
the University.  Groundbreaking will take place in fall 2002, with a planned public opening in 
mid-2005. 
 
During this historic period in its history, the Blanton is dedicated to spending the interim three 
years in an intensive period of re-evaluation of all aspects of the Museum’s multiple roles: 
audience development, collections refinement and expansion, exhibition planning, and 
community outreach.  At the same time, the Blanton is engaged in an ambitious fundraising 
effort, seeking to complete the campaign for its new facility and accompanying endowments, to 
expand operating support, and to increase community involvement. 
 
JACK S. BLANTON MUSEUM OF ART 
Attachment 2: Collection Information 
 
The Jack S. Blanton Museum of Art at The University of Texas at Austin is distinguished by the 
range and scope of its permanent collection, which forms the foundation of the diverse 
exhibitions and programs that the Museum presents to the university and Austin communities.  
The Blanton’s encyclopedic collection is comprised of more than 14,000 works of art that span 
the history of Western civilization from antiquity to the present, ranging in media from paintings, 
drawings, and prints, to sculptures and multi-media installations.  Among the strengths of the 
Museum’s holdings are 20th-century American art, featuring the Mari and James A. Michener 
Collection; 20th-century Latin American art, including the Barbara Duncan Collection; historical 
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and contemporary prints and drawings; and European paintings, featuring the recently acquired 
Suida-Manning Collection of Renaissance and Baroque art.  The Blanton’s collection 
encompasses important works by Dürer, Correggio, Rubens, Rembrandt, Tiepolo, Manet, 
Picasso, Torres-Garcia, Hartley, Hofmann, Frankenthaler, LeWitt, Twombly, Johns, Botero, 
Seguí, and Meireles.  With the largest and most comprehensive collection of art in central Texas, 
the Blanton is the leading art museum serving the city of Austin, as well as one of the foremost 
university art museums in the country. 
 
Over the course of its 39-year history, the Blanton has built its collection in a cohesive manner, 
developing in-depth concentrations of works from specific artists, movements, and periods.  This 
approach to acquiring works that form coherent groups in a variety of media fosters the 
Museum’s ability to present a range of innovative exhibitions drawn from its own collection, and 
creates significant opportunities for teaching, in-depth scholarship, and educational programs.  
The Museum’s collection thus serves as a rich and versatile resource for a broad spectrum of 
academic disciplines and also as a vital cultural treasure for the Austin community.  Through this 
unique dual role, the Blanton has attracted a number of major gifts from patrons across the 
country.  
 
During the past four years alone, the Blanton has acquired more than 2,000 works of art, and the 
Museum continues to build its collection at a rapid pace.  The Blanton is currently planning a 
major new facility that will provide much needed exhibition space for the Museum’s growing 
permanent collection, as well as expanded opportunities for outreach programs, teaching, and 
research.  The new museum, designed by Kallmann McKinnell & Wood Architects, Inc. will 
unite the Blanton’s expansive collections in one location for the first time.  It is scheduled to open 
in mid-2005. 
 
20th-Century American Art, featuring the Mari and James A. Michener Collection 
The core of the Blanton’s American art collection was formed by the significant gift of the Mari 
and James A. Michener Collection, which came to the Museum between 1968 and 1991.  Today, 
the Blanton’s collection of 20th-century art is a significant multi-disciplinary resource of nearly 
400 works from 1900 to the present.  One of the finest and most comprehensive collections of 
20th-century American painting on any U.S. campus, it represents nearly all major American art 
movements of this century, with particular depth in Abstract Expressionism.  Recent acquisitions 
have focused on enhancing the Museum’s holdings of works from the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, 
while adding important paintings, sculptures, and installations by many of today’s most renowned 
artists.  The collection includes works by Thomas Hart Benton, Adolph Gottlieb, Robert Henri, 
Marsden Hartley, Yayoi Kusama, Brice Marden, Alice Neel, and Sol LeWitt, as well as Terry 
Adkins, Luis Cruz Azaceta, Vernon Fisher, Ellen Gallagher, Luis Jiménez, Jr., Byron Kim, and 
Shahzia Sikander.  The American collection also encompasses the C.R. Smith Collection of Art of 
the American West, which includes 91 paintings, drawings, and sculptures, with noteworthy 
works by Albert Bierstadt, Thomas Moran, and Charles Russell, among others.   
 
20th-Century Latin American Art, including the Barbara Duncan Collection 
The Blanton’s holdings include one of the largest and most significant public collections of 20th-
century Latin American Art in the country and one of the finest in the world.  It contains more 
than 1,600 modern and contemporary paintings, prints, drawings, and sculptures, reflecting the 
great diversity of Latin American art and culture.  More than 500 artists from Mexico, South and 
Central America, and the Caribbean are represented in the collection, which also includes 
important works by Mexican-American, Puerto Rican, and other Latino(a) and Latin American 
artists living and working in the United States.  Many artists in the Blanton’s collection are not 
represented in any other museum in the U.S.  The collection encompasses works by Fernando 
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Botero, Armando Morales, Luis Felipe Noé, Liliana Porter, Antonio Seguí, and Joaquin Torres-
Garcia.  Recent acquisitions include works by artists from Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela and 
Uruguay that focus on the emergence and development of conceptualism and on innovative 
explorations of the drawing medium.  Among these are drawings by Venezuelan artists Gego and 
Juan Calzadilla, a site-specific piece by Regina Silveira, and a monumental installation by Cildo 
Meireles.   
 
Prints and Drawings 
The collection of prints and drawings, the largest and most historically balanced of its kind in the 
southern and southwestern United States, consists of more than 12,000 works, with strengths in 
Old Master prints and drawings, 20th-century American prints, and Latin American prints and 
drawings.  The collection features significant examples of all printmakers from Albrecht Dürer 
and Andrea Mantegna to Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns, and distinctive groups of 
reproductive prints, portraits, modern wood engravings, and regional work.  Significant recent 
acquisitions include Old Master works by Raphael, Rembrandt, and Giovanni Battista Tiepolo, as 
well as early modern and contemporary artists such as Edouard Manet, Odilon Redon, Robert 
Rauschenberg, and Cy Twombly.  In 1998, the Museum acquired the Suida-Manning Collection, 
which includes 400 Renaissance and Baroque drawings by many important painters and 
draftsmen, in addition to exceptional works in other media.  With this acquisition, the Blanton’s 
holdings of Old Master drawings became one of the finest in the nation, with renowned groups of 
Italian, French, and German Baroque works.  
  
European Paintings, featuring the Suida-Manning Collection 
The Museum’s holdings of European paintings were significantly enriched with the gift-purchase 
of the Suida-Manning Collection.  The Collection was assembled by two generations of art 
historians and is one of the nation’s preeminent collections of Renaissance and Baroque art.  It 
features 230 paintings, as well as important works in other media.  These works are principally 
16th- through 18th-century Italian and 17th-century French, with smaller groups of 18th-century 
French, and 17th- and 18th-century German paintings and drawings.  This exceptional collection 
includes several dozen paintings, in addition to numerous drawings, that are among the best in 
existence by masters such as Cambiaso, Veronese, Claude Lorrain, Ricci, Piazzetta, and Tiepolo.  
The Collection is particularly distinguished by its representation of works from the school of 
Genoa, including seven paintings and 45 drawings by its founder, Luca Cambiaso, and many 
works that are unique in this country.  The schools of Rome, 17th-century Bologna, and 18th-
century Venice are also prominently featured.  Outside of the Suida-Manning Collection, the 
Museum’s collection of European paintings includes further noteworthy works by artists such as 
Guercino, Giovanni dal Ponte, Santi di Tito, Giordano, and Fontebasso.  Northern Mannerist 
panels by artists including Spranger, Jan Brueghel and Rottenhammer, as well as a small 
concentration of works by Dutch and British artists are also part of the collection.
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Jack S. Blanton Museum of Art 
Attachment 3: Résumés 
 
Consultants 
The Minneapolis Institute of Arts 
Kathryn C. Johnson 
Chair, Education Division 
 
Frederick R. Weisman Art Museum at the University of Minnesota-Minneapolis 
Lyndel Irene Saunders King 
Director and Chief Curator 
 
Colleen J. Sheehy 
Director of Education 
 
Judi Warrick Petkau 
Youth Programs Coordinator 
 
Patricia McDonnell 
Curator and Adjunct Art History Professor 
 
Brooklyn Museum of Art 
Joel M. Hoffman 
Vice-Director for Education and Program Development 
 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum  
Kim Kanatani 
Director of Education. 
 
The Newark Museum of Art  
Ward L. E. Mintz 
Deputy Director for Programs and Collections 
 
Lucy Brotman 
Director of Education. 
 
Portland Museum of Art 
Daniel Edwin O'Leary 
Director 
 
Dana Baldwin 
Director of Education 
 
Jessica Nicoll 
Chief Curator and William E. and Helen E. Thon Curator of American Art 
 
Advisors 
Honee A. Hess 
Director of Education 
Worcester Art Museum 
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Beth B. Schneider 
Director, Department of Art History and Education 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
 
Jack S. Blanton Museum of Art 
Attachment 3: Letters of Commitment 
Dana Baldwin 
Director of Education 
Portland Museum of Art 
 
Bill Beirne 
Artist Advisor for Education 
P. S. 1 MoMA 
 
Lucy Brotman 
Director of Education 
The Newark Museum 
 
Honee A. Hess 
Director of Education 
Worcester Art Museum 
 
Joel M. Hoffman 
Vice-Director for Education and Program Development 
Brooklyn Museum of Art 
 
Kathryn C. Johnson 
Chair, Education Division 
The Minneapolis Institute of Arts 
 
Kim Kanatani 
Gail Engelberg Director of Education 
Guggenheim Museum 
 
Sarah Schultz 
Director, Education and Community Programs 
Walker Art Center 
 
Colleen Sheehy, Ph.D 
Director of Education 
Frederick R. Weisman Art Museum 
University of Minnesota 
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7586 Chevy Chase Drive #204 

Austin, TX 78752 

512-696-8386 

LAMoody22@gmail.com 

 

  

 Leslie Moody is an education-minded curator of art striving to balance the visitor 

experience with thematic cohesion.  While earning her Master of Arts at the University of 

Texas, she was a graduate research assistant at the Blanton Museum of Art between 

January 2009 through June of 2010 while simultaneously balancing independent 

curatorial projects throughout the city of Austin.  Moody earned her Bachelor of Arts at 

DePaul University in Chicago in 2004, graduating with a double major in Art History and 

English.  Between 2004 and 2006 Moody worked as an assistant to the director of 

Art&Idea gallery in Mexico City followed by a brief archival assistant position at 

Terreno Baldío Arte.  Moody has contributed curatorial projects to institutions such as 

Women and Their Work, Mexic-Arte Museum, and has given public lectures at DePaul 

University, and Texas State University, and has been invited to be a jury member for Art 

in Public Places in Austin.  Most recently, Moody worked for Artpace San Antonio, 

continuing to fuse her interests in education and curatorial projects.  

 

 


