
Voices from the Field

7R�KHOS�QDUURZ�WKH�JDS�EHWZHHQ�UHVHDUFK�DQG�SUDFWLFH��DV�ZH�UHÀHFW�RQ�
the role of museums and cultural institutions at this moment in our col-
lective history, the editors of JCMCP asked several international muse-
um practitioners to write a few words about their institutions' responses 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. We asked them to write about current ini-
tiatives to help communities, projects that might be replicated by others, 
new roles that may continue post-pandemic, or long term change they 
envision in cultural organizations. 

In response to the request, Lonnie Bunch, III, Secretary of the Smith-
sonian Institution and founding director of the Smithsonian’s Nation-
al Museum of African American History and Culture, a historian, gave  
JCMCP permission to print in its entirety an address he gave on aspira-
tional COVID-19 responses by museums. While written before the racial 
crisis erupted in the US, he addresses issues of race, as well.

Lonnie Bunch’s address is followed by 14 responses listed by date 
they were sent to us.

American Alliance of Museums Virtual Annual Meeting  
Keynote Address (May 2020)1 Reimagining Museums:  
Opportunities in Reopening

Lonnie G. Bunch III, Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution

Introduction

Colleagues and friends: even spread apart the globe as we are, it’s an 
honor to share this occasion with you. For as long as I can remember, 
WKH�$$0�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�EHGURFN�RI�WKH�PXVHXP�¿HOG��$OWKRXJK�GRLQJ�WKLV�
conference virtually is new for us, I take comfort in the fact that we’re 
still able to come together to share, to learn, and to support one another. 
There’s no sugarcoating this. The COVID-19 pandemic has stolen family 

1 This address was delivered on 2 June 2020, it was recorded before 25 May, 2020.
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and friends, disrupted our lives, and made us wary of places that once 
felt safe – supermarkets, houses of worship, and museums. Just last 
week, UNESCO and the International Council of Museums released data 
suggesting that 13 % of museums might not reopen. We know that we’re 
losing vital revenue every week. But we don’t need the numbers to tell us, 
because we’ve felt it ourselves: there is great fear across our community. 
Fear that we might not open again. Fear that museums will not have ad-
HTXDWH�UHVRXUFHV��)HDU�WKDW�ZH�FDQ¶W�DɣRUG�WR�WDNH�ULVNV�RU�LQQRYDWH��,¶P�
KHUH�WR�WRGD\�WR�WHOO�\RX�H[DFWO\�WKH�RSSRVLWH��:H�FDQ¶W�DɣRUG�not to. We 
FDQ¶W�DɣRUG�QRW�WR�WUDQVIRUP��7KLV�LV�D�PRPHQW�RI�JUHDW�SDLQ��EXW�DOVR�RI�
great possibility. And we need to set our sights beyond survival. We have 
a radical opportunity here. Not just to recover the revenue we’ve lost, but 
to reimagine what’s possible. To reconnect with audiences in new ways. 
7R�UHLQYLJRUDWH�RXU�RɣHULQJV��7R�UHYLWDOL]H�RXUVHOYHV�DQG�RXU�VHUYLFH�WR�
RXU�QDWLRQV��,I�ZH�FDQ�GR�WKDW��,�DP�FRQ¿GHQW�WKDW�ZH�FDQ�HPHUJH�IURP�
WKLV�FULVLV�DV�D�XQL¿HG�PXVHXP�¿HOG��VWUHQJWKHQHG�E\�WKH�FKDOOHQJHV�ZH�
have overcome. We can be more nimble, taking advantage of technology 
WR�¿QG�WKH�ULJKW� WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WUDGLWLRQ�DQG� LQQRYDWLRQ��:H�FDQ�EH�
more inclusive: attracting new audiences and reaching populations we 
may have overlooked in the past. And we can be more cohesive: support-
ing, teaching, and learning from each other as we move forward. I am 
GHHSO\�RSWLPLVWLF�DERXW�WKH�IXWXUH�RI�RXU�¿HOG��$QG�,�WKLQN�\RX�VKRXOG�
be, too. Here’s why. Despite all the radical challenges we face, we have 
two crucial advantages. First, our general attitudes toward change have 
shifted. I often think that when institutions are change-averse, it’s is be-
FDXVH�WKLQJV�DUH�JRLQJ�¿QH��,W¶V�KDUG�WR�VHH�WKH�EHQH¿WV�RI�FKDQJH��EXW�LW¶V�
easy to see the potential downsides. Well, when you’re facing a global 
pandemic, there’s not a whole lot left to be scared of. 

In many ways, this moment gives us license to dream as wildly as 
we can, to take risks, to recalibrate our sense of possibility. Museums 
have already evolved a great deal in the past 40 years. In our technol-
ogy, in our programming, in our relationships to our communities, in 
our hiring practices, and more. Forty years ago, “radical reimagination” 
PHDQW�¿JXULQJ�RXW�KRZ�WR�XVH�VOLGH�SURMHFWRUV��%XW�XQOLNH�WKHVH�HDUOLHU�
shifts, we have the space to think holistically and intentionally. That’s 
our second advantage. It’s as if someone hit the pause button on normal 
operations. With our buildings closed, we have the freedom to redesign 
WKH�ROG�VWUXFWXUH��WR�VZHHS�WKH�FREZHEV�Rɣ�WKH�ZDOOV��WR�UHLPDJLQH�ZKDW�
the space can become. 
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Museums Are Open

I do want to stress that while many of our buildings remain closed, mu-
VHXPV�DUH�QRW��7KLV�¿HOG� FRQWLQXHV� WR� VHUYH� WKURXJK�RQH�RI� WKH�ZRUVW�
WLPHV�RI�WKH�FHQWXU\��<RXU�FUHDWLYLW\��\RXU�ÀH[LELOLW\��DQG�\RXU�GHGLFDWLRQ�
DUH�DVWRXQGLQJ��,�ORRN�DURXQG�WKLV�¿HOG��DQG�,�DP�VR�SURXG�WR�EH�\RXU�FRO-
OHDJXH��$FURVV�WKH�JOREH��PXVHXP�VWDɣ�KDYH�ULVHQ�WR�WKH�FKDOOHQJH�DQG�
found new ways to engage the public. We are serving digitally, making 
world-class collections, programs, exhibitions, and research available 
online. We are collecting for posterity. While we can’t make contact as 
we usually do, folks around the world are ensuring that future gener-
ations will know what it was like to live during this time. And some of 
these objects are personal to me. I’ve asked my daughter – an emergency 
room doctor – to save pieces of her equipment. During school closures, 
museums are supporting students and educators. We’re providing dis-
tance learning resources. We’re working with administrators and fam-
LOLHV� WR�XQGHUVWDQG� WKHLU�QHHGV�DQG�KRZ� WR� VXSSRUW� WKHP�HɣHFWLYHO\�� ,�
bring up all these examples not just as a well-deserved pat on the back. 
%XW�EHFDXVH�ZH�DUH�DW�D�FULWLFDO�LQÀHFWLRQ�SRLQW��7KH�ZD\V�WKDW�ZH�UHRSHQ�
will shape our growth for years to come. 

New Normal

As some of our colleagues can tell us, reopening does not mean that life 
JRHV� EDFN� WR� QRUPDO��:H�ZRQ¶W� MXVW� VQDS� EDFN�� 7KH� ¿VFDO�� VRFLDO�� DQG�
operational impact of this moment will be with us for years to come. I en-
vision serious changes to visitor expectations for museums, and serious 
changes to the way that we run ourselves as businesses. In his novel, The 
Fire Next Time, James Baldwin wrote of a people “trapped by traditions, 
traditions so strong that their origins are forgotten but they still carry 
great weight.” So what can museums to do challenge the assumptions 
that weigh us down? How can we strike the right tension between tradi-
tion and innovation? As organizations that value tradition, we can build 
on decades of accumulated capital without being held captive by it. And 
just as the traditions we carry with us inform our daily operations, the 
FKRLFHV�ZH�PDNH�LQ�WKH�FRPLQJ�ZHHNV�ZLOO�VKDSH�WKH�IXWXUH�RI�RXU�¿HOG�
and our countries.
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Understanding Our Audiences 

2XU�¿UVW�VWHS�LQ�PRYLQJ�IRUZDUG�PXVW�EH�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�WKH�QHHGV�
RI�RXU�SXEOLF�KDYH�FKDQJHG��:H�QHHG�WR�UHDɤUP�RXU�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�
established audiences as they adapt to an unfamiliar new reality. The 
parent who doesn’t know if it’s safe to take his child to see a new exhi-
bition... The educator trying to reach students through a spotty internet 
connection… The researcher hoping to collaborate with partners across 
KHU�¿HOG«

We need to assess how our audiences’ needs have changed, and how 
they will continue to evolve moving forward. As many of you can no 
doubt relate to, I’ve been house-bound these past months. During that 
time, I’ve had a Cole Porter lyric ringing around my head: “Give me land, 
lots of land under starry skies above… don’t fence me in.” The data we’re 
seeing suggest that that our audiences will embrace that attitude even af-
ter the worst is over. They will prefer spaces with freedom of movement, 
and outdoor options. It may be a while before they feel comfortable en-
gaging in activities as part of a crowd. To me, one of the great strengths 
RI�FXOWXUDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV�LV�WKDW�WKH\�EULQJ�SHRSOH�WRJHWKHU�IURP�GLɣHUHQW�
places and backgrounds to share experiences and ideas. For the foresee-
able future, the pandemic will test that strength. The ways that people 
come together, connect, and engage with each other will shift fundamen-
WDOO\��:KHWKHU�ZH¶UH�RɣHULQJ�KDQG�VDQLWL]HU��VKLIWLQJ�IURP�WRXFK�VFUHHQV�
to voice-activated interfaces, or moving programs outdoors, it’s our job 
to create contexts in which our audiences feel safe as they return. 

I see three opportunities for us to become the institutions that our 
audiences need and deserve. We can grow digitally, we can grow more 
diverse, and we can grow more collaborative. This trifecta will enable us 
to become even more vital, valued, and visited as we move into a new, 
global normal.

Growing Digital

The past few months have hammered home the importance of growing 
our digital capacities. All the digital resources that we have worked to de-
velop are not just stopgap measures during a period of social distancing. 
7R�PH��WKH\�DUH�FRUH�IXQFWLRQV�RI�KRZ�ZH�PRYH�IRUZDUG�DV�D�¿HOG��,Q�WKH�
past, we may of thought of digital content as an addendum to in-person 
RɣHULQJV��:KHQ�RXU�EXLOGLQJV�FORVHG��RQOLQH�UHVRXUFHV�EHFDPH�RXU�SUL-
mary mode of connection. And even as we move out of stringent lock-
downs, we know that the public will be much more comfortable receiv-
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LQJ�GLJLWDO�FRQWHQW�WKDQ�EHIRUH��(YHQ�DV�PXVHXPV�UHRSHQ��D�VLJQL¿FDQW�
percentage of former audiences will be reluctant to return in person. 
These people are still our audiences. We still have the relationships. We 
MXVW�QHHG�WR�WDUJHW�WKHP�GLɣHUHQWO\��QRZ��,�VKRXOG�VD\�WKDW�JRLQJ�GLJLWDO�
doesn’t mean running away from the traditional strengths of our orga-
nizations. I’ve been getting up to speed on all things digital over the past 
IHZ�PRQWKV��EXW�DV�D�KLVWRULDQ�ZKR�ORYHV�WKH�VWXɣ��,�NQRZ�WKDW�WKHUH¶V�
no substitution for seeing the real thing. That’s why I don’t believe we 
should think about online platforms as substitutes for our in-person of-
IHULQJV��7KH\�DUH�FRPSOHPHQWV�WKDW�RɣHU�IXQGDPHQWDOO\�GLɣHUHQW�YLHZ-
ing and learning experiences. Take, for instance, the Cosmic Buddha, 
a limestone sculpture covered in intricate religious etchings housed at 
the National Museum of Asian Art. When the Smithsonian’s Digitization 
3URJUDP�2ɤFH�FUHDWHG�D���'�PRGHO��VFKRODUV�DFURVV�WKH�ZRUOG�ZHUH�DEOH�
to discover unexpected new revelations about the 1500-year-old master-
piece. We should to be asking ourselves: what are the opportunities to 
engage with objects and stories you can have through a computer screen 
that you can’t have in person? For one thing, you can get your face a 
whole lot closer to it. You can zoom, scroll, twist and turn. With the right 
license, you can download, modify, and repurpose. 

0RYLQJ�IRUZDUG��,¶G�HQFRXUDJH�RXU�¿HOG�WR�WKLQN�DERXW�RQOLQH�H[KLEL-
tions, virtual programming, and digital resources as stand-alone, com-
pelling experiences in their own right. Experiences that attract audienc-
es who can’t or won’t enter our buildings. Experiences that provide new 
modes of engagement and new avenues for discovery. 

Growing Education

We have a special obligation to use these digital resources to serve stu-
dents and educators. There’s an undeniable delight in watching young 
people’s eyes light up when they see the portrait of Michelle Obama (in 
the National Portrait Gallery), or peer up in awed reverence at the bones 
of a million-year-old dinosaur (at the National Museum of Natural His-
tory). It reminds me of my own delight and the sense of possibility I felt 
when my dad took me to see the Spirit of St. Louis (at the National Air 
and Space Museum).

It’s this curiosity and delight that we must seek to nourish, encour-
aging a generation of lifelong learners and future museum goers. Of 
course, millions of young people won’t ever have the opportunity to see 
these objects in person or come participate in museum-bound programs. 
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7KDW¶V�ZK\�ZH�QHHG�WR�¿QG�ZD\V�WR�VXSSOHPHQW�VFKRRO�FXUULFXOD��VXSSRUW�
educators, and reach students where they are. We need to think critically 
DERXW� WKH�REVWDFOHV� WKH\� IDFH�DQG�¿QG�FUHDWLYH�ZD\V� WR�¿OO� WKRVH�JDSV��
&29,'����KDV�UHYHDOHG�KRZ�YDOXDEOH�VXFK�HɣRUWV�DUH��,Q�WKH�¿UVW�PRQWK�
RI�VFKRRO�FORVXUHV��ZHE�WUDɤF�RQ�WKH�6PLWKVRQLDQ¶V�GLVWDQFH�OHDUQLQJ�UH-
sources was up by a whopping 346 percent. And if the numbers didn’t 
paint the picture clearly enough, the outpouring of gratitude tells us all 
we need to know. Teachers on social media have reached out to thank us 
for lesson plan ideas. Parents have written in to say how much a piece 
of poetry we shared meant to their kids. So yes, we must recognize and 
value the historic strengths of our organizations. At the same time, we 
FDQ�¿QG�FUHDWLYH�QHZ�PRGHV�WR�HQJDJH�RXU�DXGLHQFHV��HVSHFLDOO\�ZKHUH�
we can have the most profound impact: in the minds of young learners.

 
Growing More Diverse 

,Q�WKLV�¿HOG��ZH�WHQG�WR�WDON�D�ELJ�JDPH�DERXW�VHUYLQJ�PRUH�GLYHUVH�DXGL-
ences. We now have a chance to do that. We know that COVID-19, like 
PDQ\�RWKHU�FULVHV��DɣHFWV�ORZ�LQFRPH�FRPPXQLWLHV�DQG�FRPPXQLWLHV�RI�
color disproportionately – in employment, in education, and in health 
outcomes. As we think through how we serve, let’s craft solutions that 
take these disparities into account. That might mean distributing no-
tech resources to students who don’t have an internet connection. That 
might mean expanding the languages in which we make our resources 
available. That might mean developing exhibitions that explore the ex-
perience of a particular community. When I was helping to bring the 
National Museum of African American History and Culture to life, there 
was concern over what our visitation would look like. And I am incredi-
bly proud to say that since its opening, the museum has attracted one of 
the most diverse audiences of any in the Smithsonian. But I’m even more 
SURXG�WKDW����SHUFHQW�RI�RXU�YLVLWRUV�ZHUH�¿UVW�WLPH�PXVHXP�JRHUV��$V�
we worry about attracting visitors back to our museums, these numbers 
paint a clear picture. Complex, diverse, community-driven stories will 
increase interest in museums. To me, this evidence suggests that it is 
possible to expand our bases. That we hamstring ourselves by serving 
RQO\�D�QDUURZ�VOLFH�RI�RXU�SRSXODWLRQV��7KDW�SXWWLQJ�LQ�WKH�HɣRUW�WR�VHUYH�
QRQ�WUDGLWLRQDO�PXVHXP�JRHUV�SD\V�Rɣ��&DQGLGO\��ZH�FDQQRW�VHUYH�WKHVH�
audiences if we do not hold ourselves internally accountable. We need 
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to model the diversity of our public in our exhibitions, our research, in 
RXU�ERDUGURRPV��DQG� LQ�RXU�VWDɣ�� ,� UHFRJQL]H� WKDW� WKLV�¿HOG�KDV�PDGH�
VLJQL¿FDQW�VWULGHV��:KHQ�,�¿UVW�VWDUWHG�DWWHQGLQJ�QDWLRQDO�DQG�LQWHUQD-
tional meetings of museum professionals in the late ‘70s, I was always 
struck by how few individuals of color there were. If we were together in 
person, you’d only need to look around the room to know that our pro-
fession has changed. And I am so pleased by active steps the Alliance has 
taken. Steps like making Diversity, Equity, Access, and Inclusion a key 
focus area in its current strategic plan, or the working group convened to 
tackle these issues. But we also recognize that we have further to go, and 
WKDW�WKLV�SURIHVVLRQ�DQG�¿HOG�RQO\�EHFRPH�VWURQJHU�ZKHQ�ZH�UHSUHVHQW�
the full experiences of the public.

Growing Together

7KH�WKLUG�DQG�¿QDO�OHVVRQ�WKDW�,�KRSH�ZH�WDNH�IURP�WKLV�PRPHQW�LV�KRZ�
deeply interdependent we are. As a former museum director, I used to 
take comfort in focusing on what we held within our museum’s walls. 
But I also know that our greatest successes came from reaching across 
those boundaries to build creative partnerships. This is a networked 
time. We’re all paddling furiously to keep our heads above water. But we 
ZLOO�KDYH�IDLOHG�LI�RXU�RZQ�LQVWLWXWLRQV�VWD\�DÀRDW�ZKLOH�RXU�SHHUV�GRQ¶W��
This moment requires us to look to the examples set by our domestic 
and international colleagues. To consider how other institutions at dif-
ferent stages of reopening are moving forward. What practices have our 
colleagues in Europe adopted to migrate to a post-COVID-19 world? 
What can we learn as states in America begin the reopening process? I 
have been so heartened to see institutions across the US collaborating 
RQ�UHRSHQLQJ�SODQV��VKDULQJ�WLPHOLQHV�ZLWK�SHHUV�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ��RɣHULQJ�
VXJJHVWLRQV�RQ�WUDɤF�ÀRZ��VWUDWHJL]LQJ�DWWHQGDQFH�DQG�IDFH�PDVN�SURWR-
FROV��:H�FDQ�ORRN�RXWVLGH�WKH�¿HOG��WRR��$V�ZH�UHWKLQN�RXU�UHVHDUFK�DQG�
educational potential, we can partner with academic institutions. As we 
rebuild community relationships, we can seek advice and support from 
local government. As we revamp our own revenue streams, we can look 
to the corporate sector for guidance. John Cotton Dana, a great pioneer 
of the public institution, once wrote that “who dares teach must never 
FHDVH� WR� OHDUQ�´� ,� WKLQN�KRZ� OXFN\�ZH�DUH� WR�EH�D�¿HOG�RI� WHDFKHUV�DQG�
learners. And how lucky we are that we can rely on each other in this 
moment; for support, for advice, for ideas. I know that when this crisis 
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is over, we will emerge a more robust, more imaginative, more collabo-
UDWLYH�¿HOG�

Conclusion

Before I conclude, I want to share with you a heartwarming note our Vis-
LWRU�6HUYLFHV�VWDɣ�UHFHLYHG�ODVW�PRQWK��$�PRWKHU�RI�WKUHH�NLGV����DQG�XQ-
der, wrote in to us saying that she’d asked her children what they wanted 
to be when they grew up. The oldest wanted to be an aerospace engineer 
or an astronaut, and their middle child wanted to be a Marine Biologist. 
The youngest? She proclaimed proudly that she wanted to work at a mu-
seum. 

It’s nice to be a role model, isn’t it? Astronauts explore the mysteries 
of space, and marine biologists explore the mysteries of the deep. And 
museum people, I’ve always thought that we explore what it means to be 
KXPDQ��:H�GH¿QH�UHDOLW\�DQG�JLYH�KRSH��0XVHXPV�SURYLGH�FRQWH[W��LQ-
VLJKW��DQG�H[SHUWLVH�WKDW�WKH�SXEOLF�FDQ�WUXVW��0XVHXPV�RɣHU�WKH�FRPIRUW��
healing, and inspiration that we all need to move forward. In moments 
of division, they show us our shared humanity. In moments of fear, they 
KHOS�XV�¿QG�KRSH��,Q�PRPHQWV�RI�SDLQ��WKH\�UHPLQG�XV�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�VWLOO�
beauty. Thank you.

***

4 May 2020, Eindhoven, The Netherlands

Culture is a form of contact we are missing right now. With the stagna-
WLRQ�RI�VRFLHWDO�WUDɤF��LW�KDV�EHFRPH�GLɤFXOW�WR�PHHW�DQG�WR�JDLQ�SRVLWLYH�
provocation or stimulate incentive, let alone contribute to our collec-
WLYH�FXOWXUDO�OLIH��2QRPDWRSHH�¿UVW�EHJDQ�WR�QRWLFH�WKLV�VWDJQDWLRQ�DIWHU�
distributors decreased orders after the shops they supply closed their 
doors in early March. This was then followed by the formal closing of 
bars, shops and restaurants in mid-March, alongside the more informal 
closure of cultural institutions across the Netherlands. Ever since, we 
have all been increasingly occupied in organizing our private lives. Our 
main concern goes out to freelancers who, in spite of the many actions 
of the government, often end up with pay gaps and loss of earnings for 
their services and practice. Throughout the sector, the engagement with 
freelancers is the most pressing issue. For Onomatopee, as we strive to 
work with and support fresh talent and students, we also care about the 
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lack of income students experience right now, noticeable amongst our 
interns and this is something we also look to address. Obviously, there 
is also a concern for institutions. Most pressing is the lack of entrance 
fees. As Onomatopee always wanted to be freely accessible, this is not 
DQ� LVVXH� IRU�XV�� EXW� LW� LPSOLHV�GLUHFW�¿QDQFLDO� SUHVVXUH� IRU�PDQ\��2XU�
second concern is the missing out on self-generated income such as 
hosting workshops, selling books, performing lectures and so forth. This 
LV�ZKHUH�2QRPDWRSHH�GRHV�VXɣHU�D�EORZ��2XU�WKLUG�FRQFHUQ�LV�RXU�SDUW-
ners; institutions, funding bodies and other commissioners, who may 
be forced to pull back now or possibly in the near future. We ask: How 
will European support and solidarity sustain? Will current investments 
into the research and development of program that does not see the light 
RI�WKH�DXGLHQFH�EH�SDLG�IRU"�2XU�¿QDO�FRQFHUQ�OLHV�DEURDG��KRZ�ZLOO�WKH�
makers and partners that form part of our wider, international network 
come out of this? And how will all small independent bookstores, who 
RIWHQ�VHOO�RXU�ERRNV��¿QG�ZD\V�WR�VXUYLYH"�$QG�ZLOO�WKH�SHRSOH�ZKR�EX\�
our books internationally, still be able to buy later this year or even next 
year? We pride ourselves in working internationally, and as much as the 
international network is so diverse and exciting it is often sometimes un-
familiar or distant, so the answers to these questions remain to be seen. 
Onomatopee is committed as ever, from the behind the scenes where 
we work with makers and thinkers to the very front of stage where we 
advocate cultural life. Our understanding of distance might change, but 
our attitude to supporting life does not. Note: Onomatopee Projects, in 
Eindhoven, the Netherlands, is a free and accessible ‘cultuurhuis’ (cul-
ture house). It presents, alongside a bar and riso-workshop, a whole 
series of presentations, lectures, workshops, publications and more, to 
operate as a project-space, public gallery and publisher.

Freek Lomme,  
Founding director Onomatopee Projects 

15 May 2020, Shanghai, China

The preservation and presentation of memory is the profession of muse-
XPV�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�VRFLDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WKDW�PXVHXPV�VKDOO�IXO¿OO��+HQFH��
museums being memory institutions shall play their instrumental part 
in the global catastrophe of the COVID-19 pandemic. Soon after the na-
tion-wide outbreak of COVID-19, Chinese museums, with professional 
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sensitivity and responsibility, simultaneously organized some medi-
um-scale “movements” — collections and themed exhibitions on all types 
of COVID-19 evidence to witness how we’ve squandered all the progress 
we were making in keeping a lid on coronavirus infections. The collect-
ing was started on February 18, 2020, then in less than 10 days, thir-
W\�GLɣHUHQW�OHYHOV�DQG�W\SHV�RI�PXVHXPV�MRLQHG�LQ�WKH�HYHQW��2Q�0DUFK�
18, the National Cultural Heritage Administration published the Notice 
on Soliciting and Preserving Representative Evidence for COVID-19 
epidemic containment, which gave instructions on the organization, 
mechanism and security of the collecting work and made a formal start 
of a systematic and nation-wide collecting program of COVID-19 evi-
GHQFH��2Q�0DUFK�����WKH�¿UVW�H[KLELWLRQ�RQ�¿JKWLQJ�DJDLQVW�&29,'����
was launched online, with an estimate that more themed exhibitions 
will soon be held, either online or on-site. Brave it out against all odds, 
Chinese museums’ prompt actions during this pandemic have further 
demonstrated their professional and forward-looking achievements 
made in recent years.

Laishun An, vice president of ICOM, Vice-President and Secretary 
General, Chinese Museums Association (2008-present), Curator,  
Lu Xun Museum, China (January 2019-present), Editor-in-Chief,  

Chinese Museum Magazine, China (2016-present)

15 May 2020, Shanghai, China

Since the late February 2020, museums from Beijing, Shanghai, Tian-
jin, Shaanxi, Zhejiang, Sichuan, Yunnan, Jiangxi, Guangdong and other 
provinces in China have arranged for collecting the hard-fought gains 
in the war against the COVID-19 through voluntary unpaid donation, 
LQFOXGLQJ� SHWLWLRQV� IRU� ¿JKWLQJ� DJDLQVW� WKH� FRURQDYLUXV�� PDQLIHVWRV��
donation receipts, work diaries, apartment complex passes, registra-
tion forms, thermometers, banners, photos and videos, calligraphy and 
SDLQWLQJV��HWF��)RU�VHOHFWHG�LWHPV��FHUWL¿FDWHV�RI�GRQDWLRQ�ZLOO�EH�LVVXHG�
to corresponding institutions or individuals, and the un-selected items 
will be returned to the donors. National Museum of China, Guangdong 
Museum, Shaanxi History Museum and Capital Museum have already 
made the public announcements for the collections about COVID-19 and 
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VHW� XS�ZRUNLQJ� JURXSV� WR� FDUU\� RXW� WKH�SURJUDPV��'LɣHUHQW�PXVHXPV�
KDYH�GLɣHUHQW�FULWHULD�IRU�FROOHFWLQJ��VRPH�WDUJHWLQJ�WKH�ORFDO�DQG�VRPH�
nation-wide and world-wide.

Shouyong Pan, Professor of Anthropology and Museology,  
Shanghai University, China

19 May 2020, Biel, Switzerland

Kunsthaus Pasquart in Biel is one of the largest and most important in-
stitutions for exhibitions of contemporary art in Switzerland. It is housed 
in the city’s former hospital, to which a beautiful extension, designed by 
Diener & Diener, was added in 2000. Our programme presents exhibi-
tions by Swiss and international artists in spaces totalling 1’600m2. We 
are governed by a foundation and are subsidised by the city of Biel and 
WKH�FDQWRQ�RI�%HUQ��'XULQJ�WKH�ORFNGRZQ��LW�LV�YHU\�GLɤFXOW�WR�KHOS�FRP-
PXQLWLHV�DQG�WKHLU�UHVLGHQWV�DVLGH�IURP�RɣHULQJ�LQWHUQHW�SURJUDPPLQJ��
The closure of the cultural sector has made many people more aware 
RI�WKH�YDOXH�RI�FXOWXUH�WR�WKHLU�OLYHV��VR�ZH�FDQ�RɣHU�D�VHQVH�RI�KRSH�IRU�
the future by continuing to communicate our programming plans with 
optimism, whilst underlining our appreciation of our public’s support 
during and after lockdown. After the pandemic but in the face of a possi-
ble repetition, I envisage cultural organisations will feel the necessity to 
be more open to having to adapt their programmes at short notice. We 
will have to live with unpredictability and uncertainty. It is likely that we 
will also be more willing to use digital forms of communication rather 
than travelling as much as we have done in the past. I don’t feel my in-
VWLWXWLRQ�KDV�XQGHUWDNHQ�DQ\�PHDVXUHV�WKDW�GLɣHU�ZLGHO\�IURP�WKRVH�DG-
opted by most cultural organisations. We very quickly developed a series 
of activities on-line, whilst postponing rather than cancelling exhibitions 
DQG�PDQDJLQJ�WR�SD\�DOO�VWDɣ��+RPH�RɤFH�LV�EHLQJ�HQFRXUDJHG�IRU�DIWHU�
lockdown as a viable way of working for part of the time. It is clear that 
the situation for cultural institutions in Europe is of a completely dif-
ferent nature than outside the west, where many organisations will not 
survive the pandemic.

Felicity Lunn, Director, Kunsthaus Pasquart, Biel, Switzerland



VOICES FROM THE FIELD36

May 20, 2020, New York, USA

A crisis makes visible all the inequities that are so easily ignored in times 
of relative plenty. The inequities that COVID-19 is exploiting with light-
ning speed and tragic consequences are profound and systemic, with 
deep roots that disenfranchise and marginalize, that limit access to health 
and restrict economic opportunities. By collectively navigating this crisis 
KRZHYHU��ZH�DUH�RɣHUHG�ERWK�D�PRPHQW�WR�FRQVLGHU�RXU�LQWHUGHSHQGHQFH�
and a lens through which to view the divisions that, through compassion 
and care for the most vulnerable, might be bridged as we forge a post-
COVID-19 future. Cultural institutions are perfectly positioned to serve 
as a fulcrum in this transformative process. The International Coalition 
of Sites of Conscience (ICSC) is a global network of museums, historic 
sites, and memorials that inspire millions of citizens each year to explore 
the parallels between past and present, build bridges of understanding, 
and, ultimately, take action on pressing social issues. Since 1999, ICSC 
has grown to include over 275 member sites in 65 countries, all working 
to facilitate collaboration, exchange, and action. In the weeks this pan-
demic has raged, we at ICSC have focused on internal goals such as help-
ing our members pivot operations to accessible virtual platforms that 
FDQ�RɣHU�VXSSRUW�WR�WKHLU�FRPPXQLWLHV��DV�ZHOO�DV�H[WHUQDO��SXEOLF�IDFLQJ�
goals such as how we might foster social resilience and healing by cen-
tering stories of inequality and exclusion. We are drawing on our work 
LQ�SRVW�FRQÀLFW�VRFLHWLHV�WR�ODXQFK�SURJUDPV�WKDW�ZLOO�VHHG�WKLV�WUDQVIRU-
mation. If our members’ participation in our COVID-19 webinars is any 
indication, cultural institutions the world over are seeking tools that will 
allow them not only to operate with more agility and accessibility than 
they did pre-pandemic, but to build on the public’s new awareness of the 
risks the most vulnerable among us face every day, to work collectively 
to better understand the systems that perpetuate rather than eradicate 
inequality, and to engage in shaping a more just post-COVID-19 world. 

Elizabeth Silkes, Executive Director,  
International Coalition of Sites of Conscience

20 May 2020, New Plymouth, Taranaki, Aotearoa New Zealand

Aotearoa New Zealand is now looking towards recovery, even as social 
distancing is practiced, hygiene protocols are in place, and borders re-
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PDLQ�VKXW�IRU�WKH�IRUHVHHDEOH�IXWXUH��$V�ZH�UHÀHFW�RQ�VRPH�RI�WKH�GHY-
astating consequences of the measures taken to control the spread of 
COVID-19, the impacts on mental health and the terrible experiences of 
people staying home with abusers remain with us. We write as Co-Di-
rectors/Chief Curators of Govett-Brewster Art Gallery / Len Lye Centre, 
which is Aotearoa New Zealand’s museum of contemporary art and the 
global home of modernist artist Len Lye.2 We know that there will be new 
economic, social, wellbeing, and creative challenges faced by our com-
munity after the pandemic. The partnership with the Taranaki Retreat, 
GHVFULEHG�KHUH��LV�WKH�¿UVW�RI�PDQ\�QHZ�GLUHFW�SDUWQHUVKLSV�ZH�DUH�VHHN-
ing with community groups to enable art to play and active role in imag-
ining a new way forward. Just weeks before the arrival of COVID-19 in 
Aotearoa New Zealand, the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery / Len Lye Cen-
tre began a modest partnership with the mental health recovery organ-
isation Taranaki Retreat. With the knowledge that more people would 
be seeking their support in new ways, to face unique experiences, we 
reached out to them to begin developing a new project that would seek 
WR�HQJDJH�DUW�DV�RQH�RI�PDQ\�VWUDQGV�RI�UHFRYHU\�EHLQJ�RɣHUHG��7KH�SURM-
ect, titled Te Whare Pora, or the house of weaving, is a place of weav-
ing and the space of weaving ideas. Assistant Curator Hanahiva Rose 
is developing the project, in collaboration with the Taranaki Retreat. 
As envisioned, the Govett-Brewster proposes to invite a contemporary 
weaver to host a series of workshops that explore the theory and practice 
of Te Whare Pora and the history of weaving in Taranaki. The project 
will have three stages: community engagement, workshops and an ex-
KLELWLRQ��:HDYLQJ�LV�ZHOO�GHPRQVWUDWHG�DV�DQ�HɣHFWLYH�WRRO� LQ�EXLOGLQJ�
mental and cultural wellbeing. Using the concept of Te Whare Pora, this 
project will focus on building four “walls” of wellbeing through weaving: 
taha wairua (spiritual wellbeing), taha hinengaro (mental and emotion-
DO�ZHOOEHLQJ���WDKD�WLQDQD��SK\VLFDO�ZHOOEHLQJ��DQG�WDKD�ZKŅQDX��IDPLO\�
and social wellbeing). All aspects of this project will be free of charge for 
interested community members. All ages and abilities will be welcome 
and encouraged to attend. We hope this project will contribute to the 
development and retention of local weaving practices and histories; con-
tribute to community understandings of Taranaki’s natural environment 
and it’s associated traditional narratives; build relationships both within 

2 In the summer of 2020, the authors have taken up the role of Co-Executive Director and 
&KLHI�([HFXWLYH�2ɤFHU�RI�5HPDL�0RGHUQ��D�QHZ�PXVHXP�RI�PRGHUQ�DQG�FRQWHPSRUDU\�
art in Saskatoon, Canada.
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the broader community and weaving communities; and promote the role 
of the arts in community wellbeing.  

Because of the closed borders and a desire to support the struggling 
art sector locally, programming for the next year will be more focused on 
artists from across Aotearoa New Zealand, with the exception of projects 
that were near completion before the virus reached our region. Public 
programs will remain largely virtual and we will need to redevelop our 
strategies for working with schools, onsite and online. New models for 
learning were tried out during the lockdown period, such as YouTube 
tutorials, and we will continue to develop those further. At this point, 
there are still a lot of unknowns, but we are cautiously optimistic: There 
are so many creative and resourceful people in the arts.

Aileen Burns & Johan Lundh, former Co-Directors/Chief Curators  
of Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, Aotearoa New Zealand

20 May 2020, Munich, Germany

,Q� DGGLWLRQ� WR� WKH� H[LVWLQJ�GLJLWDO� RɣHULQJV��0XQLFK¶V�+DXV�GHU�.XQVW�
(HDK) has developed new digital formats, including audio tours as well 
as the artwork “Presence,” designed by Franz Erhard Walther for pre-
sentation on the website and the exterior of the building. In a short loop 
during the Easter holidays, the statements “Bodies are the boundary,” 
“Towards space,” “The coincidence of history,” and “Body in the pres-
ent” were shown on the website. For maximum impact, for four days, 
all subpages of the website took the user to the www.hausderkunst.de/
anwesenheit page. The artwork thus replaced all other contents of the 
website in the digital space. Advance announcements or explanations 
were dispensed with and an explanatory blog post was only posted on-
line on Easter Monday. After the four days, the user found the website 
with all previous content. 

At the same time, from nightfall and until dawn for 40 days, the same 
sentences were projected onto the wall facing the English Garden of the 
western façade. After Easter, another digital format was launched with 
“HDK Live”: the live transmission of these images, in which a camera 
UHFRUGV�DQG�WKH�LPDJHV�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�RQ�WKH�ZHEVLWH��7KH�¿UVW�EURDGFDVW��
“Presence,” ended on May 18. With this work of art and the way to pres-
ent it, Andrea Lissoni, the new artistic director of the Haus der Kunst 
VLQFH�$SULO�������KDV�VHW�D�¿UVW�DFFHQW�SRLQWLQJ�IRUZDUG�WR�WKH�IXWXUH��,W�
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serves as a window for the events of the present and makes the artistic 
contents in the building more easily visible from the outside. 

,PDJLQH�WKH�+DXV�GHU�.XQVW�LQ�D�GLɣHUHQW�ZD\���IURP�D�GLɣHUHQW�SHUVSHFWLYH��DV�WKH�
exhibition title of Franz Erhard Walther suggests. It changes its shape. At dusk, the 
shadows of the trees fade. Slowly, a sequence of sentences appears, becomes bright 
DQG�OLYHO\�LQ�WKH�GDUN�DQG�IXQFWLRQV�OLNH�D�ZLQGRZ�LQVLGH��LQ�WKH�¿UVW�URRP�RI�WKH�
Franz Erhard Walther exhibition, to the ‘word images,’ a series from the 1950s. The 
invisible window breaks through time. Walther’s most recent works and his earliest 
form a loop. When the sun rises, the projection disappears. The building is left be-
KLQG��7KH�VN\�LV�EOXH�RU�FORXG\��VRPHWLPHV�ELUGV�À\�RYHU�WKH�KRXVH��DQG�VXGGHQO\��
on the terrace, a skateboarder practices new tricks in a corner. The building is alive 
and ‘presence’ its nocturnal heartbeat. What does it mean to ‘write new history?’ 
What does it mean for the Haus der Kunst to be alive? I want visions to become 
perceptions. Imagine a spider web that suddenly appears before your eyes. Imagine 
what a tree sees, hears, smells and feels. Imagine what a night bird experiences.
(Andrea Lissoni)

Andrea Lissoni, Director & Elena Heitsch,  
Head of Communication and Press Haus der Kunst

30 May 2020, Beijing, China

7KH�&KLQD�&XVWRPV�0XVHXP�LV�QDWLRQDO�LQGXVWU\�VSHFL¿F�PXVHXP��OR-
cated in Beijing, southwest to Jianguomen Bridge. Our museum is a pro-
fessional museum with the mission of exhibiting the history, evolution 
and development of Customs and their functions and responsibilities in 
ancient, modern and contemporary China. Faced with this public health 
crisis, the museum assumed the responsibility to provide the public 
with therapeutic services and the to popularize the associated scientif-
ic knowledge. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Customs had such 
tasks as supervision of import and export, taxation, border health and 
quarantine enforcement as its social concerns. In response to intensi-
¿HG�FRQFHUQV��ZH�GHVLJQHG�WKH�¿UVW�DQWL�&29,'����H[KLELWLRQ�LQ�&KLQD��
titled Anti-pandemic Frontline at the National Gate by using HTML5, 
an interactive web technique. With data on the inspection of prevention 
DQG�SURWHFWLYH�HTXLSPHQW�DV�ZHOO�DV�FRQ¿UPHG�DQG�VXVSHFWHG�FDVHV�RI�
COVID-19 diagnosed at ports, the exhibition showcased Customs’ mis-
sion and responsibility as well as the patriotism and devotion of frontline 
RɤFHUV��ZLWK�WKH�JRDO�RI�EULQJLQJ�WKH�&XVWRPV�FORVHU�WR�WKH�SXEOLF�DQG�
DOOHYLDWLQJ�WKH�GHWULPHQWDO�HɣHFWV�RI�WKLV�SDQGHPLF�RQ�SHRSOH¶V�ZHOO�EH-
ings. In addition, we solicited various kinds of objects that witnessed the 
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¿JKW�DJDLQVW� WKH�SDQGHPLF�DQG�DUWLVWLF� FUHDWLRQV� IURP�FXVWRPV�RɤFHV�
and the public. Later we held another exhibition themed Anti-pandemic 
through Art at the National Gate, where works from creators of all ages 
LPSUHVVHG�YLHZHUV�ZLWK�D�YDULHW\�RI�SHUVSHFWLYHV�DQG�WHFKQLTXHV��UHÀHFW-
HG�WKH�IHHOLQJV�DQG�H[SHFWDWLRQV�RI�&KLQHVH�SHRSOH��DQG�WKH�DɣHFWLRQ�DQG�
praise given to the Customs personnel. Highlighting the courage and 
IDLWK�QHHGHG�WR�RYHUFRPH�WKH�GLɤFXOWLHV�DQG�¿JKW�DJDLQVW�WKH�SDQGHPLF��
the exhibition demonstrates the nation-wide courage and belief required 
to get a grip on the pandemic.

;LQJ�<XFKHQ��&XUDWRU��&KLQD�&XVWRPV�0XVHXP

30 May 2020, Shanghai, China

The sudden outbreak of The Covid-19 epidemic has spread all over the 
globe. For China, which is in the midst of “museum fever,” it gave the 
opportunity of “cold thinking” behind closed doors. Since late Janu-
ary 2020, museums, art galleries and other public cultural institutions 
have been closed in support of COVID-19 prevention. It was not until 
mid-March, when the epidemic became more stable, that they began to 
open again. During this period of closure and reopening, three timely 
new measures were adopted throughout Chinese museums. First, the 
National Cultural Heritage Administration issued the Notice on Solic-
iting and Preserving Representative Evidence for COVID-19 Epidemic 
Containment. Nation-wide museums, such as those in Hubei, Shanghai, 
Tianjin, Shaanxi, Zhejiang, Sichuan, Yunnan, Jiangxi and Guangdong, 
DUH�DOVR�DFWLYHO\�FROOHFWLQJ�HYLGHQFH�WR�¿JKW�DJDLQVW�&29,'�����6HFRQG��
some museums have launched temporary exhibitions themed on the 
epidemic. For example, the Dancing Ghosts: the New Crown exhibit-
ed by the Shanghai Science & Technology Museum. Third, we pushed 
online exhibitions and data platforms, so that the public can appreci-
ate the exhibitions during their stay-at-home period. For example, since 
February 1, the National Cultural Heritage Administration has launched 
six batches with 300 online exhibitions and data platforms. In addition, 
Chen Lusheng, Deputy Director of the National Museum of China, ad-
vocated the establishment of a national museum for epidemic disease 
prevention. It would document the history from SARS to COVID-19 and 
showcase the Chinese people’s hard-fought for life in the new century. In 
the future, the response to hot issues might become a norm, as museums 
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KDYH� H[SHULHQFHG� WKUHH� VWDJHV� RI� GHYHORSPHQW�� 7KH� ¿UVW� VWDJH� VLPSO\�
presented the object; the second stage was to impart knowledge relat-
ed to objects. In the third stage, the relevance between collections and 
individuals is well examined and communicated, so as to shape person-
al meanings. Hot topics and global events like the COVID-19 pandem-
ic provide a good opportunity for museums to build new relationships 
with their audiences. On the whole, there are two ways of thinking about 
museums. One is the collection-oriented museum, which is the practice 
of traditional museums focusing on displaying the relationship between 
objects in the collections, given their huge treasures. However, faced 
with the dilemma of fewer collections, some museums increasingly em-
brace another way of thinking—the idea-oriented museum—in response 
to changes in the times and the public needs. This will inevitably require 
more and more hot issues as topics, micro stories, cutting-edge technol-
ogy and other topics that are domestic, native and resonate with us.

Zhou Jingjing, Department of Cultural Heritage and Museology, 
Fudan University

30 May 2020, Yangzhou, Jiangsu Province, China

The Yangzhou Museum opened its doors in 1951, as a comprehensive city 
museum, with collections such as jade, paintings, porcelain, and lacquer 
— 140,000 objects that range from the Neolithic age to the present. The 
city of Yangzhou is located at the intersection of the Yangtze River and 
the Great Canal in southwest-central Jiangsu Province, China. The city 
won the UN Habitat Scroll of Honour award in 2006 and the UNESCO 
&UHDWLYH�&LW\�RI�*DVWURQRP\�LQ�������7R�¿JKW�WKH�&29,'����RXWEUHDN��
residents in Yangzhou went through extremely strict social distancing 
with a month-long stay-at-home period: all restaurants, cinemas, and 
public spaces were closed, while gatherings with relatives and friends 
were canceled. With streaming media being the only access to the out-
side world, people started to feel isolated and bored. To help people 
JHW�WKURXJK�WKLV�GLɤFXOW�WLPH��<DQJ]KRX�0XVHXP��DORQJ�ZLWK�WKH�ORFDO�
intangible cultural heritage association, launched an online session on 
:HLER��WKH�&KLQHVH�µ7ZLWWHU¶���ZKLFK�LQWURGXFHG�ULFH�SDSHU�ÀRZHUV��RQH�
of the Yangzhou’s intangible cultural heritages to the audience. Rice-pa-
SHU�ÀRZHUV�DUH�PDGH�RI�WKH�WKLQ�SHHOHG�DQG�GULHG�SLWK�RI�WKH�ULFH�SDSHU�
plant (also known as Tetrapanax papyrifer, or Tongcao in Chinese). Rice 
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paper was widely used in the late 19th century as a common material for 
gouache paintings sold to Western clients and then got its name from 
a mistaken idea that it was made from rice. The technique for making 
ULFH�SDSHU�ÀRZHUV�VSUHDG�ZLGHO\�LQ�<DQJ]KRX�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�4LQJ�G\QDVW\��
DV�ULFH�SDSHU�ÀRZHUV�DUH�HDVLHU�WR�SUHVHUYH�WKDQ�UHDO�RQH��7KH�PLG�4LQJ�
G\QDVW\�VDZ�WKH�SHDN�RI� WKH�SURVSHULW\�RI�<DQJ]KRX¶V� ULFH�SDSHU�ÀRZ-
HU�EXVLQHVV��+RZHYHU��ZLWK�SODVWLF�ÀRZHUV�JHWWLQJ�PRUH�SRSXODU� VLQFH�
WKH�����V��ULFH�SDSHU�ÀRZHUV�VWDUWHG�WR�ORVH�WKHLU�PDUNHW��7KHUHIRUH��WKH�
online sessions aimed to attract more people to learn this traditional 
skill and appreciate the ancient beauty of Chinese costume and hair ac-
cessories. The craftswoman on the online session wore a Hanfu (one of 
WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�W\SHV�RI�&KLQHVH�FORWKLQJ��ZLWK�ULFH�SDSHU�ÀRZHUV�DV�KDLU�
decoration. To make it possible for everyone to engage in the activity, 
WKH� FUDIWVZRPDQ�XVHG� H\H� VKDGRZ� WR� G\H�ÀRZHUV� DV� D� UHSODFHPHQW� RI�
traditional pigments. As a follow up to the online sessions, the museum 
ODXQFKHG�DQ�H[KLELWLRQ�DERXW�ULFH�SDSHU�ÀRZHUV�DIWHU�WKH�FLW\�UHRSHQHG��
as one of the events on International Museum Day 2020 (May). The ex-
KLELWLRQ�GLVSOD\V�PDQ\�SUHFLRXV�FROOHFWLRQV�RI�ULFH�SDSHU�ÀRZHUV��DV�ZHOO�
as tells the behind stories of craftspeople. 

Xingli Wang, Department of Conservation  
DQG�&ROOHFWLRQV��<DQJ]KRX�0XVHXP 

4 June 2020, Xi’an, Shaanxi Province, China

The sudden outbreak of COVID-19 has impacted our lives profoundly, 
and also greatly challenged the museums, which are dedicated to social 
harmony and sustainable development. Faced with the pandemic, Chi-
QHVH�PXVHXPV�KDYH�UHVSRQGHG�DFWLYHO\�WR�IXO¿OO�WKHLU�VRFLDO�UHVSRQVLELO-
ities and obligations with the true spirit of the museums. In response to 
this sudden public event, however, we should also be soberly aware that 
there are still many shortcomings and defects in the security services 
and cultural communications of the museums. These need to be care-
IXOO\�UHÀHFWHG�XSRQ�DQG�FRQVLGHUHG��/HW¶V�MRLQ�HɣRUWV�WR�SUHVHUYH�WRGD\�
for tomorrow, and to provide an inexhaustible driving force for the con-
struction of an intimate community of the shared destiny of human kind.

Hou Ningbing, Director, Shaanxi History Museum
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4 June 2020, Xi’an, Shaanxi Province, China

Museums in China had to shut down due to the outbreak of COVID-19. 
Without audience, these institutions seem to stop suddenly, like some-
RQH� SXVKHG� WKH� SDXVH� EXWWRQ�� +RZHYHU�� PXVHXP� VWDɣ� DUH� VWLOO� EXV\�
keeping the curtain of the network platform open by acting as “anchors” 
to introduce exhibitions, collections, cultural relics and cultural creativ-
ity to the online audience. “Virtual museum” has become a new mode of 
exhibition, the collections have become “stars” in museum live streams, 
and the cultural heritage of the museums has been able to continue. 

Tian Jing, Vice-Director of Emperor Qin Shihuang’s  
Mausoleum Site Museum 

14 June 2020, Amsterdam the Netherlands

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought the world into a situation that no 
RQH�FRXOG�KDYH�LPDJLQHG�RQH�\HDU�DJR��$IWHU�WKH�¿UVW�VKRFN�DQG�WKH�LP-
mediate search for a new way to operate professionally in an uncertain 
and constantly changing reality, I realized the pandemic also creates 
chances. The new inevitable reality demands that we reconsider our role 
in society as cultural institutions. One of the positive changes I see is the 
fast development of digital communication and the creative use of digital 
capabilities. Two weeks after the lockdown I discovered that meeting via 
7($06�RU�=220�FDQ�EH�YHU\�HɣHFWLYH�DQG�HɤFLHQW��6XGGHQO\��WKH�ODFN�
RI�VXɤFLHQW�RɤFH�VSDFH�ZDV�QR�ORQJHU�UHOHYDQW��7KH�DWWHQGHHV�DW�PHHW-
ings were better prepared, so we saved time, travel time, travel costs. 
An important disadvantage, however, is the impossibility to make use of 
the non-verbal communication in creative meetings. In my opinion, the 
biggest gain is the fast development of the digitalization of schooling. In 
The Netherlands formal education, especially in primary and secondary 
schools, is still very traditional and the added value of digital applica-
tions are not fully used. The pandemic has forced teachers to fully use 
digital possibilities through the means of home schooling. As a muse-
XP��LQ�FORVH�FRQWDFW�ZLWK�WHDFKHUV��ZH�KDYH�EHHQ�DEOH�WR�DGG�VLJQL¿FDQW�
value to home schooling using our collections, to make lessons mean-
ingful and make digital learning challenging and more fun. With our 
HGXFDWLRQ�SDUWQHUV�±�HGXFDWLRQDO�3XEOLVKHU�7KLHPH0HXOHQKRɣ�DQG�WKH�



VOICES FROM THE FIELD44

public broadcasting company NTR – we enriched digital schoolbooks 
and developed a national history examination broadcast on prime time. 
7KH�¿UVW�SDLG�GLJLWDO�OHVVRQ��ZLWK�OLYH�VXSSRUW�IURP�RXU�PXVHXP�GRFHQWV��
ZLOO�EH�RɣHUHG�IURP�-XQH�RQZDUGV��$V�DQ�RSWLPLVWLF�SHUVRQ�DQG�PXVHXP�
professional, I realize constant change is part of life. And although we 
constantly try to anticipate the future, this future can arrive faster than 
expected. 

Annemies Broekgaarden, Head Public and Education Rijksmuseum

16 June 2020, Los Angeles, California

I appreciate the opportunity to the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact 
over the past three months at the Autry Museum of the American West. 
The topic did not include – as it had not yet happened for purposes of 
your invitation – the current human and civil rights crisis surrounding 
Black Lives Matter (BLM). But I am hard-pressed to separate the two, 
and much of what I say about the former pertains, too, to the latter. The 
Autry’s response to the COVID-19 was in certain parts predictable and 
in others less so. The Museum closed to the public in mid-March, which 
required a variety of logistical and scheduling changes that needed to 
be made and communicated promptly – events canceled altogether or 
IRU�VSHFL¿HG�SHULRGV�RI�WLPH�DQG�VWDɤQJ�DUUDQJHPHQWV�WKDW�ZHUH�SXW�LQ�
SODFH�EHFDXVH�PRVW�RI�WKH�VWDɣ�EHJDQ�³ZRUNLQJ�IURP�KRPH´�UDWKHU�WKDQ�
RQ�VLWH��,QWHUQDO�WDVN�IRUFHV�ZHUH�HVWDEOLVKHG��¿UVW�D�ÀXFWXDWLQJ�JURXS�RI�
10 – 15 to determine how best we might “stay alive in public view” with 
no audiences coming through our front doors. More recently, we have 
FUHDWHG�D�VHFRQG�WDVN�IRUFH�RQ�³UHRSHQLQJ�WKH�$XWU\´�WR�VWDɣ�DQG�WKHQ�WKH�
public in incremental and steady if not large or hasty steps. 

Like most cultural and arts institutions and museums, we turned 
promptly to the development and communication of a broad and diverse 
menu of virtual programming given the extensive bandwidth of the Mu-
seum’s collections – cultural objects, art, Native objects, Native art, ar-
cheology, photographic archives, music archives and intellectual proper-
ty, and history objects and papers. Consistent with the audiences of the 
museum when open to public, the programming was multi-generation-
al, culturally inclusive and diverse, and historical and contemporary, all 
with an accent on the interactive and a wide use of several social media 
platforms. This use of virtual programming at the Autry is, in all likeli-



VOICES FROM THE FIELD 45

hood, not a passing phenomenon driven only the COVID-19 crisis. From 
lessons and practice learned in the past three months, virtual platforms 
and programming will continue to be a more vital and extensive compo-
nent of exhibitions and public programming. While both normally take 
place primarily within the four walls of the Autry, with forethought and 
by design, the Museum will include more virtual collaterals to strength-
en the Museum’s ability to reach beyond those who visit on site. I also 
want to cite another dimension regarding outreach and community con-
nection, used by the Autry for much of its existence, that has been mag-
QL¿HG�IRU�DOO�PXVHXPV�E\�WKH�&29,'����FULVLV��%\�PLVVLRQ�VWDWHPHQW�WKH�
Autry is committed to “telling all the stories of the peoples and commu-
nities of the American West.” This mission is intentionally inclusive of 
the broad diversity of cultural communities that constitute the American 
:HVW��SDVW�DQG�SUHVHQW��DQG��DV�DQ�HSLVWHPRORJLFDO�PDWWHU��WDSV�LQWR�¿UVW�
and originating curatorial and interpretive voices consistently. Through 
these means, we seek to actualize Museum as an integrated and relevant 
component of the communities in which the institution sits – which in 
Los Angeles is a broad spectrum, indeed. We are a part of them, and 
they are a part of us. The Autry is envisioned as a forum, a gathering 
place, civic and social space for conversation, debate, even controversy, 
rather than only as a “house of objects” distant from relevant commu-
nities of interest. We strove to make this museology concrete and real 
LQVWHDG�RI�RQO\�FRQFHSWXDO��,�RɣHU�WZR�H[DPSOHV�RI�WKDW�LQWHQWLRQ�IURP�
the past three months. First, as part of the virtual programming rollout, 
the Museum created the Collecting Community History Initiative: the 
West during COVID 19. It seeks to gather ephemera, beginning with face 
masks and venturing widely, that creates paths of interpretation and 
conversation regarding community impact and experience (we have ex-
panded the scope to include BLM) that are far more than “ephemeral.” 
In addition, which the Museum believes are fully within the scope of our 
institution as a community citizen, we contributed hundreds of PPE and 
N95 masks surplus to our conservation needs to a local children’s hos-
pital. I believe that the COVID-19 crisis has accelerated trends already 
evident in museums and their practice for a generation as the examples 
RI�WKH�$XWU\�UHVSRQVH�GHVFULEHG�DERYH�DɤUP��0XVHXPV�ZLOO�EHFRPH�IDU�
less “palaces of collections” and “temples on the hill” than integral, in-
terconnected, and relevant components of and gathering place for the 
communities of which they are a part and purport to serve.

W. Richard West, Jr., President and CEO,  
Autry Museum of the American West


