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The art of the display case

Technological innovation for museum conservation and communication

The display case is the queen of museology. With some exceptions,
such as fine arts and sculpture galleries, there is no museum in the
world without its display cases, which on the one hand lovingly
protect the objects from damage caused by dust, humidity or light
and defend them against thieves or vandals, and on the other give
visitors the opportunity to establish a relationship with the objects.

Today, display cases are found in scientific museums,
archaeological museums, applied arts museums, ethnographic
museums and historical museums; in short, wherever the size,
fragility and volatility of the objects require their constant
conservation and where visibility of the specimens is essential.
Since at least the end of the 18th century, the display case has been
an essential element in the organization of museums.

However, before the Age of Enlightenment, when the first
Renaissance collections of marvels (the Cabinet de Curiosités and
the Wunderkammern) appeared, there were no true display cases as
we now understand them.

The collections were enclosed or displayed in pieces of furniture
which were intended less to protect the objects than to impose
an order on them, to separate and categorize them, creating a
microcosm that represented the complex organization of the world
to the eyes of the collector and then the scholar.

From what can be deduced from contemporary lithographs
accompanying the descriptions of the collections in the
Wunderkammern of Ferdinando Cospi in Bologna (1677),
Francesco Calzolari in Verona (1622), Manfredo Settala in Milan
(1622) and in the Museum Wormianum in Copenhagen (1655),
very simple shelves, like those of a library case, decorated the
walls of the collection room and displayed the objects to the
collector’s guests without any protection.

In the 18th-century collection of Vincent Levin in Haarlem,
high shelving units against the walls of a large gallery bore glass
vases with animal specimens, while chests of drawers contained
other rarities and two long tables allowed visitors to arrange the
objects for detailed observation. In other collections, such as the
Neapolitan collection of Ferrante Imperato (1599), the furnishings

Giovanni PINNA™!

were more complex. Cabinets
and small chests of drawers
protected the objects and,
by grouping them together,
recreated the order of the
world.

Nevertheless, still no display

cases! The wooden piece of

furniture was predominant,

whether to conserve and

display natural specimens or a collection of coins or medals. The
latter, even more than the natural sciences cabinet, took the form of
a library case. The piece of furniture had its own style, which we
can presume corresponded to its intended function but also to the
taste of the collector.

At times it was a light chest of drawers with turned legs suitable
for conserving shells, at others it might instead feature shelves on
which were displayed natural curiosities or the first archaeological
fragments, as seen in the lithographs accompanying the description
of the Museum Wildeanum in Amsterdam (1696). In the severe
atmosphere of the Vatican halls, the Metallotheca Vaticana
of Michele Mercati (1719) was, as Adalgisa Lugli wrote, “a
long aseptic room in which the visitor was shown order and
classification rather than the wonder of the objects”.

Minerals, fossils and prehistoric stone tools were not displayed
to the public but kept in closed monumental cabinets set against
the walls. The Metallotheca housed a collection for specialists
and scholars only and as such hidden from the public eye; the
notion that such collections should be opened to provide a public
spectacle of nature or art was still a long way off. We have to
wait for the Enlightenment to see the museum emerge: at once a
depository of testimonies, a place of study, and an instrument of
education.

The Enlightenment opened collections to the education of society,
to the wonder of the citizens, to public culture, and to science.
These new functions transformed the collection (which thereafter
took on the classical name “temple of the muses”) into a center of

% 1 This excerpt is taken from Introduction to “The art of the display case. Technological innovation for museum conservation and communication” Study Day, Rome, 26 June 2017, by
Giovanni Pinna, museologist, formerly director of the Museum of Natural History in Milan and twice chairman of ICOM Italia.
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scientific inquiry and popular education. The public was invited
to enter and look, to look and look again. In the museum of Count
Giovanni Battista Gazola in Verona, the entire valuable collection
of fossil fishes from Monte Bolca was exhibited on the walls of
two rooms, before being commandeered in 1796 and taken to
Paris (where it remains today) by Gaspard Monge, emissary of
Napoleon.

It was more or less at this time, between the end of the 18th century
and beginning of the 19th, that “the display case” took form. The
solid piece of furniture became a transparent museum container
able to ensure visibility of the objects and their protection, and to
attract curious visitors while also keeping them at a safe distance.
In the last twenty years of the 18th century, the first and most
celebrated museum overseas, the Philadelphia Museum of the
painter Charles Willson Peale, featured display cases rather than
the shelves typical of library cases. In one of Peale’s paintings
from 1822, he portrayed himself theatrically raising the curtain
that had concealed his museum: there, dozens of stuffed birds and
other animals impassively stare back at the visitors from within
their protective glass display cases. Display cases had now entered
the museum and they were gaining ever more ground. The 19th-
century pictures of the Muséum du Trocadéro in Paris are a paean
to the museum display case.

Few objects are left in the open air — some large fetishes, a
traditional house, a massive sculpted frieze — while mummies,
ceramics, weapons, tools, jewelry and fabrics are arranged in
display cases whose dimensions are adapted to the variety of the
artifacts. In the 19th-century museum, the display cases were not
merely for protection. They formed part of the museum discourse
which all museums now adopt in their exhibitions: they separated
spaces, delineated pathways, divided or united the topics to create

a narrative flow. This “narrative” capacity of the display case
persists today in museums that utilize exhibitions to tell stories.
In one of my works from 1980, | pointed out this characteristic of
display cases, which I dubbed “standard display units” of museum
narration able, with their sequences and interruptions, to create

pathways and meanings.

In some of the most famous 19th-century museums, the display
case was part of the exhibition, designed to match, in shape and
decoration, the contents of the museum, to evoke eras and cultures.
Such historical display cases are still present in many museums
of ancient tradition which have yet to undergo the revolutionary
renovations of modernity. In the Naval Museum in Venice, for
instance, the display cases are supported by bronze sea serpents.

In the Archaeological Museum of Naples, the design of the
historical display cases is based on furniture from Pompeii. Before
the complete renovation of Turin’s Egyptian Museum, small
lectern-like display cases recalled the delicate wooden furniture
of the tombs in the Valley of the Kings. Today the modernist
movement dictates that display cases should fade away. However,
this does not mean that the display case should be physically
abolished. To the contrary, it must be present to exhibit, protect
and preserve objects with increasingly sophisticated and effective
technology.

Yet, the display case is expected to become a phantasm, a mere
trace in space, visible and invisibile at the same time. Whatever
may be in the minds of the architects and designers who create
the slight transparencies of contemporary museums, the wise
conservator knows that these ethereal display cases design the
spaces and have the same narrative capacity that they had two
centuries ago.
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How Regional Tourism Organizations Regard Museums:

A Case Study of Regional Tourism Organizations in Chino City, Nagano Prefecture
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Abstract
In recent years, we have been actively taking advantage of museums in the context of tourism, but we should not be biased towards
the economic benefits it will bring about. For this purpose, it is necessary to analyze the expectations of tourism organizations with
respect to museums. As a case example, two regional tourism organizations located in Chino City, Nagano Prefecture were examined.
As a result, the contrast between the expectations for understanding the resources and the expectations for how to utilize the resources
became evident. Such subdividing of tourism is essential for museum research in the context of tourism. This is because it can be used
as a reference to what commitments a museum can and cannot make to tourism. It is also useful when thinking about ideas that can be

devised and proposed by the museums.
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A Collaboration with University Students to Transmit Memories of War
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Abstract

In 2018 and 2019, two exhibitions dealing with World War Il were held at a gallery in the Kyoto University of Art & Design.
Students and professors created the exhibitions in the hope that a young generation would be able to understand the tragedy of war.
Doing away with explanations and using techniques not found in usual exhibitions, their creative approach was received favorably by
visitors of various generations. Moreover, the two exhibitions offered suggestions regarding the transmission of war memory. In the
process of creating the exhibition, we could recognize some reasons that the young generation has tended to avoid treating war in their
works, and do not go to see exhibitions about war. In order to make good use of materials and to communicate the hardships of war
effectively and widely, these two exhibitions offered valuable opportunities for us to consider new methods of displays from various
viewpoints.
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A case study of visually impaired students’ experience of a visit to a museum:

—“Museum time travel: Explore the ancient Earth”—

B OfRET
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U T
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Abstract

We developed and implemented the museum program, which was entitled “Museum time travel: Explore the ancient Earth”, for a
special-needs education school for the visually impaired. First, the outreach lecture of the museum was conducted at the blind school
in January 2018. Second, the students visited the museum and joined this program in February 2018. After the program, we obtained
feedback from the students, the teachers and the museum staff. Also, the visually impaired education expert observed this field visit
and gave us some advice. Planning for time to spare, guaranteeing time at the beginning of the program to first get the big picture,
and careful selection of touchable specimens and exhibitions were valuable points. “Touching and dialogue” is very important in
haptic observation, so it is necessary to secure time for exchanging words with a partner immediately after touching specimens and
exhibitions and for sharing thoughts on hands-on experience with each other.
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Development of Educational Program using Egyptian Archaeological Materials for Children
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Abstract
The Ancient Orient Museum Tokyo is a specialized museum that deals with archaeological materials in the Oriental regions where
civilization was established. Since its opening in 1978, they have been involved in various educational activities such as exhibitions,
lectures, and gallery tours to pass down the history and culture of ancient Orient to modern people. However, these educational
promotion activities are mostly for adults, and initiatives for children were not sufficient. Passing down history and culture to the next
generation through materials and literature is an important mission for any museum. In order to fulfill this mission, the Ancient Orient
Museum has taken initiatives for the development of a learning program for children as one of its main projects since 2018. This

practice report introduces one of the programs, the “Mummy Making Class”.
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Examining the Significance of Family Art Programs:
“Active Art Learning (AAL)” for the Education through Art Appreciation
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Abstract
This paper re-evaluates the effects and methodologies of family art programs in the context of art appreciation for educational

purposes. Engaging with family art programs as a participant, organizer, and researcher, the author examines the impact of introducing

an art historical perspective to the field of art education and proposes a new program of art appreciation: “Active Art Learning (AAL)”.

The program consists of customized museum tours and art book clubs, and has been practiced and developed since 2014.
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