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Introduction

There have been many issues that American art museums have
faced since their beginnings in the 1870's. The question of what
the purpose of the museum should be has been wrestled with since
then. Aesthetic concerns have been battled against educational
ones, but no real solution has ever been reached. The question
of serving the public's needs has also been raised, yet no one
seems to have gone to those who have the answers to what an
exhibit should do--the average museum visitor. However, in 1944,
one person has truly examined what the layman needs and wants to
know: Katharine Kuh. Kuh's works has become is a pioneer in
museum education because of the success it achieved with the
visitors. By taking into consideration their needs, she created
exhibitions that were clear, simple, and understandable.
Although her method has its flaws, it is the best example we have
to apply to museum education. With some modifications, I feel a
strong movement in museum education could be started.
History of Museums

From the outset, around 1870, museums claimed to be
educational institutions. The beginning thirty years were not
rich in aims or purposes of museum philosophy. These were
institutions struggling to be accepted and trying to grow,
building up their collections. "In fact, the sense of a
'movement' was not really to be felt until the turn of the
century when, in 1906, the American Association of Museunms was
formed."! Most of the early information on museums comes from

charters. An example of such lies in the charter of the
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Metropolitan Museum of Art, its goal being "for the purpose of
the establishing and maintaining. . .a museum and a library of
art, of encouraging and developing the study of fine arts, of
advancing the general knowledge of kindred subjects, and, to the
end of furnishing popular instruction."? Most important for the
future in these charters and acts of incorporations was the
stress they placed on the educational nature of the museum. The
addresses and articles of the time also point in this direction.
Samuel Eliot, said at the opening of the Museum of Fine Arts,
"I'm glad that his Honor the mayor should speak of it as the
crown of our educational system. Every museum, of fine arts
particularly, is not only a museum, but a school,--a school in
which some of the best and noblest faculties of nature find their
daily, their yearly, their constant claim."3

Educational work in museums grew slowly. In 1887, the first
catalogue was published, in 1892, the first lecture course was
published, in 1892, the first lecture course was offered, in 1895
the first free tickets to a teacher and a pupil were issued.*
George Brown Goode sums up the practice that was applied at the
time. "An efficient educational museum may be described as a
collection of instructive labels, each illustrated by a well-
selected specimen."5 Museums had a long way to go. Too much of
an emphasis was being placed on literature and not on art.

The second thirty years (1900-1930) was marked with much

change, which brought about new problems. A view which
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emphasized aesthetic concerns was taken into consideration, at
the expense of an educational view, delegating it to a minor or
non-existent function of the museum. Morris Gray's statement is
characteristic of the thought of the time. He states that "the
value of art lies not in the knowledge of schools, of history or
of technique. These may add an intellectual interest or they
may, indeed detract through adversion to things of relatively
little importance. The value of art lies in the appreciation of
beauty. . . ."® vyet this theory is very narrowing and it does
not account for those people who make up the museum audience--the
general public. They are not primarily concerned with an
emotional reaction--their interest lies in understanding the art.
A second view was to be found in education, deriving its needs
from the community which it served. John Cotton Dana criticized
the aesthetic position, advocating activity in the museum. The
museum is:

a living thing, definitely living as is the school, as

an active 'institute of visual instruction' . . . . The

new museum does not build on an educational

superstition. It examines its community life first, and

then bends its energies to supplying some of the

material which that community needs, and to presenting
it in such a way as to secure for it the maximum use. . .

7
This is good for the newer museums, but it is difficult to

implement in the already established ones. What resulted with
these two opposing and somewhat problematic philosophies was a

combining of the two. 1In this case a balance of sorts was

maintained between the aesthetic, the scholarly, and the
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as well as to their eyes."!l This is where the work of Katharine
Kuh enters in. She takes museum education as her primary
function, yet is an outgrowth of this philosophy of understanding
by the eye.
Her philosophies of museum education are some of the most
original of the time. She advocates the importance of
museum learning, yet not in a traditional way. Viewing becomes
important, keeping in mind the layman in designing exhibits. She
began work on a gallery that would change the museum experience
for the public in a way that has not been equalled since.
Katharine Kuh served as curator of the Gallery of Art
Interpretation between 1944 and 1955. During this period the
gallery was well known by museum educators for its exhibitions
that visually explained art. Exhibitions were for the purpose
of enabling both children and adults to more fully enjoy and
understand art, and was frequently correlated with the major

exhibitions of the Department of Painting and Sculpture.

Philosophy

Katharine Kuh's philosophy of museum education is quite
different from what has been done previously in the history of
museum education. To her, the Gallery of Art Interpretation is a
room devoted entirely to explanatory material connected with
various phases. It attempts to answer both general, specific and

even abstract questions which may confuse the public. In her
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personal notes on planning shows, one can see her philosophy of
museum education simply in the set-up of an exhibition:

1. Title - examples.
2. Only visual material usable.
3. Kind of general material public needs. Sometimes
painting or art object used as a point of departure.
4. Few words - no typewritten wall labels.
5. For adults - no technical words - captions
constitute important part of show.
6. Only a few ideas at a time.
7. Audience participation.
8. Value of originals for A.I. and for public.
9. [Installation problems - rest space.
10. So far, no catalogues - what do you think of
picture books to record these shows?
Problems - not a movie - not a book, an exhibition. Why
we are not circulating so far - true original
installations.1?

Her exhibits were kept simple, for they were designed for the
layman. "I am inclined to believe that the layman needs a more
visual explanation of art in terms of the material itself."l3 1
believe an April 20, 1945, letter to a Miss Maxwell states Kuh's
position best.

As curator of this gallery, I am naturally delighted

that this exhibition ("Still Life Comes to Life")

pleases you. It is designed and intended for the

general public. I have tried to enliven and dramatize

the simple every day questions about art which puzzle

the layman. I think the important contributions that

this small gallery has made is in its visual approach.

Mostly we try to tell people about art, this gallery

wants to show them.l?

Her method is unique in its application of labeling. 1In a
May 22, 1975, interview, she says the following about recent types

of orientation or interpretive galleries: "I don't like most of

them. The reason they fail for me is because they depend on wall
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labels or earphones; people either read or listen, and that's
literature, you see, all verbal."!® In her observations of
people in these types of galleries, she notes that people spend
most of their time reading these labels instead of looking at the
art, the meaning of museums. "It's a tragedy. They were having
no emotional reactions to the objects. . . . I don't believe in
wall labels. I believe in asking questions--and not always
answering them. 16 By means of these unanswered gquestions the
visitor is challenged to decide for himself what he is seeing,
what he is to gain from the art work. This is beneficial because
the audience now becomes active participants. No longer passive,
the visitor is thinking for himself, which is something that
needs to be encouraged more in museum (as well as other types of)

education.

Comparisons with previous gallery work

The work that she did was in contrast to Helen Mackenzie's,
the curator before her. Mackenzie's exhibits, although somewhat
scaled down for children and adults, are still too complex. Just
to compare the label copy from Mackenzie's "Interpreting Goya"
(January 30-March 2, 1941) and Kuh's "Cezanne" (April 4-May 18,
1952), the difference is easily seen. A write analysis (level of
reading difficulty) gives a 72 for Kuh's label and a 47 for
Mackenzie's label. A score between 70 and 80 peints is in the

category for the average reader.l’ MacKenzie's label copy is
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much more lengthy than Kuh's and contains more historical
information than is necessary for understanding the work of art.
Mackenzie does not follow Kuh's philosophy that "art could be
taught in terms of art rather than in terms of words,"l8 for
Mackenzie uses a great deal of supplementary material, such as
lectures and two-day seminars. Mackenzie's art becomes much more
literary than artistic.

Their installations vary as well. Whereas Kuh's exhibitions
involved methods of juxtaposing paintings or other materials
together for the viewers' better understanding, Mackenzie
separates things more into categories. For example, in "Means
and Methods of Water Color Painting" (March 29-May 13, 1939), she
uses a survey with reproductions of the development of the art of
water color on one wall and the originals on the opposite wall.
With Kuh's method of juxtaposing the two, the viewer would gain a
better understanding of the methods and application of the

technique of water color painting.

Visitor responses and reactions
The people visiting Kuh's exhibits seem to really gain

something from them. A September 1948, letter from Mary Charlton
of the Chicago Public Art Society states that ". . . kids have
gone out with their eyes opened. It is the most vital and
refreshing spot in the Institute."l® &xuh seems to attract much
fan mail. A December 7, 1951, letter from a visitor to Chicago,

Will Bearinger, says:






