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About the IWSI 
 

The International Women’s Studies Institute (IWSI) based in Lugano is part of the 

Research Centre for European Philological Tradition, affiliated to the Franklin 

University Switzerland, and funded by the International RECEPTIO Foundation. 

 

The mission of the (IWSI) is to provide access to interdisciplinary knowledge about 

European women artists (writers, painters, architects), active mainly from the Middle 

Ages to the Baroque era, without neglecting modern and contemporary times, through 

the fostering of transdisciplinary collaboration among researchers and through public 

programming to make new research accessible to wide audiences. The institute is 

directed by Professors Carla Rossi (University of Zurich) and Consuelo Lollobrigida 

(University of Arkansas Rome Center). 

 

The Institute is particularly involved in the following projects: 

- Setting up the Italian Women's Library (Biblioteca Femminile Italiana) 

- Promoting the Art History project called Le Artemisie, a virtual museum of works of 

female genius 

- Promoting the virtual exhibition project dedicated to Swiss women painters called Die 

Angelikas ¦ Les Angéliques ¦ Le Angeliche  

- A Two-year postgraduate specialisation course in Women's Studies 

- Organizing an international workshop in 2022 
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Prof. Carla Rossi 

 

Head of the modern and contemporary art department: 

Prof. Margherita Abbozzo (IED, Florence)

 



 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Mission 
 

Contemporary museums are much more than places devoted to the placement and the 

exhibition of collections and art works. One of the keys to the general public approach is the 

use of new technologies and different structuring according to the clients profile and 

preferences. Virtual reality (VR) is probably one of the most potentially effective 

technologies for this purpose.  

The main aim of our project is to create virtual museum rooms dedicated to Swiss women 

artists from the late 17th to the early 20th century.  

This 3D virtual exhibition is part of a larger virtual museum project dedicated exclusively to 

works of female genius.  

The choice of creating these “Swiss” virtual rooms, which will be integrated into a larger 

project (which, theoretically, can be expanded indefinitely), can offer an entertaining, 

informative and enjoyable experience. This presentation, accompanied by a detailed cost 

analysis, is not intended to be a business plan, but rather to illustrate our project in detail, 

including economically, and to invite Swiss institutions to finance our virtual museum. 

 

 This new aspirational Artistic Vision entitled ‘Die Angelikas/Les Angéliques/Le 

Angeliche’ is intended as virtual halls of a larger, transnational museum, dedicated 

to celebrating all Swiss female genius in Arts and Literature from the late 17th to the 

early 20th century. 

 2021 will mark the 280th anniversary of Angelika Kauffmann's birth, and in her 

honour we intend to offer visitors from all over the world access to the first virtual 

rooms, dedicated to Swiss female artists active in the 17th and 18th centuries. By 

the end of 2022, we intend to add to the firs rooms new halls dedicated to Swiss 

women painters of the 19th and 20th centuries, in honour of Élisabeth Terroux, 

whose bicentenary of death will be celebrated in 2022. 

 The Angelikas curatorial team will also publish an exhibition online catalogue, with 

full financial backing from RECEPTIO International Foundation.  

 

 



 

 

Key Concepts 

 
In fiscal 2021-22, we will have the following key priorities for the project: 

 

• 

 

Celebrate the 280th Angelika Kauffmann's birth anniversary. The IWSI will 

leverage regional, national and international celebrations. 

 

• Focus on the artistic vision ‘Die Angelikas’, with a strategically developed and 

engaging virtual exhibition schedule and related programming activities. 

• Focus on expanding audiences generally, with Woman’s Associations and youth 

audiences being a particular target. Social media campaigns and a dedicated website 

will contribute to expand audiences. 

• Share knowledge and promote female art, by continuing the development of the 

Virtual Museum project. 

• Share knowledge by hosting greater number of conferences also for school students. 

 

Publish a catalogue to complement our exhibition. 

• Nurture inclusivity through diversified school and public programming developed in 

collaboration with various advocacy and groups. 

• Offer an opportunity to female artists of various art disciplines such as musicians, 

luthiers and visual artists to share their stories through public conversation events, 

performances and art engagements. 

• Increase self-generated revenue with a focus on exhibition inspired merchandise at the 

virtual gallery gift shop  

• Set the stage to develop a long-term plan to build a so-called Artemisie Virtual Museum. 

 



 
image 1. access to the main hall 

 

Strategic Goals 
 

The main objective of the Angelikas is to bring more people closer to female art.  

The nature and purpose of the project is to increase awareness of the female arts in 

general and on visual art produced in Switzerland in the period in question, in particular, 

through virtual exhibitions.  

  



 

“DIE ANGELIKAS” ROOMS IN DETAIL 

 

 
image 2. 3D virtual experience (360° toru) in the main hall 

 

The virtual exhibition rooms will be structured according to a strict architecture.  

- The visitor will visualize three walls and pictures upon entering.  

- Through the virtual tour in 3D, at 360 degrees, the visitor will decide which 

painting to get to know better, and will thus have audio and written information 

about the artist and the selected work. 

- the audio guides will be in 4 languages: English, German and Italian 

 

 
image 3. example of 360° tour experience  



 
image 4. example of room two, dedicated to a pioneer of Swiss art, Anna Waser 

1678 - 1714 

 

 

Staff 
 

The staff involved in the project will be: 

- a webmaster  

- two art curators 

- a person responsible for entering content into the back-end database/ PR/ media 

contacts 

 

Expected costs 

 
 

 

 



Expected costs in detail 

 

 
IT: creation of the virtual rooms of the museum from an architectural point of view for 

the front-end, creation of a website where navigation takes place, tickets are purchased, 

events and conferences are followed, gadgets are purchased, implementation of a back-

end database, domain registration, site and back-end management 

 

45’000 Euro 
 

- Maintenance, technical support  and IT management costs (pro year) 

  

15’000 Euro 

 
- For each work exhibited, reproduction rights will be acquired by the museums 

that physically own the works (pro year).    

25’000 Euro  

 
- Fortfait consultancy and curators' commitment (pro year) 

  

40’000 Euro in total 

 

- Gadgets (pro year)      5’000 Euro 

-  

- salary for PR manager (pro year) 

35’000 Euro 

 

 

         165’000 Euro 
 

The proposed budget is around 165’000 Euro for the whole project. It has to be taken 

into account that the curators will work for much longer than their salary and they will 

do it pro bono, because they believe in the project. 

Please note that the goals of the programme are realistic and its cost is definitely 

justifiable. Both curators have experience in this sort of work and are very enthusiastic 

about it. The project will eventually continue to move ahead after the funding grant with 

public donations and with the revenue generated by the exhibition. The plan is to 



continually attract more patrons to the female art project and to increase awareness about 

art. Eventually the exhibition is expected to grow to include other paintings and this will 

in turn continue to generate revenue. 

 

Estimated revenue for the first year  

 

 

 
 

The Publication of our Catalogue in Open Access will be fundend by the Swiss National 

Science Foundation. 

The expected revenue for the first year of activity is 63’400 Euro which means that, by 

keeping a very low level of income, from the middle of the second year of operation, the 

virtual museum will be on track with its expenses and can start to make a profit from 

February 2023. 

 

Detailed list of all the asked institutions, with mentioning the asked 

amount of money 
 

Pro Helvetia asked 30’000 CHF 

Ernst Göhner Stiftung no specific amount required 

Stadt Chur, Departement Bildung Gesellschaft Kultur, Kulturfachstelle (hometown of 

Angelika Kauffmann) no specific amount required 

Swiss National Science Foundation will provide us with a publication grant for the OA 

catalogue (15'000 CHF) 

International RECEPTIO Foundation will offer 10’000 CHF 
 

Nota bene: According to the study by our colleague Costis Dallas, attached here, the 

interaction and response of visitors to virtual museum spaces was already high in 2004, 



during the pandemic this increased significantly, it is estimated that even after the 

pandemic visitors will continue to use virtual spaces and therefore the interaction, after 

the first six months of the project's running-in period, will be increasing.



Dallas, Costis (2004) The presence of visitors in virtual museum exhibitions. Paper presented to the Numé‐
risation, lien social, lectures colloquium, University of Crete, Rethymnon, 3‐4 June 2004. 

The Presence of Visitors in Virtual  
Museum Exhibitions 

Costis Dallas 

ABSTRACT 

Virtual museum exhibitions, based on digital representations of cultural objects arranged in 
diverse descriptive, narrative or interpretive structures, are an emerging example of a new 
form of communication between cultural heritage institutions and their publics. These virtual 
exhibitions become particularly interesting in an era marked by the "dematerialisation of cul-
ture", i.e. by a marked shift from viewing heritage as a thing to viewing it as a cultural mode of 
production, constituted by the interaction between collecting institutions (and their increas-
ingly undermined authoritative voice), objects and publics. In this paper, we examine the way 
and the extent to which the category of visitors is constituted (and represented) in the user 
interface rhetorics, the information content and the interactive functions provided by selected 
examples of recent virtual museum exhibitions; we present a broader view of heritage based 
on the notion of community memory; identify formal and technological possibilities in further 
activating multivocality and dialogue, in line with recent museological thinking; and, suggest 
an analytical framework for further investigation. We conclude that the current generation of 
virtual exhibitions constitutes a small step towards the emergence of a more dialogic, interac-
tive, living relationship with the past. 

 

KEYWORDS: Virtual museum exhibition, digital representations, visitor studies, cultural heri-
tage, interactive, performative museology. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Visitor studies in museums, an emerging field of research during the last thirty years, fo-
cusses mainly on understanding the practical affordances provided by exhibitions to their visi-
tors for effective orientation, circulation and learning (typically, through a constructivist para-
digm), on the definition of different ‘cognitive styles’ or classes of visitors, on account of the 
manner in which they experience exhibitions; and, lately, on investigating the social construc-
tion of museum meaning by visitors conceptualised as “interpretive communities” (E.g., Bick-
nell & Farmelo, 1998; Davallon, 1999; Falk & Dierking, 1992; Hein, 1998; Hooper-Greenhill, 
1994a, 1994b; Véron & Levasseur, 1989).  

A considerably smaller, and more recent, body of literature concerns the museum visit as so-
cial practice, focussing not so much on the effectiveness of exhibition layout (e.g., and exhibi-
tion media interpretation, but rather on the social construction of the visitor and his/her experi-
ence through interaction with exhibits and other visitors (Brown et al., 2003; Galani & 
Chalmers, 2002; Grinter et al., 2002; D. vom Lehn & Heath, 2003; D. vom Lehn, Heath, & 
Hindmarsh). Several of these studies have taken place in the context of developing and test-
ing technology solutions – typically, mobile computing devices -enabling the communication 
(and collaboration) between visitors. They provide initial evidence on how people present 
themselves and interact with each other (and with exhibits) in museum exhibitions, and raise 
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some ideas that could be useful in understanding the social aspects of the museum experi-
ence as a whole.  

In this paper, I will concern myself with some aspects contributing to the construction of visitor 
presence in a particular class of museum exhibitions: virtual exhibitions, made possible 
through the use of multimedia, hypermedia and virtual/augmented reality technologies, as 
they are typically available through the World Wide Web. I will, also, restrict myself to “cultural 
object experiences”, i.e. to those based on the presentation of visual surrogates of cultural 
objects in the context of description, narrative or argument, not least, in order to identify, hope-
fully, particular modalities of such virtual exhibitions. Through a limited, and selective discus-
sion focussing on Web-based virtual museum exhibitions, I hope to identify issues and pat-
terns that are common to other classes of virtual exhibition, such as those based on CD-ROM 
/ DVD-ROM publication, or on gallery interactive-immersive experiences.  

For the purpose of this study, I examined more than twenty web-based virtual museum exhibi-
tions for evidence that would attest to the manifestation of visitor presence, most of them 
nominated for a Best of the Web award in recent Museums and the Web conferences (espe-
cially in the “Innovative Web Applications” and “Web Exhibits” categories), or nominated for a 
Webby award; I also looked selectively to other applications manifesting elements of visitor 
presence and interaction, as they emerged from the relevant literature.  

On the basis of this process, two distinct areas of investigation emerged: firstly, how a model 
visitor (in the fashion of the Umberto Eco’s “lettore modello” (1979) emerges from the textual 
and extra-textual rhetoric of virtual museum exhibition user interfaces and their interactive 
functionality; and, secondly, in the absence of synchronous empirical evidence on social as-
pects of the virtual visit experience, how visitors interact with exhibits and with one another 
asynchronously, through visitor books of virtual exhibitions. I will sum up by expressing some 
thoughts on the capability of the virtual museum exhibition genre as a sociable setting, and its 
limitations.  

2. THE PRESENCE OF THE VISITOR IN VIRTUAL MUSEUM EXHIBITIONS 

Two major metaphors are regularly applied to the design of hypermedia applications, such as 
virtual museum exhibitions: the navigation metaphor, and the book metaphor. The former puts 
the virtual visitor in the boots of a walker, or wanderer (de Certeau, 1984). Visitors “navigate” 
in the exhibit, by imaginary footsteps taking the form of selecting links. In the virtual exhibition 
of the Natural History Museum of Maastricht, visitors are allowed to “navigate” inside a prehis-
toric cave by selecting hotspots on a photograph; a virtual companion (or the visitor 
him/herself?) is depicted in the photograph in the form of a silhouette figure. In the CD-ROM 
of the recent Rembrandt exhibition produced by the Albertina Museum in Vienna, on the other 
hand, virtual visitors can navigate smoothly within a perspective-view, photorealistic model of 
the actual exhibition. They are, however, the only, solitary visitors – people are absent in the 
photorealistic model. In the “In Search of the Ways of Knowing Trail” virtual exhibition pre-
pared by the Westfield Zoo, younger visitors are invited to an expedition in Africa, presented 
through cartoon animation, in which they navigate the jungle helped by advice they may re-
ceive from virtual friends who welcome them there. People are represented as an essential 
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aspect of the navigation metaphor, but they are part of the exhibit rather than manifestations 
of visitors; the only visitor whose presence is alluded in the virtual space is the actual user of 
the application, and, as the application assumes a first-person view, s/he is not represented 
through explicit form. 

There are few instances where the still dominant solitary visitor experience provided by navi-
gational hypermedia applications is overcome. In the Van Gogh Museum of Amsterdam 3D 
exhibition, as well as in the Virtual Leonardo exhibition of the Science Museum of Milan, web 
visitors can engage in a virtual tour within an architectural model of the gallery, in the pres-
ence of other visitors shown as avatars. They can see manifestations of others in the virtual 
exhibition space in the form of avatars, and also interact with each other through text messag-
ing; in the latter application, they can also form part of virtual groups, that are offered guided 
tours around the exhibition (Barbieri & Paolini, 2001). Similar interaction and cooperative ex-
perience facilities are increasingly provided by PDA guidebooks intended to provide virtual 
orientation and guiding support for visitors in exhibitions: the Sotto Voce guidebook, used to 
guide visitors around a historic house, provided facilities for locating one’s companion in the 
gallery, communicating with them through voice, and ‘eavesdropping’ at what they actually 
heard and saw at the moment (Grinter et al., 2002). 

Falk and Dierking (1992) have long identified the presence of others as a significant element 
shaping the visit experience of museum-goers; indeed, visitors often report recalling informa-
tion about their visit companions more clearly than what they have seen in the gallery. In video 
observation studies of visitors within exhibition spaces (Hindmarsh, Heath, vom Lehn, & 
Cleverly, 2002; D. vom Lehn et al., 2001; Dirk vom Lehn, Heath, & Hindmarsh, 2002), includ-
ing real and virtual exhibits, it was noted how visitors claim and negotiate their relationship 
with the gallery space through verbal and non-verbal behaviour – typically constrained by a 
sense of “decorum” and a willingness to cooperate with both co-visitors and strangers; how 
they imitate actions performed by others, e.g. in the way they approach and operate an inter-
active exhibit; how they present themselves to others in terms of attitude, pace and gestural 
behaviour.  

Museum visitors engage often in complex interaction with their companions, ranging from 
“checking at them”, to establishing plans about how they will jointly navigate through the exhi-
bition, to assuming roles in leading and following common patterns of visit (Brown et al., 2003; 
Galani & Chalmers, 2002); conversely, they are also affected by the presence of strangers, 
modifying their actions so that their conduct is appropriate, and negotiating their place within 
the exhibition gallery (Grinter et al., 2002).  

Visitors to a real gallery are both viewers of exhibits and others, and spectacle for other visi-
tors; the gallery becomes a stage where visitors, through the means by which they demon-
strate competence of using the exhibition space and through interaction with one another, 
construct themselves as museum-goers. This almost panoptical quality of the public exhibition 
place has been the inspiration for Marie Sester’s ACCESS installation, produced in associa-
tion with ZKM Bild Medium, Centre for Art and Media, Karlsruhe and currently on show in Ars 
Electronica, Linz : 

ACCESS is a public art installation that applies web, computer, sound and lighting 
technologies in which web users track individuals in public spaces with a unique ro-
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botic spotlight and acoustic beam system. The robotic spotlight automatically fol-
lows the tracked individuals while the acoustic beam projects audio that only they 
can hear. The tracked individuals do not know who is tracking them or why they are 
being tracked, nor are they aware of being the only persons among the public hear-
ing the sound. The web users do not know that their actions trigger sound towards 
the target. In effect, both the tracker and the tracked are in a paradoxical communi-
cation loop. The ACCESS spotlight system travels from one undisclosed public 
space to another. (Sester, 2004) 

This installation brings together both real and virtual visitors; its interest lies in the ambiva-
lence between surveillance and celebrity, but the types of interaction available to both groups 
of visitors are constrained within the unidimensional world of the moving light beam. In adds a 
complementary dimension, but is no match to the rich interaction between visitors observed in 
museum gallery spaces as they experience exhibits. As we move from the real to the purely 
virtual environment of the computer screen, and from the rich kinaesthetic experience of a 
real exhibition to the navigation metaphor supported, at most, by 3d visual reconstruction and 
graphic avatars, we may wonder how much we can expect in terms of, especially, non-verbal 
interaction between visitors. This may be a technological problem in part, but it is also a sub-
stantive problem relating to the ambiguity and ambivalence of virtual existence. 

As mentioned above, the second most dominant metaphor for hypermedia applications, such 
as web-based virtual museum exhibitions, is that of reading a book; indeed, hypertext and 
hypermedia have been consistently seen, since their emergence in the 1960’s, as a radical 
redefinition of the (linear) text, the single, cohesive author and the sequential reading experi-
ence; hypertext, and hypermedia, is seen by some as a living witness to the post-modern 
condition. Nevertheless, text is central in web communication; as shown by usability research, 
most web users first notice typographic elements in web pages composed of both text and 
image, and they spend most of the time reading or scanning text. 

Contemporary museum practice witnessed a shift from collections, and the primacy of their 
objects, to interpretations, or “object histories”. Contextualisation of cultural objects in museum 
exhibition takes the form of building collocations of objects in contexts that ostensibly expose 
important or interesting aspects of their form, function and meaning: stylistic and chronological 
sequences, syntagmatic settings of the context of discovery or the context of use, structural 
juxtapositions that highlight cross-cultural or other similarities and differences. These colloca-
tions of cultural objects may be supplemented with textual commentary, visual representa-
tions, scenographic displays and, recently also, interactive media. Such exhibitions provide 
increasingly mediated versions of accessing original museum objects, is held together by in-
terpretive text: what is called by the generic misnomer of narrative, but which, as noted by 
Manovich (2001), may also consist of an agglomeration between a broader range of textual 
genres, including narrative proper, description and argument. 

Seen from that perspective, textual aspects of virtual museum exhibitions constitute signifi-
cant elements of their functioning as media. In that sense, it is interesting to examine how 
potential visitors are present in the textual rhetoric of virtual exhibitions: the labelling of active 
elements such as links, as well as the textual content of units of experience (web pages, 
frames). 

© 2004 Costis Dallas <cdallas@panteion.gr>. Some rights reserved.  
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Among web-based virtual museum exhibitions examined, the great majority is invested with 
the neutral, academic or didactic language that characterises the traditional museum’s adop-
tion of an institutional “unassailable voice”: 

The reassuringly measured voice of unassailable institutional authority […] has, for 
many decades, been an essential part of the museum experience. It is a tone and 
attitude that pervades museum labels, brochures, exhibitions, catalogues, the 
guided tour, audio-visual presentations, and now Web sites. For the most part, it is 
both impersonal and disembodied: it is usually not a true human voice, connected 
to a real identity and personality, but a bureaucratic composite, in some ways closer 
to an IRS form than a living art historian or scientist. (Walsh, 1997) 

 Indeed, in most virtual exhibitions examined the discourse is between the authorial institution, 
and its collection made available through exhibition. There are however, exceptions. Several 
virtual exhibitions would typically address the virtual visitor in the second person, either by 
statement (e.g., “You are here”) or, more often, by practical suggestion or incitement (“Explore 
the collection”). The derivation of the language stems no doubt from the broader arena of 
computer-based user interfaces, which places an emphasis on function and efficiency; in-
deed, if the textual rhetoric of the interface is to be the judge of how museums construct the 
identity of their virtual exhibition visitors, then these “model visitors” are defined only on the 
terms of their ability to interact physically with the controls of the application, not as cognitive 
or affective participants. While, in the English language, number is often ambiguous, we are to 
understand that a single person, belonging to a uniform class of all visitors, is addressed in 
most virtual museum exhibitions. Textual labelling acts as an instruction sheet on “navigating” 
or otherwise using the interface, not as a medium for reinforcing the presence of visitors, the 
social nature of their virtual visit, or the affective or cognitive affect of their interaction with the 
virtual gallery. 

Some particular examples go beyond this primary level of representing visitors in their textual 
rhetoric. In the “Over the top” exhibit of the Canadian War Museum, shaped over the genre of 
an interactive cartoon story, (predominantly young) visitors are greeted with the following text: 

Over the Top is an interactive adventure that allows YOU to experience life in the 
trenches during the First World War. As a young Canadian soldier stationed some-
where along the Western Front in the late Fall of 1916, you will live through some of 
the excitement, despair, brutality and sheer horror of trench warfare. […] So pick up 
your rifle, put on your helmet and get ready for a truly unique experience! 

  Avoiding the temptation of commenting on the rather glossy representation of the subject-
matter, we note that, as they select the “Begin your adventure” link, visitors are presented with 
a form, in which they have to fill in their first name and surname, the city where they live, and 
a friend’s first name. As the story unfolds, their name, that of their friend and their city of origin 
will be woven in the text of the adventure; the friend is sent to hospital after he is lightly 
wounded; the virtual visitor finds himself (herself?) reading a three-month old newspaper from 
his place of origin. The nominal presence of a friend (children would probably put in the name 
of their best pal) is here mere scaffolding from a semblance of social interaction, but, of 
course, the experience is pre-canned by the museum, and role-playing is reduced to enacting 
a pre-determined script. 

Role-playing is taken a little step further by the Plimoth Plantation’s “You are the Historian: 
investigating the first thanksgiving” virtual exhibition. The promise of putting the virtual visitor 
in the shoes of “the Historian” (sic) is met, after the user enters the exhibition, by the screen 
appearance of two children, a coloured boy and a white (colonial) girl, who present them-
selves in first-person introductions: 

© 2004 Costis Dallas <cdallas@panteion.gr>. Some rights reserved.      
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Hello, my name is Ahsaupwis. Visit here to see how my family lives and gives 
thanks during the different seasons. 

Good day. My name is Remember Allerton. 

By virtue of a time travel metaphor, the18th century boy and girl become exhibition compan-
ions, and effectively guides, to the contemporary virtual visitor assuming the mantle of Histo-
rian.  

An alternative way of thinking about visitor presence and interaction would be to consider the 
participation of visitors in the construction of the exhibition experience. Leaving aside grow-
ingly popular approaches to collaborative design of actual museum exhibitions, it is worth 
considering applications of collaborative, or “procedural” (Dietz, 1999), content. communi-
mage is a Swiss web installation, designed in 1999, that allows web visitors to contribute vis-
ual work to a massive collage in the shape of Europe, that can be browsed and zoomed into 
over the web. Visitors are asked to provide documentation about the work they contribute, as 
well as select the area of the (European) map where their picture is meant to be, so that the 
system can provide alternative views (facets) of the universal collage. While visitors are not 
directly acknowledged in the application, the visual works of people who contributed to the 
generation of the communimage collage appear as quasi-avatars of their creators. 

3. VISITOR INTERACTION IN VIRTUAL EXHIBITION GUESTBOOKS 

It is surprising how few of the virtual exhibitions examined in the course of this research pro-
vide visitors with a possibility of contributing comments in the form of a guestbook. An asyn-
chronous mode of communication, a guestbook is interesting as a source of information on 
how individual visitors conceptualise their relationship with the exhibition, how the present 
themselves to other visitors, and how (and if) they choose to interact with one another. 

In the present study, I examined in some detail the guestbook of a virtual exhibition prepared 
by the National Museum of American History, entitled “A more perfect union: Japanese Ameri-
cans and the US constitution” (Locke Jones, 2001). The virtual exhibition is the counterpart of 
a real exhibition on the same subject-matter that took place in Washington, DC in 2001, thus 
the comments of visitors in the online guestbook reflect impressions and views on either the 
real or the virtual exhibition, or both. 

The virtual exhibition presents the history of Japanese immigration to the United States, and 
the treatment of Japanese Americans during World War II. It is a subject that, predictably, at-
tracts an engaged community of visitors, including Japanese Americans who lived through the 
period of persecution and their descendants, as well as other Americans who fought in the 
Second World War, or lost family members in the War in the Pacific.  

The guestbook is presented as a separate section of the virtual exhibition website, accessible 
through a link labelled “Reflections” in the permanent navigation bar of the exhibit. It is organ-
ised in sections, mirroring the internal structure of the actual exhibition, and visitors are asked 
to contribute in discussion according to a predefined question for each individual section, i.e.:  

 Reactions: Share your thoughts and reactions to this material. 

 World War II Era: Share memories from the World War II era. 
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 Internment stories: Share internment stories and memories. 

 Never again?: Why do think internment happened? Do you think it could hap-
pen again? 

 Citizenship: What do you think it means to be an American citizen? 

 Security vs. Liberty: How do you think the country should balance national se-
curity with the rights and civil liberties of its citizens?  

 Then and now: Many comparisons have been made between the events of 
September 11, 2001 and the attack on Pearl Harbor. How do you think they are 
the same? How are they different from each other? 

Visitors contributed comments in a serial fashion, having the opportunity to read previous con-
tributions in a reverse chronological order (i.e., last comment was published first). The follow-
ing passage is typical of a significant number of comments, perhaps one out of three in the 
total count: 

The website does an excellent job using pictures and audio clips to create the ac-
tual “walk through” atmosphere. The pictures and audio clips are placed strategi-
cally to follow the text and the chronological layout of each of the sections. The mu-
sic that is played in the background also creates the atmosphere of how sad this 
time period was. Just as if you were at the actual exhibit, the music enhanced the 
need to be quiet and respectful when viewing this website. Some other strengths of 
the website are that it has a “collection search” and “resource” element. This is a 
valuable feature for those who are looking to find more information on the Japanese 
internment. Students, parents, anyone could be able to find more information on this 
time period that has been greatly buried in American history. I also liked the “reflec-
tions” element of the website. I liked how the topics are divided up and viewers are 
allowed to read and write their reflections. This element is great because it allows 
viewers not only to air their opinions and feelings, it also allows them to gain insight 
into how the website and the Japanese internment affected so many different peo-
ple in this country. 

The comment from which this passage is taken amounts to a fully blown review, examining 
the structure, form and even web usability of the virtual exhibition. The writer adopts the part 
of an impersonal reviewer or critic. Her focus is the exhibition, not its subject-matter. This 
"cognitive" approach to exhibitions is known from how visitors approach the art museum: the 
more educated or sophisticated visitors adopt a position on the level of the curation, the inter-
pretation and the museography, not on that of the subject-matter. 

Not all visitors adopt the “gaze of the critic”, though. Witness now another passage, typical of 
another large group of comments, by a visitor identifying herself as May: 

I'm a Japanese American. Although my family has been in this country for a century, 
I still encounter fellow citizens who insist on treating me based on their reactions to 
what I look like, instead of the person I am. 

May goes on to quote, in her contribution, from a letter she wrote to her nephew Jason, who 
at the time was a US GA stationed in the Gulf: 

It's weird, but we Sansei are still Japanese. The stink of the shame of Pearl Harbor 
clings to us. Perhaps your dad is still fighting to prove his right to citizenship. He's 
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the eldest son, struggling to assert the family's right to be Americans. I don't think he 
can help himself. He's trapped by the way he was raised. 

This is typical of a number of visitor comments written in the form of personal testimony.   
Through recounting the family experience, May constructs her double identity as Japanese 
and American. Her nephew is introduced here as her imaginary interlocutor, a "model reader". 

In another message, a visitor by the name of Avis Marie Sandar presents a testimonial of per-
sonal feeling to an anonymous audience. This is a first person account, that reverts to a col-
lective ‘we’ at the end: 

Though I had not yet been born, I had heard about this incident while in high school, 
but not in full detail. OH, MY GOD! I was totally, shocked, surprised, and even totally 
angry about it. How could this country allow something like this to happen, espe-
cially since Hitler's Germany had already begun the same parallel process with the 
Jews, the Homosexuals, and the Gypsies? Didn't America learn anything at all from 
the past, from the Civil War and its inclusion of slaves? History has this tact of re-
peating itself and we all have a great deal to learn. 

A more complex form, in which a visitor, Robert, presents the visit experience of himself and 
his visit companion, is demonstrated by the following passage: 

I visited with a friend on a Saturday a while back and we went to the Japanese 
American National Museum and didn't even make it half way through the exhibits 
(exhibits - peoples lives). For the experience she came away with a huge guilt. She 
said to me, "I never knew about any of that. Now that I do, I am ashamed to be 
white".  

I had also a cultural identity and values identity crisis that day. That day I didn't want 
to be white either. I wish I had one gram of the pride, courage, strength, valor, sub-
stance, joy, and family as some Japanese Americans. I sort of wish I WERE one of 
them.  

In general, visitors do not acknowledge other visitors or their views in guestbook contributions. 
One reason may be that the guestbook genre appears, almost by definition, to be an unstruc-
tured collection of disjoint comments, rather than a medium for discussion. Placed in a public 
place – the entrance of the museum, a web page – a guestbook is meant to address a public 
audience, not to open up interaction between a community of active participants. There are, 
however, some rare instances where visitors interact. For instance, a comment by a visitor 
called Michael elicits the following response by another visitor by Ephraim: 

I'm a little upset by how the first person responded. Michael said that the japanese 
american internment was "a perfectly reasonable reaction to a cowardly and evil at-
tack. Remember Pearl Harbor!" 

First of all, the internment of Japanese Americans was an equally cowardly and evil 
attack. We did not similarly intern anyone with German heritage. 

A variant of the above form is presented by the following comment, in which a visitor ad-
dresses the curatorial authority of the museum: 

Basically, the site is outstanding in many regards. I do have a concern, though, that 
you did not include pertinant information that may have caused the American Gov't. 
and west coast citizens to react against the Japanese as it did. What I think I re-
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member is that during the months after Pearl Harbor, Japanese ships were patroling 
up and down the west coast to test our defenses, which, at that time, were ex-
tremely weak. [...] Did you mention this in your text? I did not see it and I think it's 
critical to a better understanding of what went on. Please correct me if I'm wrong. 
Thank you. 

Finally, a unique contribution, by a woman presenting herself as Loreen, adopts the form of a 
letter, addressed to other visitors: 

I am interested in hearing from those born after World War II. I am one that felt that 
it was a very hard time to grow up with the old school teachings and the stereotype 
personalities they wanted me to be. I was wanting to be myself. So, we had to 
come out from our ancestors strict teachings and struggle to know who we were 
and have the chance to experience different choices. I still live with guilt of not con-
forming to their rules, but I have to remind myself that it was natural for me to be dif-
ferent and unique. 

Please send me your experiences. I would really appreciate it. You can make it as 
long as you want or share whatever you want about your childhood. Could you 
please tell me your year of birth and where you were born and grew up.  

I look forward to hearing from you. 

Loreen, apparently a Japanese American who grew up after WWII, is reaching out to others 
with a similar background. As she is writing to a public forum, her plea for others to "send their 
experiences" is actually an invitation for them to speak publicly. Yet it is interesting that she 
understands that as personal contact: "please send me your experiences [...] could you 
please tell me your year of birth [...] I look forward to hearing from you". This is an atypical 
contribution by a technologically innocent user, which, however, may identify interesting forms 
of interaction that could be possible within an asynchronous communication medium, such as 
a guestbook. 

4. VIRTUAL EXHIBITIONS AS SOCIAL PLACES: PROSPECTS AND LIMITATIONS 

In his influential essay “Museums as contact zones”, James Clifford (1997) relates the en-
counter between curators of an anthropological exhibition and the elders of the very people 
the exhibition places in focus. The curators want to have the comments and opinions of the 
elders on the exhibition, currently under development, so that they make the exhibition more 
pertinent; they are interested in eliciting comments on the production, function and meaning of 
specific objects, so that these objects are contextualised through placement in the exhibition 
and appropriate documentation. 

As they present these objects, one at a time, to the elders, curators are faced with a great 
surprise. Instead of providing direct information on the objects, the elders open up broader 
discussion, introducing stories and myths, recounting events and engaging in dialogue with 
one another, almost by free association. They recite poems and sing songs. Clearly, for them 
the objects they are presented with are understood as “museum objects” to be documented 
and presented within the cohesive form of the object exhibition, but points of departure for 
memories, storytelling and performance.  
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The type of interaction described by Clifford is indicative of the cultural specificity of the mu-
seum exhibitions, viewed as a genre, as well as of the informing impact of the background of 
visitors on how they experience objects in a museum setting. For the elders, the objects in an 
exhibition provide a stage for reinforcing cultural bond through memory. The ambition of New 
Museology, in the last quarter century, has been to create a new kind of museum that would 
be created with the active involvement of local community; that would be a living and evolving 
representation of local or industrial history; that would function, thus, as a “mirror” of society: 
an institution founded on the “emic” rather than “etic” level, and playing a constitutive role not 
only in reflecting but also in creating community. 

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, commenting on the emerging “dematerialisation” of culture, 
notes that: 

[…] digital media and information technologies can free museums to rethink their 
normative approach to information, what I would call their ‘informing museologies’. 
As collections and installations become doubly historical, first, as part of the histori-
cal record, and second, as part of the history of museums, museums can exploit the 
potential of a ‘performing museology’. Whereas informing museologies deploy the 
authority of the museum to convey information through objects, performing muse-
ologies reveal the very nature of the museum as an active agent in constituting 
knowledge and experience. (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1998). 

From our examination of a large number of recent virtual museum exhibitions, including many 
that are considered to represent best practice and innovation within the museum field, there is 
little to indicate the presence of a constitutive, community-building role, or a performing 
museology. The presence of visitors, in the representation and rhetorical level as well as in 
the level of collaborative and interaction affordances, is limited. When visitors are given a face 
and a voice in the virtual exhibition, this is a nameless, universal face, and a passive, pre-
scripted voice. In most cases, opportunities for interaction assume that virtual visitors will en-
act a pre-determined script. 

In the rare, still experimental, cases where real-time presence and interaction of individual 
visitors is supported, the interface through which this interaction takes place is no match for 
the rich interaction, based on a multitude of visual cues and shared sense experience, which 
characterises physical social interaction. Virtual visitor books, much less widespread than one 
would imagine, provide, indeed, a vehicle for interaction, but the asynchronous nature of this 
interaction, as well as the opacity of the relationship between participants and conversational 
threads makes it difficult to establish cohesive dialogue, that would assimilate real-life interac-
tion between individuals. The issue is not merely technological, but relates, as well, to the 
perception of the genre of (virtual) exhibition by visitors, as a setting for presenting themselves 
through other means than interaction with others. 

The emergence of new media in museum communication introduces, certainly, new com-
plexities to the relationship between museum and visitors, and between visitors. The genre of 
virtual museum exhibition, and of the web museum in general, has been modelled as an ana-
logue for the physical exhibition and museum, providing similar opportunities and constrained 
by similar limitations for sociability. New forms of interaction, involving objects, context and 
communities of visitors may emerge, based on a convergence between collaborative content, 
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hypermedia presentation and personalised interaction technologies. The presence of visitors, 
through manifestation in the interface, and rich interaction with objects and others, may be a 
significant factor in these new forms. 
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