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ABSTRACT

MUSEUM SEMIOTICS: a new approach to Museum Communication
Maria de Lourdes Parreiras Horta
Thesis presented for the degree of P.H.D., Department of 
Museum Studies, Faculty of Arts, University of Leicester,1992

The research explores the theoretical possibility of a 
semiotic approach to the Museum phenomenon, seen as a process 
of communication and signification, and the consequences on 
the determination of the social function of museums, in its / 
semantic and pragmatic levels. It proposes a new discipline 
for the field - that of 'Museum Semiotics', as a theoretical 
background and a tool for the understanding of museums as 
'semiosic spaces', acting in the cultural process through 
their 'communicative actions'. PARTS I and II propose the 
basic assumptions and premises for the study of the specific 
Museum Language, defining its terms and concepts, and 
considering museum objects as bearing a 'sign-function', as 
'signifying units' used in the construction of messages and 
'discourses', manifested or hidden in museum exhibitions. The 
mechanisms of the process of sign production and of sign 
interpretation in the Museum context, the concept of 
'museality', the Museum 'mythological speech', the interplay 
of codes and the interaction between emitters and receivers 
in the museum communication process, are explored here. PARTS 
III and IV propose and develop a preliminary model of analysis 
of exhibition 'texts' and of their specific 'rhetorics', 
applied in a particular case study, the exhibition on 
'Buddhism, Art and Faith', held at the British Museum (1985), 
in order to detect the multiple ways in which the public 
'reads' a Museum message, and all the elements working in this 
process. PART V presents the conclusions and insights on 
Museum Communication, on exhibition production and evaluation, 
on Museum Education, and on new fields of research opened up 
through the approach of Museum Semiotics, proposing a strategy 
for changing the conditions of communication, through open and 
aesthetic texts, which may encourage the visitors to recover 
their freedom of decoding'.
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CHAPTER 1 : INTRODUCTION - a preliminary approach to
Museum Semiotics

1.1 - Aims of the research

The aim of this research is to explore the theoretical 
possibility of a semiotic approach to the Museum^ phenomenon, 
seen as a process of communication and signification, and the 
consequences on the determination of the social function of 
museums, in its semantic and pragmatic levels. Through this 
preliminary exploration we intend to contribute to the 
development of Museology, as a scientific field, and not as 
a mere 'technique' or a diachronic study of museums' history. 
Trying to break new ground in museological studies and 
philosophy, we propose a new discipline for the field - that 
of 'Museum Semiotics', as a theoretical background and a tool 
for the understanding of museums as 'semiosic spaces', acting 
in the cultural process through their 'communicative actions'.

The intention of this work is to introduce an initial 
order (even if provisional) in the heterogeneous mass of 
'signifying facts' happening in the Museum context, to propose 
a method and a terminology that may help museum professionals 
and workers to reach a deeper level of awareness of their 
'competence', their role and responsibilities in the complex 
interaction between museum institutions and society. At the 
same time, and as a result
of that, this study may serve to clarify museological work, 
as a tool for the analysis and for the building of its main

 ̂ The term 'Museum' will be written in upper case when 
referring to the idea of the museological institution in 
general terms, and in lower case when referring to 'museums' 
in concrete terms, as particular institutions bearing this 
name all around the world.



performances - museum exhibitions - for the better 
understanding of the mechanisms of these semiotic processes 
and the evaluation of their effects on the public.

Our aim is to identify and try to define the specific 
language of museums, in order to make it recognized by both 
ends of the communication process - the 'emitters' and the 
'receivers', the museum 'authors' and their active 'reading 
public'- and, hence, to make it better used and developed 
through the many possible museum 'speeches'.

1.2 - Justification of the research

The reasons for the development of this research may be 
found in trying to find the answers for many different 
questions, ranging from a private professional order to those 
social and political ones which come to the forefront of any 
debate on museums and their place in the present world.

The recent developments and proliferation of these 
institutions, the appearance of new forms and features that 
could hardly be called 'museums', according to the traditional 
definition^, the increasing use of sophisticated technological 
devices and the growing interest of the public in spending 
extended leisure time in such cultural and recreational 
spaces, brought museums and museum professionals into a 
'crisis of identity' (ICOFOM, Muwop,1986,1987,1988,1989). 
Museology itself comes under discussion, as a scientific basis 
for the museum profession, this one put under increasing 
pressure (Van Mensch,1989:9-20).

^In article 3 of the statutes of the International 
Council of Museums, a Museum is defined as ' a non
prof itmaking, permanent institution in the service of society 
and of its development, and open to the public, which 
acquires, conserves, researches, communicates, and exhibits, 
for the purpose of study, education and enjoyment, material 
evidence of man and his environment'.



In developing countries, yet should be even more 
crucially than in the First World, the social role of museums 
is being questioned, as the possible justification for their 
subsistence and survival. The main and more frequent questions 
may be on: What are museums? What are their specific function 
or roles in present societies? What is Museology? Is it a 
'science' or a 'discipline'? What is a museologist? What is 
a museum professional? What is the educational potential and 
the effectiveness of museum exhibitions? What is the 
theoretical basis for all these activities and functions?

In order to answer these questions, this research is an 
attempt to start digging into the field from inside, looking 
in a 'microscopic' way to the intrinsic nature of the museum 
experience and the museum phenomenon, in order to detect the 
internal structure, the mechanisms and the basic elements of 
this cultural process, as it presents itself at the moment, 
in a universal perspective.

Despite the variability of its forms and contents, the 
museum phenomenon, seen through a synchronic perspective, 
shows universally the same intrinsic and specific nature, 
which we could define as standing at the frontier between 
Logics and Poetics, in the fluid space between these two 
fields of human experience, and changing unendingly from one 
pole to another. From this synchronic approach that we propose 
here, diachronic studies could be developed for the total 
construction of the Museum theory and history.

Through this sort of 'immanent' criticism, worked within 
the 'economy' of the process itself, it is possible to reach 
the surface and extra-museological levels of this dialectical 
and dialogical interaction between museums and society. It is 
thus also possible to reach the political level of this 
interaction, on which the ethical responsibility of museums 
and of their professionals will be enhanced.



Through their scientific and 'competent' discourse, 
museums have been, throughout their history, some of the major 
mechanisms of reproduction - as 'communication media' - of the 
dominant structures and ideologies in society. The theory of 
'communicative actions' proposed by the philosopher Jurgen 
Habermas (1989) for the emancipation of the human species 
through the removal of all tutorship, may provide a good basis 
for the new role of museums in modern societies.

According to Habermas, what is worthwhile in pre-modern 
societies is not the best argument, but that which supports 
the hegemony of authority, based on tradition; modernity has 
opened up this space where 'communicative actions', based on 
a consensus within the community, may develop freely. Modern 
museums should strive to become such kind of spaces, where 
men may dialogue and install a process of democratic 
discussion, as far as the traditional arguments and 'competent 
speeches' will give way to new 'communicative interactions'.

Decoding the Museum codes and deconstructing their 
'mythological' speeches, with the help of Semiotics methods 
and tools, may be a sort of a 'micro-action', a tactic of 
social action, as proposed by Habermas, which may contribute 
for that modern man may construct dialogically, in interaction 
with his peers, his own destiny; something that modern 
societies, chiefly in the Third World, do need more urgently.

1.3 - Museums as communication and signification systems

As social institutions, and as anyone of them, museums 
rely basically and by their very nature on the process of 
interaction between human beings - thus, on a communication 
process, verbal or non-verbal; as cultural institutions, the 
process of communication that takes place within their walls 
is not a merely physical or sensorial one, but, as any act of 
communication, it involves mental exchanges, or what Roman



Jakobson (1963) has called 'relations de renvoi' (relations 
of 'remittance', or of 'referral'), based on the infinite 
process of semiosis - the generation of meanings, and the very 
essence of cultural processes.

There cannot be a process of communication without a 
system of signification, based on codes and rules, socially 
conventionalized, and on the use of signs - verbal, visual, 
aural, sensorial or concrete - in order to mention things or 
states of the world: what we commonly call 'languages'. Would 
there be a specific Museum Language, at the basis of their 
communicative action? What would be these codes and rules, the 
specific system and structure of their signification and 
communication processes? How do museum objects acquire the 
value of ' sign-f u n c t i o n s and how do they perform these 
functions, in what level of effectiveness and of 
understandability?

Whilst communication and culture may also happen in an 
individual level, as far as we reach the social level they 
require two ends in the process: 'emitters' and 'receivers'. 
How does this dialectical and dialogical interaction between 
museums and society, museologists and the public, takes place? 
With what potential effects and roles?

To understand museums as signification and communication 
systems we have to use the models and concepts of 
Communication and Semiotics studies, in order to identify the 
codes and rules, the nature and the structure of these 
systems, as well as of the signs used in these semiotic 
processes, as 'things representing other things', and arranged 
in meaningful sequences to construct and to communicate the 
Museum message.

^The concept of ' sign-function' is proposed by Umberto 
Eco, in A Theory of Semiotics (1979:48-50) , for the discussion 
of the notion of sign and of a theory of codes. See chapters 
2, 3 and 4, in this research.



The study of the Museum code, or language, could throw 
some light on the origins of the Museum 'myth' and of its 
'sacralizing' power, at the basis of the 'authority' and the 
'tradition' of its hidden 'speeches'.

As Eco points out, 'there are cultural territories in 
which people do not recognize the underlying existence of 
codes, or if they do, do not recognize the semiotic nature of 
these codes,i.e., their ability to generate a continuous 
production of signs'(1979:6) . This is probably the reason why 
the Museum's semiotic capacity and the nature of its specific 
language have been for long ignored and not taken into 
consideration by communication and semiotic researches.

1.4. - Thesis proposition: the Museum Language and Speech - 
the process of Museum Communication

The main purpose of this research is to investigate the 
process of communication which takes place in the Museum 
context, and which cannot exist without a system of 
signification, with specific codes and rules, socially 
accepted and conventionalized: what we could call the Museum 
Language. At the basis of this system we consider museum 
objects as signifying vehicles, bearing a sign-function 
produced and interpreted (codified and decodified) by museum 
'emitters' (curators, museologists, educators, designers, 
registrars, etc.) and museum 'receivers' (mainly, the 
'public'). These signs, arranged in meaningful structures, 
according to different cultural codes, in paradigmatic and 
syntagmatic chains, as 'words' in a sentence, will be the 
'cultural units' responsible for the construction of the 
Museum discourse^, or speeches, standing for the 'expression-

^We are using Eco's definition of 'discourse' as 'the 
equivalent of a 'text' on the expression plane' 
(Eco,1979:187).



plane* of the messages , or the 'content-plane*. Museums can 
be thus seen as communication-media, supporting this cultural 
process of mental exchanges which bears in itself an 'infinite 
productivity' (Kristeva,1968).

In their main 'performances', or communicative 'acts' - 
museum exhibitions - museums produce texts manifested in 
concrete discourses, which require a work of sign production 
and of sign interpretation based on the framework of 
references of emitters and receivers, and determined by 
different cultural and institutional codes, reflecting 
different ideologies or mental perspectives. The 'style', or 
the 'forms' of these museological expressions will be defined 
by the use of different 'Rethorics', a kind of art, in the 
words of Roland Barthes, of 'constructing and arranging signs 
in order to convince and to move the audience' (1988 g:53).

As Eco points out, signs are social forces and their 
study is a social practice, in as much as it may modify and 
clarify their power and action in society (Eco,1979:29,65).

1.5 - The semiotic approach: usefulness and limits

The original definition of Semiotics, as 'the science 
which studies the life of signs in society', the 'Semiology' 
proposed by Ferdinand de Saussure (1916), departing from 
Linguistics studies, has been further developed by other 
scholars, schools of thought, in many different areas of 
research. All have contributed to the expansion and scientific

^We are using the term 'text' in the sense used by luri 
Lotman, as 'any communication registered (or given) in a given 
sign-system (...) from this point of view we can speak of a 
ballet, of a theater play, of a military parade, as well as 
of all other sign-systems of behaviour as "texts", in the same 
measure as we apply this term to a written text in a natural 
language, a poem, a painting '(Lotman,1979:126).



organization of the semiotic field, which is still in the 
process of evolution and elaboration.

Umberto Eco in his 'Theory of Semiotics' (1979:9-14), 
gives a full account of the limits and thresholds of this 
complex area of investigation, from the more 'natural' to the 
more complex systems of communication: from zoosemiotics,
which studies the communicative behaviour of non-human (thus, 
non-cultural) communities, to medical semiotics, kinesics and 
proxemics, musical codes, the formalized languages of algebra, 
chemistry, mathematical structures and electronic computers, 
secret codes, until even the attempts to detect a 'cosmic and 
interplanetary system of communication', as the same author 
suggests.

There are some fields, however, which do concern us more 
directly here, amongst all those areas of study which have 
been approached from a semiotic perspective: the 'system of 
objects', studied by Baudrillard (1968), 'plot structures' and 
text analyses (Barthes,1988,e; Todorov, 1966,1978; 
Greimas,1971,a,b), cultural codes (Ivanov and Toporov,1979; 
Todorov,1966; Lotman and Uspensky,1981), the semiotics of 
theatre and aesthetic theories (Veltrusky, Honzl, Bogatyrev, 
Brusak, Mukarovsky,1976), mass- communication researches, and 
of course. Linguistics, the 'mother' or 'daughter' science, 
according to different theories. All these disciplines will 
fall inevitably within the scope of Museology, seen from the 
same theoretical point of view.

The semiotic approach is a tool for the critical analysis 
of how museums communicate meanings, and not of what they mean 
through their communicative process. We intend here, using 
this approach, to look at the Museum language, and not through 
it, to attend to the system and not to the product of museum 
texts. In this process, we will be able to detect the 
institutional nature and codified structure of the Museum 
discourse, proposing an elementary model for the study of the



processes of sign production and of sign interpretation and
all the labour and operations involved in these semiotic 
processes. This will give us a set of parameters or guidelines 
for the analysis of museological 'competence'*, or 'power', as 
well as of museological 'performances', or 'acts', on the 
level of pragmatics - museum work, exhibitions, activities and 
events, and their possible effects on the public.

1.6 - Theoretical sources and review of literature

The extent of the theoretical field explored in the 
development of this research, and the limits of length settled 
for this dissertation, will force us to summarize the review 
of literature, and to mention here the main sources
specifically related to the subject of Semiotics and Museum 
Communication. A more extended review is presented in the 
Appendices, as a possible guide for other investigations.

Main theoretical sources

The main theoretical sources in the development of this 
research were the works and concepts of Umberto ECO and of 
Roland BARTHES in their studies on semiotics and the
interpretation of cultural processes. Taking these two 
authors as a constant referential point of departure and of 
development of the subject, we have gone through many
different paths of exploration, which have led us to other
sources in semiotic theory and to other fields of study and

*The concepts of competence and of performance are taken 
here from N.Chomsky's ideas on respect to language, as an 
acquired capacity of human beings of using communicating 
devices, based on cognitive structures, and of actualizing 
these capacities and structures in concrete performances, or 
speeches, according to particular circumstances and contexts 
(Chomsky,1965,chap.1).

10



research, sometimes reaching the boundaries with co-operative 
disciplines which contribute to this field, sometimes crossing 
these boundaries to explore some specific aspects, which 
seemed relevant to our approach: communication studies,
chiefly on visual expressions and on mass-communication, 
perception and cognition studies, sociological and 
anthropological analyses, studies on linguistics and the 
literary phenomenon, and studies on Theatre and the dramatic 
arts, the aesthetics of visual arts and the studies on 
material culture and cultural phenomena, were some of the 
fields we have gone through, along this road.

From Eco's Theory of Semiotics (1979) we have assumed 
the basic and broad concepts proposed by the author for any 
semiotic research, adopting his definition of terms and the 
structural models for this study, which he designs as two 
different fields: a theory of codes and a theory of sign 
production, at the basis of two discriminated categories, the 
process of signification and the process of communication. His 
main proposition for the analysis of culture as a 
communication process supports our proposition of museum work 
as a signification and a communication process.

Eco's theory of codes allows us to detect the system and 
the structure of museum codes in their syntactic, semantic and 
pragmatical aspects, manifested or hidden in the Museum 
communication process; his concept of meaning as a cultural 
unit allows us to see museum objects as bearing a sign- 
function, thus carrying meaning, as cultural units inserted 
into a correlation of semantic fields and axes, according to 
semiotic laws.

From his theory of sign production we have the models 
for the definition of a typology of signs (verbal/non-verbal, 
symbols, icons, indices, replicas and doubles, 'super-signs' 
and other possible categories), mainly based in Peirce's

11



semiotics, and for the exploration of the different modes of 
sign production and of sign articulation.

From Eco as well we have assumed the model and the 
challenge he proposes for the development of a specific 
semiotic research - that on the Television message (1983), 
applying this proposal for the analysis of a specific Museum 
message - the case study developed in Part IV, in this 
research.

From the works of Roland Barthes, mainly from his 
'Eléments de Sémiologie' (1987), and the 'Semiotic
Challenge' (1988 d) , we have taken the philosophy and the model 
of 'reading' messages and discourses, of deconstructing 
'texts' and 'speeches' in a critical way, starting from the 
'signifiers' to reach 'signification'. His studies on the 
'Structural analysis of narratives'(1988 e) , taken in the 
multiplicity of forms they may occur, gave us the basis and 
clues with which to work out museum 'narratives,' using a 
deductive method that helps us to reach the implicit system 
of units and rules governing their production.

Barthes's analyses of literary texts, and his conceptions 
on the literary 'function', gave us the basis to propose the 
different roles of the Museum language and 'speeches', 
supporting the 'museological function' that we tried to 
define.

His lessons on the 'Old Rethoric' (1988 g) have been most 
enlightening for the analysis of the construction of museum 
discourses, of this 'kitchen of meanings'(1988 f), which he 
explores along his 'Aventure Sémiologique'(1988 d) ; his theory 
of 'Myth today', developed and explored in his 
'Mythologies'(1985), has been a fundamental source for our 
analysis of the 'Museum Myth' and its sacralizing power. .

Other fundamental sources on the field of Semiotics were 
Pierre GUIRAUD's 'Semiology'(1975), from whom we borrowed the 
idea of the 'polarity' between Logics and Poetics, working at

12



the basis of the ambiguous nature of social codes and human 
communication. From Roman JAKOBSON, one of the leading 
theorists on structural linguistics, we have taken the main 
basis for the study of Communication Theory in the 
understanding of language. In his 'Essais de Linguistique 
Générale'(1963) he uses some of the basic principles of this 
theory to explain the process of verbal communication, 
enhancing the complementarity of linguistics to cultural 
anthropology. The need to develop semiotic studies in order 
to analyse and compare different semiotic systems, and the 
role of the poetic function (1963 a) as the 'essence of 
language' (1965), were some of Jakobson's propositions which 
deeply influenced our approach to the Museum experience.

Another basic author for semiotic research is Louis 
HJELMSLEV, who developed the model of the sign in its 
constituent elements of 'expression' and 'content', at the 
basis of a sound linguistic theory, in his 'Prolegomena to a 
theory of language' (1975). Tzvetan TODOROV's work on the 
'categories of the narrative'(1966), and on the 'genres of 
discourse'(1978) has given us the model for the analysis of 
tie exhibition presented in the 'case study'. Noam CHOMSKY 
(1965,1966,1975) is another referential author on the study 
of the problems and the mysteries of human language, from whom 
W2 have borrowed the notions of 'competence' and 'performance' 
ii human communication.

Still in the field of semiotics we have profited from 
tie ideas and the work of scholars like Algirdas Julien 
GIEIMAS (1971,a,b,1975,1976,1981)), Jacques DERRIDA (1982 
a,b), and Julia KRISTEVA (1967), who proposes the expansion 
o: the semiotic field and demonstrates the 'isomorphism' of 
semiotic practices with the other complexes of our universe. 
Derrida's concepts on the 'dissemination of meanings' 
throughout the text, seeing language as a 'freeplay of 
d.fferences' giving rise to 'effects of meaning', were quite

13



fruitful for our analysis of museum texts; Greima's studies 
on the semiotics of scientific discourses, and on the syntax 
and the grammar of socio-linguistic communication, provided 
this research with enlightening insights on the nature of 
museological work and on the responsibilities implied in the 
development of an 'academic discourse' on this field, as a 
'meta-linguistic' discourse, in itself.

In the understanding and exploration of the pragmatics 
of the semiotic field, and its application in Museum 
Semiotics research, we must refer to the contribution of some 
leading brazilian semioticians as Decio PIGNATARI in his 
studies on the theory of 'Information, Language and 
Communication' (1988), and on 'Semiotics and Literature'
(1987), J.TEIXEIRA COELHO Netto in his analysis of the 
'Semiotics of Architecture' (1984) , Lucrecia D'ALESSIO FERRARA 
(1981), and Julio PLAZA (1987), who explores the problems of 
'Intersemiotic translation*•

All these leading semioticians refer to and acknowledge 
the fundamental principles of the two 'fathers' of 
Semiotics, or Semiology studies - Charles Sanders PEIRCE 
(1931), in his explorations of the sign's classical model and 
typology, and Ferdinand de SAUSSURE (1916), in his distinction 
of 'Langue' and 'Parole', language and speech, with all the 
theoretical aspects deriving from these postulates.

Another important theoretical source for the study of 
the Museum phenomenon, chiefly for the understanding of its 
educational potential, is the work of the soviet semiotician 
and psychologist Lev Semenovich VYGOTSKY (1978). His 
sociocultural theory of higher mental processes, as well as 
his 'developmental method ', made a powerful impact on the 
theoretical foundations in this field. The relationship of 
thought and language and the concept of mediation in human- 
environment interaction, through the use of tools as well as 
of signs - these seen as 'psychological tools', created by

14



and changing with societies according to their level of 
cultural development - is a basic issue for the understanding 
of the mediating character of the Museum system and language. 
His ideas on the 'internalization process' of culturally 
produced sign-systems, bringing about behavioural 
transformation, is fundamental for the understanding of the 
educational and developmental role of museums. Vygotskian 
perspectives have been approached and developed by many 
scholars, among which the work of James V. WERTSCH (1991) and 
his edition of essays by different authors (1985), stand as 
a relevant referential source. Other relevant sources in the 
field of cognitive psychology, memory and perception studies 
are referred to in the Appendices (see LURIA,1982; 
KOSSLYN,1980; VERNON,1968 ,1974 ; BERGER,1984; WILLIAMSON,1983 ; 
GREGORY,1979,1980).

Semiotics of Art and of Theatre

The study of the semiotics of art and of the theatre, 
developed by the Prague School scholars (see Matejka and 
Titunik,eds. , 1976) has been most useful and important for our 
understanding and exploration of the Museum art and spectacle. 
Among the major sources we may point out the studies of 
Jindrich HONZL (1976 a,b) on the dynamics of the sign in the 
Theatre, and the hierarchy of dramatic devices; of Jiri 
VELTRUSKY (1976 a,b,c) in his studies on the construction of 
semantic contexts, and on the dramatic text and dialogue, as 
components of Theatre. These studies gave us the concepts and 
clues for the analysis of the essence of museological 
performances, of the active role of the audience in the 
perception of the multiplicity of meanings 'staged' on the 
Museum space, of the intersection of different semiotic 
systems working simultaneously, and allowing an ideal 
situation for the study of 'contrastive semiotics' and of

15



'intersemiotics translation'. Veltrusky is also responsible 
for the analysis of the pictorial sign, and of the semiotic 
potential of the material properties of signs (1976,d).

Other authors from which we have borrowed some key ideas 
and explanations, in this same group, are Karel BRUSAK (1976) 
in his studies on Chinese Theater, Jan MUKAROVSKY (1976,a, b, 
c) in some articles on the essence of visual arts, on some 
aspects of the pictorial sign and on poetic reference, Otakar 
ZICH (1976) , in his studies on the aesthetics of dramatic 
arts, and Petr BOGATYREV (1976,a, b, c, d) , in his semiotic 
studies of folk arts and costume and of folk theatre, all 
extremely relevant for museological studies.

Communication theory

Our basic guide in the broad field of Communication
Theory has been the introductory book on the subject by John 
FISKE (1982), where we could find the basic concepts and the 
different models of communication processes and theories, 
their implication in semiotic studies and on the analysis of 
signification and culture, on ideology and meanings. Another 
basic source was found in John CORNER and Jeremy HAWTHORN 
(1983) , in their introductory reader to Communication studies.

For this 'socio-cultural' approach of communication
studies we have taken a lot from mass communication research, 
seeing museums as bearing many features of the mass-media, and 
looking for the influence of these media in the production of
messages and texts today, as well as in the reception mode of
modern audiences. An introduction to mass communication theory 
has been found in Denis McQUAIL (1986). Other approaches who 
explored the relations of media, society and culture, were 
found in Colin CHERRY (1983), Erving GOFFMAN (1983), Elihu 
KATZ, Jay G.BLUMLER and Michael GUREVITCH (1983), Colin 
McARTHUR (1978), Stuart HALL (1977), among others.
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Turning to the field of pragmatics, we must refer to the 
work of Dan SPERBER and Deirdre WILSON (1986), who propose a 
new approach to communication studies, based on the 'principle 
of relevance' and on the role of inference and of ostension 
in the process of verbal communication. Another fundamental 
work in this subject is Gail E, MYERS and Michele Tolela MYERS
(1988), on the dynamics of human communication, stressing a 
'transactional' view of this process.

Museum Communication studies

In the specific field of Museum Communication, the amount 
of articles and essays available in museological literature 
makes it impossible to list all the relevant work already 
published on the subject (see Loomis,1975; Griggs,1984, 
Screven,1984, Lawrence,1991) . Most of these studies, however, 
have focused the 'quantitative', rather than the 'qualitative' 
side of communication, and the many researches on visitors' 
behaviour and levels of attention (Screven,1974 a; Elliot & 
Loomis,1975; Palmer,1975; Peart,1982; Prince,1983; Falk,1985; 
Gardner,1986), on public reactions towards museums (Alt,1983; 
Merriman,1989,a,b), on effective exhibit designs and labels 
readability (Parr,1962; Wittlin,1968 ; Shettel,1968 ; 
Screven, 1974 ,1975; Alt, 1977; Borun, 1977, a, b, 1980; Sorsby,1980; 
Stansfield,1981; Miles & Tout,1979; Miles,1984,1988 ;
Griggs,1981,1984), provided us with useful data and 
information about some of the elements implied in the museum 
communication process.

Very few articles or studies have yet focused the nature 
of this particular experience, from the perspective of 
signification and of meaning production (Skramstad,1978 ; 
Harris,1978; Taborsky,1982,1990; Cuisenier,1984; Annis,1986; 
Pearce,1986,1989,1990; Hooper-Greenhill,1989,1990,1991;
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Shelton,1990; Lawrence,1990; Ames,1990; Dufresne-Tassé,1991; 
Volkert,1991; Hein,1991).

Museum Semiotics

The first studies which can be referred to as pointing 
out the process of signification happening in museum 
exhibitions are Duncan CAMERON's article (1968), 'A Viewpoint: 
The museum as a communications system and implications for 
Museum Education', in which the author enhances the 
referential function of the museum communication process, the 
objects seen as the 'primary medium' of the exhibition 
message. This article was assessed by Eugene I.KNEZ and 
A.Gilbert WRIGHT (1970), in 'The museum as a communications 
system: an assessment of Cameron's viewpoint', in which the 
authors point out the reference element of the message as the 
'primary feature' of the Museum's educational role. Some of 
the basic elements of the Museum semiotic situation are 
already tackled in these two studies, as points of departure 
for further theoretical explorations.

The first specific reference to the semiotic nature of 
the museum phenomenon we could come to know was the article 
of Robert HODGE and Wilfred D'SOUZA (1979), a semiotic 
analysis of the Western Australian Museum's Aboriginal 
Gallery, in which the authors propose museum exhibitions as 
one branch of the mass media; through this analysis, the 
authors detect the main functions and contradictions of the 
displays, and the interaction between linguistic, visual and 
ideological codes along the 'historical narrative' presented 
to the public.

A second study to be mentioned was that of Manar HAMMAD 
(1987), a 'Semiotic Reading of a Museum', more specifically 
the National Museum of Modern Art, at Beaubourg, Paris, in 
which the author explores the way of 'reading a space', as
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much as the visitor would do. This semiotic study of a spatial 
and museographical arrangement proposes that the setting of 
a work of art influences it, and thus determines to some 
extent the way in which it is appreciated. Another study on 
the semiotics of the museum space is John PEPONIS and Jenny 
HEDIN's (1982) analysis of the Natural History Museum, in 
London, and more recently, Eilean HOOPER-GREENHILL's (1990) 
study of the 'spatialisation levels' in museums, based on 
Foucault's theories, focusing the social, ideological, 
economic and cultural factors that interact in the museum 
system and activities.

Another basic paper, unpublished, dealing specifically 
with the Museum language and its logical semiotic nature was 
that of Petr SULER (1983), a Czechoslovakian author, who 
proposes the analysis of the exhibition language according to 
the two axes: the syntagmatic plan and the system plan.

One of the first formal and explicit propositions of the 
semiotic nature of the Museum, as a 'system of signs' and as 
a cultural sign in itself, was made by Jorge GLUSBERG (1983), 
the Argentinean museologist who proposes the theory of 'hot' 
and 'cool' museums, and who emphasizes the need of semiotic 
theory for the development of museological science. The need 
of museological criticism as a way to change museum 
institutions in laboratories of creation, as open spaces 
sensible to the needs of their public and environment, and 
the consideration of the museological 'para-media' (the media, 
public information systems, the critics, the publications) 
which work together to transmit the museum message, are some 
of the important new theses formulated by Glusberg, opening 
up the field of Museum Semiotics research. Some other few 
explorations of exhibitions as 'signifying practices', 
dealing mainly with the aspects of artefact analysis, and 
already tackling a semiotic and linguistic approach, have come 
to light in the sphere of the Department of Museum Studies,
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at the University of Leicester: Dr.Susan M. PEARCE's series 
of articles on 'Thinking about things: approaches to the study 
of artefacts'(1986), retaken in 'Objects in structures' (1989) 
and 'Objects as meaning; or narrating the past'(1990), propose 
a systematic model for the study of material culture which 
offers a sound basis for a semiotic analysis of museum work; 
Dr.Eilean HOOPER-GREENHILL's essay on 'How objects become 
meaningful, or a new communications model for museums' (1991) 
is another recent attempt to understand the process of museum 
communication under the lights of semiotic studies. Edwina 
TABORSKY's article on 'The Discursive Object'(1990) is a sound 
and challenging contribution to the field. John REEVE's
interpretation of the 'Buddhism,Art and Faith' exhibition, 
'Leading the Public to Nirvana?'(1985), is an innovation in 
the field of exhibition analysis, focusing on signification, 
interpretation and communication aspects, in a specific 
situation.

Another approach to the specificity of Museum language
(le 'langage muséal') and its natural links with the language
of 'spectacle', the exhibition as a mediating tool, and the 
role of semiotic studies in defining the problems and the 
nature of this specific language is proposed by Andre 
DESVALLEES (1987,1988). Other authors who share his ideas and 
propositions on the 'mise en scène' of cultural objects are 
Jacques HAINARD and Roland KAEHR, in a series of catalogues 
and publications of the Musée de la Ville de Neuchâtel,
Switzerland (1982, 1984, 1985, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990), a
theoretical work expressed in a series of concrete 
exhibitions. A recent exhibition on '700 years of food in 
Switzerland', produced by Martin R. SCHARER (1991) at the 
Alimentarium, in Vevey, was a concrete demonstration of the 
potentiality of the museum medium and language, in different 
possible display designs.
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other sources are Jean DAVALLON (1983), Jean François 
BARBIER-BOUVET (1983), Charles PERRATON (1987), Bernard 
SCHIELE and Louise BOUCHER (1987). The 'Cahiers' of the EXPO- 
MEDIA group (1982) are another rich and inspiring source for 
the observation and the exploration of the Museum Semiotics 
field.

From all these sources and other unpublished museological 
papers it has been possible to travel throughout this 
'aventure musémiotique', towards the unending limits of the 
Museum language, speech and myth. We are most grateful to all 
these 'leaders'.
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CHAPTER 2 : BASIC PRINCIPLES

This chapter will propose the basic assumptions and 
premises for the study of Museum Semiotics, defining its terms 
and concepts and showing the usefulness of semiotic studies 
for the understanding of the museum phenomenon and experience, 
proposing the concept of museum objects as bearing a 'sign- 
function'\ as words of the Museum Language used in the 
construction of messages and 'discourses'.

2.1 - Museum Semiotics

A sign, in its barest conception, is something which 
represents something else. It is thus a mediating 
psychological and intellectual tool.

To re-present is not merely to 'present* or to deal with 
reality as it manifests itself. Representations are mental 
constructions, produced by the 'mind's eyes', of the 
perceptions of the material and existential 'continuum', which 
is segmented and classified, thus understood and appropriated 
by our brain, in an abstract process, as a means to intervene, 
to control and to interact with reality. To re-present implies 
a mediation, since it is not a direct relation. In order to 
interact with his peers, at the basis of social organization, 
man needs tools, natural or artificial, physical or 
psychological, as much as he needs tools to intervene in

 ̂ The term 'sign' bears different interpretations according 
to the different theories on semiotics, in different authors. The 
definition of the concept of 'sign-function', assumed in this 
research, is that proposed by Umberto Eco in his Theory of 
Semiotics (1979:48), in substitution to the more limited concept 
of the term 'sign'. It will be explored and explained in chapters 
3 and 4 of this dissertation.
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nature. Since human knowledge, thought and communication are 
involved, there is the need of mediation. This cannot happen 
without 'symbolization', a process of mental representation 
which allows mental exchanges, of concepts, ideas and signs.

Museums can be seen as mediating spaces, or structures, 
using their collections as mediating tools for mental and 
cultural exchanges, thus as communication media, supporting 
a continuous production of signs and messages.

Culture as communication: the process of semiosis

According to Umberto Eco 'the whole of culture should 
be studied as a communicative phenomenon based on 
signification systems' (1979:22). For him, every aspect of 
culture, taken as a 'cultural unit', becomes a 'semantic 
unit', inserted in 'systems of signification' organized in 
structures according to semantic fields and axes: natural
languages^, gestures, rituals, myths, legends, behaviours and 
relationships of production and value are systems of 
signification which allow a continuous process of 
communicative exchanges, through the use of signs, or of
different 'signifying vehicles' (Eco,1979:29).

The example given by Eco is useful to explain this
concept of culture as a communicative process: when a pre
historic man used a stone to split the skull of a baboon, 
•there was as yet no culture, even if he had in fact
transformed an element of nature into a tool'. For Eco,
'culture is born when:

^The concept of 'natural languages' is widely and generally 
used in linguistics and semiotics to refer to 'verbal language', 
that which is based on oral-gestural expression, and which is the 
opposite to 'formal*, or 'artificial languages', as, for instance, 
Morse codes, traffic signals, deaf sign-language, computers' 
languages, etc... All these kinds of languages, including those 
called 'natural' (English, French, Spanish, regional dialects, 
etc.) are obviously, 'cultural languages'.
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(i) a thinking being establishes the new function of the 
stone (irrespective of whether he works on it, transforming 
it into a flint-stone);

(ii) he calls it "a stone that serves for something" 
(irrespective of whether he calls it to others, or out loud);

(iii) he recognizes it as "the stone that responds to 
the function F" [i.e. 'splitting things'] and that has the name 
Y (irrespective of whether he uses it as such a second time: 
it is sufficient that he recognizes it)'(1979:22/23) .

These three conditions result in a semiotic process of 
the following kind (Figure 1):

Figure 1 
F
St.............  N2ime

Fig.l - The semiotic process (Eco,1979:23)

After having discovered and used the first stone (SI) , 
our prehistoric man comes upon a second stone (32), which he 
recognizes as another occurrence, or a 'token' of the same 
general model, or 'type* of stone (St). He is able then, by 
a mental process of abstraction, to subsume the second stone, 
along with the first one, under an abstract type (St) of 
stones that refers to the possible function (F) of 
'splitting'. Our man can thus regard the two stones as 'sign- 
vehicles', or as significant forms, referring back to and 
standing for F (the function), as tokens of the type St.

The possibility of giving a 'name' (or a 'grunt', in the 
case of our Australopithecine) to the type-stone, in order 
that he might be able to communicate his findings to another 
of his kind, gives rise to the birth of language, which.
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according to Eco, adds a new dimension to this semiotic
situation (1979:23).

This mental capacity and process of 'referring to'
something through another thing that 'stands for' it, is what 
Roman Jakobson (1963) has called 'relations de renvoi' 
(relations of 'remittance'). This basic process of human 
communication, these mental exchanges at the roots of cultural 
processes, is what Charles Sanders Peirce defines as the 
process of semiosis. For Peirce, the doctrine which he called
'Semiotic' was that of the essential nature and fundamental
varieties of possible 'semiosis*(1931:5.488). 'By semiosis', 
he explains, 'I mean an action, an influence, which is, or 
involves, a cooperation of three subjects, such as a sign, its 
object and its interprétant, this tri-relative influence not 
being in anyway resolvable into actions between pairs' 
(1931:5.484)3.

This statement may be better understood by Peirce's 
classical definition of a sign, as '...something which stands 
to somebody for something, in some respects or 
capacity...'(1931:2.228); these 'capacity' and 'respects' will 
define the 'interprétant'^ of the sign, this 'other 
something', which is actually another 'sign' or mental 
representation provoked by the sign in somebody's mind, and 
which will be determined by the context in which the sign is 
used, as well as by the frame of references, or the mental 
encyclopaedia of the user. This mental encyclopaedia, stored 
in human minds, is filled up by signs, concepts, ideas and 
visual imagery, deriving from former experiences and 
knowledge, accumulated and registered in human memory.

' 3 My emphasis.
^The definition of the 'interprétant' proposed by Peirce 

(1931) is very complex and supports different approaches; see 
chapter 3 for the development of this discussion.
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To use again Eco's basic example, the 'capacity' 
attributed by our Australopithecine to the stone implement 
encountered a second time was that of being 'good for 
splitting'. To him, that stone was the 'sign' of the type of 
stones corresponding to the possible function of splitting 
things, in 'respect' to that possibility. Somehow, someday, 
he could have given another 'interprétant' for that same 
stone, seeing it as good in respect to the capacity of 
splitting somebody else's head. The stone/sign would then have 
acquired another sign-function, that of a weapon, soon after 
our prehistoric man happened to commit his first crime.

The frame of references is thus established in human 
minds as the result of experiences and the knowledge acquired 
through them, organizing these experiences in different 
categories, by distinction and opposition, according to a 
structured code, which will be activated and applied according 
to different situations and contexts. The relativity of signs, 
their variability and unprecise nature, which does not bear 
one only 'fixed meaning' or 'signified', like in a dictionary, 
becomes clear from these statements. This polysémie quality 
of any sign, even in the most 'conventional' signification 
systems, is what leads Peirce to speak of the fundamental 
varieties of 'possible semiosis'.

Any sign, thus, has a material or sensory form, perceived 
by the senses, which is its 'signifier', in Saussurian 
semiology, or the ' sign-vehicle ' for the sign. This 
'something' will stand to somebody for 'something else' - the 
'signified' (in Saussure's equation), or the 'referent' of the 
sign. The meaning this 'referent' will acquire is determined 
by the 'interprétant', the 'reference' suggested by the sign 
to somebody, or chosen by somebody, to interpret that sign in 
a given situation, or context, in 'some respects or capacity'.
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We have thus another basic diagram (Figure 2) to 
represent this triadic relationship, on the basis of Peirce's 
semiotics ;

Figure 2
INTERPRETANT

SIGN^.^ OBJECT

Fig.2: The sign's triadic relationship

The semiotic process is continuously productive and 
extremely complex, being the object of investigation of other 
sciences besides that of semiotics, as for instance 
psychoanalysis, social psychology, perception studies and 
cognition theories. In a more radical definition by Charles 
Morris (1938), another leading theorist of the doctrine of 
signs, 'something is a sign only because it is interpreted as 
a sign of something by some interpreter...' (Eco,1979:16).

Eco expands the possibility of generation and 
interpretation of signs, considering their mediation quality 
as independent of their nature or communicative intention. 
Even stones, or natural phenomena can 'stand for' something 
else, to somebody, insofar as this relationship is mediated 
by an 'interprétant' (Eco,1979:15). Meanings are in human 
minds, not in things themselves. There is signification as 
far as human beings attribute meanings to things. This 
attribution, in Eco's view, is a mental work of sign 
production, and of sign interpretation, a subject which will 
be better explored in chapters 3 and 4 of this research.
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Museum objects as signs

In the process of museum communication, museum objects 
are interpreted as signs of something else, for museum 
emitters and/or receivers, on the grounds of the previous 
social convention that supports the idea of museums, as places 
where cultural 'values' (artistic, historical, scientific, 
technological or natural^ items) are collected, preserved and 
transmitted to present and future generations, because these 
items are considered to be 'significant' and 'meaningful' for 
a given culture, in a given time.

The 'system of objects' in contemporary societies, 
studied by Baudrillard (1968), and its exchange through 
symbolic forms analysed by Bourdieu (1970), shows very clearly 
the complexity of these relationships and interrelationships 
among different social codes and systems of meanings.

Not every object coming into the museum is a sign. 
Whereas some will undoubtedly have been acquired because of 
their already recognized nature as 'cultural signs', others 
will have been brought to, or offered to the museum, by naive 
donors who bring in their personal or private signs; others 
may have been found, for instance, through an archaeological 
excavation. At the moment they are found or brought to the 
museum, by archaeologists or even by curious children, these 
objects are potential signs, rather like relics in grandma's 
attic or in Aladdin's cave, and may be endowed with meanings 
by the museum's curatorial staff or by the archaeologists 
themselves.

'natural' items or phenomena included here as 'cultural 
values' once they are considered in their relationship with human 
life, the environment, and human intervention on it, as well as 
with human knowledge and scientific interests, as in the case of 
science or natural history museums, eco-museums, natural parks, 
zoos,etc.
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In many museums the process stops there, and what we have 
is an accumulation of things, which have a semiotic potential 
but not a semiotic function. Just like a flash of light that 
enhances a theat» performance, or a sound, that provokes a 
special reaction, these objects must be considered first of 
all as mere 'stimuli', rather than 'signs'. It will be the 
'semiotic competence', in Eco's terms, of the emitters and the 
receivers of the museum message that will recognize in these 
displayed 'stimuli' a possible effect, corresponding to a 
foreseeable reaction, or meaning, they would like to elicit.

It is only by the work of sign production, or when there 
is a sign-f unction, that the stimulus is the expression plane 
of a supposed meaning, as its content plane.

Taken out of their primary context, in which they had 
possibly another sign-function, objects acquire a new function 
as soon as they are 'musealized': a first and primary sign- 
function in the museum context, that of being 'museum 
objects'. As socially conventionalized cultural signs, museums 
endow their objects, or their 'sign-vehicles' with an 
intrinsic 'semantic marker'* (distinctive significative 
features) : the sacralized quality of being museum pieces. This 
sign-function of the museum object, standing for 'museality'^ 
itself, and referring back to the museum institution and to 
its particular codes, throws a shadow, or a reverberation on 
any other sign-function which these objects may now perform.

Coming back to the diagram in Figure 1, we have then 
another superposed diagram, shown in Figure 3, in which 'stone 
1' is the 'museum-stone 1' (Msl) and the second stone is the

*See chapter 3, p.68,ff. for a definition of 'semantic
markers'.

^The concept of 'museality' will be proposed and explored 
through this research. It refers basically to the specific 
'quality' or 'essence' of the Museum language, its 'poetic 
function', its codes and rules.
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'museum-stone 2' (Ms2), corresponding to an abstract category 
of a 'museum-stone-type* (Mst), and standing for different 
functions, denoted by different 'names' and determined by the 
many museological codes, referring to or connoting different 
'interprétants'.

Figure 3
FI

Connotation 
(Interprétants)

Denotation
(Referents)

F2
F3
(Name/Sign)Mst

(MS3) (HS4)Msl MS2

Fig.3 : The Museum's semiotic process
In this basic model, 'stones' (Msl), (Ms2), (Ms3) etc.,

in a series of many other units, would thus be the first 
stones in a collection of 'museum-stones type' (Mst), standing 
as sign-vehicles for many different functions (FI), (F2),
(F3),etc., in the codified structure of the Museum's 
signification system, of its academic or scientific theories, 
or even for the 'mythological' and implicit function: that of 
standing for 'the richness and completeness of the museum 
collections'.

The name given to these 'type-stones' may well be a new 
one: 'Lord Stein' type, 'Quarrybank specimen' or simply
'prehistoric tools', according to the systems of 
categorization and classification. These names will determine 
the sign-function and the sign-use of the sensory concrete 
signs ( the museum objects), their articulation in the 
syntagmatic chain of the exhibition, or their organization in 
paradigmatic structures, in catalogues, files, or even in the 
storage system.

The interpretation of these signs, their connotations in 
a productive chain of meanings, is not, however, totally under
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control from the part of the emitters of the museum messages, 
a phenomenon which will be better explored in a more detailed 
manner in chapter 5.

2.2 - Museum Communication

The process of communication; the Museum language

The possibility of giving a 'name* to things or states 
of the world gives rise to the birth of language, as Eco 
explains through the example of the Australopithecine 
(1979:23). Having made an arbitrary choice to denote an 
'abstract type', our prehistoric man had next to create 
another 'grunt* to denote those stones which were not good 
for splitting. Through a system of differentiations and 
oppositions, 'splitting/not for splitting', man created the 
system of language, based on an arbitrary system of 
signification, which we can call a code, or codes.

A code would then be the correlation of the ' stones ' with 
their 'types' and 'functions' (of which the 'stones' are the 
expressions, or 'sign-vehicles'), and simultaneously, with the 
system of 'names' used to denote these types and functions, 
in a communicative process. Before the birth of language, man 
could have used other conceptual or cultural codes, like 
gestural or facial expressions to differentiate the stones one 
from another. Basically, codes are a question of choice and 
of distinction, of correlating things according to a given 
organized system.

In the museum context, stones or any other kind of 
objects are organized in structures, according to specific 
semantic fields and axes which supposedly correspond to their 
signification and functions in their primary context: those 
of their first and primary use in a given original culture or 
situation. However, in actual fact, collections are made and
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structured by collectors, curators and museologists, 
corresponding, more often than not, to their own systems of 
meanings and to their vision of the world.

The representation in Figure 1 was actually a one-sided 
representation of a complex system of relationships in which 
the stone implements could be inscribed: the relationship of 
•functionality'. But in fact the stone tool has not only that 
particular function. It may have many other functions, values 
and uses, changing with its evolution, and may acquire new 
ones in a given cultural system (including that of changing 
into a 'weapon'). It may also acquire an 'exchange value', as 
soon as it is changed into a 'commodity', in an economic 
system.

The representation in Figure 3 shows how an object, or 
many objects, can be signs of many different functions, 
according to many possible perspectives, which correspond to 
different 'interprétants' of the sign. To use again one of 
Eco's examples, an automobile can be seen from many different 
perspectives and viewpoints: the physical level, the
mechanical level, the social level, the economic level, the 
semantic level (as a 'cultural unit'); the same would be 
pertinent for any kind of object we may have, from garments 
to paintings, from arrows to pieces of sculpture. We could 
add to this range of 'interprétants' the museological level, 
in which the role of the object as a 'museum piece' could be 
analysed (the 'master piece', the 'rarest', the 'oldest' 
object, the 'highlights' of the collections).

In this process, every 'cultural unit' turns out to be 
a 'semantic entity', as proposed by Eco (1979:27), as soon as 
it enters into a system of oppositions and relationships with 
other semantic units in a signification and communication 
process. This would be the same as in a game of chess, in 
which one piece has its specific meaning and function, but has 
its 'total' meaning determined by its location and possible
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moves in relation to the other pieces on the board, at any 
given moment in the game. Contextual position - as the order 
of words in a phrase - changes the meaning of an expression.

The absence of other pieces in the game, at that given 
moment, also contributes to the potential meaning the other 
pieces may acquire. 'Gaps' in a collection are a constant 
worry for collectors and museums, in this unending effort to 
inventory the world. A semiotics of 'absence' could well be 
developed in respect of museum collections, with fruitful 
results for a critical analysis of societies, past and 
present.

The hierarchy and the position of signs, or 'semantic 
units' in a given system, the presence and the absence of 
these units in a signifying chain which compounds and 
expresses that system,are also significative elements for the 
understanding of a given code. As Barthes points out, language 
is a system of 'values', constituted by a number of elements, 
which are in themselves a 'standing for' relationship and, at 
the same time, a 'term' of a broader function, in a 
differential relation to other correlative values 
(Barthes,1987 ; 18).

This is a vital point to be considered when examining 
the museum language as manifested in exhibitions, or chiefly 
in the museum systems of classification of their collections. 
Each object in a museum 'stands for' another object, idea or 
situation, in a given cultural system, and has a 'value' in 
itself; at the same time, it is a 'term' in the system of 
values of the museum code, or signification system, which does 
not necessarily correspond to that given original system.

In the process of sign production, in the museum context, 
these signs, stripped of their original determined functions 
and conventional significations, are open to all forms of use 
and constructions chosen by the museum emitters, being at the 
same time subject to all kinds of decoding and interpretation

34



from the part of the public, including the 'aberrant 
decodings' mentioned by Eco (1980). What normally occurs in 
this process is a 'lateral shifting' of the sign-function, 
from its primary context to a new, museological one, as it is 
shown in Figure 3. Through this mechanism, and using the same 
material 'signifiers', or objects, it is possible to build up 
as many texts or discourses we may want, from the nearest to 
the farthest 'interprétants' of their original signification. 
This 'semiotic competence',or 'power', of the museum language 
supports the possibility of the creation of 'myth', in the 
sense Barthes (1985) has explored, according to the museum's 
(or the curators') ideology®. This point will be further 
developed in chapters 4 and 5.

The museum language is thus basically the arrangement of 
concrete 'stimuli', endowed with a sign-function and 
structured according to the semantic fields and axes of the 
museum code and the curators' systems of signification, all 
reflecting and based on a given cultural model.

Verbal and non-verbal systems

To propose a code is to propose a correlation between 
'semantic units' and 'expression units'. In the linguistic 
semiotic system, contents are translated into words, which 
are without any doubt the most powerful semiotic device that 
man has invented, as Eco points out, determining basically 
communication and even thought, as what has been called 
'primary modelling systems' (Eco,1979:172). Despite this, we 
know by experience that there are many contents that cannot 
be translated into one or more 'verbal' units, like for 
instance, when we want to describe a painting, or even to 
define deep feelings.

®See chapter 4, p.100, on the construction of 'myth'.
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There is a set of contents which are only translatable 
by non-linguistic semiotic systems, which have functioned and 
been used well before the birth of language. Eco supports the 
suggestion of Garroni (1972:259-309), that 'there is a set of 
contents conveyed by the set of linguistic devices (L), and 
a set of contents that are usually conveyed by the set of non- 
linguistic devices (NL); both sets contribute to a subset of 
contents which are translatable from L to NL or vice versa, 
but such an intersection leaves aside a vast portion of 
'unspeakable' but not 'unexpressible' contents (Eco,1979:173) 
(Figure 4):

Figure 4

Fig. 4 : The intersection of linguistic and non-linguistic 
systems (Eco,1976:173)

It is in this area (shown in Figure 4) that the 
specificity of the museum language and the nature of museum 
signs must be posited and defined. In the museum expression 
system, 'semantic markers' and their 'interprétants' have to 
be not only verbal devices, but must rely basically on 
organized and structured perceptions, which construct and 
deconstruct the exhibition 'discourse', leading to the 
meanings of 'texts' and messages.

In this construction or deconstruction (interpretation) 
of museum exhibitions, it is not sufficient to rely on 
scientific criteria, on period or stylistic classifications, 
or on the names of authors or makers inscribed in labels or 
files; the main basic element of museum language, manifested
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in museum 'discourses' or 'texts', must rely on the concrete 
'stimuli' which reach the field of perception of emitters and 
receivers, and which are organized and structured according 
to previous experiences and to the mental encyclopaedia of the 
users of these signs.

Museum signs have both an inner structure and a relation 
to their content which are not the same as those of verbal 
signs. The interaction and intersection of forms, textures, 
materials, colours and lights, and sometimes even of sounds 
and smells, 'framed' or not by linguistic signs, will actually 
be the essence of the museum experience*. The invention, 
production and interpretation of museum signs is an experience
more akin to the 'aesthetic' than to the 'scientific' or
rational one, what justifies the consideration of the possible 
existence of a museum 'art'.

The expression of contents

Hjelmslev (1975) expands Saussure's dichotomy of the 
sign's structure - the 'signifier' and the 'signified', 
proposing, in a famous equation, the four elements which can 
be defined 'operationally' in the two basic terms of a sign, 
or 'semiotic function': the 'form' and the 'substance' on the 
plane of the expression, and the 'form' and the 'substance' 
on the plane of the content.

The 'substance of the content' corresponds to the plane 
of ideas, or thoughts. The 'substance of the expression'
corresponds to the material or sensory components of any 
expression, like for instance the sounds in verbal language, 
the 'phonemes' in linguistics terminology. In museum 
language, this 'expression substance' is the material 
component of museological signs: wood, glass, fibers.

*See J.Veltrusky (1976,d) for the analysis of the semiotic 
potential of the material properties of signs.
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pigments, clay, metals, paper, or even light, as in holograms, 
for instance.

The 'form of the expression' are the words, or 
'morphemes' in verbal languages, notes in musical expressions, 
'bits' in electronic languages, numbers in mathematical 
expressions, or, in museum language, the form of the objects, 
artefacts, works of art and of any other material expressions 
which can be used or produced in the system. This form of the 
expressions, as 'units' of language, or as 'groups of units' 
in a complex sentence, will necessarily correspond to the form 
of contents, in order to express them.

What is the 'form' of a content? Hjelmslev explains this 
point: there is a common factor in all languages besides the 
principle of a structure, encompassing the semiotic function 
and all functions derived from it - a  principle that is common 
to all languages, but that is differently 'executed' in the 
different languages. This common factor is a value which can 
only be defined in its relationship with the structure of 
language, and that is sense (Hjelmslev,1975: 57).

Because of this intrinsic relationship, 'sense' can only 
be analysed in a particular way, in each different language, 
since it is differently organized and articulated in each one 
of them. Every language establishes its frontiers and 
segmentations in the "amorphous mass of thought", in 
emphasizing different values in a different order, or in 
different axes of gravity. (Hjelmslev,1975:57).

These different ways of segmenting thought from its 
unlimited 'continuum' is what Hjelmslev calls the 'forms of 
the content'.
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'In the same way as the same grains of sand can make 
different drawings, (falling on the ground from a 
same hand), or the same cloud (in the sky) may 
constantly assume new forms, the same sense is 
formed or is differently structured in different 
languages. It is the semiotic function of a 
language, and the functions which derive from it, 
that determine its form. Sense becomes, each time, 
the substance of a new form, and has no other 
possible existence besides that of being the 
substance of a given form'.
(Hjelmslev,1975:57).

From the whole 'spectrum' of colours, different languages 
isolate arbitrarily the different 'colours' and their 
designations. We know there are differences in many other 
cases, in different cultures. Eskimos have four or five 
different names for 'snow', corresponding to its different 
physical stages: fresh, melting, frozen etc... The same
happens with the concept of 'time', in different cultures.

The same can be posited in regard to the plane of 
expression. Phonemes and morphemes, words and expressions, 
vary as much as the material expressions of culture, in the 
different cultural languages, according to different 
segmentations and articulations of the sensory continuum of 
sound and matter.

The presence or absence of distinctive traits in an 
expression, the different grades of emphasis and value of 
these features have a specific meaning, dictated by the use 
of specific substances (sounds, materials, traits, movements, 
light, electronic waves, and so on) in specific forms of 
expressions. It is easy to identify the work of a painter by 
the materials and pigments he uses, as well as by the 
characteristics of his brush movements on the painting 
surface. A piece of pottery will have a specific 'meaning', 
in relation to the place and time of production, and the 
culture to which it belongs, according to the material, the 
elements and specific features of the production process which
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differentiate it from other 'pottery languages' (what is 
commonly called 'styles').

These characteristics of form and substance, on the plane 
of expression and on the plane of content, will be dictated 
by specific cultural codes, formal and conceptual, or 
structural, in the different social systems. When these codes 
are forgotten or unknown, as in the case of past or foreign
cultures, or when there is a complex content which is actually
an 'aggregation' of many content units, as Eco suggests, the 
meaning of an expression will only be grasped by the sign's 
'microscopic texture' (1979:188). This point will be further 
analysed in chapter 3.

Language and Speech : the Museum discourse

The central concept in Saussure's semiology is the basic 
dichotomy of language systems, mainly in verbal ones: the 
basic distinction between 'Langue' and 'Parole', which can be 
translated as 'language' and 'speech'. This idea stems from 
the multiform and heterogeneous nature of language, considered 
by Saussure, from which he could extract an object of study: 
a pure social object, a system of values and conventions 
necessary for communication, indifferent to the substance of 
its signals, and which is 'language', in relation to which 
'speech' is the purely individual aspect of language, the 
realization of the rules and possible combinations of 
signs'(1916,1949 ed:36/37).

For Barthes, language is a social institution, an 
autonomous product, a game with its rules, that we can only 
play through a learning process. It is a 'collective contract' 
through which individuals may communicate with each other. 
Speech is the individual act of selection and actualization, 
the combinations through which the speaking subject may use 
the codes of language in order to express his personal
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thoughts; it depends on psycho-physical mechanisms that make 
possible the externalization of these combinations. We could 
call 'discourses', these developed 'speeches' 
(Barthes,1987:18).

In this dialectical process, 'there is not language 
without speech, and there is not speech outside
language...language and speech are thus in a relation of
reciprocal understanding', says Barthes. According to this 
view, it is possible, then, to propose a method, or a model 
for the analysis of museum 'discourses' (or 'developed 
speeches') , as manifested expressions of museological 'texts' . 
It will also be possible to analyse the role of museums in the 
formalization of cultural patterns, as institutional spaces 
for the reproduction and the 'speaking' practice of the 
different cultural languages, and contributing to the
insertion of individuals into the dominant cultural systems, 
through their exhibition discourses.

According to Barthes, language is not a vehicle nor a 
tool for communication, it is actually a structure, which 
supports a 'praxis': the construction of 'texts'. (1983:187).

The semiotic 'competence' or 'power' of the museum
language will manifest itself through a labour of sign
production, the structuration of these signs in paradigmatic 
and syntagmatic chains, in meaningful 'texts', and of sign 
interpretation in the dialectical process of museum 
'performances' or 'acts': museum exhibitions and programmes 
of activities. Through this communication process language 
'facts' are transformed into speech 'acts'.

The concept of 'museality*

Tzvetan Todorov (1966) proposes to redefine the object 
of literary research, as the study of 'literality' and not of 
'literature'. In the same sense it is possible to justify the
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concept and the study of 'museality', redefining the object 
of museological research, and proposing the study of the 
'virtual qualities' of museum works and discourses, which make 
them possible. Only in this way, we believe, will it be 
possible to develop a science of museology (as Todorov 
proposes in respect to literature); for this purpose, one must 
not limit oneself to the 'description' of works or texts (what 
could not be the object of a science) , but to identify the 
traits and the specific qualities of 'museality', which 
distinguish this particular domain from other possible fields 
against which the many museum texts could be checked, as those 
of history, anthropology, aesthetics, psychology and so on.

How would this be possible, or how to detect among 
multiple significations perceived through out the discourse, 
those which belong to 'museality', to the proper capacities 
and nature of the museum language? Todorov suggests this can 
only be grasped in the study of concrete works. In this study, 
there is one only danger: to fall down into a 'taxonomic
frenzy', as Barthes points out, that is to try to apply models 
and categories, or determined structures, for text analyses, 
and to forget we are dealing with the domain of language where 
in principle, every 'code' ceases, and that is the domain of 
'speech'(Barthes,1988,g:85) .

Models and structures are thus mere strategies that can 
be used in order to make possible the understanding of 
language mechanisms, in their infinite productivity. In this 
research they will be used in order to make possible the 
definition of the concept of 'museality', its function and 
productivity manifested through concrete museum works.
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CHAPTER 3 : THE PROCESS OF SIGNIFICATION

This chapter will explore the mechanisms of the museum 
language and of museum signs, the logical process involved in 
the construction of meanings and of signification, the nature 
of the Museum's semantic context and the basic models for the 
understanding of the process of sign production in the 
construction and the deconstruction of museum expressions, in 
meaningful museological texts.

3.1 - The system of Museum Language

For Saussure, language is a system of pure 
differentiations, and the slightest variation in the form of 
the expression (the changing of a phoneme or a letter in a 
word) will correspond to a change in meaning, or content. 
Barthes proposes a revision of the Saussurian theory of 
language in a concept which may better explain the nature of 
museum language (Barthes,1987; 34). Being purely a 'negative' 
system (a system of differentiations and oppositions), as 
proposed by Saussure, language would not be apprehensible 
outside speech. He proposes to consider a third element in 
the pair Language-Speech: that of a 'pre-significant' element, 
a 'matter' or 'substance' that would be the necessary support 
of signification, and which occurs in non-verbal semiotic 
systems. This third element (the 'materiality' of the signs) 
would explain why there may be systems 'without execution' or 
with a 'poor speech', as in the case of a 'technological' 
language, the fabrication of an automobile, for instance, in 
which there is a very limited possibility of variation of the 
articulated units, or the language of fashion, of house
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furniture, or of culinary systems. These systems are generally 
'spoken' by other languages, mainly the written texts about 
them (or yet graphics, formulae, descriptions, receipts, 
rituals, etc.).

Barthes gives a 'genetic' explanation of the origin of 
these systems: if, in such systems, language needs a 'matter' 
(and not only 'speeches') as a support for signification, that 
is because they have in general a» utilitarian origin, and not 
a purely signifying one. This fact is unknown to the verbal 
linguistic system, in which the expression substance (the 
sound) is taken as immediately signifying something, and 
serving only to signify.

We can thus recognize, according to this approach, three 
planes, and not two, in the museum language: the plane of 
'matter', the plane of 'language' and the plane of 'use' (of 
'speaking'). The basic elements of museum language, the 
materiality of museum signs, and their original 
'functionality' in their primary context, play a first and 
inevitable role in the production and interpretation of museum 
messages and texts.

In the social system of objects, each object is the sign 
of its own function, standing for its 'use' in the social 
semiotic code, as 'cultural units', as Eco proposes 
(1979: 66,ff). A house, as a cultural unit, stands for 'a place 
for living in', an automobile, for a 'transportation 
mechanism', besides all the possible connotations these 
mechanisms may imply in the social codes. Their basic primary 
'function' is always present in their use, in what Barthes 
calls their 'fonctions-signes' : 'once there is society, any
use is changed into the sign of this use' (1987:44). The 
raincoat, for instance, is the sign of the function of 
'protecting the body against rain', but its use is inevitably 
associated or connoted with a certain atmospheric condition.
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In modern industrialized societies, objects are made 
according to models, they are executions of previously 
established patterns and in this sense they can be seen as 
'words' of a technological and social language. Once their 
function and use is transformed into 'signs', in the process 
of universal semantization, society can again 're- 
functionalize' them, in a sort of 'recurrent' or 'second 
functionalization' which is actually a 'second language': the 
re-presented function belongs to a second semantics (generally 
disguised), which is that of connotation and of 'myth'. In 
Barthes' proposition, there is an 'anthropological value' in 
the 'fonction-signe', which is primarily the very place where 
the relations between the 'technical' and the 'signifying' are 
established (1987:45).

Recent studies on material culture start to develop 
artefact analysis from a semiotic and linguistic approach, 
seeing objects inserted in structures which correspond to the 
mechanisms and operations of verbal language, produced and 
developed in a parallel axis of signification (Pearce, 
1986,1987,1989,1990). The determination of the 'fonction- 
signe' of artefacts by the raw material with which they are 
made, according to an original mythical structure, is explored 
by Pearce (1990) through the specific example of the Inuit of 
the central and western Arctic. The archaeology of meaning 
proposed in this study for the analysis of artefacts, seen as 
the 'parole' of a specific cultural language, demonstrates 
that the plane of 'matter', or the substance of cultural 
expressions may be already determined by a system of 
signification, most often hidden behind the plane of social 
use.

In the museum language, this 'semantization' of cultural 
objects is yet more complex. In the museum context, the 'use- 
value' of these elements is abolished from the start. Taken 
out from their utilitarian order, and from social use, their
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'fonction-signe', their original sign-function is immediately- 
weakened, and may be easily substituted by a second 
functionalization, re-presented on the museum stage according 
to the museological symbolic order, of a second, third, or in 
fact, unlimited instance of connotation.

The material and concrete evidence of culture is the 
basic element of the museum system of language, the 'semantic 
units' which are organized to construct coherent and 
meaningful messages. These material elements are not, however, 
'pre-significant' elements, as Barthes suggests in respect of 
other non-verbal semiotic systems. Precisely because they are 
'significant', they have been collected and inserted into the 
museum system of objects: the collections. As soon as they are 
'musealized', or inserted in a taxonomy of classification, 
their 'fonction-signe' is thus recognized, according to a 
museological 'thesaurus' ('families' or 'categories' of 
objects and specimens, based on morphological and functional 
codes) . The plane of 'matter' is thus inserted into the 'plane 
of language' of the museum system, and much like in the verbal 
system of language, this matter will be taken as 'immediately 
significative'. In this sense, the museum language is based 
on 'positive' elements, the material objects and items, 
endowed with a primary meaning, and which will work as 
language units (words, syntagms, sentences) according to their 
contrasts and differentiations, or their 'pertinence'^ in 
different paradigms.

 ̂ The concept of 'pertinence' (or 'relevance', in English), 
designates basically the property of a linguistic element (the 
'phoneme') that distinguishes it from any other comparable 
elements, and that makes possible its definition and its use in 
communicative acts. This property has been designated as 'pertinent 
traits' (A.J.Greimas et J.Courtes,1979:275). For the application 
of this concept in communication studies see D.Sperber and D.Wilson 
(1986) and E.Hooper-Greenhill (1990) for a specific museological 
approach.
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The 'execution' of the museum language in museum speeches 
starts with the 'presentation' of positive values, and 
develops itself through the syntagmatic correlation of their 
variations and oppositions, in the plane of 'use'. These 
'present' units of language, selected from a whole repository 
of other possible units, take on their 'first value' in 
relation with the 'absent' units in the message. How much is 
a piece of the 'True Cross' worth? (Hindle,1978) The value of 
an object is proportionally equivalent to the absent values 
to which it refers itself. The 'metaphysics of presence', in 
the words of Barthes, together with that of 'originality', are 
the basic axes of the museum system of signification. What is 
'present', what can be seen, is thus 'true' (like 'seeds of 
proof', proposed by rhetoricians, to be disseminated in 
discourses) . The past, or what is no more there, is confirmed 
and justified by what is there, or is 'still there'.

The museum language is thus, much like the musical system 
of expression, a basic system of positive and negative values, 
of intervals and notes which make up the melody strings. 
Silence has actually the same value as sound. What is not 
presented in an exhibition may sometimes have a more striking 
signification than what is there in front of our eyes. Besides 
this 'positive' value, museum signs will stand for many other 
signs, in the semiosic process of the exhibition, referring 
to or mentioning, or connoting other objects, facts, 
phenomena, in their museological 'sign-function'. The museum 
language will work, thus, or will be 'executed' through a 
'double absence' mechanism: what is not selected and what is 
referred to, and the 'presence' of 'ghost objects' is not such 
an abstruse thought, or an impossible phenomenon, as one may 
generally think (see chapter 11, p.309).

The selection and the articulation of museum signs, in 
'internal' and 'external' relationships, are thus the two 
major processes at work in the plane of 'use' of the museum
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language. It is in this plane that their 'semiotic potential' 
will be fully grasped, in its full 'order'. This construction 
will require the use of many different codes and subcodes (see 
chapter 5) , which will organize them in order to express 
different contents and to provoke different reactions and 
behaviours.

3.2 - The nature and structure of museum signs

How does a 'sign' function?

Every time there is a correlation between an element of 
an expression plane (the form) and an element of a content 
plane (the content), conventionally and transitorily posited, 
or recognized by a given society, there is a sign-function. 
As Eco points out, there are not signs, properly speaking, but 
only •sign-functions•, since these correlations are only 
transitory and changeable (1979:49).

The two functives of the sign's correlation (the 
expression and the content) may enter into different 
relationships, according to the sender's or the receivers' 
will, and to the code implied in this process. Therefore, as 
Eco says, 'the classical notion of sign dissolves itself into 
a highly complex network of changing relationships' (1979:49). 
These changing correlations derive from the very process of 
sign production and of language use.

According to Jakobson's theory (1963), the basic 
processes of language are those of selection of one term 
among many other possible ones, from an associative field, 
and of combination of the selected terms in meaningful 
relationships. Whenever we select one term from the expression 
field, in order to correlate it with another term of a content 
field, we are actually working on an unlimited field of matter 
and of content which Eco calls the 'continuum' of expression
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and of content. This 'continuum' is the total reality of 
which and in which we speak: the world, the raw materials, 
ideas and thoughts, which must be 'shaped', in limited 'forms' 
(of expression and of content) in order that we may 'signify' 
them, speak about them and communicate them (Eco,1984:18/19). 
Through this proposition, Eco reformulates Hjelmslev's concept 
of two separate 'continua', one for the expression and one for 
the content (Hjelmslev,1975) . In his sign-function model 
(Figure 5), in the light of Peirce's semiotics, the matter or 
the continuum about which and through which signs speak, is 
always the same ( Eco,1984:18/19);

Figure 5
f —
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E form
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OR MATTER

Fig.5 : The sign-function's model (Eco,1984:19)

Every formalization of an expression or of a content is 
actually a reduction, an impoverishment of that 'continuum', 
of reality in itself, since we can only speak about it 
through fragments of it. This is a vital point to be 
considered in relation to museum exhibitions or expressions: 
what we have 'represented' on the museum stage is in fact a 
'reduced' reality, a 'condensed' reality, a 'fragment' of it, 
and not a 'mirror' of the real world or of cultural 
processes. '

Thus, we can only speak of fragments of reality through 
other fragments of it. This 'fragmentation' is the actual 
process of sign production, through which we cannot refer
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back to the totality of the thing represented, or spoken 
about: in order to represent something we must select some 
pertinent features of the content proposed, and to translate 
them into corresponding pertinent features of an expression, 
according to a given intention, and based on a code which 
must be shared by other individuals with whom we want to 
interact.

These pertinent features are not concrete physical 
features, but 'abstract constructs' ('forms'), or 'types' of 
expressions and of contents, which will be manifested or 
expressed through 'tokens', the material 'signifiers' in 
Saussure's dichotomy. These mental constructs, the abstract 
'forms' of contents, are what Eco calls 'cultural units', 
which are formulated in our minds by a previous 'semiosic 
process', through which we 'fragment' the continuum of 
reality, and attribute sense to given particular features.

Eco quotes an interesting passage from Peirce, which 
suggests a 'whole new way of understanding real objects' 
(ECO,1979:165):

"Confronted with experience, (•••) try to elaborate
ideas in order to know it («.•) these ideas are the 
first logical interprétants of the phenomena that 
suggest them, and which, as suggesting them, are signs, 
of which they are the (•••) interprétants" 
(Peirce,5480).

These observations refer to the process of sign 
interpretation and understanding, which is primarily based on 
perception, defined by Eco as the 'interpretation of sensory
disconnected data, which are organized through a complex 
transactional process by a cognitive hypothesis based on 
previous experiences' (Eco,1979:165). This is what happens, 
in Eco's example, when crossing a dark street, and seeing an 
imprecise shape on the sidewalk. Before one adjusts the 
attention and evaluates the sensory data, one immediately
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wonders 'what is it?', or better, 'what does it mean?', until 
one finally recognizes that it is a 'cat'. Through perceptual 
mechanisms worked out in the brain, we apply to an imprecise 
field of stimuli the cultural unit previously known as a 
'cat'.

This operation is actually the correspondence between a 
token and a type. The recognition of the type is made 
possible because previous experience had already linked an 
expression-unit with a given content-unit. Eco explains this 
mental operation as a 'mapping' process of selected pertinent 
features, whether of content or of expression, which takes 
place both in the production (or invention) , as well as in 
the interpretation (or decoding) of signs:

•If one views a type (whether of content or of 
expression) as a set of properties that have been 
singled out as pertinent, the token is obtained by 
mapping out the elements of the original set in terms of 
those of the token set' (Eco,1979:245) .

Eco's diagram in Figure 6 represents this process, where 
the xs represent the pertinent properties of the type and the 
ys non-pertinent and variable elements of the token 
expression:

Figure 6

yixl ^•xl
X2

X3
X4

TYPE TOKEN
Fig.6: Correspondence between a 'token' and a 'type'
(ECO,1979:246)
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The identification of the pertinent features of a token 
(xl, x2, x3, x4) , corresponding to the pertinent features
singled out in a given type (or 'cultural unit'), is based on 
the previous knowledge of the cultural codes which determine 
these features, both of expression and of content, in a given 
social 'encyclopaedia'.

It is easy to recognize a token-expression which 
reproduces a very conventional type, well known to the users 
of a given social and cultural code. The bottle of Coca-Cola, 
or the mere visual sign for it, is highly conventional and 
widespread, being easily recognized, despite its slight 
variations. When the type is not defined by a previous 
convention, or when this convention is unknown to the 
interpreters, the identification and interpretation of the 
sign's pertinent features, and of their corresponding 
contents will be more difficult. The interpreter will have to 
look, in this case, for meaning cues, borrowed from other 
systems, 'mapping backwards', through inference and 
similitude rules, until he is able to detect the meaning of 
the perceived stimulus, or the type to which it refers.

The same basic mechanisms take place in the museum 
situation, when the visitor is confronted with a varied field 
of visual, aural and tactile stimuli. Confronted with 
sometimes unexpected or yet unseen items, the observer must 
make 'an effort after meaning' (Vernon,1974:71), and 
reconstruct and reorganize the sensorial data in order to 
identify the object, confronting it with his stored reservoir 
of mental images. When this image is not found in the memory 
background of knowledge, the second immediate movement is to 
look for the 'name' of it, to search for the denomination of 
the item in the labels, so looking for a 'translation', in 
another symbolic system (an 'intersemiotic translation), of 
the 'meaning' of the stimulus.
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The problem in the museum communicative situation, or in 
the use of museum language, is that most often different 
dictionaries or encyclopaedias are used for the translation, 
which do not always correspond to those of the original 
culture which produced the cultural signs, or those of the 
receivers' ordinary systems of reference. In general, the 
'codebook' used in museum discourses is that of the 
curatorial and scientific codes according to which the signs 
are used. This fact will respond to the 'aberrant' encodings 
and decodings, overcodings and undercodings suggested by Eco 
(1983).

The sign's logical mechanisms

There is more to a sign than the famous Saussurean 
equation, shown in Figure 7:

Figure 7

'signified'

arbre 'signifier*

Fig.7: Saussure's model of the sign's structure

According to this model, a 'sign' is the totality of the 
two values, the 'signifier' and the 'signified', which is 
actually another sign, or representation of the first one 
('arbre') translated into another system (the drawing of a 
tree). That is why Peirce says that the 'interprétant' of a 
sign is another sign, his theory being concerned not so much 
with the structure of the sign but more with the sign's 
continuity in an infinite process of semiosis.
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Every 'representamen' (the 'signifier', or the concrete 
support of the sign, perceived by the senses), in Peirce's 
semiotics, corresponds to another 'representamen' of another 
kind, a 'mental icon' presented to our mind as a response to 
the first one, and which bears at least some of the pertinent 
features of the first sign ('in some respects, or capacity'). 
This second 'representamen', for Peirce, is the 'immediate 
object' presented to our mind by the sign, and which refers 
to, or is a 'fragment', of the 'dynamic object' of which we 
speak through the mediation of the signs, thus, of the 
dynamic 'reality' upon which we can act. The 'immediate' 
object is the shaped 'fragment' of this reality, the 'form' 
of a given content, expressed through the form of a given 
expression.

These propositions can be used to explain the nature of 
museum signs. Any object or artefact is the result of a human 
thought or idea manifested in a concrete form through a human 
creative action. It is actually the shaped fragment of an 
expression continuum corresponding to a shaped fragment of a 
content continuum. Museum objects are thus 'representamen', 
or 'immediate objects' presented to our eyes and minds to 
represent these ideas, processes and thoughts. An object is 
already a semiosic act.

As James Deetz defines an 'artefact', it is 'that 
segment of man's physical environment which is purposely 
shaped by him according to culturally dictated plans' 
(1981:25). As soon as he expresses himself through a creative 
act, shaping matter according to an abstract form of a given 
content, in order to satisfy a 'need' (an 'utilitarian' 
object, a tool, or an 'expressive' item, a work of art), man 
creates a mental representation of this object, which will be 
transmitted to others, used by others, recognized and 
eventually reformulated by others, and will thus constitute 
a 'cultural unit', in Eco's terms. The 'culturally dictated
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plans' are the codes which govern the cultural life and 
expressions of a given society, changing with it, and 
determining changes in expressions and contents, in the 
'world vision' of a given group along time. Objects or any 
other human expressions are already semiotic products, a sort 
of crystallized reflections of thought.

The constant redefinition of the 'dynamic object' of 
reality, by successive 'interprétants', or 'immediate 
objects' is, as Eco proposes, a way to interfere and 
continuously change and restructure the world (Eco,1984 ; 33) . 
This is actually a cognitive process which can be learned and 
explored through the experience of museological expressions 
and work.

The 'interprétant'

'The interprétant is not the interpreter', proposes Eco, 
in the light of Peirce's semiotics. 'The interprétant is that 
which guarantees the validity of the sign, even in the 
absence of the interpreter' (Eco,1979:68). So, it could be 
said, the interprétant is the meaning of a museum object, 
even when the museum is closed. It is the 'what', in the 
answer to 'what is it?', even if we cannot answer it (or if 
we have to decipher it). We know, however, that there is not 
a single meaning in a sign, and that there are many possible 
answers to a question.

To use a well known example in museological literature, 
attributed to an american museologist, 'what is the meaning 
of a stuffed tiger in a museum?'. Just 'a stuffed tiger, in 
a museum', would reply a follower of the 'referential 
theory'. A child could otherwise respond :'a tiger who ate 
too much'. Both answers would be 'interprétants' for the 
sign-unit 'stuffed tiger' (whether in its verbal expression 
or in its museological one), as two definitions for the same
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representamen. The representamen, or the sign-vehicle, in the 
case of the stuffed specimen, denoted two different things, 
in the two cases. The 'interprétant' can also be a behaviour, 
a gesture, a sound, a verbal explanation, a drawing or any 
other sort of representamen provoked or suggested by the 
sign. The 'interprétant' is a response to the sign.

'The interprétant is another representation which is 
referred to the same "object" (Eco, 1979:68) , that to which 
the sign refers. The different denotations and connotations 
elicited by the sign, in our case, were determined by the 
semantic and syntactic 'markers' of the 'representamen' (see 
following sections for a discussion of these concepts).

The properties of the semantic unit 'tiger' (the 
ferocity, the hungry animal, the living animal) were 'blown 
up' by the child, confronted with its verbal expression; 
these same properties were 'faded out' by the first 
respondent. This latter has selected some of the 'syntactic 
markers' of the sign-expression, determined by the 'grammar' 
and the rules of combination of museum language, which do not 
admit the display of living animals in showcases, and by 
other features like the stuffing process, the rigidity of the 
body, the glass-eyes. At the same time, the 'semantic 
markers' of the expression 'stuffed tiger', denoting already 
a 'stuffed referent', as well as the semantic context of 'the 
Museum' (which is not that of a Zoo) , allowed him to 
'disambiguate'^ the question. As Eco remarks: 'the
interprétants can be complex discourses which not only 
translate, but even inferentially develop all the logical 
possibilities suggested by the sign* (1979:70).

'Disambiguation' is an expression used by Eco 
(1979:110,ff.,130,139-42), meaning the choice of one interpretation 
for an ambiguous expression, among the many possible ones. See also 
A.J.Greimas and J.Courtes, Dictionnaire Raisonné de la Théorie du 
Langage, Hachette,1979:91.
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The concept of the 'interprétant' is a relevant notion, 
as it explains the continuous process of culture, of 
translating signs into other signs, definitions into other 
definitions, words into icons, icons into new images and 
definitions, which explain, develop and interpret human 
expressions and ideas. 'The idea of the interprétant makes a 
theory of signification a rigorous science of cultural 
phenomena, while detaching it from the metaphysics of the 
referent' (Eco,1979:70).

3.3 - The referential fallacy

Signs are the 'mental tools' which we use to make 
statements or judgments about the world, or to mention or to 
refer to things or states of the world. There are signs which 
do not refer to concrete objects or phenomena, whose 
'cultural units' do not have a material existence, and are 
thus 'purely cultural'. The object of a sign may well be an 
idea, a concept, a process. This proposition points out to 
the question of the 'referent' of the sign, to which Eco 
refers as the 'referential fallacy' (1979:58).

In the well known triangle of Ogden and Richards (1923), 
proposed to explain the sign's structure, we have the 
'symbol' (the 'sign', or the 'signifier' in Anglo-saxon 
semiotic tradition) which denotes a 'referent', the object of 
which we speak, and which connotes a 'reference', or what 
others would call a 'signified' (see Figure 8).
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Figure 8

reference

symbol^— -------------------- ^referent

Fig. 8: Ogden and Richards' model of the sign-
structure(1972:32)

The idea that the 'referent' is the actual object 
designated by the sign is questionable, and gives rise to 
misleading concepts. If the sign is 'qualified' by the object 
it denotes, or designates, one would never be able to 
understand the sign 'unicorn', since a unicorn does not 
exist. When somebody says 'unicorn', he may be referring to 
a 'class' of fantastic animals created by people's 
imagination. Or it may be referring to a linguistic sign, the 
word 'unicorn', which is in a dictionary, or yet to the 
figure present in the British Coat of Arms.

The way we 'use' signs, or refer to them in a 
communicative expression is what we must consider as the 
'reference' of the sign. It is actually the 'sense', or 
'meaning' of the sign, in some respects or capacity, 
according to a given code. The way in which the sign is 
presented, or re-presented to our thought is what Peirce 
calls the 'interprétant' of the sign. Signs do not in fact 
refer to 'real' things or phenomena, but to 'cultural' units 
accepted by a social code. As the codes change, and the 
'representations' change in people's imagination, signs also 
change and vary in their multiple functions.

The 'referent' of a sign, the thing it denotes, is thus 
actually determined by the 'reference', or the 'interprétant' 
proposed to it, when we 'use' the sign. It is the 'function'
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of the sign, in a given context or situation. Unicorns are 
valid and 'true' referents of these signs in the context of 
a legend or mythological narrative. They will be unacceptable 
referents, or 'lies', in an exhibition on 'mammals'. They 
would have to be 'decoded' according to heraldry codes, when 
appearing in a coat of arms, in order that the meaning to 
which they refer to will be grasped.

The context and situation, as well as the 'background 
knowledge' and the needs and intentions of emitters and 
receivers, will also determine the sign's 'meaning'.The 
photograph of an Amazonian Indian, in an exhibition about the 
people of that region, will not refer to the individual 
represented in the photo, but to the whole group of people to 
which the exhibition is referring to. The same photograph of 
the same individual, in an exhibition about 'the hidden 
people of the Amazon', will acquire the meaning of an exotic 
human specimen, rarely seen and largely unknown, what may be 
true in the context of London or of another first world 
capital, while standing as a general widespread 'type' for 
the population of that huge area. This is a vital point to be 
considered, once we cannot analyse 'signs' in themselves, but 
only in the 'texts' in which they are inserted, in their 
'communicative situation'.

The fundamental aspect of the nature of museum objects 
in the museum communication process is their duality of 
roles, as 'signs' of the museum language, in a museological 
expression or text, referring to other things, facts, events 
or ideas, and as 'interprétants' of other signs, ideas and 
concepts in the universal cultural text. There is, however, 
a main and misleading problem in the 'speeches' of the museum 
language, or in the plane of 'use' of museum signs: the 
expression of the sign (its 'signifier') is confounded with 
its 'referent', with the thing it denotes.
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As concrete and visual signs, presented to the receivers 
of museum messages, museum objects are normally taken as the 
first and immediate 'referents' of museum expressions, in a 
self-referential mode of existence. A chair, presented in a 
museum showcase, stands for 'this chair', or for the 
equivalent expression 'this is a chair*^, or yet, with the 
help of the label, 'this is a 17th century chair'. As the 
'immediate objects' presented to our eyes and minds, their 
presence obscures all other possible 'referents' of the 
signs' expressions, and limits the range of 'interprétants' 
which may be suggested to the viewers; their 'sign-function' 
is thus weakened and framed, by force of their materiality 
and by the authority of museological taxonomies. As a 
consequence of this 'naive' mode of perception, their quality 
of expressions, or of 'sign-vehicles* is changed into that of 
crystallized and fixed contents. From the category of 
'objects' these items are changed into 'subjects', like 
'proper names' which refer to a unique and singular entity: 
that which is in front of our eyes, sufficient and ineffable. 
If it could speak, the object would say 'I am a chair', or 
better ' I am a museum chair'. From 'tokens', in their 
variability and with their non-pertinent features, these 
objects are changed into 'types'. We reach then the semiotic 
situation in which the token is the type, and through the 
'mythologizing' or 'musealization' process, is almost 
'personified', with a proper name : 'the British Museum
marbles', 'the Louvre's Pieta', the 'Berlin Torso', the 
'Birmingham Buddha', and so on.

 ̂See Eco (1979:167) in respect to the function of the copula 
/is/, as a metalinguistic device, establishing an 'equation' 
between the content of a linguistic expression with the content of 
a perceptual act, and meaning: 'possesses some of the semantic
properties o f ;  in museum language this function will be assumed 
by labels and showcases, meaning both "this" and "is", as it will 
be developed in chapter 5,p.114.

61



The 'dynamic object' of reality, of which these objects 
are signs, even if only as fragments of it, is thus excluded 
from the museum discourse. The referential function (see 
chapter 5) of the museum sign (as 'all chairs like this one', 
or as 'this is the type of chair used in the 17th century') 
is abolished in these first 'immediate encounters' with the 
materiality of the 'signifiers'. The denotative and 
connotative aspects of the sign-function are limited to 
factual statements, as for instance the objects' immediate 
'owners' ('this is Napoleon's chair', or 'museum collection 
n.o.') and to other sorts of information which may be found 
in the labels. In this superficial mode of approaching and 
using museum signs, the 'referent' takes the place of the 
sign, in an immutable and fixed role, in what has been 
posited by Eco as the 'referential fallacy', which consists 
in 'assuming that the "meaning" of a sign-vehicle has 
something to do with its corresponding object' (1979:58,ff.).

Extensions and Intensions

Eco proposes another model for the understanding of the 
structure and the functioning of signs^, shown in Figure 9:

Figure 9
intension

expression ^  extension

Fig.9 Eco's model of the sign's structure (Eco,1984:10)

 ̂ This proposition is a reformulation of another famous 
triangle, that of G.Frege (1892), which proposes the terms 
'Zeitung/Sinn/Bedeutung' for the sign's structure, explored and 
expanded by Eco (1984:10).
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According to this logical formulation, the 'extension' 
of an expression is its 'condition of truth', the class of 
all the objects in the universe to which the expression could 
be applied, of what results that the expression is 'true'. To 
give a practical example of this concept, applied to the 
museum situation, if we arrange a series of butterflies in a 
showcase or gallery, under the heading of 'Butterflies', the 
expression will be considered 'true', in its 'extensional' 
aspects. It would be sufficient to introduce a crocodile in 
the row of specimens to change the expression into a 
'laughing' and surrealist proposition (it could be also 
suggested that the expression would be a 'lie'), and this 
expression would be at least a logical nonsense^. The same 
museological expression, in the context of the Dali Museum, 
at Figueras, could be however acceptable, once its 
'intensional' aspect, the 'postulates of signification', 
would validate the 'extensional' condition, which, in the 
surrealist code, disregards the fact of whether 'this is the 
case* or not.

The 'intension' of a sign's expression will correspond 
to the 'interprétant' suggested by it, according to a given 
code, and to a given context in the communication. This point 
refers us to the discussion proposed by Eco on 'modal 
logics', which concerns the changing conditions of truth, and 
the notion of 'possible worlds'. This discussion is relevant 
not so much in the study of signs, but chiefly in the study 
of texts (Eco,1984 :13).

When we produce a sign, or an expression, in a 
communicative act, we are producing 'statements' or 
'judgments' about the world or states of the world, whose

^'The possibility of lying is the proprium of semiosis just 
as (for the Schoolmen) the possibility of laughing was the proprium 
of Man as animal rationale', says Eco. 'Every time there is 
possibility of lying, there is a sign-function' (1979:59).
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'conditions of truth' are limited by the 'possible world' in 
which and of which we speak. These 'possible worlds', or yet 
'worlds inside worlds', are ruled by their own laws, by their 
specific postulates of signification, which do not 
necessarily correspond to the 'real' world in which we live. 
The 'referential' or 'extensional fallacy', stressed by Eco, 
is that in which we take for granted that the 'object' to 
which the sign or the expression refers has an immutable and 
fixed 'truth'; the one we attribute to it according to our 
possible world.

This point is of crucial relevance in the analysis of 
museological texts, when referring to other cultures than our 
own, or to past and distant cultures, in space and in time. 
A Yoruba mask is a sign which refers to demons and devils, as 
cultural units taken as existent in that culture, and its use 
in rituals and dances bears a sign-function, standing for 
those supernatural entities, who provide human beings with 
their powers. In a museum of modern art, these same masks 
will lose their 'immediate objects', referring to themselves 
as 'forms' or 'sculptures' which will have as 
'interprétants', or 'reference', the paradigms and canons of 
modern art. In their sign-function, in the exhibition text, 
their form and the substance of their expression would be no 
more than 'citations' of another 'text', that of Art History 
and of aesthetic codes; in their 'extensional' aspect they 
will refer to other works or forms of expression, by Picasso 
or Mondrian.

Museum narratives and the signs they use must be 
analysed and considered according to the 'worlds of 
reference' they presuppose or postulate as 'true', seen as 
'possible worlds' inside the whole world of cultural life.
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Denotation and Connotation

The term 'denotation' is normally understood as that to 
which a sign refers, or denotes. As it was pointed out, there 
are signs which do not have a concrete 'referent', or which 
do not correspond to a real state of the world (as far as we 
know it) . 'Connotation' is generally related to a vague and 
imprecise idea suggested by the sign, normally based on 
emotions and feelings. 'The difference between denotation 
and connotation is not (as many authors maintain) the 
difference between "univocal" and "vague" signification, or 
between "referential" and "emotional" communication, and so 
on' (Eco,1979:55). Both terms actually correspond, in 
semiotic terms, to signification, or to the meanings 
communicated by the sign-functions. As such, denotation and 
connotation will be dependent on the codes which govern 
signification and communication.

In Eco's theory, denotation would be the first and 
immediate signification of a sign, culturally established and 
conventionalized by a cultural code, and upon which 
connotations will rely (1979:85). It can thus be seen like 
the first 'definition' of a word in a dictionary.

Denotation and connotation are semantic properties of 
the cultural units (or 'sememes') to which the signs refer or 
suggest. The difference between the two terms is that 
connotation is a semantic property of a 'sememe' conveyed by 
a first denotation, and developing from it. It is 'a meaning 
aroused by the signification of the content corresponding to 
the supposed referent'; denotation is, in its turn, a 
'cultural unit' or 'semantic property of a given "sememe", 
which is at the same time a culturally recognized property of 
its possible referents' (Eco,1979:86) . If the sign of a 
unicorn denotes a legendary being and connotes 'middle-ages' 
or 'magic powers', or the figure of a mermaid connotes
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'fishermen*, 'shipwrecks' or 'the sea', these properties have 
nothing to do with real events, causes and effects.

'What constitutes a connotation as such is the 
connotative code which establishes it', says Eco (1979:55). 
Connotation always relies on a primary signification, settled 
by a dominant and generalized code of denotation, as other 
multiple significations the sign may suggest or refer 
to. Translating these ideas to the museological field , the 
denotation of the 'chair' in the museum showcase, in the 
example given above, is immediate ( a case of 'ratio 
facilis', in Eco's terms), once the chair is an 
'intercultural unit'. The connotations it will suggest may be 
many, ranging from personal experiences to the knowledge the 
viewer may have on 'furniture styles' or historical periods, 
and according to what is also suggested by the labels and the 
whole context of the exhibition. But is it possible to ask 
what is the denotation of the 'Mona Lisa'? Is it a real 
woman, the model of Leonardo, is it a specific painting on 
canvas, or is it a museological and artistic 'myth', which 
connotes /the Louvre/, /fakes/, /smile/ or /robbery/?

It has already been pointed out that a single sign- 
vehicle may become the functive of several sign-functions, 
insofar as several codes may be intersected in its production 
or interpretation. Due to a social established convention, a 
scholarly training (as that of curators, for instance), or a 
system of expectations 'deeply rooted in the patrimony of 
common opinions' (Eco, 1979:56), a first denotative code may 
be correlated with more than one connoted systems, allowing 
the sign-function to entertain several connotative functions, 
in a same situation or context.

This is the case that will be demonstrated in the 
analysis of the case study, in this research. The image of 
the Buddha, in the British Museum exhibition, plays 
simultaneous and different roles, in a multilevelled message.
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Sometimes, 'a single sign-vehicle can become the expression 
of several contents insofar as several codes make it become 
the functive of several sign-functions (although 
connotatively linked)' (Eco,1979:57), thus producing a 
complex discourse. The sign is no longer a sign, but a whole 
'text'.

3.4 - The semantic context

It is not very difficult to make an exhibition of 
'whales'. It would be sufficient to go into the storage area 
and look for one of these big specimens. It would not be 
difficult to find it (more especially if we are in a natural 
history museum) . Even in an art museum, there would be no 
risk for us to mistake it for a portrait of a big fat lady 
(insofar as we are not Salvador Dali). Nonetheless, there 
would be a remote chance that we would look twice to the 
portrait. This possibility would not occur only by chance, or 
by coincidence. This mysterious impulse has been for long 
explored and studied by Freud and his followers, as psychic 
mechanisms of 'condensation' or of 'projection', and the 
relationship established in a remote area of our brain, 
between the two 'objects', would not be a total nonsense. It 
is actually possible to find something in common between the 
whale and the fat woman: both are living beings, of the
animal species, mammals, of an impressive size, with a lot of 
fat on their bodies, and while apparently calm, they may 
eventually become furious and aggressive. Why do we not, in 
fact, mistake the two ideas?

The reason is found in the prepositional hypothesis 
postulated by semantic studies, semiotics, linguistics, 
cognitive theories, perception and memory studies, on the 
segmentation of our world vision according to different
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semantic fields and axes, where we situate, in different 
positions and oppositions, the semantic units (or cultural 
units, or 'sememes') through which we understand reality and 
speak about it. This point has been already developed in the 
precedent chapter and will be retaken here in order to 
explain how a 'sememe' can be mapped out and analysed, and 
how does it work in the whole semantic space, in dynamic 
relationships, making possible signification and 
communication to take place.

How to define a 'sememe'

The 'sememe' is a bundle of pertinent distinctive 
semantic properties (of meanings and of correlations) which 
make up a cultural unit (or a semantic model, or a type), 
according to a given system of signification, i.e., according 
to a given code. It is the 'form' of a content, which must be 
expressed through the form of an expression, in such a way 
that it will be distinguished from other sememes in a 
sufficient and understandable way, for the sake of good 
communication. This means that in order to produce an 
expression, or a sign-vehicle, that may reasonably correspond 
to a given content, one must reproduce, in a certain way and 
in a certain level of fidelity, the pertinent features of the 
'sememe' envisaged. In order to do this one needs to know the 
exact position of the 'sememe' in a given semantic field, or 
axis; the system of positions and of oppositions will be 
directly related to its pertinent features, and not to the 
'sememe' as a whole, which is only the result of a network of 
presences and absences of these features, (as the components 
of its 'meaning').

The meaning of a sign, or of a cultural unit, is thus 
translated into the positional value of the sign in a given
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system*. As Eco proposes, a 'cultural unit cannot be isolated 
merely by the sequence of its interprétants. It is defined 
inasmuch as it is placed in a system of other cultural units 
which are opposed to it and circumscribe it' (...) 'it is the 
relationship between the various terms of a system of 
cultural units which subtracts from each one of the terms 
what is conveyed by the others' (Eco,1979:73).

The sememe's structure has the format of an 
encyclopaedia entry, and not that of a dictionary. Even a 
dictionary will give us the different meanings of a word, as 
conventionally taken by individuals, according to different 
circumstances or contexts. The encyclopaedia will give us the 
whole system of references and of crisscrossed entries in 
which the expression can be found. There are different sorts 
of 'whales' (including a geographic region), as well as of 
'tigers', as it was suggested earlier in this chapter. The 
normal competence of a layman will probably understand 
"whale" as a very disconnected 'sememe', with properties 
such as "fish" and "mammal", together with other superimposed 
qualities and connotations. For a zoologist, the sememe 
/whale/ will have a univocal and hierarchically organized 
structure, in which some properties will depend on primary 
ones, as Eco's demonstrates (Figure 10):

*See Hjelmslev's classic example (1943), mentioned by Eco 
(1979:73), of the French word /arbre/, which covers the same area 
of meanings as the German word /Baum/, while the word /bois/ is 
used either to indicate what the Germans call /Holz/ or a portion 
of what they call /Wald/.
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Figure 10

/X/ == <X>

Fig.10: Basic structure of a 'sememe' (Eco,1979:112)

The interpretation and the disambiguation of a * sememe* 
is only possible by the analysis of its position in a given 
system, in opposition to other 'sememes' in the same system 
or in other different systems, or semantic fields. In order 
to do this, one must start from the compositional analysis of 
the 'sememes' structure, identifying the pertinent features, 
or the elements which compound this structure. These elements 
may be semantic units (called 'semes', in semantic analysis) 
as well as syntactic features, or properties of the sign- 
vehicle, which determine its combinational possibilities, in 
different semantic axes. This analysis will make possible to 
justify the different choices of 'meanings' attributed to the 
sign, the different denotations and connotations that make up 
a 'sememe's alternative', in complementary or yet mutually 
exclusive 'readings' (Eco,1979:95).

Eco proposes a semantic model for the compositional 
analysis of a 'sememe', which will be reproduced in a resumed 
version, in Figure 11̂ :

Eco ' s revised semantic model is based on the model of 
semantic memory proposed by M. Ross Quillian (1968), which he calls 
the 'Model Q ', and which is based on a mass of nodes interconnected 
by various types of associative links (Eco,1979:122).
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Figure 11
1̂ 1 , c2, etc

/sign-   sm...==<sememe> dl,d2,
vehicle/

f— Sicont.a) d3, d4
Xcont.b) d5 c3, c4

 »(cont.c) d6,d7
^[circ.y]

d8 C5, C6,
etc.

Fig.ll: Semantic model of the sememe's structure
(ECO,1979:105)

This diagram of a hypothetical sign-function represents 
the compositional structure of a 'sememe', as 
'encyclopaedia', and shows how meaning is constructed, or 
deconstructed, according to different possible 'readings' of 
the sign. The reading of this graphic representation can be 
a set of 'instructions' for interpretation which happen in 
our minds when producing or interpreting a sign, as Eco 
explains (1979:105):

- 'sm' -as the set of syntactic markers of the sign- 
vehicle; - 'd' and 'c' - as possible denotations and 
connotations;

(cont.) - as contextual selections, working as 
instructions like : 'when you find the 'sememe' in
question contextually associated with the 'sememe' <a>, 
use the following ds and os' (as for instance, when you 
find the 'sememe' <whale> contextually associated with 
the 'sememe' <Bible>, use the denotation <big fish> and 
the connotations <Jonas>, <Faith> etc.);

[cir] - as circumstantial selections, giving 
instructions as: 'when you find the 'sememe' in question 
circumstantially accompanied by the event or the object
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"Y", use the following ds and es ' (as for instance, 
when you find the 'sememe* <whale> circumstantially 
associated with the 'sememe' <harpoon>, use the 
denotation <death whale>, and the connotations <Eskimos' 
way of hunting>, cspecies in extinction>, and so on). 
This model should not be seen as two-dimensional, but as 

a polydimensional network of intersections, like the branches 
of a tree, in such a way that denotation 5, in a given 
context, may correspond to connotation 6, according to a 
given circumstance, an occasional situation in which the sign 
may be syntactically linked to another unit in the system.

Syntactic markers

Syntactic markers are the special features of the 
expression, or of the sign-vehicle, which must also be 
considered in the definition of a sign-function. They belong 
to the expression plane, and not to the content plane 
(Eco,1979:90). These syntactic markers are also determined by 
a code, which governs a set of combinational rules. A 
'stuffed tiger' is acceptable as a museum expression, and a 
living tiger in a showcase would be unacceptable, according 
to the museological code.

The different sorts of cultural codes, whether social, 
scientific, aesthetic and so on, will determine not only the 
combination of the signs in an expression, or text, but also 
their organizational possibilities, in a given context. In 
museum language, paintings will be acceptable if synta&:ically 
combined with vertical supports (as walls, panels, etc) and 
would be quite unusual when presented lying on the floor. An 
automobile hanging from the ceiling would be a 'syntactic 
aberration', provoking different connotations in the sign's 
interpretation.
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As Eco points out, the expression plane has a 
'privileged status', since an expression unit can be defined 
in itself, or analysed in its 'articulatory formants' 
(1979:91). A chair can be analysed in its formal structure as 
having four legs, a back, two arms, being made out of wood, 
or metal, or gold. The 'sememe' /chair/ will have as 
'semantic markers' < for sitting>, <a piece of furniture>, 
<an artefact>, correlated with the 'expression markers' <with 
legs>, <with a back>, <with a seat>. It is possible to find 
a chair without legs, made from a single block of carved 
wood. But in the case it has no back, the formal expression 
of this piece of furniture would rather correspond to the 
'sememe' <seat>, which is different from that of <chair>.

It is thus possible to develop a compositional analysis
of a sign in its expression plane, through its
'deconstruction' in more elementary units ( as 'legs', 
'arms', 'back', and so on) which actually correspond to
'semes', or the units which compound a 'sememe'. The presence
or absence of these units, and the way in which they are 
'articulated' in an expression will determine the right 
situation of the 'sememe' in question in a given semantic 
field. According to the axis in which the sign is considered, 
some of these features will be pertinent, while others would 
not. The sharped edge of an axe is a pertinent feature of 
this object in the context of an exhibition of 'cutting' or 
'splitting' tools. The colour or the material of the handle 
will not be pertinent elements in this semantic axis, while 
being so in the context of a design presentation, or in a 
demonstration of the technological evolution of this kind of 
tools.

Non-verbal languages can also be seen as systems of 
'double articulation', in which signs can be analysed in 
their articulatory formants, as in the case of artefacts, of 
traffic signals, of heraldry, of technological engines and
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even of 'natural* items (see Eco,1979)®. There are signs, 
however, which do not admit the identification of more 
elementary units in their structure, as in the case of 
abstract paintings, for instance, or any other kind of 
expression which actually correspond to what Eco calls 
'fuzzy' signs, being actually 'texts', rather than 'signs'. 
In this case, the elementary features , as colours, lines, 
shapes and materials, even if possibly distinguished as units 
of expression, do not bear a 'content' in themselves, while 
contributing to the construction of the sign's meaning as a 
single and total 'whole'.

The analysis of the sign's structure cannot escape the 
consideration of these formal features of the expression, 
which can be analysed in themselves, as well as in their 
intersection and combination in a sign-function, a text, a 
context and in the circumstances in which they may occur. 
The normal procedure of description and detailed analysis of 
museum objects, taken as the basic model for the object's 
identification and classification in the museum system, 
derives from and supports the need for understanding and 
situating the 'meaning' of these objects in the universal 
semantic field.

3.5 - The museum coded context

There may be yet coded contexts or coded circumstances
which may induce or 'entail' certain specific denotations or 
connotations. This is the case of museum spaces, where the 
context will already produce, among the possible semantic 
markers of a 'sememe', the denotations <museum object>, <rare 
specimen>, <authentic>, <original>, and the connotations <old

® In verbal language, words are considered as elements of 
'first articulation', compounded by 'phonemes', which are 'second 
articulation' elements. See Eco's discussion and exploration of 
this subject (1979:228 - 237).
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age>, ceconomic value>, <wealth>, <beauty> and so on. The 
circumstantial position of a given item inside a special 
showcase, strongly lit, or arranged together with another 
item or group of items, will also denote and connote 
particular semantic 'values': <the most important>, <the
rarest>, <the topic of the show>, <a model type>, or 
<belonging to a class>, <specifically related to a given 
other item>, and so on. This is the basis of some important 
codes of museality, especially of the muséographie, or the 
design code, which will be referred to in the next chapter.

As socially conventionalized spaces according to the 
present cultural codes, museum settings have a strong 
influence in the way we perceive and understand things, 
creating a coded context which impregnates all objects and 
signs with the qualities of 'uniqueness', of 'exemplarity', 
of 'economic value'*,and so on, as it will be explored in the 
case study.

The concept of 'whale', in the context of Disneyland, or 
of a fairy tale, will acquire a totally different semantic 
structure than that explored earlier in this section. As Eco 
points out, 'Disneyland and the world of fairy tales, in 
general, is a 'revised semantic model' within which the usual 
denotative and connotative properties of a 'sememe' are upset 
- though not at random, but following the rules of a complete 
semantic restructuring' (1979:110). This same upsetting of 
codes can occur in children museums, for didactic and 
motivating reasons, as it may also happen in an ethnographic 
museum, as #, was the case of Eduardo Paolozzi's exhibition.

see Eco's proposition of a 'theory of settings' 
(1979:105,ff.), according to which external circumstances may be 
also subject to semiotic convention, and in this way would enter 
into the compositional spectrum of a 'sememe', as 'coded 
connotations', or 'contextual' and 'circumstantial' selections. 
See also E.Hooper-Greenhill (1990),'The Space of the Museum'.
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held in 1985, in the settings of the Museum of Mankind, in 
London.

The exhibition, entitled 'Lost Magic Kingdoms and seven 
paper moons from Nahuatl', proposed a total disruption of the 
museum codes, using the objects of the collections in a most 
unusual set of arrangements and juxtapositions, and totally 
disregarding their primary functions or meanings in the 
ethnographic and anthropological perspectives. The artist's 
intention, in his own words, was 'to counteract and perhaps 
contradict our tendency to isolate phenomena and impose a 
separateness of the object... the arrangement and 
juxtaposition of the objects and sculptures suggesting 
another philosophy... an endless set of combinations, a new 
culture, in which way problems give way to capabilities.' 
(Paolozzi,1985:7).

These 'capabilities' proposed by the artist could 
actually be the awareness of the polysémie and ambiguous 
nature of any sign and of the freedom and richness of the 
museum experience, once the authority of museum codes is 
questioned and challenged. The semiotic potential of these 
unexpected juxtapositions and free associations of 'things' 
was fully explored, provoking uneasy and intriguing feelings 
upon the usual visitors of the museum, through the 
challenging of current expectations and of 'normal' museum 
language, and being more easily accepted and enjoyed by young 
visitors. The intrinsic nature of museum signs has been 
undressed through this sort of 'naked' and pure primary 
language, which is that of Art, revealing the artificiality 
of museum discourses.

The important question to be made on this point is that 
of the so-called Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, on how far the form 
of communicative systems may determine the world vision of 
a certain civilization (Eco,1979:79). For Eco, 'it is enough
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to assume that (...) there exists a fairly close interaction 
between the world vision of a civilization and the way in 
which it makes its own semantic units pertinent* (1979:79). 
The responsibility of museums in shaping 'world visions', 
through the pertinentization of their signs, is a relevant 
point to be deduced from this assertion.

The different modes of sign production and of 
construction of museum discourses, building up 'models' of 
the world, through their specific rhetorics and often 
'mythological' narratives will be explored in the following 
chapters (4, 5 & 6).
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CHAPTER 4 - THE PROCESS OF SIGN PRODUCTION

4.1 - The labour of sign production
Symbols, icons and indices: categories of sign-
functions
Replicas and doubles: the translating process

4.2 - Modes of sign production
Signs produced by recognition 
Signs produced by ostension 
Signs produced by replication 
Signs produced by invention 
The production of 'myth*
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CHAPTER 4 - THE PROCESS OF SIGN PRODUCTION

This chapter will explore the process of sign 
production in the museum context, the categories of signs and 
the modes of their production in the creation of exhibition 
'discourses'. The mental operations taking place in this 
process, their logical and poetic aspects in the recognition 
or the invention of signs and in the correlation of 
expressions to contents will be explored here, in order to 
clarify the process of sign production and of interpretation 
in the museum situation.

4.1 - The labour of sign production

The work of sign production is that of 'inventing', or 
'discovering' signifiers, or 'representamen', for signifieds, 
or 'contents' (as much as the work of sign-interpretation is 
that of 'discovering', and sometimes 'inventing', signifieds 
for 'representamen'). This work is based on the proposition 
of a code, through which the correlation between 'semantic 
units' and 'expression units' can be posited and understood.

In verbal language, this correlation is fixed by 
convention. In non-verbal semiotic systems, this correlation 
is loose and tenuous, according to the social codes and the 
context of the communication. Traffic signals are based on a 
highly conventional established code, accepted and recognized 
universally in western modern societies, but that may be 
unknown in the roads of the Amazon area or in the rural paths 
of India. When the convention does not exist, or is lost 
forever, or is unknown, the labour of sign production (and of 
sign interpretation) in the process of communication is more 
complex and difficult to take place.
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As Eco points out, when the content-type is complex, or 
actually is an aggregation of many content-units, not 
previously coded by the present cultural codes, the 
transformational operation of these contents into expression 
units and their possible correlation will be equally complex, 
sometimes only detectable through the sign's 'microscopic 
texture'. 'If the expression, as stimulus, is able to direct 
attention toward certain aspects of the content suggested, the 
correlation is then posited, and could even be recognized as 
a new convention' (Eco,1979:189).

The process of sign production in museum language is a 
complex process, in that it must refer to different and varied 
cultural units, which correspond in general to aggregations 
of contents, originated from the most different and possible 
cultural codes, and which must be inserted into the codes of 
'museality', in order to build up the museum narratives and 
discourses. The correlation between contents and expression 
units is normally limited and determined by the primary sign- 
functions of the objects and items in the collections, and by 
the 'materiality' of these signs, which bears in itself a 
semiotic potential, interfering strongly in the process. The 
variability and imprecise nature of these material units, and 
their articulation in logical relations in the structure of 
exhibitions is what can be seen as the 'polarity' between 
Logics and Poetics in the process of museum communication^.

The logical and intellectual work of correlation, of 
proposing contents through material expressions, will be 
challenged most of the time by the poetic, or emotive effects 
produced in the participants of the process, through the 
reverberations and non-logical effects of the material

^See Pierre Guiraud (1975) in his analysis of the relations 
of signifiers and signifieds, in a more or less conventional and 
constraining mode, and the differences between 'logical' and 
'expressive' signs, based on logical or poetic codes.
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components on the minds of the users and the receivers of the 
message, and through the 'free* connotations they will 
provoke.

What happens when we produce a sign or a string of signs? 
This question posited by Eco (1979:151) may be applied or 
translated into the museological work of sign production and 
of sign articulation, in the construction of exhibition texts 
and narratives.

As an example of this situation, one can imagine a 
'naive' museologist (or a 'lazy' one) is asked to prepare an 
exhibition on artefacts of a given culture, from those 
existent in the museum collections. His basic and simple task 
would be that of selecting, among the whole bulk of things in 
the storage area, the three-dimensional occurrences which 
would bear on their labels the name of that given culture, and 
of displaying these items in 'artful' arrangements in the 
museum showcases. But if he asks the designer to produce a 
simple poster or advertising for his show, this latter will 
have an 'extra-work', of inventing a 'type' of sign which 
would correspond or suggest the subject of the exhibition. If 
the designer is not equally 'naive', and would not choose the 
easiest way of doing his task, by using the printed word 
'artefacts' in the poster of the exhibition, he should have 
to create an image, or to choose among the images of all the 
items exhibited, one which would best 'represent' the features 
of the human workmanship focused by the displays. Thus, as Eco 
points out, 'there are different sorts of signs, some of them 
entailing a more laborious mode of production than others' 
(1979:152).

The kind of 'naive' exhibition suggested above could be 
considered as the simplest and barest mode of sign production, 
through an 'ostensive' way of communication, similar to that 
created by Jonathan Swift for the inhabitants of the island 
of Laputa: these little people would carry a bag containing
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all sorts of objects they would like to refer to, and would 
simply show them to others every time they would like to 
mention these things. It would be easy for them to refer to 
'apples' or 'fishes', but it would be rather difficult to 
refer to the fact that those apples were not yet mature, or 
that those fishes were caught by 'X', at the time the sun was 
just rising. At the same time, even if they could speak, there 
would be no words able to describe to somebody the taste of 
apples and fishes, or the warmth of the sun's rays^.

According to Eco (1979:157), the concrete labour of 
producing signs is based on a triple process: a) the process 
of shaping the expression-continuum; b) the process of 
correlating that shaped continuum with its possible content; 
c) the process of connecting these signs to factual events, 
things or states of the world. These processes are strictly 
intertwined, he points out, and one must realize that 'what 
are commonly called types of sign are not the clear-cut 
product of one of these operations, but rather the result of 
several of them, interconnected in various ways' (1979:157).

One must also realize that there are signs that can 
express better abstract relations, and this is the case of 
the so called 'symbols', and others that are more useful to 
refer to things or states of the world, as is the case of 
'icons' and 'indices'. These categories of signs, proposed by 
Peirce (1931) in his classical trichotomy, are widely accepted 
and can be used in order to discriminate different kinds of 
'mentions' of things and states of the world, as far as they 
immediately presuppose a 'referent' as a 'discriminant 
parameter'. They are however criticized by Eco as 'naive' 
categories for the analysis of the process of shaping the

^This point refers us back to the problem of verbal and non
verbal semiotic systems, discussed by Eco(1979:173) , and to 
Garroni's proposition on the intersection of these two semiotic 
systems, mentioned in chapter 2,p.35.
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expression continuum and of correlating expressions with 
contents. Being practical devices, just as the notions of 
'sign' and 'thing', they can be used in a general way to refer 
to types of signs, but cannot satisfactorily explain and 
justify all the many and complex operations involved in the 
processes of sign production and of sign interpretation 
(ECO,1979:178).

Symbols, icons and indices: categories of sign-functions

According to Peirce's categories (2.275,292), 'symbols' 
are signs which are arbitrarily or conventionally linked to 
the object they refer to. They can be more or less 'motivated' 
by this object, like the 'Cross' as a symbol of Christianity, 
motivated by the instrument of the death of the Christ. In the 
same way the 'Sickle' and the 'Hammer' are symbols of the 
communist party, based on Marxist philosophy and motivated by 
the tools of the working class. Being arbitrary and 
conventional, these symbols may change with the changing of 
social codes or can be either aberrantly decoded, as far as 
the prevailing codes are ignored or forgotten. In the museum 
world, the 'Mona Lisa', or the 'Greek Temple' are current 
symbols of these institutions. The relation of a symbol to its 
content is always based on a code which must be known by its 
users in order to be understood.

A 'icon' is generally described as a sign which is 
clearly 'motivated' by (or 'isomorphic' to) its object, based 
on a similarity with the thing it refers to. According to 
Peirce, a sign is a icon when 'it may represent its object 
mainly by similarity' (2.276). For Morris (1946)^, a sign is 
iconic 'to the extent to which it itself has the properties 
of its denotata'. Eco demonstrates in his studies how far

^Charles Morris (1946), Signs, Language and Behavior, quoted 
in Eco,1979:192.
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these statements are from defining the iconic sign. A portrait 
of a person bears, to a considerable extent, a similarity with 
the real person portrayed, but the texture of the canvas, the 
colours and the shades on it, the lines which define the image 
are far different from the real texture and colours of the 
skin, of the three-dimensional features and the capacity of 
motion and speaking of a real being depicted or photographed. 
It does not have, actually, any of the properties of the 
object it refers to, or stands for. What provokes the effect 
of similarity, and makes us recognize in the portrait the 
person we know, is a mental process of abstraction provoked 
by perceptual mechanisms, or yet by a perceptual convention 
which confronts the visual image in front of our eyes with the 
visual image we have stored in our memory .

According to Eco, the 'iconic experience' is provoked 
by the same perceptual mechanisms as the ones involved in the 
perception of a real object, but the nature of the stimuli is 
different in both cases, and what makes us correlate the two 
images is the fact that there are previous expectations, or 
models, or codes, ruling the coordination of perception: 
'iconic signs do not possess the "same" physical properties 
as do their objects but they rely on the "same" perceptual 
"structure", or on the same system of relations (one could say 
that they possess the same perceptual sense but not the same 
perceptual physical support) ' (Eco, 1979:193) . The link between 
the two stimuli, the iconic sign and the real object it 
represents, is actually the cultural unit established by a 
cultural convention, as a 'mental image' recognized by 
emitters and receivers. This is the reason why one can 
identify the animal cat when seeing a drawing of it.
On the basis of 'previous learning', we see as one and the 
same perceptual result what are in fact two different 
perceptual effects.
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The third category of signs proposed by Peirce in his 
trichotomy is that of 'indices' or 'indexes' (2.283,2.285), 
taken as physically connected with their object: like
imprints, fragments or products of an agent, for which they 
stand for. Museum objects fall in this category, as far as 
they are the result of human action, or at least a fragment 
of material culture, working as evidence of the cultural 
process. Being made by man, they bear the imprint of their 
authors or producers, like footprints left by somebody on the 
ground. The process of recognizing or identifying the agent 
of these products, in the sign's correlation process, may seem 
at first the easiest one. It is, however, a case of 'ratio 
difficilis', in the distinction made by Eco on the different 
kinds of type/token-ratio, that is, the relation of an 
expression to its content (1979:183).

A footprint is a mere perceptum, as far as one can see 
the agent of it, a person or an animal, at the moment the 
imprint is left on the ground. But as soon as the agent is 
gone, the mark on the ground will be an indexical sign for 
this agent, referring not to a foot or a paw, but to the human 
or animal being who left his trace on the place. The sign will 
thus refer to a complex content, which is not similar to its 
physical features, and which will require a lot of mental 
elaboration in order to be fully identified, much like in a 
detective case. What makes this kind of signs apparently more 
easy to understand is the notion of their direct link with 
their objects, of their 'proximity' with the thing they refer 
too; the strength of their appeal lies in the idea of 
'authenticity', of 'originality', which pervades them. This 
idea is one of the 'codes of museality', which determine the 
quality of museum signs (see chapter 6).

These qualities of museum signs, as 'indexical devices', 
or yet as 'pointers' (like arrows in a road signal) , make them 
often misleading signs, usually taken as 'mirror images' of
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the things and events they represent. As Eco explores, mirror 
images are not signs, but mere virtual images which do not 
stand for something, but stand 'in front' of something or 
somebody (1979:202).

Museum objects can be used as signs in all these 
different categories, according to the perspective through 
which we choose to analyse them : as symbols, icons, or
indices. As Eco points out, the 'notion of sign is untenable 
when confused with those of significant elementary units and 
fixed correlations' (...) 'sign-functions are the frequently 
transitory result of processual and circumstantially based 
stipulations' (1979:216) . What we must consider thus, in order 
to understand a system of signs, is not a 'typology' of signs, 
but the different modes of producing sign-functions, which can 
be grammatically isolated units (one single object, one single 
stimulus, one single word) or yet more 'global textual units', 
assuming a large-scale sign-function (such as a painting, or 
a whole setting, or a group of objects): the sort of 'macro
units', proposed by Eco, which have a significant function, 
but which cannot be decoded in isolated 'grammatical' units 
(1979:217). These 'macro-units' usually correspond to what the 
author calls 'fuzzy-concepts', an intersection of concepts, 
images and ideas coming to our minds, as it happens when we 
are confronted with a portion of the whole 'reality' . They are 
actually 'texts' which must be read in order to be understood.

Replicas and doubles : the translating process

The translation of a content into a concrete expression 
(the production of tokens for types) in any system of language 
implies a basic problem: that of the replicability of the 
signs, in order that they may be used as communicative 
devices, as many times as one may need to express ideas and 
thoughts. Eco develops a useful discussion on this problem
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(1979:179). A word may be replicated an infinite number of 
times, without losing any of its 'sign-values', despite the 
phonetic or graphic variations which may occur in its sign- 
vehicle. Paper money is a replica of a general type which 
cannot be indefinitely replicated, due to legal restrictions, 
and fake money, while being also a replica, does not bear the 
same 'sign-value' as the legal one. From a semiotic point of 
view, says Eco, the fact that a hundred dollar bill is 
counterfeit does not matter (this would be a problem for 
Treasury authorities). Every copy of the hundred dollar bill 
stands for the equivalent value in the social economic system 
of the addressees, no matter if it is a case of 'lying*. The 
perfect replica of Michelangelo's Plata is another example of 
signs which keep their semiotic properties, despite being 
considered as 'fakes' ( Eco,1979:179).

This discussion is important for the understanding of 
sign-production in the analysis of museum signs. The problem 
of fakes and replicas provokes a great deal of troubles and 
theoretical discussions in the museum world. Semiotically 
speaking, (or thinking), any object which renders each nuance 
of the material texture and form of the original one, with the 
maximum fidelity, could also possess its semiotic functions. 
Museologically speaking, this is hard to be accepted. The 
reason for that stands in the qualities of 'authenticity' and 
of 'originality' attributed to museum objects, as already 
mentioned, as related to the positive significant value of the 
'presence' of the original things, which stand as 'indexes' 
and 'evidences' of material culture. This is one of the 
traditional and conventional rules of the codes of 
'museality'.

In a museological semiotic perspective, the problem may 
be posited as a matter of a 'legal' and a 'semiotic' 
investiture, in a hierarchical scale. Original museum objects 
can be seen as ' legisigns ' , in Peirce's (2.243,ff.) categories.
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, as far as they are invested with a legal value by modern 
social codes, and bearing, among others, the semantic markers 
of 'authenticity' and 'originality', which do not necessarily 
imply the marker of 'uniqueness'. There may be, in a museum 
collection, or in different museums, two bronze sculptures 
made from the same original cast. The same may happen in the 
case of engravings, or porcelain vases from the same producer, 
or of whatever kind of object which is not a 'single' product 
of a maker. All these objects will bear the same semiotic 
potential, or properties, of their 'doubles', since, in this 
case, they have been produced with the same material 
component, under the same conditions and procedures. As it can 
be developed from this discussion, the problem of signs and 
of meaning in the museum context is relevant not only for the 
understanding of the processes of signification and of 
communication, but also, and maybe yet more deeply, for the 
conservation and collecting policies and procedures.

Museum objects are replicas of types of objects not by 
a process of reproduction, but by a process of substitution, 
which allows the emitters of museum messages to choose, among 
the collections, different objects to play the same sign- 
function in an exhibition or any other museological text.

The problem of 'originality' or 'authenticity' stands in 
a secondary place, from this perspective, and a produced 
replica, a photograph, or a hologram may sometimes have a 
stronger semiotic function in the structure of the exhibition 
than the original item itself. Their semiotic 'functionality' 
and power will be the same as those of original 'museum- 
pieces', according to their type/token ratio, and to the level 
of transformation, or of translation of expressions and 
contents they will make possible, in the communicative 
situation.

The point is that, whether using a drawing of a cat, a 
stuffed tiger, the image of Buddha, an aborigine's portrait.
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a scale model of a village or a reconstructed workshop of a 
forger, we are actually making semiotic translations, in 
different modes and degrees of similarity, of signs into other 
signs, of percepts into concepts, of concepts into 
expressions, of cultural units into new cultural units. This 
process of transformation, by abstraction and by similitude, 
of percepts into concepts and these into expressions is 
demonstrated by Eco in the diagram in Figure 12 :

Figure 12
Mapping by abstraction Mapping by similitude
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PERCEPTUAL MODEL SEMANTIC MODEL EXPRESSION
Fig.12: From percept, to concept, to expression: the 
transformation process (Eco,1979:248)

Whether we use an exact replica or 'double' of the thing 
represented, or make a 'stylization' of its pertinent
features, or yet we create a new expression (a drawing, a 
painting, etc.) for the same content which we want to
communicate, we must go through this basic process of
abstraction and of formalization, of expressions and of
contents, in order to produce or to interpret signs. In the 
museum context, the process of interpreting museum signs (the 
physical percepts, the objects and other items) goes through 
the same mechanism, linking the perceived object with a mental 
image stored in the mind (or, in the absence of it, trying to
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construct one through comparison and 'abduction'*) and 
successively connecting it with an expression (normally the 
verbal form, the name of it, which usually is already given 
in the labels).

In the case of a creative visitor, an artist, or simply 
a child involved in an activity, the expression may be a new 
one: a painting^, a sketch, a drawing of the object, what
would constitute a new 'interprétant' for the sign. The 
process of creating a new formal expression for a given thing 
is the same as that of finding a name for it. Sometimes the 
expression found for the percept may be simply a mental image 
of another thing, or even an idea, an 'interprétant' for the 
perceived stimulus or sign.

4.2 - Modes of sign production

Eco describes four basic modes of producing signs in a 
communicative act, which can also be applied to the production 
of museum 'utterances', or discourses: recognition, ostension, 
replica and invention.

Signs produced by recognition

In this first mode of production, a given object or 
event, already existing or produced (by natural causes or 
human action, intentionally or not) comes to be taken by a

*The term is taken by Eco, as proposed by Peirce: 'abduction 
is a case of synthetic inference " where we find some very curious 
circumstances, which would be explained by the supposition that it 
was a case of a certain general rule, and thereupon adopt that 
supposition" (Peirce,2.624, Eco,1979:131).

^The problem of painting, as an aesthetic text, or as an 
'invention', as a mode of sign-production, will be discussed 
extensively by Eco (1979:250, ff. ) and will be tackled later in this 
chapter.
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sender or an addressee as the expression of a given content 
(Eco,1979;221). The correlation of the 'expression' to the 
content may already exist, by a previous coded convention, or 
may be posited, as a possible correlation, by the sender or 
the addressee, in a communicative act.

This is the case of most museum signs and expressions, 
when emitters and receivers recognize in the selected and 
collected objects or natural items a given content, according 
to particular and specific codes, whether generally accepted 
ones, scientific systems, or either individual and 
idiosyncratic codes of signification.

In every case of recognition, there is a presupposition 
of a cause or agent which produced the object or event, based 
on previous experiences or on coded systems of knowledge or 
belief. In this process, one must first of all learn how to 
recognize the pertinent features (as imprints, symptoms or 
clues) which distinguish the objects from other occurrences, 
according to given codes and rules (Eco,1979:222). When the 
objects or events are new or not previously coded in a 
cultural system, the work of sign production or of sign 
interpretation will be an act of 'deciphering' more than one 
of recognition, and will imply a complex inferential process 
(the abduction of an hypothetical rule) which may lead to the 
possibility of code-making. This is the case when trying to 
identify the author of an anonymous work of art, as a painting 
or a sculpture, for instance, through the examination of the 
pertinent features of the work: the materials, the texture 
and shapes, the brush strokes, the pigments,etc... comparing 
and checking them against known features of known artists, in 
order to 'deduce' the original possible authorship, the 
'school' or period to which the work may be linked.

Recognition is thus a process of 'mapping backwards' from 
the particular features of given occurrences, or tokens, in 
order to detect the pertinent features of a 'model type'.
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which is thus identified (see Figure 12, p.89). This logical 
mechanism of abstraction is always based on a presupposition 
that there is an underlying code or system of signification 
at the basis of any manifestation, and an implicit intention 
of signifying and of communicating something through the given 
expression or manifestation. If this intention of 
communicating is not recognized and accepted by emitters or 
receivers, communication is impossible.

Signs produced by ostension

This is the case when an object or an event, produced by 
man or by nature, intentionally or not, is picked up and shown 
as the expression of the class of which it is a member 
(Eco, 1979:225) . This is the most elementary mode of 
signification in museum communication, through the 
presentation of items to the public in order to communicate 
messages and contents. Actually, as Eco remarks, this is the 
most elementary act of active signification, used in a first 
instance by two people who do not share the same language. In 
this case the object is disregarded as a token, and is taken 
as the expression of a more general content. Eventually, the 
act of ostension may be accompanied by a 'pointer* (an arrow, 
or a pointing finger), which emphasizes the communicative act, 
and meaning 'this', or 'is' in relation to the object referred 
to. In museum communication, the role of the pointing finger 
is taken on by the frames, showcases, lights and sometimes 
graphic signals which reinforce the ostensive act of 
communicating through concrete and visual signs.

In any act of communication through ostensive language 
(like that invented by Jonathan Swift), there is always, as 
proposed by Eco, an implicit or explicit stipulation of 
pertinence (1979:225) . It is only a previous stipulation which 
makes clear whether when showing a given thing, like a chair.
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for instance, one is meaning that given 'chair', or simply 
'chairs'. When the ostension is reinforced by a pointer, the 
meaning is naturally directed to that specific thing, taken 
as the immediate referent of the sign.

Ostensive acts of communication are always mentioning or 
referring acts (Eco,1979:225) , and the distinction between 
'expression' and 'referent' is a rather difficult exercise. 
The presentation of a chair, in an exhibition, works in a 
double way; as the conventional expression of the cultural 
unit 'chair', which already exists in the cultural repertoire, 
or as the 'intensional description of the properties recorded 
by the corresponding sememe' (Eco,1979:226). In this case, in 
order to interpret it, or to reproduce it, one must recognize 
the pertinent features present in the sememic composition of 
that cultural unit (see Figures 10 and 11, chapter 3, 
pp.70,71). The chair is taken as an ostensive sign used to 
describe or to refer to the properties and features of the 
cultural unit <chair>: the shape, the number of legs, the 
presence of a back and a seat, etc. It can also be the case 
in which one wants to refer to 'that particular chair', shown 
in the showcase, and pointed out as a particular example of 
a given type of chair (used by somebody, produced by some 
maker, in a specific period or place), and in this case one 
must again detect, or map, the particular properties of that 
specific expression, which distinguish it from other 
occurrences. This is a case of 'ratio difficilis', since there 
is no previous model determining the shape of the expression 
according to its specific content.

Ostensive signs can be used as 'examples' or as 'samples' 
of a given class, as Eco explains (1979:226). When an object 
is selected and displayed in order to signify the whole class 
of objects to which it belongs, it is a case of an example . 
This process is actually a rhetorical device used in the 
production of a message, and in this case it may be classified
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as a 'synecdoche', of the kind 'member for its class'. This 
is the most usual sign-function played by museum objects in 
museum exhibitions. Objects are collected and displayed as 
examples, or tokens of types, according to different 
taxonomies and classifications. It may also happen that a part 
of the object, a fragment of the whole thing is used to 
represent the entire object, and the class of which it is a 
member (like a fragment of a ceramic vase, a piece of textile, 
a head of an arrow,etc.). Again the signifying correlation of 
the expression to its content will be based on a 'synecdoche', 
of the kind 'part for the whole', and according to Eco, this 
will constitute a choice of a sample (1979:226). A choice of 
a lancet to mean 'surgeon', of a harpoon to mean 'fisherman', 
would be a kind of a 'metonymical' sample, as well as the 
choice of a cross to signify 'The Church' would be a case of 
a 'metaphorical' and a 'metonymical' sample.

It is again a logical mechanism of abstraction and of 
recognition that will make possible the identification of the 
pertinent features of the ostensive sign presented to the 
addressee, according to a given code, in order to determine 
the meaning and the way in which the sign is used.

Signs produced by replication

The notion of replica, already discussed above 
(pp.86,ff.), is relevant in the understanding of the 
communication process.

Every replica is a token accorded to a type 
(Eco,1979:183). Irrespective of the particular features the 
expressions may possess, it is the 'type' which dictates the 
pertinent features, or the essential properties that tokens 
must demonstrate, in order to correspond to a given 'content'. 
Museum objects are 'replicas' of cultural units not by a 
process of mere reproduction of their pertinent features, but 
actually by a process of 'substitution', in a sign-function, 
in a 'standing for' relationship to their types. They may be
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considered as 'doubles', replicas or partial replicas 
according to their type/token ratio. This correlation is 
established on the level of the expression features, and it 
is possible to differentiate several degrees of fidelity in 
the reproduction process, from the absolute duplicate (in 
which every nuance of the original object is reproduced, 
according to the same production process, in the token 
expression), to the more synthetic reproduction of only some 
of the pertinent features of the model, disregarding the 
others.

In replicas, the particular differences in the expression 
token do not matter, provided that they do not affect the 
recognizability of the pertinent properties of the type 
(Eco,1979:182); thus, the reproduction may be made according 
to different spatial or material parameters, as for instance, 
in the building of a scale model, or a cast replica of an 
original.
The problem of using and understanding signs produced by 
replica is closely related to the different 'scales of 
iconicity' as proposed by Eco in his analysis of sign- 
production (Eco,1979 ; 191,ff. ) .

In any case, whether original objects are replicated in 
different levels of fidelity, or whether they are used as 
'examples', or 'replicas' of a given type of objects, their 
use in museum texts will imply the procedures of ostension 
and of recognition as the basic mechanisms of museum language, 
which must be learned and understood by emitters and 
receivers.
Museum communication is fundamentally based on visual 
perception, interpreted by a mental process of abstraction 
and of recognition of forms and shapes stored in the memory 
reservoir of visual imagery. When visual perception is 
impaired, in the case of visual disability of the receivers, 
recognition may be possible by other kinds of stimulation, as
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through tactile perception, for instance, or yet aural and 
verbal stimuli. In another case, as when the visual repertoire 
of the receivers is limited, due to a poor background 
knowledge (as it happens with children, or uneducated people, 
or yet when the receivers are confronted with unknown objects 
or contexts) the possibility of recognition of ostensive 
signs, icons and replicas will be also limited, enhancing the 
need of learning processes in the activation of correlations 
and of recognition, and in the increase and enrichment of the 
public's visual and conceptual repertoires.

Signs produced by invention

This is the most difficult mode of producing signs, which 
is present mainly in aesthetic texts. In this case, the sign- 
producer must propose (and the sign-interpreter must identify) 
a correlation between expression and content which has not 
been previously established by a convention (Eco,1979:245). 
This is a case of 'ratio difficilis', in Eco's terms, and sign 
production by invention is quite different from the other 
categories mentioned above. It is easy to recognize or to 
understand signs produced by recognition, replica or ostension 
because previous experiences and coded conventions already 
proposed the correlation between types and tokens. The type 
already exists, in these cases, as a cultural unit.

In any of the preceding cases, one is 'mapping' from 
something 'known' and the transformation procedures, from 
perceptual models to semantic representations, and from these 
to new expressions, are also governed by 'mapping 
conventions'. This process makes possible the recognition of 
the image of the sun in its graphic representation as a circle 
and many divergent rays, the identification of a known person 
in a caricature portrait, or the reading of a road map. 'The 
main problem arises', says Eco, 'when trying to determine how 
it is possible to map onto an expression continuum the
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properties of something which (because of its cultural oddity 
or formal complexity) is not yet culturally known' (1979:249) . 
The difficulty is not how to represent a man with ten eyes and 
seven legs (since it is easy to infer the unknown elements 
from the addition of known ones, as the same author explains). 
The real puzzling problem, proposes Eco, is how to represent 
a given man with two eyes and two legs. How to represent a 
given individual and his peculiar character and personality, 
in its 'unique' way of being, and make a 'portrait' of this 
being, in a way that the addressee would grasp this 
'uniqueness' without knowing the real person? Or yet, how to 
represent the special atmosphere and subtlety of 
Gainsborough's landscapes and characters, which nobody has 
seen before the artist's eyes? (Eco,1979:249).

This is the difficulty presented to museum emitters when 
trying to focus or to explain unknown cultures or different 
cultural codes, like those of Buddhism, for instance, as it 
will be explored in the case study in this research. How would 
it be possible to explain the 'uniqueness' of this religious 
universe and of its 'artistic' or expressive manifestations, 
which defy and challenge western cultural and religious codes, 
in a way that people would grasp a pale shadow of these 
phenomena? The difficulty will remain almost the same when 
trying to describe known cultures and phenomena, but the 
decoding process can be somehow easier, when based on shared 
and previously known codes.

This is the problem of paintings and other aesthetic 
texts, which are much more than signs, or cultural units, but 
which are actually whole discourses. In this semiotic process, 
something is 'mapped' from something else which was not 
defined and analysed before the very moment of 'mapping' took 
place. The convention and the correlation of the sign's 
functives, both the expression and the content, are posited 
at the very moment in which expression and content are 
irvoenW . r̂ocebŝ I’s^ la  ̂an,
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activity of code-making as Eco proposes and explains through 
the following diagram (Figure 13):

Figure 13
■ >  •

STIMULI PERCEPTUAL
MODEL

TRANSFORMATION SEMANTIC
MODEL

Fig.13: The transformation process in 'invention*
(ECO,1979:253)

In this diagram, Eco demonstrates a process of moderate 
invention, as different from that of radical invention. In 
the case of moderate invention, the sender projects directly 
from a perceptual representation of a given field of stimuli, 
and through a process of transformation, creates an 
expression-form corresponding to a given semantic model 
(proposed according to the artist's codes). From the sender's 
point of view, a perceptual structure is seen as an already 
'coded' structure which is perceived only by the artist's 
eyes. The sender therefore proposes rules of correlation which 
must be grasped by the addressee. But from the letter's point 
of view, the result is an expressive structure, which he must 
'map backwards', inferring its codes and rules, until he is 
able to reconstitute the original percept. Sometimes, as Eco 
points out, the addressee refuses to collaborate, and 
consequently the convention fails to establish itself 
(1979:252). The addressee must be helped by the sender, with 
the help of some clues, as for instance some coded units or
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stylizations, in order that he may grasp the convention 
proposed.

Thus, as Eco suggests, as in the case of paintings, 
invention can never afford to be entirely the fruit of an 
inventive transformation. Communication is made possible by 
a series of adjustments, which establish the correlation 
between the sender's and the addressee's codes. The content- 
plane resulting from this interaction, lying between the 
original percept only known by the artist and the testable 
expression presented to the observer, is not a mere 'unit' of 
signification, but actually a whole 'text', which must be read 
and explored. This exploratory labour of code-making and code
interpretation is actually the essence of aesthetic labour and 
texts. The raw material of the continuum, perceptually 
organized by the artist, becomes gradually a 'new cultural 
arrangement of the world', offering itself to the addressees 
as the starting point for new sign-functions and 
interprétants, in what Eco calls the 'semiosic spiral' 
(1979:254).

As ECO proposes, radical invention has been present at 
all the great innovative moments in the history of painting, 
as in the work of the Impressionists, for instance, whose 
addressees had never 'perceived' things in that way, and thus 
refused to accept the artists' codes. In such cases of radical 
code-making, of a violent proposal of new conventions, the 
rules of the game may sometimes be accepted after a long 
period of time. But in fact, 'no one ever really witnesses 
cases of total radical invention, nor indeed of total moderate 
invention, since texts are maze-like structures combining 
invention, replicas, stylizations, ostensions and so on'. 
'Semiosis never rises ex-novo and ex-nihilo', and 'no new 
culture can ever come into being except against the background 
of an old one' (Eco,1979: 256).
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The exhibition of Eduardo Paolozzi at the Museum of 
Mankind, in London, already mentioned as a case of upsetting 
of conventional museological codes, can be seen in some way 
as a case of radical invention in museum expressions, 
provoking all sorts of discussions and debates, and a great 
deal of bewilderment. It has yet only been possible, as an 
expression, against the background of the old established 
codes, which the artist has tried to counteract and to 
challenge. The effect on the mmmàmmm has been particularly 
powerful, the more strongly and conventionally those codes 
are accepted in a traditional museum context. The objects 
could be explored in a different way as far as there was a 
previous established convention about their 'meaning* and 
possible relationships. Thus, Paolozzi's exhibition stands as 
a text halfway between a radical and a moderate invention, 
proposing new codes and correlations from the starting point 
of the old ones.

The production of 'myth'

There is yet another mode of sign-production which is 
not mentioned by Eco in his categories, but which can be 
related to the phenomenon he calls 'aberrant decodings'*, 
involving another kind of operation, determined by its 
'intentions' more than by the 'labour' it requires. This mode 
of production of meaning is based on the process of 'code 
switching', mentioned by Eco, and which may result in a 
process of 'code making', insofar as the 'new conventions' 
are inserted into the social 'competence'.

*Eco uses the expression 'aberrant decodings' for any decoding 
of a message which does not correspond to the intentions of the 
sender (1980:132).
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These are the signs produced by illusion, or by 
'stealing*, referred to by Barthes (1985) in his theory of 
'myth today'.

The mechanism through which 'myth' is constructed is that 
of a second signification system, a 'stolen language', applied 
to the first primary one. The sign, as an amalgamation of an 
expression and a content, is taken again as the mere 
expression of another content, which together build up another 
sign. This final term of an expression will become the first 
term of a greater system, of which it is only a part, as 
Barthes proposes in the following diagram (figure 14):

Figure 14

Language

MYTH

1.signifier 2.signified
3.Sign

I.SIGNIFIER II.SIGNIFIED
III.SIGN

Fig.14: The structure of 'myth' (Barthes,1985:115)

As the author explains, the formal system of the first 
significations is shifted sideways, and what we have are two 
semiological systems, one of which is 'staggered' in relation 
to the other. It is worth calling attention to the fact that 
what 'myth' gets hold of is 'language', in whatever mode of 
representation being used, whether verbal language, 
photography, painting, posters, rituals, objects,etc. 
(Barthes,1985:114). 'Myth' sees in these forms of expression 
the raw materials only, and however different they may be, 
they are reduced to a mere signifying function, as a 
'language-object' subjected to a 'metalanguage', which is that 
of myth. In the museum 'mythological speech', the same 
'lateral shifting' takes place, in the production of
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discourses (see chapter 2): a Yoruba mask is no more a Yoruba 
mask, but the raw material of Picasso's portrait, the Buddha 
is not The Buddha, but a token of the type of Gandharan 
sculpture.

This process of 'transcoding' is apparently innocent, 
and works on the basis of 'illusory perceptions', made 
possible by the ambiguous and polysémie nature of concrete, 
visual signs. This kind of production never works, however, 
on the level of signs, but on that of discourse. The repeated 
use of this 'mode of speaking' will, at the end, establish new 
'coded conventions', or 'myths', accepted by societies as 
'possible truths', in the place of 'probable lies'.

In the production of 'mythologies', all the different 
modes of sign-production are involved, as those of 
recognition, ostension, replication, and invention, since 
'myth' needs a 'matter', a first set of 'signifiers' and 
'signifieds' to nourish its power. The 'stipulation of 
pertinence', necessary for the recognition and the 
disambiguation of meanings, is always lacking in these 
ambiguous perceptual situations, which can never be 'settled' 
by the receivers of the message (see chapters 9,10,11, the 
CASE STUDY).

To communicate is to concern oneself with 'extra- 
semiotic' circumstances, which are always present at the 
background of any communicative situation. The events, or the 
'world of facts' may happen independently of the social codes 
then prevailing, and the structure of these codes may be upset 
by innovatory propositions, by the production of new 'sign- 
events', and of new 'cultural units'. These new 'cultural 
units' may actually modify the previous codes and the pre- 
established semantic fields, as soon as they are introduced 
into the social competence (see Eco, 1979:158). This increased
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competence is the only tool for the 'demystification' of 
'myth'.

The exploration of the many and different 'interprétants' 
of the signs of museum language, their use in an innovatory 
way, challenging the previous established codes and rules, is 
a way to open up the minds of the users and to provoke 
different behaviours and attitudes in relation to the signs 
of culture, a strategy and an instrument which may contribute 
for the development of individuals and societies in the 
present cultural process.
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CHAPTER 5 - THE PROCESS OF COMMUNICATION

The process of sign production and of sign interpretation 
in museum communication can only be studied 'in situation', 
i.e., in the 'messages' proposed and received, mainly through 
the channel of museum exhibitions. PARTS III and IV of this 
research will propose a method of analysis of these 
communicative situations, and a case study of a specific 
museological text. In the present chapter, the process of 
museum communication, the interplay of codes and the 
interaction between emitters and receivers of the museum 
semiotic situation will be proposed and analysed.

5.1 - The interplay of codes

As Jakobson remarks in his 'Essais' (1963), the 
fundamental reality towards which the analyst of communication 
must direct his attention is that of interlocution. There is 
no emitter without a receiver, and every individual discourse 
presupposes an exchange. Dialogue is at the basis even of 
'internalized discourses', as the researches from Peirce to 
Vygotsky have demonstrated (Jakobson,1963:32). Any 
communication would be impossible, says Jakobson, in the 
absence of a certain 'repertoire' of 'preconceived 
possibilities', or of 'pre-fabricated representations'. These 
possibilities and representations are what in semiotic studies 
are taken as the 'interprétants' of the signs, or what in 
perception studies is seen as the 'schema', or 'schemata', 
kept in every individual mind. These are the basis for the 
elaboration and the use of codes. Every time we try to 
communicate with others, we make use of this repertoire of
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images and representations, of a common core of mental schemes 
which allow us to encode and to decode ideas and messages.

The more distant we are from the other person, in space 
or in time, socially and culturally, the bigger effort we must 
make to adjust our way of speaking and of understanding, in 
order to find a common vocabulary and to communicate. Nothing, 
in the domain of language, says Jakobson, is private: 
'everything is socialized' (1963:33).

The study of museum communication must lead us to share 
and to socialize this special language, through the knowledge 
of the codes and of the mechanisms of exchange which are 
necessary to it. The basic elements of this interchange, the 
emitter, the receiver, the message, the code , the context to 
which it refers and that in which it happens, will be the 
basic points on which one must focus the attention, in order 
to understand how and why communication takes place.

The museum semiotic system is a complex interplay of 
codes and subcodes which interact in a unifying structure, 
which may be compared to that of the Theatre. The concept of 
mutual interrelationship and interaction of heterogeneous 
semiotic systems within a single unifying structure, as 
developed by the Prague school theorists, mainly by Otokar 
Zich (1931) and Jiri Veltrusky (1941) , would be the basic 
concept for the understanding of the museum semiotic system, 
as it offers, as Veltrusky points out on the Theatre, the 
'optimal conditions' for a comparative study of different sign 
systems operating simultaneously. In his studies on dramatic 
art, Zich claims that all its components, whether verbal 
language, pantomime, music, dance, lighting, architecture, 
costumes, etc., must be studied in their mutual relationship 
and interaction.

It is possible to borrow this approach in the development 
of museum semiotics. The 'dramatic nature' of museum 
exhibitions - through which a narrative sequence is performed
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by the artefacts and works of art, to an audience, with an 
intention of transmitting a message, achieving a response and 
involvement and provoking changes and reactions - is not yet 
fully explored by museum 'authors' and analysts. As Veltrusky 
proposes, each system participating in the unifying 
superstructure of a work of dramatic art should be analysed 
not only in terms of its own signifying means and the 
corresponding system of signification, but above all in their 
total interaction leading to a new semantic potential.

'If not all, at least several semiotic systems combine, 
complement and conflict with one another in dramatic art. 
The same reality is referred to, either simultaneously 
or successively, by signs as different as, for instance, 
speech, picture and music. None of them can denote that 
reality in its entirety; each has a different meaning 
even though they all refer to the same thing. In this 
sense theatre offers an opportunity to study in optimal 
conditions - almost as in a laboratory - both the common 
and the distinctive features of different semiotic 
systems, or to put it differently, contrastive semiotics'

(Veltrusky,1942)-.

The same complex semiotic situation may be found in the 
museum context, where 'reality' is represented by signs as 
different as paintings and drawings, sculptures, architecture, 
artefacts, photographs, graphics and written words, music, 
lights and sounds, simultaneously or successively, as in a 
'laboratory', or 'kitchen of meanings', where an infinite 
number of experiences and results may be developed and 
obtained.

^My emphasis; this unpublished text of J.Veltrusky is quoted 
in L.Matejka and I.Titunik (1976:281/282).
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The Museum codes and subcodes

Despite the variability of the elements which may be used 
to convey museological messages, and the introduction of new 
resources and devices in exhibition techniques and effects, 
it is possible to define three basic codes supporting the 
museum communication process, and which, together with 
auxiliary sub-codes, will be based and reflect an underlying 
'structural matrix', that which can be called the 'Museum 
Code': these are the Iconic code, the Linguistic code and the 
Design code.

The ICONIC code structures the correlation of the 
objects, artefacts and other concrete or visual items, linked 
in syntagmatic chains of materials, forms and functions, to 
a semantic system of cultural units and concepts to which they 
refer, as signs of signs, as things representing other things 
or ideas;

The LINGUISTIC code structures the correlation of the 
iconic signs with the notions and concepts they denote and 
connote, helping basically to 'frame' the semantic fields 
intended by the emitters, as well as helping the decoding 
process, as a 'metalinguistic' device. This code, based on 
the elements of the verbal semiotic system, normally acts as 
an intersemiotics translation of the referents and references 
of the concrete visual system, and sometimes directs the 
decoding process towards the 'preferred meanings', or 
'preferred interprétants' of the signs. As a 'primary 
modelling system', the linguistic code normally controls and 
limits the 'multiaccentualityof museum discourses; it can 
be also the major tool for the construction of 'myths', due 
to the ambiguity and polysémie nature of the iconic signs, and 
the more codified nature of verbal signs.

^A term coined by Volosinov (1973) in order to show how the 
meaning of signs is not fixed, but develops from the dialogic 
interaction of social relations, being able to change according to 
the circumstances of their use.
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The DESIGN code, or the muséographie code, structures 
the correlation between the two first codes in the level of 
expression and in the level of discourse, supporting the 
construction of muséographie sentences and structuring the 
exhibition in its best understandable arrangement. It can yet 
convey meanings on its own, and communicate specific messages, 
through the spatial rhetoric of the Museum Code. This code is 
normally taken as a 'subsidiary' one, and its semiotic 
potential is underestimated or misused. It is, however, one 
of the most powerful communicative devices of the museum 
language, acting as a 'bridge', or as the 'contact channel' 
between emitters and receivers, allowing or defending the 
interaction between the two poles of the communicative 
situation in a subtle way. Its power is so effective that it 
may even 'obscure' the iconic or the linguistic codes. It will 
depend, basically, on the 'montage code' which governs the 
exhibition 'structural matrix', in the level of discourse.

Each of these three main codes can be seen as constituted 
by different subcodes, working in an intersected way. Eco 
calls these subcodes as 'supplementary lexicons' used in the 
encoding and decoding processes of communicative acts 
(ECO,1980:137-140).

The iconic code, as constituted by a set of concrete and 
visual elements, the objects and items in the collections, is 
in correlation with another set of units of a verbal 
taxonomy, or 'nomenclature', established by the curators and 
specialists, which is linked to another set of notions and 
concepts, governed by other academic, scientific, aesthetic 
or cultural codes. These latter, imposed on the set of items 
as a specific 'pertinentization' of the semantic field, do not 
always correspond to the original codes governing the
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production and use of the objects and items collected . They 
can be thus seen as subcodes which interfere and influence in 
the encoding and decoding of iconic signs, according to 
iconological, mythological, aesthetic, technological or belief 
and behavioural systems, determined by social and cultural 
traditions.

The linguistic or verbal code can be seen as being 
constituted by a set of words linked, as in a dictionary or 
an encyclopaedia, to a set of concepts and meanings, 
determined by different languages and * idiolects'(languages 
restricted to specific groups), and which correspond to 
different cultural codes and systems of signification. The 
subcodes involved in this verbal encoding and decoding process 
may be, in Eco's model, the emotional or expressive subcodes, 
specific to the emitters or receivers of the messages, the 
stylistic or rhetorical subcodes, generally determined by the 
collective or institutional 'idiolects', the specialized or 
academic subcodes, normally called 'jargons', and which 
constitute the so-called specific 'idiolects', the 
metalinguistic subcodes, appearing in labels, texts or 
catalogues, in order to explain scientific or specialized 
terms of the 'idiolects' involved in the message.

The design code is constituted by a set of material 
elements (walls, columns, panels, showcases, glasses, fabrics, 
papers, etc.) linked to a spatial system already determined 
by an architectural code, which together must work in 
correlation to the first two codes of the museum semiotic 
system. The subcodes working together or sometimes 
autonomously in the muséographie code may be: the stylistic 
or period subcodes, referring to 'styles' in architectural

^See chapter 3, pp. 54,^ 63, 64, on 'extensions' and
'intensions'.
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and interior design, through time and space; the acoustic 
subcode represented by the effects of sound and music (which 
signs may play an autonomous semiotic function in the text, 
as for instance, the registered voice of a given character); 
the light subcode, using light effects as a 'vectorialization' 
(directing, or pointing out) device, enhancing an object or 
area, or as a dramatic resource, creating a given atmosphere 
or a signic performance, representing movement or actions; the 
graphic or signalisation subcodes, using maps, diagrams, 
symbols and graphic signals in order to enhance and facilitate 
the decoding of the message structure; the colour and textural 
subcodes, used in an emotional or expressive mode or either 
referring or connoting periods and styles; the smelling and 
the tactile subcodes, used in an expressive, emotive, 
referential or yet facilitating mode in the communication.

The subcodes, as structures or systems with an internal 
cohesiveness, acquire their semiotic nature insofar as they 
are related to other systems referring to a same 'structural 
matrix', or major system of relations and signification. The 
semiotic function of a set of words and a set of images can 
only be grasped at the moment their capacity for mutual 
transformation is established against the same underlying 
structure of meanings. It is in their interrelationship that 
a code is settled and works. In the same way, different codes 
must intersect and work together, on the basis of a same 
underlying structure, in order to compound a hyper-code, like 
the Museum Code, for instance.

The predominance of the iconic code, of the linguistic 
or verbal code, or yet of the muséographie effects and devices 
in an exhibition may in fact change the meaning of the 
message, giving it a different quality, and changing the 
functions of the communication.

The semiotic analysis of museum messages will help us to 
distinguish the expressive codes used in the communication.
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the semantic codes which underlie them, to detect the way each 
system of sign-vehicles is related with given contents and 
meanings, and the way each one of these systems relates with 
the others, in internal and external relationships. The 
interplay of these different systems of expression and of 
contents and the rules which govern this interaction will 
account for what is suggested as the 'codes of museality', and 
which will demonstrate, generally, a long standing and almost 
universal configuration.

5.2 - The functions of museum communication

The classical model of the communication process, as 
proposed by Jakobson (1963), sketches the basic elements of 
this interaction (Figure 15):

Figure 15
CONTEXT.

EMITTER rTT..........MESSAGE............. .RECEIVER
CONTACT 
CODE

Fig.15: Jakobson'a model of the communication process
(1963:214)

On the basis of these fundamental elements, Jakobson 
proposes the functions of any communicative act (1963,213- 
220) . Every one of these factors gives rise to a different 
communicative function, and it would be difficult to find a 
message with one only of these functions. The great diversity 
of messages will depend on the different hierarchy between 
these functions, and according to the predominance of a given 
function, the character and the structure of messages will 
differ.
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The orientation towards the context, or the referent of 
the message, is the dominant role of the so-called denotative, 
cognitive, or referential function.

The orientation towards the emitter gives rise to the 
emotive or expressive function of the communication, revealing 
the attitudes of the speaking subject in relation to the 
content of the message.

The orientation towards the receiver, the conative or 
injunctive function, gives the message an imperative or 
exhortative mode, which is quite different from mere 
declarative messages.

The emphasis on the contact between the two poles of the 
communication process is played by the phatic function, which 
serves essentially to establish, to maintain or to interrupt 
communication. It will serve as well to verify the level of 
contact, whether the 'circuit' works well or not ('Hello, can 
you hear me?'), or yet to call the attention of the receiver, 
to keep him awake.

The metalinguistic function is oriented towards the code, 
or towards language itself. This is a specific quality of 
scientific language, but it is also very common in everyday 
language. Every time emitters or receivers find the need to 
verify whether they share the same codes in the communication, 
they make use of the metalinguistic function of language 
('What do you mean by that?', or 'Do you understand me?' are 
typical manifestations of this function). Metalinguistic 
messages are taken by Jakobson as 'equational sentences', a 
sort of translation of the sign-vehicles into other sign- 
vehicles in order to facilitate or to clarify the 
communication.

The last function proposed by Jakobson (1963:209-248), 
and most extensively studied by him as the true 'essence' of 
language, is the poetic function, also called by Eco as the 
aesthetic function of messages and texts, as applied to any
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kind of art (Eco,1979:262-276). This function is directed 
towards the message in itself. Despite being the main 
component of the art of language, or Poetry, its study cannot 
be limited to poetic texts, but can be applied to any kind of 
semiotic systems which produce ambiguous or self-focusing 
texts.

All these functions are manifested and can be analysed 
in the museum communication process, according to different 
levels of hierarchy and predominance, giving rise to different 
'styles' or 'genres' of messages and discourses, and supported 
differently by the several codes and subcodes of museum 
language.

The referential function in museum discourses is mainly 
manifested through the iconic code, which immediately refers 
to things, either in themselves, or representing other things 
and ideas. This function is also performed by the linguistic 
code, whether written (in headings, labels and texts) or 
spoken and heard, manifested in mere statements or declarative 
messages, of an informational character. The showcases can be 
another subtle referential device, working as a 'pointing 
finger', or an 'arrow', directing the attention to what is 
inside them ( 'this' object... 'this is the object...'... 
'this is a museum object').

The expressive or emotive function is mainly manifested 
in the 'rhetoric' of the exhibition discourse, chiefly
expressed through the linguistic code, full of evaluative and 
qualifying accents ('this masterpiece', 'this rare 
specimen',etc.). It is also manifested through the design 
code, in the special and dramatic arrangements of the
showcases, spaces, 'styles' and 'décor'. The lighting and 
acoustic sub-codes contribute to the expression of the
feelings and attitudes of the emitters in relation to the 
contents they want to transmit. The structure of the
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exhibition, the 'modes of the narrative' in Todorov's* terms 
also convey the emotive and expressive aspects of the 
communication. The mere selection and the combination of the 
items, in the iconic code may as well demonstrate the 
attitudes of the emitters in relation to the message, and 
their personal 'choice' towards the collections, but generally 
this expressive side of the emitters is hidden behind a 
supposed 'objectivity' and 'scientificism'.

The conative or injunctive function relates to the kind 
of attitude of the emitters towards the receivers, in the 
museum situation, and is chiefly expressed by the linguistic 
code, which works in an authoritave manner, admitting no doubt 
in its statements, and imposing a 'preferred reading' of the 
message. This function may easily manifest the 'ideological 
closure'^, or 'framing' of the messages, determining the 
choice of the objects in the iconic code and the mode of their 
arrangement and their syntax in the design code. It is a 
predominant function in the kind of 'didactic exhibitions', 
or 'interactive displays' which subdue the receivers to the 
strength and the authority of the message.

The metalinguistic function of museum messages is mainly 
manifested in labels and texts which try to explain the 
academic and scientific codes which govern the structure and 
the content of the exhibition. The linguistic code used in the 
labels usually refers to the codes and not to the referents 
of the messages (a role which is played by the catalogues, 
sometimes including a 'glossary', a metalinguistic device

*See chapter 6, p.l54,ff. on Todorov's modes and aspects of 
the narrative.

^'Closure' in the sense given to the term by Gestalt 
psychologists, referring to the way we fill in the gaps within a 
perceived whole, overlooking any interruptions. The term is used 
in media analyses referring to the textual strategies which 
encourage viewers or readers to make sense of texts in a particular 
way, thus an 'ideological closure'.
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referring to a first metalinguistic discourse). Educational 
guided tours also play a direct metalinguistic function, 
translating codes and messages. This function can also be seen 
as a metadiscourse, reinforcing and strengthening the first 
one.

The phatic function in the museum communication process 
is mainly represented by the design or muséographie code, 
which appeals most directly to the senses of the receivers, 
working efficiently to keep the feeling that 'there is more 
to come' in the next room, or to suggest the idea of the 
importance of what is being said. The sub-codes of lighting, 
colours, smells or textures, the spatial connotations that 
may be provoked by these muséographie devices may also 
contribute to the dramatic effects which keep, or awake the 
audience's attention.

Traditionally, museum messages have explored all these 
functions of the communication process, without a real 
awareness of their role and power, and focusing mainly the 
upper side of the communication's diagram: the Context, the 
Message, the Emitters and the Receivers (see Figure 15).

The focus on the codes and on the nature of the contact, 
in the museum communicative experience, only recently has been 
a matter of attention and discussion from the part of the 
emitters of museum messages. Studies on the effectiveness of 
labels, or on the design of 'educational exhibits', have 
focused mainly on the 'referential' and 'cognitive' aspects 
of museum communication, on the 'phatic','conative' and 
'metalinguistic' competence of the exhibitors.

The study of the poetic or aesthetic function of the 
museum communication process may contribute to a greater 
awareness of the communicative power of museum messages.
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The 'aesthetic' function of museum messages

The 'poetic' or 'aesthetic' function is defined by 
Jakobson as the accent put on the message itself (1963:209).

Aesthetic messages are seen by Eco (1979:262) as 
'ambiguous and self-focusing texts'. Ambiguity is defined as 
a mode of violating the rules of the code, in different 
degrees. Not every form of ambiguity necessarily produces an 
aesthetic effect. The importance of ambiguity, however, is 
that, according to Eco, it functions as a sort of introduction 
to the aesthetic experience: '...when, instead of producing
pure disorder, it focuses my attention and urges me to an 
interpretive effort (while at the same time suggesting how to 
set about decoding) it incites me toward the discovery of an 
unexpected flexibility in the language with which I am 
dealing' (Eco,1979:263).

The notion of 'cool' museums, proposed by Glusberg 
(1983), would correspond in a certain way to this idea, as 
the kind of settings in which the ambiguous nature of the 
messages is not 'preferentially' and 'exhaustively' decoded 
to the visitors.

The unusual arrangement of a set of objects, in different 
sorts of relationships and in unexpected correlations, as 
happened in Paolozzi's exhibition, already mentioned, will 
acquire and produce an aesthetic effect (or a poetic effect) 
insofar as it will lead the public to reconsider the 'coded 
relationships' usually accepted, and to explore the multiple 
possibilities of new correlations proposed by the artist.

ECO mentions a characteristic of aesthetic texts singled 
out by the Russian formalists, and which is the so-called 
'device of making it strange' ('priem ostrannenja', in 
Sklovskij, 1917):

'In order to describe something which the addressee may 
have seen and recognized many times, the author
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unexpectedly uses words (or any other kind of sign) in 
a different way. One's first reaction is a sense of 
bewilderment, of being almost unable to recognize the 
object. Somehow the change in the expressive device also 
changes the content. Thus art "increases the difficulty 
and the duration of perception" and describes the object 
"as if one were seeing it for the first time" so that 
"the aim of the image is not to bring closer to our 
understanding the meaning it conveys but to create a 
particular perception of the object" (Eco,1979:264),

An aesthetic text is thus self-focusing, once it directs 
the attention of the addressee towards a particular perception 
of its shape, first of all, and consequently to a 
reconsideration of the previous coded correlations of 
expressions and contents. The specific ambiguity and self- 
focusing quality of museological messages start at the level 
of the matter of the museum language: the physical qualities 
and shape of its sign-vehicles, of the objects and items used 
as expressions of multiple contents, and the mode of their 
arrangement in different correlations.

The sensorial stimulation provoked by the direct view of 
the objects 'adds something to our conceptual understanding' 
(Eco,1979:265). When looking at a concrete, real object, one 
can be led to perceive the inner structure, or the 
microstructure of the material elements which compound it, 
what opens up the possibility of detecting the pertinent 
elements of these materials, in a further segmentation of the 
continuum, in a more basic form of the expression, in Eco's 
terms (1979:265).

The museum experience, when reaching the level of an 
aesthetic experience may increase the understanding of 
cultural expressions, through the exploration of their basic 
expressions and contents, in a particular mode of perception 
which may lead emitters and receivers to a reassessment of 
established codes, to the proposition of new ones, and to 'a
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new type of awareness about the world and cultural 
phenomena*(Eco,1979: 261).

In this process, 'the addressee becomes aware of new 
semiosic possibilities and is thereby compelled to rethink 
the whole language, the entire inheritance of what has been 
said, can be said, and could o^r should be said'...'art not 
only elicits feelings but also produces further knowledge', 
as Eco points out (1979:274).

Museum messages as an open form

Any conversational interaction is based on a competence 
of the speakers and on a process of coding, undercoding and 
overcoding which make communication possible and effective. 
The analysis of any communicative situation must consider not 
only the codes used in the interaction, but also extra- 
semiotic circumstances, such as the context, the settings, 
previous experiences and knowledge, or emotional and 
idiosyncratic factors that intervene in communication. At the 
basis of this process, there is a transactional relationship 
between emitters and receivers, which starts with 
presuppositions and hypotheses from both ends of the 
communicative act, who must recognize an intention of 
communication in the transaction, and must select and identify 
the code or codes being used in the specific situation.

When considering museum messages as open texts, or as 
'aesthetic' texts, one has to analyse the nature of this 
process of multiple readings and interpretations. In order to 
interpret a sign, or even to produce it, one has to consider 
the 'conditions of signification of a given message' 
(Eco,1979:128). The activity of sign production and text 
interpretation implies a continuous work of 'extra-coding'. 
The interpreter of a text must constantly challenge the 
existing codes and to elaborate interpretive hypotheses, in
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a more tentative, comprehensive and prospective form of 
codification.

There is not a rule or model that allows one to determine 
how texts will be produced and interpreted, in a given 
situation, besides the basic implicit recognition that there 
is a significative structure in the message, supported by 
different and varying codes. The communicative situation, in 
the museum context, is thus a complex transactional and active 
process, which must be understood in its mechanisms and rules, 
but which cannot be controlled or predetermined.

Eco proposes that a message is a 'source of information', 
which constitutes actually a 'reduction of information' from 
a given source. The 'information of the message', as he 
suggests, is 'a value depending on the richness of possible 
choices; the different coded readings of the 'sememes', along 
with the manifold contextual and circumstantial 
interpretations, constitute multiple choices which can even 
be reduced to a binary selection' (Eco,1979:140). The 
information of the message is only reduced when the addressee 
selects a definitive interpretation; when the message is an 
aesthetic text, opened up to multiple senses, this 
informational quality of the message remains unreduced .

The interplay of the various codes, the intertwined 
circumstances and presuppositions, abductions and inferences 
made by emitters and receivers, make the message an empty 
form, able to be filled up by the most different and possible 
meanings.

As Eco suggests in a specific 'model' of interpretation 
of messages by an addressee (1979:142), the message expression 
as source of information is rather a different thing than the 
message content as interpreted text. In this process, one has 
to consider the private codes and ideological biases of 
senders and addressees, the expression and content ambiguities 
of the message, as well as the aleatory connotations and the
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interpretive failures of the interpreters. This complex 
interaction will also depend on the knowledge the addressee 
should supposedly share with the sender and the real patrimony 
of his knowledge (the codes and subcodes involved), as well 
as the actual circumstances orientating or deviating the 
presuppositional effort made by the addressee.

Considering this complex situation, the information of 
the message is actually a range of probabilities, a 'vast if 
not indeterminate probabilistic matrix', and the 'aberrating 
decodings ' made by the receiver should not be seen only 
negatively, but as a 'betrayal' of the sender's intentions. 
What one usually calls 'message', says Eco, 'is rather a text, 
a network of different messages depending on different codes, 
sometimes correlating different expressive substances with the 
same content (...), sometimes making different contents depend 
on the same expressive substance' (Eco,1979:141).

When the addressee does not succeed in decoding the 
sender's codes, or in correlating them with his own private 
or group subcodes, the 'message' is received as 'pure noise'. 
The orienting and deviating circumstances represent the 
complex of biological, economic and external factors that 
intervene in the process of communication. 'They are almost 
like the presence of "reality"... which flexes and modulates 
the processes of communication'. . The question proposed by Eco 
on this subject is that posed by Humpty Dumpty to Alice: 'The 
question is who is to be the master', in this game of words 
and meanings. (Eco,1979:150).

This point will lead us to the discussion of the 
functionality and control in the process of communication, 
and to the many possibilities that may be considered in this 
interaction.
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5.3 -  The dynamics of museum communication

Models and definitions

Communication is a process of regulating human activities 
and interaction with individuals or with the environment 
through mediating devices. This process starts inside 
everyone's symbol-processing centers, and is thus 
'intrapersonal', being the subject of psychological and 
cognitive studies, as a mental process of managing data and 
information which will determine individual behaviours. The 
development of mediating processes are at the basis of higher 
mental functions, as Vygotsky (1978) and Luria (1982) have 
demonstrated in their studies, and the use of signs and 
symbols, as psychological mediating tools in the production 
of meanings, is at the basis of individual and social growth 
and evolution. This 'intrapersonal' communication is what 
semioticians call the process of semiosis.

'The locus of meaning is intrapersonal, while the
locus of action is interpersonal'.
(Cronen et alii.1982:71)

The 'coordinated management of meaning' is at the basis 
of 'interpersonal' communication, which is a 'transactional' 
process between people and their environment, according to 
the definition of Gail and Michele Myers, in their studies on 
the dynamics of human communication. According to these 
authors, the behaviours of people 'are the most evident parts 
of interpersonal communication'. The way people act and relate 
to each other must be examined as well as the words they use, 
since 'people tend to make up their reality about each other, 
and then communicate in relation to that internal perception' 
(Myers & Myers,1988:7).

Even if considering museums as bearing many of the 
features of mass communication - in which one or few emitters 
communicate to a very large number of receivers, through
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different kinds of media, without a direct feedback or a face- 
to face context - recent changes in their concept and social 
role may lead us to look at the principles of interpersonal 
communication, as basic for the understanding of museum 
communication.

Mediated communications tend to be studied, in recent 
researches, as a two-way process, due to the increasing use 
of interactive systems, and no longer as before, as a one-way 
transmission, in which the receivers had no way to 'talk-back' 
to the senders or the sources of messages. Different models 
and definitions have been developed by scholars and 
researchers of communication, in an effort to explain the 
mechanisms of the process. These models actually define 
communication according to the specific point of view of their 
authors, and to the aspect of the process they want to 
emphasize (Myers,1988:9).

The classical model developed by Shannon and Weaver 
(1949) , reflecting the needs of the Bell Laboratories to 
develop their telephone industry, was basically grounded on 
the theory of information, and tried to find out how an 
information source could get a message to a destination with 
a minimum of distortion or noise. Social science researches 
have tried to develop models which would account for the 
intentions of the senders and the impact of messages on the 
recipients. Marshall McLuhan claimed that communication 
studies were distorted by too much attention to the 'senders- 
messages-receivers' focus, excluding the essential aspect of 
the medium of the process (1967). Psychologists tend to work 
out the internal and external relations in the process of 
communication, focusing the sender and the receiver ends and 
their drives, motivations and behaviours. Katz and Lazarsfeld 
(1960) explored the effects of communication, stressing the 
role of senders, as opinion leaders, in influencing receivers, 
more than the direct messages in themselves, in the 'two-step
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flow' model which they built up. Lasswell's classical model 
of communication: 'Who/ says What/ through what Channels/ to 
Whom/ with what Effect' (1960), introduces the relevance of 
the channels as well as of the effects in the communicative 
process.

The transactional model

The transactional model of communication, proposed by 
Myers and Myers (1988) stresses the aspect of 'purposeful 
relationships' in communication, thus broadening the view of 
this interactive process in the consideration of an extra- 
communicative level, that of the intentions, purposes, and 
finalities of senders and receivers at both sides of the 
communicative situation.

Communication is thus considered not in the simple 
performance of communicative acts, but in its role and 
function in social life. These authors quote Schütz's view 
of a 'three dimensional theory of interpersonal behaviour', 
stressing the attention to interpersonal needs, in peoples' 
relations to each other:

•The term "interpersonal" refers to relations that 
occur between people as opposed to relations in 
which at least one participant is inanimate... An 
interpersonal situation is one involving two or more 
persons, in which these individuals take account of 
each other for some purpose...'
(Schütz,1966:14).

Another assertion of the transactional nature of 
communication comes from Barnlund, who proposes that 
communication 'is not a reaction to something, nor an 
interaction with something, but a transaction in which man 
invents and attributes meanings to realize his purposes...' 
(Barnlund,1970:47). This definition actually stresses and
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focuses the semiotic nature of any communication, seeing the 
process not in itself, but as a need of human relationships.

This transactional view of communication, as a complex 
purposeful relationship between human beings seems to be the 
more fruitful and suitable model to be applied for the 
analysis of the museum communication process (with relevant 
implications for educational practices).

There is yet a specific aspect in this process, which 
must be considered as adding a new dimension to the problem: 
the museum communication process implies the relationship of 
two or more people, with the participation of one or more 
inanimate elements in the interaction. This three-dimensional 
model of communication proposes the triadic relationship 
between the emitters, the objects and the receivers of the 
museum message, which actually corresponds to the semiosic 
process in itself.

Museum communication can thus be seen as a process which 
could be redefined as a semiosic communicative process, when 
somebody means something to somebody else, through the use of 
signs, in a specific context or situation, and in a purposeful 
relationship .

The model of transactional communication, proposed by 
Myers and Myers (1988:14) is based on two basic assumptions, 
taken from Miller and Sunnafrank's conceptual perspectives on 
communication: the first assumption is the notion of the 
'functionality' of any communication process, in that the 
'basic function of all communications is to control the 
environment so as to realize certain physical, economic or 
social rewards from it. ..'(Miller and Sunnafrank,1982 : 233) ; 
the second assumption is that on the centrality of control of 
the participants in the communication process...'we assume 
that whenever people communicate with others, they make 
predictions about the probable consequences, or outcomes, of 
their messages... typically, communicators remain blissfully
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unaware of the predictions they are making until such 
predictions are disconfirmed' (Miller and Sunnafrank, 
1982:224,225).

These two main points will be basic for the analysis of 
the museum communication process and of its social role : the 
intentions and needs of emitters and receivers, the 
'functions' attributed to this interaction, and the self- 
centered process which determines communication acts, on the 
basis of individual and social codes, leading to predictions 
of outcomes and responses that do not always correspond to 
those on the receivers' side.

Effective communication interaction requires that 
emitters and receivers share a common code and recognize each 
others' intentions and motives, in order that their needs may 
be fulfilled. The different codes and systems of signification 
must be recognized and understood, through the use of decoding 
or translation mechanisms, in order that the production and 
the reception of meanings and information may happen in the 
same 'zone of meaning'. This is a difficult process, since 
human minds cannot be under control, and mutual knowledge 
requires an effort and an intention of both parts to take 
place. The ideas of Sperber and Wilson (1986) on the creation 
of 'mutual cognitive environments', and the studies of 
Vygotsky (1978) on the 'zones of proximal development', are 
crucial points to be considered in the study of museum 
communication.

As Jakobson points out (1963:93/94), the study of the 
communication process must consider the two distinct and 
essential aspects of language, at both ends of the process: 
the codifying process, from the part of the emitter, which in 
its basic model goes from meanings to expressions, from 
signifieds to the signifiers in the production of discourses, 
and the decodifying process from the part of receivers, which 
takes an inverse direction, from expressions towards meanings.
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from the signifiers to sense and symbols. Despite any 
'feedback' process between emitters and receivers, the 
hierarchy of the two aspects is constantly being inverted in 
the communicative situation, and both elements are
complementary and essential in the process.

•Communication is now seen as a transaction in which 
both parties are active. The parties are not 
necessarily equally active - that is more likely in 
the case of interpersonal communication, but less 
so in the case of mass media and their audiences - 
but to both parties the transaction is in some way 
functional. It meets a need or provides a 
gratification. To a greater or lesser degree 
information flows both ways'

(Schramm,1983:14) .

The principles of transaction

Myers and Myers' model of transactional communication 
can be usefully applied to the museum situation. In their 
discussion, the authors propose a number of principles about 
communicating which are important to be considered in this 
specific case. These principles are related to their 
definition of communication as an 'ever-present, continuous, 
predictable, multilevel, dynamic sharing of meaning' (Myers 
and Myers, 1988:27).

The first principle : 'you cannot not communicate',
relates to the idea that communication is inevitable, and it 
occurs whether or not we intend it to. The museum context, in 
this sense, is a communicative context, in which meanings are 
produced and exchanged even if not specially intended or 
perceived by the parties involved in the process. A flower 
vase, a beam of light turned on or off, a 'please don't 
touch', or the most scientifically produced label, will 
communicate a meaning to the visitors which may not be exactly 
that one intended by the museologists, designers.
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administrators or curators. 'Communication is also not
random' , and we do it, or understand it for some reasons, even 
if we are not always aware of our intentions. Museum work is 
a social work, and museum activities are social activities 
which call for the responsibility of those who work and 
practice it.

The second principle : 'Communication is predictable',
as far as we know the organizing principles implied in it. To 
increase the 'predictability' of our messages on the 
behaviours of others, and thus to reduce the ambiguity of 
social relationships, is one of the major aims of 
communicating. This process can be learned and developed in 
the museum field, depending on how communication is seen and 
intended. Myers and Myers quote the studies of Galvin and 
Brommel on 'family communication' to make this point clear:

•When we talk about communication, we are dealing 
with symbolic acts to which we assign meaning 
through our transactions with the people around us. 
The meanings emerge through the use of symbolic acts 
as our interactions give us information on how to 
interpret the symbols. After each encounter with a 
person or object, we become better able to deal with 
similar situations, and our behaviour takes on 
certain patterns. The greater the repetition, the 
greater the probability of the assigned meaning•

(Galvin and Brommel,1986:12)

These statements can be rightfully applied to the museum 
situation, stressing the coordinated management of meanings 
implied in the process. The interaction of museum emitters 
with their receivers will determine the way signs and symbols 
are perceived and understood in the context, and will provide 
information about both ends of the communication. The emitters 
attitudes towards the public, through authoritative, equal and 
sharing, or yet invisible discourses will be, consciously or 
not, grasped by the public, which will react according to this 
perception. The public's expectations and needs, motivations
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and interests, will also determine the reception or the 
rejection of the messages proposed, their behaviours and 
attitudes towards the museum and the cultural environment, 
being subject to change and development when this 
communication is adequate and purposeful. The familiarity with 
the museum context and codes will increase the probability of 
a successful interaction, of the sharing of meanings and of 
mutual and social understanding.

The development of the mutual capacity of understanding 
and communicating through the museum medium will be enhanced 
'after each encounter' with objects, emitters and receivers, 
making both parties in the process 'better able to deal with 
similar situations'. The implications of these statements in 
the museum educational role can be explored at large.

The third principle: 'Communication is a"chicken and egg” 
process'. It is not, thus, a linear process, that starts in 
our minds. 'We always tend to look at all our experiences and 
interactions', say Myers and Myers (1988:21), 'in relation to 
a starting and a stopping sequence, or as very clear 
beginnings and endings'. This way of 'chunking' experiences, 
of putting events or behaviours together in order to make 
sense of reality, is what is called in communication studies 
'punctuating' the interaction. Rhetoric and textual strategies 
are ways of punctuating our discourses, according to our own 
view of phenomena and to our approach to the subjects spoken 
about. The transactional view of communication sees this 
process as a two-way system, where senders and receivers are 
simultaneously receivers and senders, and where simultaneous 
'punctuation' will provoke differences in perception and 
understanding: the so called 'aberrant decodings and
encodings' proposed by Eco (1980).

Whenever we isolate a communicative act in order to 
analyse it, we are fixing an arbitrary beginning and an 
arbitrary end to what is necessarily a continuous process.
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Communicative acts arise from past experiences and frames of 
reference, which are activated at the moment of communication, 
but which cannot be precisely defined or controlled. To 
understand the differences in perception and in 'punctuation' 
between the participants in the communicative process is a way 
to avoid misunderstanding and ineffective communication. It 
is also a way to make the process more 'predictable', once we 
recognize these differences and try to fill the gaps in the 
construction and the transmission of messages. The 
'punctuation' of museum emitters is not always the same as 
that of the receivers, and could hardly be the same, in a 
context where few emitters speak to a differentiated mass of 
receivers. It is thus necessary to detect these different 
'evaluative accents' and to make them apparent in the process.

The fourth principle: 'communication occurs at two
levels', the 'content' level and the 'relationship' level. 
Watzlawick points out that 'communication not only conveys 
information, but...at the same time... imposes behaviour' 
(Watzlawick et.al.,1967:51). In this sense, we do not only 
convey contents through our communicative acts, but also imply 
a relationship in the process and provide information on how 
these contents should be interpreted*. As Myers and Myers 
explain, 'as I give you content, I also give you clues on the 
relationship level about the way I expect you to 
respond' (1988:22) . This relationship may be expressed not only 
through verbal forms, or 'command' or 'report' expressions, 
but also in a nonverbal and contextual way. This aspect is 
seen by Jakobson as the 'conative' or 'injunctive' function 
of language.

In museum language, we may induce or impose behaviours 
and meanings, according to the evaluative accent we give to 
the elements of the exhibition discourse, both in the content

*See chapter 6, p.l54,ff, on Todorov's aspects and modes of 
narrative.
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level and in the relationship level. Through the accent or 
emphasis given to a particular piece of work, in the 
arrangement and disposition of objects, through a special 
light focus, a special 'frame', or even in a verbal form, in 
texts and labels, this accent is yet more explicit : 'this is 
a masterpiece... a major work.. .the most important feature... ' 
Information in this case is imposed on the receivers, through 
this sort of factual statements which actually correspond to 
the emitters frames an(A codes of reference. In another way, 
behaviour is also induced and commanded, in less or more 
explicit ways, as for instance through the classical 'jargon' 
:'Please don't touch', or through the use of interactive 
devices or signalization codes. In both cases, a relationship 
is already proposed through the museum language and rhetorics, 
one of authority, of difference, and of respectful distance. 
Galvin and Brommel assert that you respond both to the content 
of the message and to the relationship implied in it 
(1986:128).

The fifth principle: 'transactions are between Equals or
Up-and-Down'. This point is intimately related to the above 
principle. If the relationship implied in the way messages are 
communicated is that between equal parts, acknowledging the 
intention of sharing information and contents, there is a 
better chance that communication will be effective and 
productive. The attitudes and behaviours of the receivers will 
respond to this 'complementary' transaction. This will require 
the recognition of differences and of distinct perspectives 
in perception and background knowledge of both parts. The 
creation of 'mutual cognitive environments', as proposed by 
Sperber and Wilson (1986), in which both ends of the 
communicative process make manifest their intentions and 
motivations, is a vital point in museum communication. 
wmmaim^es Mnte. with their authoritative and 'sacralized' 
discourses, museums take on a position of superiority towards
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their public, which normally makes them feel unsecured and 
frustrated^.

When thinking on the public and on the * non-public *, we 
may find very often, through public enquiries and their 
responses to museums, the feelings of uneasiness and 
inadequacy in relation to museum experiences, the connotations 
with Temples and Churches in respect to these institutions, 
which attest to the unequal relationship established through 
the museum communication process. Museums are thus generally 
seen as 'high-culture' places, where common people experience 
a sort of social ritual, while feeling at the same time they 
do not belong to that sphere of cultural life. Myers and Myers 
refer to relationships between equals or peers as 
'symmetrical' transactions, in which the behaviour or 
communication of one person will produce a similar or 
corresponding behaviour or communication in the other, in a 
sort of 'reflect' or 'mirror' effect (1988:24).

According to Weaver, the analysis of communication 'has 
clarified the field in such a way that we are now ready, 
perhaps for the first time, for developing a real theory of 
the signified, and chiefly able to examine one of its most 
difficult and important aspects in the theory of meaning, that 
is, the influence of the context' (Shannon and 
Weaver,1967:28).

The uncoded determinants of communication

The mobility of the semantic space, which makes codes 
change constantly and processually, imposes at the same time 
on the activity of sign production and of text interpretation 
'the necessity of a continuous extra-coding'(Eco,1979:129).

^See John Reeve (1985), quoting Illich et al., ^Disabling 
Professions', Boyars,1977, on the disabling effect of some museum 
exhibitions.
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In this sense, as Eco remarks, the 'very activity of sign 
production and interpretation nourishes and enriches the 
universe of codes' and of communication. Normally, according 
to the competence of emitters and receivers, it is possible 
for them to adjust their codes in order to form and to 
interpret given messages or texts. But there are some cases 
in which there are extremely ambiguous contexts or 
circumstances, which cannot be coded or which are 
unforeseeable or excessively complex.

It is possible to find an example of that in the 
exhibition on Buddhism, taken as the case study for the 
present research. The bowl carried by Buddhist monks as one 
of their few personal belongings is denoted in the labels of 
a photograph and a sculpture as a ' begging bowl ' . In the 
Buddhist code, this is an object used to 'receive alms' which 
will assure merit to their donors. There is a clear 'preferred 
reading' in the labels, which is in accordance to the 
interpretation of the western non-Buddhist curators. But for 
the followers of the religion, this is an 'aberrant decoding'. 
Until this point,this is a problem of code-switching, which 
can be easily made after a better explanation of the two 
'contexts'. But something else remains to be disambiguated in 
the situation: the ideological connotation attributed to the 
definition given in the labels. Is it good or bad to beg? If 
somebody on the street says :'Look at those youngsters, 
begging...' there would be more to the sentence than a mere 
denotation. As Eco points out, 'this kind of ideological 
connotative meaning must also be grasped, constituting as it 
does a part of the content of the expression' (1979:130), 
which can be decoded as such, even if this connotation was not 
intended by the emitters.
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There may be also 'antynomical connotations'® which keep 
an ambiguous interplay in given situations or circumstances, 
as in the example given by Eco of the 'lion in the circus', 
and which could be extended to the case of the 'stuffed tiger 
in the museum'. The connotations of 'ferociousness' and 
'savageness' keep jumping in the minds of the viewers over 
those of 'tamed' and 'captivity', what for Eco accounts for 
the 'pleasure' of circus performances, which have something 
to do with 'aesthetic' performances (Eco,1979; 111). One could 
perhaps relate the 'pleasure of museum experiences' with the 
same 'antynomical' feelings in respect of the objects, such 
as the connotations of 'rare, valuable, hidden treasures', as 
opposed to those of 'many, at hand, visible and exhibited 
things'.

This is the limitation, in Eco's view, of the famous 
Saussure's dichotomy, 'signifier/signified', which can only 
account for a semiotics of signification, but not to a 
semiotics of communication. This limitation is due to the fact 
that we cannot exactly know what happens in human minds. Once 
there is communication, there is an emitter and a receiver, 
and what happens in their respective minds does not always 
coincide. In order that both sides may communicate effectively 
with each other it is necessary that their mental images, 
corresponding to a sign's expression, would coincide, or would 
occupy the same place in the same 'associative' or 'semantic' 
field. This coincidence may be yet facilitated, or induced, 
once the participants in the process will share the same 
codes, and will make explicit the code which is being used in 
a given communication, thus better situating their mental 
constructs, the 'interprétants' of the sign, in the same 'zone 
of meaning' intended in the process. What one must strive 
for, in a communication process, is at least an 'approximation'

®The term 'antynomical' is taken by Eco from the Italian, in 
the sense of a 'reciprocal opposition' (see Eco,1979 : 111).
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of the forms of contents in both the emitters ' and the 
receivers' minds.

The CASE STUDY in this research is intended to throw a 
small beam of light in the scenery of the museum spectacle, 
and to give some keys for this particular communicative 
situation.
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CHAPTER 6 - THE RHETORICAL MACHINE:
the construction of discourses

This chapter will explore the principles and concepts 
which can be considered in the construction of museum 
discourses, and which can serve as tools for their 
deconstruction in the process of analysis. The lessons of the 
old Rhetoric, as proposed by Roland Barthes (1988), and the 
ideas of Todorov on 'meaning' and 'interpretation' (1966), 
will be useful for a more analytical approach of museum texts 
and discourses, and for the proposal of a model of analysis 
of these performances which will be developed in chapter 7.

6.1 - The rhetorical model

Rhetoric is the art and the 'technè' of giving form to 
the substance of expressions and contents, according to a 
given intention. The invention and production of sign-units 
that will correspond to content-units is ruled by the 
principles of a language structure. These basic principles, 
in Jakobson's view are: that of selection of signs from a 
whole repertory of knowledge and memory, based on their 
qualities of 'similarity' or of 'contiguity' (synonyms, 
antonyms), and their capacity of 'substitution' (a 'crown' 
for a 'king', a 'cross' for a 'God'...) inside a given code; 
the second principle is that of combination in a sequence or 
meaningful chain, based on a relationship of context, syntax 
and association in a given message (Jakobson,1963). These two 
basic modes of arrangement and relationships of signs in a 
communication process, of their structuration, according to 
the rules and the grammar of specific languages, as well as
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to the intentions of the senders, will be the object of the 
rhetorical art and 'technè'. Different 'genres' of discourses 
will be produced in this way, different 'styles' or 'forms' 
of textual productivity will come out from the choice of 
different rhetorical strategies, or actually 'textual 
strategies', as for instance a poetic text, a dramatic text, 
a scientific or a political discourse, a symbolic or romantic 
text, a realistic or a didactic, persuasive discourse.

The museum language can profit from, or demonstrate, all 
these possibilities of communicative strategies, depending on 
the mode in which we produce, use and arrange the signs in 
museological performances. From the choice or the selection 
of objects, their sign-function in museological texts, their 
organization in structures and their combination in physical 
arrangements in exhibitions, through to the intended or 
unintended impact and effect on the audience's response to the 
messages, there is a rhetorical process which interferes and 
actually commands communication , and which bears in itself 
a proper 'meaning' which needs to be analysed and understood, 
if we want to define the role of museums in today societies.

Five principal operations are proposed by the 'technè 
rhetorikè', as Barthes explains, which are not, in his view, 
a question of the elements of a structure, but of the actions 
of a gradual structuration (1988:50). This is a kind of 
labour, with an active, transitive, programmatic, operational 
nature, and which can be detected in the structuration of 
museum discourses:
a) ' inventio ', or finding what to say; one has to find the 
forms of the contents, from a specific 'place' or 'Topics', 
the 'arguments' or 'proofs' which will be elicited in the 
discourse; this process corresponds to the work of 'sign 
production' in Eco's analysis of the semiotic system. In the 
museum rhetorical process, this stage will correspond to the 
choice or selection of the cultural units, from a given
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semantic field (the 'place' or 'topic') which we want to 
explore and to communicate, according to a given intention 
and to a given cultural code, which dictate the paradigmatic 
relationships of expressions and contents.

b)'dispositio', or ordering what is found; this is the 
arrangement of the major parts of the discourse, the 
'composition', in syntagmatic chains, of ideas ('Res') and 
signs - thus, the structure of the discourse, built up in 
order to 'convince' and to 'move' the audience; the order of 
the arguments and the parts of the museum discourse, the 
exhibition 'structural matrix', will come out from this 
operation, as well as the choice and the intersection of the 
different codes, or semiotic systems, through which the 
message will be transmitted.

c)'elocutio', or adding the ornaments of words, figures, 
images,etc... This is actually the 'enunciation' of the 
discourse, the true 'speech' of language, 'putting into words' 
('Verba') the arguments found and structured in the two first 
operations; in the museum context, this would be the 'mise en 
scène', putting into exhibition form the structured text, 
performing the 'discourse'; it is at this stage that the well 
known 'rhetorical figures', as 'metaphors' or 'metonymies', 
come into play, giving a 'style' to the text, in order to 
provoke different effects and reactions. The expression of the 
museum message through the concrete form of the exhibition, 
the production stage of the museum discourse is at stake here, 
and will attest for the 'competence' of the emitters.

d)'actio', or performing the discourse for the audience; this 
stage may be related, in Barthes's view, to a 'dramaturgy of 
speech'; this would be the active and dramatic aspect of the 
museum discourse in its interaction with the public. An
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exhibition only starts when the first visitor enters the 
galleries, and this interaction corresponds to that of a 
theatre performance, of a dramatic 'action' and the audience's 
response to it. This operation is in fact the 'text' in 
action, or in progress, the place where textual productivity 
actually happens. The role of the receivers and their 
interaction with the work will be dominant at this stage, 
while the emitters recede to the background.

e) 'memoria', or committing to memory the structured discourse; 
for the Ancients, this would be achieved through mnemonic 
devices and exercises, as a support for the fluency of the 
'oratio' (speech); in the museum context, this can be seen as 
the ultimate finality of museum performances, in committing 
the cultural messages to the collective memory of societies, 
the 'operative' function of museum communication as a support 
for social action and behaviour in the minds of the public.

The rhetorical 'technè' was a method of building up 
convincing and persuasive discourses. 'Inventio' was taken 
more as a 'discovery', than as an 'invention'. 'Everything 
already exists, one must merely recognize it', says Barthes 
(1988:52), seeing it more as an 'extractive' notion than as 
a 'creative' one. A process related to that of sign 
production, of recognizing a given function in simple stimuli, 
and not the mere 'inventive' arrangement of these stimuli. 
Starting from the choice of a 'place' - the Topic - or subject 
from which the arguments or proofs for the discourse can be 
extracted, two wide paths would derive from 'Inventio': one 
logical, in order to convince, through these arguments or 
proofs, one psychological, in order to move the audience, 
thinking the message not in itself but according to its 
destination, to the mood of the hearers, in order to mobilize 
subjective and ethical proofs ( Barthes,1988:53). To convince.
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by logical reasoning, and to move, by mobilizing emotions and 
feelings, were the two final aims of the rhetorical art.

The dichotomy of convincing and moving the audience will 
also determine the structuration of the discourse; the first 
part, the exordium and the final part, the epilogue should 
appeal to the sentiments of the hearers; the two central 
terms, the narratio (relation of facts) and the confirmâtio 
(the presentation of 'proofs' to persuade the public) should 
appeal to reason, through demonstration of facts and proofs. 
The presentation of objects in museum discourses, as 'proofs' 
of what is being said or related, works as an intrinsic 
confirmation of the 'truth' of the narration. The explicit 
confirmation of the arguments proposed are generally found in 
the labels or written texts in the exhibition, working as a 
'metalanguage' which supports and explains the concrete 
discourse; this strategy was already proposed by Quintilian, 
who recommended the dissemination of 'certain seeds of proofs' 
in the narration, even before the proper argumentative part 
(Barthes, 1988:75).

These different parts of rhetorical structuration can 
be applied to the museum context, and can be fruitfully 
explored and developed in the analysis of exhibition 
discourses.

Two museological models

The operative and effective function of this rhetorical 
'technè' can be a useful tool for the analysis and the 
production of museological texts. Even if we do not recognize 
this rhetorical structure in many exhibition texts, it is 
useful to know these 'techniques' and the results which they 
provide. The presentation of objects in a museum is not 
arbitrary, it obeys a certain logic, and it is not difficult 
to identify some basic schemes which govern these
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arrangements, and which are present in any text produced in 
whichever kind of language, in what we commonly identify as 
the 'plan', or 'structure' of any given text. The linguistic 
system of natural languages, as 'a primary modelling system', 
gives its imprint to any 'secondary system' of language in a 
given cultural code, in a way which has been pointed out by 
modern semioticians as the 'isomorphism' or the 'homology' 
between different semiotic systems (Kristeva,1967).

The relation between the order of the 'dispositio', or 
the arrangement of 'Res' (meanings) , and the order of 
'elocutio', the presentation of 'Verba' (words/objects) in 
the discourse, has always a theoretical bearing, as Barthes 
points out (1988:50). This would be manifested in the place 
given to the 'plan' in the construction of texts. Two 
different conceptions of museology could be similarly proposed 
from this assertion, and related to the 'status' of the 
compositional plan: the first one would start working from 
concepts, theories and ideas, in order to construct the 
exhibition message, choosing the objects that will support 
these ideas according to a 'grid' (the topics) , in a fixed 
predetermined plan; the second one starting from the objects, 
then tracing back from this to the invention of the message 
and of the exhibition's form.

This second approach seems nearer to the Aristotelian 
model for the rhetorical 'technè', which proposes the 
structuration of the discourse as an active operation, as a 
'discovery' of meanings and arguments, as a creative act of 
distribution of the materials (the 'proofs'), in fact, as a 
'labour'(as Eco points out in regard to sign production), and 
then their connection in the structure of the discourse. The 
first model, as we may find very often in museum rhetorics, 
takes the plan as a product, a fixed structure, or a 'grid' 
to which the work will be connected: 'order' thus, is passive 
and created. The choice of objects is connected with the
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'dispositio', the 'structural matrix' of the arrangement, 
which itself will be determined by the first structure or the 
basic grid: the concept or idea of the exhibition, and the 
theoretical text supporting it, determined in advance. The 
arrangement, the presentation of the objects in the 
'elocutio', will use them as simple 'verbal forms' ('Verba') 
for the expression of the formal content. Their quality of 
'Res'/meanings is just secondary in this case, as it will be 
seen in many exhibitions where objects are mere 
'illustrations' of the curators' academic discourse. The order 
or the parts of this discourse is already given by the 
catalogue, prepared and structured according to the main 
concepts and ideas of the curatorial team, and not according 
to the 'proofs', or the evidence of the objects involved. A 
rhetoric of the product, (the 'major shows') and not of 
production is at stake here.

According to Barthes, it is the paradigm 'Res'/'Verba' 
which counts, the relation of complementarity, the exchange, 
not the definition of each term, which is relevant, thus 
enhancing the work of sign production and of sign 
interpretation in the semiotic process and situation 
(Barthes,1988:52). The 'reification' of the plan is criticized 
by Barthes and can be criticized in the same way in the 
traditional form of museum discourses, which often try to put 
a whole brilliant catalogue 'in vitro', and make the museum 
experience a simple (and obviously difficult) task of 
'reading'. The museum communicative role is thus reduced to 
a mere informational role, depending highly for its 
effectiveness on the 'literacy' levels of the audience.
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6.2 - Meaning and Interpretation : the analysis of discourses

Todorov (1966) proposes two preliminary concepts for the 
analysis of a discourse : 'meaning' and 'interpretation'.

The first concept, the meaning (or 'sense') of an element 
in a work is its possibility to be in correlation with the 
other elements of this work, and with the whole work itself. 
The meaning of a 'metaphor', for instance, is to oppose itself 
to another image or figure of the discourse, or else to be 
more 'intense' than it, in one or more degrees. Language is 
a matter of differentiations and oppositions. The meaning of 
a 'monologue', in a text, may be that of defining a 
'character'. Every element of a work has one or many meanings, 
which may be settled and determined in the context of the work 
(Todorov, 1966:125).

It is not difficult to find the same elements in a museum 
discourse, as for instance the 'metaphorical' function of an 
object in an exhibition: a boat to represent life in the 
seashore, fishermen, travels, world 'discoveries'; a plough, 
as a metaphor for agriculture or peasants' life, a bowl to 
represent food, with more or less impact or intensity whether 
empty or full, in relation with the other elements of the 
presentation. Objects may work as 'monologues' in a museum 
discourse, whenever a special emphasis is given to some 
'pieces' or elements of the exhibition, with special showcases 
and light effects, detached from the general series of the 
exhibition sequence, or 'narrative'. It has already been 
pointed out how signs can be entire texts, ready to be 
developed. In the same sense it is possible to establish a 
'dialogue' between one or many objects, through the play of 
their meaning oppositions and contrasts.

The analysis of the relationships of elements in a work 
to the other elements and to the whole work , looking for the 
' sense ' they have and they induce or encourage the viewers or
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readers to make, is a way of detecting the textual strategies, 
the 'closure*^ of specific texts. The choice of elements and 
of rhetorical strategies working in the exhibition will 
reflect the emitters' ideology and particular codes. In this 
analysis it is thus possible to observe the way stories (or 
exhibitions) are construed to promote or encourage certain 
meanings, and to discard other possible meanings or 
representations, through the 'absence' of other elements, or 
through the closing and controlling mode of the enunciation. 
This closure will correspond to the 'preferred reading' 
implied in a work, or text.

The 'interpretation' of a work or text, as a second 
preliminary concept considered by Todorov, is a relevant 
concept for the analysis of museum exhibitions or texts. The 
interpretation of an element of a given work varies according 
to the individual, his ideological frameworks in a given 
moment of time and in a given social context. In order to be 
interpreted, the elements of a work are inserted in a system 
which is not that of the work itself, but that of the 
interpreter, or critic. These interpretations, however 
justifiable and pertinent, are no more than interpretations 
(Todorov,1966:126) .

It has been pointed out that the meaning of an element 
in a work stands in the possibility of its integration inside 
the work's own system. What would be the meaning of a whole 
work? In Todorov's analysis, the meaning of a work would stand 
in its relationships inside a broader system, in relation to 
all the many works produced in a same 'universe', in a given 
period and social system.

In order to grasp the meaning of an exhibition, as a 
message and a discourse, it is necessary to relate it to other 
discourses, not only inside the museum field but in a broader

^See chapter 5, p.115, fn.5.
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context of the social and cultural field in which it takes 
place. The exhibition on 'Buddhism, Art & Faith', held at the 
British Museum, in 1985, the case study presented in this 
research, would carry a different meaning if presented in Rio 
de Janeiro or in Tokyo, or in New Delhi, and the case study 
itself would certainly present different results and 
conclusions. It is an illusion, says Todorov (1966:126), to 
believe that a work may have an independent existence, 
standing for itself, as an 'index sui', without referring to 
other works, and to the sociocultural context in which they 
appear. Every work of art, literature or of any other kind, 
as well as museological works, are in a complex relationship 
with other works in the past and in the present, according to 
the different periods and inserted in different hierarchies 
and cultural codes. Thus, its meaning and interpretation vary 
according to these same factors.

History and Discourse

One of the main concepts which may be taken from 
Todorov's literary studies for the analysis of museum works 
is that of the two different aspects which may be considered 
in any text, chiefly in the kind of 'narrative' texts ('le 
récit'), as the object of the author's analyses. Dealing 
mainly with past and 'historical' subjects (whether in art, 
history or science museums), museological 'texts' can be seen 
as 'narratives' of cultural events and facts, through their 
accumulated 'treasures' and 'collections'. Even if the 
'historical' perspective is not the main conceptual axis or 
focus of exhibitions or presentations, the presence and the 
use of 'collections' implies the idea of 'series' which 
develop or expand themselves along temporal or spatial axes. 
The mere description of these evidences or phenomena requires 
a 'narration', or a 'story'. Despite the different nature
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these descriptions or presentations may have, whether in an 
argumentative or didactic way, or in a 'report' style, a 
'scientific' style, or even in a 'poetic' mode of expression 
(as is much the case of art exhibitions) , there is always 
present a 'storyline' or a 'discourse line' which must be 
followed in a sequence, in order that communication may take 
place, in a coherent way.

There may be exceptions, however, in the case when the 
elements or objects are presented in a 'bric-a-brac' of 
things, as in a grandma's attic, and when these elements do 
not , consequently, bear any semiotic function. This would 
also be the case of 'totally open'^ texts, which may actually 
be a matter of a conscious intention of the emitters, and in 
this way, the text would yet bear a meaning, corresponding to 
an extra-museological discourse.

According to this perspective, in a general level, every 
museological work can be seen as having two aspects: it is 
at the same time a 'history' and a 'discourse'. It is 
'history' in the sense it evokes a given reality, events which 
did happen in the past or in the recent present, and 
characters or people in real life. This same 'history' could 
be told through many other 'media' : a book, a film, an oral 
report, a theater performance, a television program; this 
'narrative' is at the same time a 'discourse', once there is 
a 'narrator', or an 'emitter' who relates the 'story', and 
there is a 'listener', or a 'receiver' who perceives it. In 
this level, according to Todorov, it is no more the events 
which matter, but the way the narrator makes us understand 
them (1966:127). It is not easy to distinguish between these 
two aspects, the 'factual' part from its 'compositional'

 ̂ Every text or every sign is open to a number of potential 
readings, but normally 'prefers' one or more specific readings; 
see Eco's analysis of 'open' and 'closed' texts (1962, 1968, 1973).
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arrangement in a work, but in order to understand the work 
one must at first try to isolate these two aspects.

The narrative as 'history'

The 'history' reported through a narrative does not 
correspond to an ideal chronological order. The order of the 
events in the narrative is in general far distant from the 
'natural' order (Todorov, 1966:127). History is not a simple 
linear thread of events, and normally it is made of many 
threads which confound and interrelate themselves at different 
moments. The linear mode of presentation of facts is thus a 
pragmatic way of relating what has happened. History in this 
sense, in its 'narrative' aspect, is no more than a 
'convention', says Todorov, it does not exist in the level of 
the real events. It is actually an abstraction, once it is 
always perceived and reported by somebody, who is the narrator 
or the reporter of facts and events. The way this 'story line' 
is construed and reported to other people will normally obey 
some conventional rules, in order to explain or to relate 
these facts in a clear and understandable form. This 
convention is so widespread and accepted, that normally it 
works as a 'rule', and any upsetting of the conventional order 
makes understanding seem difficult to grasp.

Every work must thus have a beginning, a succession of 
narrative sequences of events or facts, and an end. The 
inversion of the normal succession of these parts may have, 
in some cases, an intentional 'literary' effect, as in works 
of 'suspense' for instance. Lotman (1981,a) explores the 
semiotic and modelling value of the concepts of 'end' and of 
'beginning' in different cultures, which will impregnate 
cultural languages, expressions and behaviours. The emphasis 
given to one or other aspect of events is a useful clue to 
explain the 'models of the world' construed by 'secondary
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modelling systems' ( myth, religion, museums, advertising and 
so on). The 'chronological' form of the contents, expressed 
in a discourse, reflects the nature of a given cultural code. 
The constructive unity of the world is given through the 
'composition', and the value of its end and its beginnings, 
in the different 'models'.

The systems which emphasize the 'beginnings' are those 
which normally refer and speak of a 'golden age' or of 'those 
good old days'. Politically, as Lotman points out, the systems 
which 'exist' are those which can prove or invoke an ancestor 
(1981:232). The majority of historical texts, as the majority 
of museum texts, start with the narration of the origins and 
the beginnings. Objects or works which do not have a known 
origin, which do not bear a 'signature' or a 'mark', or which 
are not 'dated' are normally excluded from the selection 
system of museum language (dates, place of origin, name of 
author, special marks and inscriptions are fundamental 
elements of museum files).

The same principle is present in the values of 
'authorship' and 'authenticity' in the museum hierarchical 
system. The 'syndrome of originality', as one of the 'codes 
of museality', is a general mark of the museum language and 
discourses, as much as of other modern social languages and 
specific codes as those of the Arts and Antiques market.

In social systems which emphasize the 'end', and do not 
mark the category of the 'beginnings', texts and discourses 
can take two directions, as Lotman suggests : some of them 
will have a 'progressive' look of history, as marching in a 
course of constant development. The future is seen as always 
better and desirable, attesting the unlimited potential of 
human creativity. These systems could manifest, for instance, 
the 'syndrome of Disneyland', a mixture of fantasy, utopia and 
science-fiction. Modern museological adventures, chiefly the 
kind of science centers, cultural-leisure centers (EPCOT
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center, in the U.S.A., for instance), children museums , air 
and space museums, are definitely marked by this futurological 
and somehow 'fictional' perspectives, even if 'directed' to 
the past or to scientific explorations (the 'time-machine' of 
the Jorvik experience, in the U.K. is such an example).

There may be systems or languages which emphasize both
the end and the beginning principles, as those which have a 
marked taste for 'ruins' and 'remnants', as manifested in 19th 
century' romanticism, or in modern western codes, in the
industry of tourism and of ' souvenirs ', or yet in the museums ' 
codes, with their 'conservational' dilemmas.

The function of a work (of an artistic, literary or 
museological nature) is to settle limits on the unlimited 
nature of real 'texts'. This 'framing' capacity is the
condition of any text; the concepts of 'beginning' and 'end' 
of a piece of work, the frame of a painting, the stage in a 
theatre performance, the spatial limits of an exhibition. 
These framed realities are seen, thus, as 'strange' or 
'outstanding' in relation to the unframed reality of which 
they are particular fragments. They will work thus as 
'models', in the conventional modelling space created within 
the frontiers of texts and discourses. Models which are most 
often taken as 'pictures', or 'mirrors' of reality, when they 
are nothing else than representations of it.

6.3 - History as discourse: the museological narratives

When analyzing these representations of 'histories' in 
museum narratives, one must not forget they are no more than 
'speeches', or the actualization of a 'language' which is 
behind them and which makes them possible. In order to study 
the museum language it is necessary to consider the second 
aspect proposed by Todorov for the analysis of narratives : 
the aspect of the discourse in itself, as a real 'speech'
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addressed by an emitter to a receiver. Three important points 
are made by the author (1966:138-151) on the processes of a 
discourse : the 'time' of the narrative, where the
relationship between the time of the 'history' and the time 
of the 'discourse' is manifested and often conflict with each 
other; the 'aspects' of the narrative, or the way in which the 
history is perceived by the narrator, and the 'modes' of the 
narrative, which depend on the type of discourse used by the 
narrator to tell us the history of the events and facts.

The time of the narrative

There is always a displacement between the temporality 
of history and that of the discourse. The time of history is 
pluridimensional, and many events may take place at the same 
time, while the time of the discourse is a linear one. In any 
discourse, one must project a complex situation upon a 
straight line. This fact provokes a distortion of the 
representation in relation to 'reality', but this deformation 
may have actually aesthetic finalities. Todorov (1966:139) 
quotes Lev Vygotsky, who explores this idea in his Psychology 
of Art (1925):

' In the same way as two sounds, combining with each 
other, or two words, succeeding one another, will 
form a correlation which is entirely defined by the 
successive order of their elements, two events or 
actions combined with each other, give way, 
together, to a new dynamic correlation, which is 
entirely defined by the order and the disposition 
of these events•-

One of the main components of the museum language, 
already mentioned in the preceding chapter, is the 'montage'

 ̂ Author's translation, from Todorov's quotation in French 
(1966:139) .
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code^, which will encompass, in its 'temporal' aspect, many 
variations; from the successive enchainment of narrative 
sequences, or their entanglement in subordinated sequences, 
distributed inside the whole structure of the exhibition, or 
yet in the alternative mode of narration, when different 
threads are developed at the same time, and are presented 
alternatively.

Sometimes, besides the main 'stories', secondary ones 
may be present in the text, serving to explore or to better 
define a subject or an event. According to Todorov, one could 
consider a text as a succession of 'micro-narratives', 
enchained and intersected in the whole work (1966:140). This 
possible model of analysis proposes that every micro-narrative 
is composed by three (or two) elements which are always 
present, and which correspond to a number of essential 
situations in real life. One can apply this elementary model 
to museum narratives, in which the objects, as 'actants'^ or 
'characters' of the museum text are reported according to 
three or two constitutive elements, or essential attributes 
which are always present in this sort of elementary 'micro
narratives': these could be seen as the origin, the form and 
the function of each object or item in the museum discourse, 
either corresponding to the original contexts from which they 
have been extracted, or supporting the 'micro-mythological 
narratives' which insert these items in the museum context 
(the original 'owner', 'collector' or 'donor', and the formal 
and semantic taxonomies of the museum's codes).

Another aspect of the temporality of discourses is that 
of the relation between the time of the 'enunciation' and the

^See chapter 5, p.109.
^Greimas develops an 'actantial model' for the elements of a 

message, which will not be developed in this research, as 
concerning more specifically the field of structural semantics 
(Greimas,1971,1981).
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time of the 'reception' of the message. The first one is an 
element of discourse, as far as it is introduced in the 
'history'. This is the case when the discourse refers to 
itself, as a discourse, as for instance in exhibitions which 
report the museum work and research, its findings and 
explorations, or its conservational work (the museum's own 
history) . Another case would be that in which the time of the 
'enunciation' would be the unique temporality present in the 
text: for instance, an exhibition of the recent acquisitions 
of collections by the museum, or of works going on in the 
museum buildings and installations. This kind of unique 
temporality would not avoid the insertion of micro-narratives 
referring to the objects presented and to their trajectory 
before reaching the museum showcases and walls, or to the 
former aspects of the building, in a regressive perspective.

The time of the 'reception', taken by the receivers to 
'read' the whole text, is irreversible, and normally 
determines the perception of the message. It may be considered 
as an element of the narrative as far as it is taken in 
consideration by the author of the text, or discourse. Even 
if it cannot be determined by the emitters of the message, 
since this is a power of the receiver, who may actually decide 
to see the exhibition in an inverted order, or to browse at 
random along the galleries, to stay for some minutes or for 
hours, it can be acknowledged and induced by the authors of 
the museum message, depending on the strength of the 
'controlling' mode of the discourse. The spatial arrangement 
of the showcases and panels, rooms leading to other rooms, 
interactive devices and video presentations, resting areas, 
and the length of the show itself, determining a beginning and 
an inevitable 'way out', are some of these controlling modes 
which command and induce the time of the reception, and which 
may interfere in the perception of the discourse.
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The 'aspects' of the narrative

While receiving a message or listening to a discourse, 
we do not only understand the contents presented, but actually 
develop, consciously or intuitively, perceptions about the 
person who performs them. This is a crucial point in 
communication studies, chiefly in those developed by 
'transactional' communication research*. The term 'aspects' 
is taken by Todorov (1966:141) in its etymological sense, 
meaning 'look' or 'vision'. The author thus suggests that the 
aspects of a discourse refer to the relation between the 
narrator and the events or the characters reported and 
described in the discourse. This is actually the relationship 
of the emitter with his own speech. Three main kinds of 
aspects are thus proposed for analysis:

(i) 'the vision from behind' (narrator>events) : this is the 
case when the narrators, or emitters know more than what is 
actually presented to the eyes of the readers or receivers. 
They 'look through' the events, explaining what is not 
apparent, as if looking through the walls of a house, or 
through a character's brain, to explain his motives and 
reasoning. This is the classical form of 'historical' 
narratives, of history books or museum exhibitions, in which 
causes and effects are pointed out, in a didactic manner, and 
through which the 'superiority' of the narrator is enhanced 
in relation to the receivers.

(ii) 'the vision "with"' (narrator = events), in which the 
narrator is yet more hidden, letting the initiative to the 
signs and the events or things they refer to, and which he 
presents and articulates in the most 'objective' way as he

’See chapter 5, p.124, for a discussion of this model.
154



thinks it is possible. This sort of 'vision' of a museological 
text will lead to presentations where the history is told by 
the characters who performed or perform the events reported. 
Quotation of original texts, oral history reports, interviews 
and living presentations of artists and producers, period 
reconstructions and dioramas, films and recorded tapes, sound 
effects and all sort of resources and strategies can be used 
in this narrative mode (the Musée des Arts et Traditions 
Populaires, in Paris, is a good example of an effective use 
of these resources, as for example in the reconstruction of 
family or working spaces, through which the visitor is 
introduced by the recorded voice of the original owners or 
workers, supported by light effects).

(iii) 'the vision from outside' (narrator < events): in the 
museum field, this is the generalized convention supported by 
certain theorists, that 'objects speak for themselves'. In 
this mode of discourse, the invisible narrator limits himself 
to describe what one can see , listen, touch etc... through 
the classical resource of labels and headings. Objects and 
events are presented in a taxonomic order and a clean 
environment, in order to avoid any disturbance in their 
presentation. The intention here is to be as objective as 
possible, but this objectivity is not as absolute as it would 
like to be (Todorov,1966:142). This kind of attitude from the 
part of emitters speaks and betrays itself, revealing the 
taxonomic codes and the scientific and academic jargon used 
in these 'objective' discourses, which reflect the narrators' 
own codes and systems of signification. Their attitude towards 
the public and their 'vision' of the museum role itself is 
totally 'subjective', disregarding any other interest but 
their own interest in the curatorial task, and taking the 
public perception as supposedly corresponding to their own
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capacities. The function of the museum is thus seen as a 
'tautological' one, existing for the sake of itself.

The 'modes' of the narrative

These modes will correspond to the actual rhetorical 
strategies through which the narrator performs the narrative 
to his audience, according to given intentions. Two basic 
modes are pointed out by Todorov (1966:144) in the 
'enunciation' of discourses: the representation and the
narration of facts and events. These modes in fact correspond 
to the two concepts of 'discourse' and 'history'. Todorov 
relates these two modes to two different origins in literary 
texts : the 'chronique', or 'history', when the narrator is 
a mere observer relating the events, and producing a mere 
'narration' of them, from outside; the 'drama', in which 
'history' takes place in front of the audience, and there is 
not narration, but a true representation of characters, things 
and events, which stand for the real ones.

The aspects and modes of the narrative, working in a 
straight relationship in the performance of a discourse, will 
imply in themselves the 'image' of the narrator, which is 
often confounded with that of the author of a work. The 
narrator is that more or less visible figure who tells the 
'story' to an audience. It may not necessarily correspond to 
the real figure of the author, to his conceptions and points 
of view, even if it is created by the author in his work. In 
most cases, museum exhibitions are produced by different 
'authors', in the curatorial, design or educational staff. 
The voice that 'speaks' in the exhibition will be thus a joint 
product of different minds and points of view, and it may be 
often subdued by the higher voice of the institutional code 
and discourse. Intentionally or not, this problem may add more
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difficulties, both for the analysis and for the reception in 
the complex situation of museum communication.

To define the profile of the museum narrator is a 
difficult task, when sometimes this voice does not present 
itself as a coherent and clear emitter of the discourse . One 
way to detect the narrator's image and role in an exhibition 
would be the 'appreciative level' of the discourse, through 
which one could better approach this fugitive figure (Todorov, 
1966:146). The evaluative accent given to the elements and 
parts of the discourse, to objects, facts, personalities, and 
to the compositional aspect of these elements throughout the 
exhibition, the rhetorical strategies used to relate or to 
present the 'history' to the audience, is a way to define the 
character of the 'ideal narrator', which will at the same time 
impose the figure of the 'ideal receiver'.

These ideal images of the narrator and of the audience 
of a museum performance may be more or less distant from the 
real intentions and capacities of both real emitters and 
receivers of the communication proposed. The 'preferred 
reading' settled by the text may not correspond to the 
conscious intentions of the curators, designers, 
educationalists, nor to the motivations, interests and 
evaluative accents of the public. It will however indicate 
the codes and systems of signification prevailing in the 
institutional universe, and in a broader sense, as remarked 
above, of the dominant codes in a given society and time. The 
image of the narrator and that of the ideal 'reader' are 
intimately linked together, one determines the other, through 
the use of supposedly common and shared codes, being at the 
same time both determined by the dominant social codes and 
languages.

The evaluative accents of the actual 'reading public' 
will not necessarily correspond to the ideal responses 
expected or suggested by the narrator, differing and varying
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according to individual codes and attitudes, and to different 
systems of signification and perception frameworks.

The identification of the real emitters and of the real 
receivers of the messages, through direct inquiry and analysis 
of the real communicative situation taking place in the museum 
space is another step leading to the comprehension of the 
museum phenomenon, of its power and role in society.

Barthes sees the 'rhetorical machine' as 'a network, a 
tree, or rather a great liana descending from stage to 
stage...' 'This network is a montage', he says. Something like 
Diderot's machine for making stockings, which 'could be seen 
as a single and unique reasoning whose conclusion was the 
fabrication of the object...' In Diderot's machine, textile 
material was fed in at the beginning, and at the end it was 
stockings which emerged (Barthes, 1988:50) . In the museological 
rhetorical machine, what one puts in at the beginning are the 
raw materials of culture, facts, a subject, and different 
objects, and what comes out at the end is a complete, 
structured discourse, performed by the exhibition, and still 
paraphrasing Barthes, 'fully armed for persuasion' (1988:50).
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CHAPTER 7 : Deconstruction of discourses - the analysis of
museum exhibitions

This chapter will propose a model for the analysis of 
museum exhibitions, seen as the meeting point of an 'emitter' 
and a 'receiver', and requiring the consideration of the 
situation, the context and the codes of the communication 
process. The principles and models for this analysis will be 
proposed on the basis of Barthes', Todorov's and Eco's studies 
on the subject, and will take into consideration the 
exhibition as a 'process' and as a 'product' of museum 
language.

7.1 - The analysis of museum narratives

A museum exhibition is not the simple sum of objects and 
propositions. There is a basic concept in Linguistics for the 
structural analysis of narratives, which provides for the 
accounting of what is essential in any system of meaning, that 
is, its organization. The exhibition's narrative system can 
be seen as based on two fundamental processes; a process of 
articulation of its elements, in the level of forms, and a 
process of integration of its elements, in the level of 
meanings or contents. This would correspond to Todorov's 
levels of discourse and of history^, A discourse can be seen 
as the succession of sentences, which are the smallest 
segments that are perfectly and wholly representative of 
discourse. The sentence is the specific unit of discourse. 
Discourse itself is an organization of a set of sentences, 
operating at a higher level than that of the basic units. It

^See chapter 6, p.l46,ff.
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can thus be seen as the message of another language, as the 
object of a second 'linguistics', which would be that of 
rhetorics. The general language of museum exhibitions can be 
considered as the object of a semiotics of discourse, which 
will establish a typology of forms of these presentations, the 
'tenses', aspects, moods and characters involved , and which 
will generate a specific museological 'grammar'.

It is thus necessary in this analysis to classify the 
enormous mass of elements which take part in the structure of 
the museum narrative, or the exhibition. A sentence can be 
described, linguistically, on several levels : phonetic,
phonological, grammatical, contextual (Barthes, 1988:101). A 
museological sentence can be described in a similar , 
homological way, on different levels: material, morphological, 
grammatical, semantic and contextual levels. Each of these 
levels has its own units and correlations, which can be 
described independently, but no one level can produce meaning 
on its own. Each unit of a certain level assumes meaning only 
when integrated at a higher level.

It is thus possible to establish several levels of 
description and to place these different instances in a 
hierarchical perspective, as Barthes proposes (1988:101).

Verbal language is based on basic units of sounds, or 
'phonemes', which in themselves mean nothing at all, but which 
are structured in words, or 'morphemes', whose meaning can 
only be fully grasped when inserted in a sentence or text. The 
museological language is basically formed by material or 
concrete stimuli, or 'signals', which assume meaning as soon 
as they are integrated in an object, or a work of art, or a 
technological engine, for instance, endowed with a 'sign- 
function' and playing a role in the exhibition's semantic 
system and structure. To 'read' an exhibition it is not enough 
to go from one object to the next, from one showcase to the 
next, but actually to project the 'horizontal axis' of
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distribution and concatenation of the sign-units onto the 
'vertical axis' of selection and integration of these units, 
on different levels. To understand the total meaning of an 
exhibition it is thus necessary to recognize in it different 
'stages' of elaboration and of integration of the sign-units, 
since meaning is not 'at the end of narrative', 'it traverses 
it*, as Barthes points out (1988:102).

In order to propose a model for the structural analysis 
of museum exhibitions, the model of description proposed by 
Barthes will be assumed, as in three levels, or instances: 
the level of functions, the level of actions and the level of 
narration (1988:103).

The level of functions will be taken in the sense 
proposed by Eco (1979), as that of the 'sign-functions'. The 
level of 'actions', in the sense proposed by Greimas (1971), 
when speaking of narrative characters as 'actants', will be 
considered here in an analogical sense, taking the role of 
museum objects or elements of the exhibition, in their 'sign- 
function', as 'agents' of meaning, and as 'actants' of the 
exhibition spectacle, even if manipulated, from behind the 
curtains, by the authors of the museological 'script'. The 
level of narration is that of Todorov's level of discourse 
(see chapter 6). These levels of meaning must be considered 
in a progressive, integrative mode :' a function has meaning 
only insofar as it occurs in the general action of an actant; 
and this action itself receives its ultimate meaning from the 
fact that it is narrated, entrusted to a discourse which has 
its own code' (Barthes,1988:103).

7.2 - Levels of description

The level of functions will require the definition of 
the smallest segments of the exhibition's narrative, which 
actually correspond to the notion of the 'sign-function' in
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Eco's terms (1979). The first criterion for the definition of 
these functions must be 'meaning'^. As it has been seen in the 
structure of the sign itself (see chapter 2), any element or 
segment in the exhibition's narrative and structure is a 
functional unit, as far as it is presented as a term of a 
correlation. There may be several types of correlations and 
functions, but a narrative, according to Barthes, consists of 
nothing but functions; 'everything in it, to varying degrees, 
signifies' (Barthes, 1988:104). Even the most insignificant 
object or element of an exhibition will have a meaning, even 
if only that of its redundancy or absurdity in the 
construction of the message. 'This is not a question of "art", 
it is a question of structure: in the order of discourse,
"what is noted is, by definition, notable"^ 
(Barthes,1988:104).

An exhibition narrative is not like 'real' life, where 
there are 'wasted'(overlooked) elements. Everything presented 
in the exhibition setting is there according to an intention, 
even if it is inappropriate, redundant or irrelevant to the 
main narrative. At the same time, the museum language is not 
like verbal or written language, which are 'fatally distinct', 
as Barthes points out (1988:104), and highly coded. In this 
sense museum language is nearer to reality, which admits only 
'blurred communications'. In museum exhibitions, this 
'blurring' is a natural consequence of the nature of the 
museum language, which is a complex interplay of different 
cultural codes, and which is not highly coded, as well as

 ̂ Propp defines the function as 'the action of a character, 
from the point of view of its signification in the course of the 
plot' {Morphology of the Folktale,1968: .21, quoted in 
Barthes,1988:103). Todorov defines the same concept: 'the meaning
(or the function) of an element of the work is its possibility of 
entering into correlation with other elements of this work and with 
the work as a whole' (1966:125).

 ̂My emphasis.
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being dependent on the polysémie quality of museum signs, 
which are sometimes an aggregate of several contents, or as 
Eco proposes, are expressions of a 'content-nebula* (1979:138) . 
The expression 'nebula' which 'blurs' the museum communication 
process, making the analysis and the precise distinction of 
its elements sometimes difficult to be made, can be seen as 
reflecting the 'galaxies of meanings' which must be grasped 
and decoded, on the basis of the many codes which support 
these meanings, and which are sometimes hidden, or lost, or 
yet unknown. This is actually, in a great extent, the reason 
and the pleasure of the 'museum's art'.

Every element or unit in an exhibition, when this is not 
a total randomness of things, is supposed to be meaningful and 
able to be deciphered and decoded. It is what an element 
'means' which constitutes it as a 'functional unit', says 
Barthes, not the way in which it is said (1988:105).

The language of exhibitions, though often supported by 
verbal or written language, is not dependent as these ones on 
the strong articulation of its units ( phonemes structured 
into morphemes, organized according to syntactic rules in 
sentences and periods). The narrative units in the exhibition 
will not be so strongly and systematically linked to the 
elements of the system; the functions may be thus represented 
by an individual object, or either by a group of objects 
(corresponding to a 'sentence') or by a whole sequence of 
sentences in the entire work. This is the case of dioramas, 
or of 'period rooms', of a model of a technological process, 
a worker's workshop, a ritual setting, a 'series' of objects, 
fulfilling a unique 'sign-function'. These complex signs 
correspond, in Eco's terms, to a 'cluster of 
meanings'(1979:62) which must be deciphered or deconstructed 
in order to be understood.

Sometimes the 'functional' units may be inferior to the 
sentence or to the sign, or the object itself : to give an
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example taken from the exhibition on 'Buddhism, Art & Faith' 
(the case study in Part IV), the long earlobes of the image 
of the Buddha play a specific function, according to the 
Buddhist code, in the meaning of the image's expression, which 
in itself is a whole 'sentence' defining that divine entity. 
According to the curators' aesthetic code, dominant in the 
exhibition narrative, these elements have no meaning at all, 
while at the same time, the feature of the pleated robes 
involving the images' bodies correspond to a specific function 
which makes possible, together with other features, their 
classification in different 'art schools' of Buddhist 
expression (Gandharan, Gupta, etc...). In the same way, the 
'mudras', or the different gestures of the hands of these 
representations, will play a 'cardinal' function when 
integrated in the vertical axis of the Buddhist religious 
code, while being the object of a mere description, on the 
morphological level of the curators' perspective. The same 
elements, or units, may thus have different functions or 
correlations, according to the semantic code envisaged by the 
authors or the 'readers' of the exhibition message, and to the 
mode of their integration across the different levels of the 
discourse.

A functional unit is a concept necessary to the whole 
story, or yet, to the whole discourse (Barthes,1988:106). It 
is possible, according to Barthes, to identify two major 
classes of functions: the first ones working on the
distributional level, on the syhtagmatic display of signs, 
and referring to complementary or consequential functions (the 
succession of facts, events, forms and concepts); the second 
ones working in the integrative level, and contributing to the
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meaning of the story (or of the discourse), as 'indices'^ of 
the characters* identity, of a specific atmosphere, etc.; 
these elements would be responsible for the attribution of 
"qualities' more than of 'functions' to the segments of the 
narrative. Their functionality, for Barthes, is one of 
'being', more than of 'doing'(1988:107).

The arrangement of a series of objects according to their 
formal aspect, for instance, in a series of 'variants' of the 
same 'type' of object ('tokens of types'), will enhance the 
formal quality of the abstract type proposed, or of the 
'model' type concretely presented. This latter may have a 
'true function', of being a unit or element in the succession 
of the narrative, or in its 'logical matrix'. This object will 
thus have a specific role, or sign-function, in the 
distributional level of the elements of the exhibition, it 
will 'do' something in the chronological or the logical 
structure of the message, according to its relation to the 
other elements of the work ( as for instance, representing a 
'new type' of object in an evolution of types, a derivation 
of a former type, or yet being the 'reason' for the appearance 
of other types).

These distributional and integrative levels may be 
analysed in whatever aspect focused by the narrative : the 
historical, technological, social, anthropological etc. The 
distributional level, or the correlation of the signs in a 
same plane (morphological, syntactic or semantic) will 
ultimately refer to the integrative level of paradigmatic 
relations established by the vertical axis of signification. 
Every 'step' or 'turning point' in the succession, 
corresponding to a sign-function in the horizontal axis of

 ̂ this term, in Barthes'terminology, does not have the same
meaning as the term 'indice' or 'index' in Peirce's or Eco's
semiotics, but it is possible to make a parallel between these
different uses of the term, as conceptually related.
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the exhibition structure, can thus be linked vertically to a 
'higher' signified in the semantic system of the exhibition 
discourse.

In the exhibition on Buddhism, already mentioned, every 
different representation of the main 'character' of the 
narrative, the several Buddha images spread along distinct 
geographical areas, will correspond to a different aesthetic 
canon or formal 'style' in the exhibition art-historical 
code. According to the Buddhist Canon, every one of these 
representations are mere 'variants' of the same 'type' of 
concept, which in itself is an 'aggregation' of multiple 
contents, from the idea of the real founder of the religion, 
to the unlimited succession of cosmic Buddhas, or yet to the 
nature of 'buddhahood'.

The paradigmatic relations of the sign-functions 
established in their integrative level, or vertical axis of 
the message, refer to the 'signifieds' of the units, and not 
to the 'operations', or the 'dynamics' of the signs developed 
on the distributional, or horizontal level. These signs can 
thus be seen, in their paradigmatic sanction, as truly 
'semantic units', and their meaning will only be grasped on 
the higher level of 'actions' of the signs, in the context of 
the narrative. In the distributional level, the functional 
units stand in a syntagmatic correlation with the other units 
that surround them in the sentence, on a same level of 
correspondence, and supporting the unfolding of the story in 
a complementary or consequential way; one leads to another, 
or implies another, or yet follows another. In this sense they 
can be seen as truly 'narrative units', in a chronological or 
logical sequence^.

This classification of 'functions' into 'operational' 
and 'indexical' elements should already permit, according to

^See chapter 10, p.259, Figure 20.
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Barthes (1988:108), a classification of narratives which can 
be also applied to museum exhibitions: there are certain 
exhibitions which are 'powerfully functional* (as in the case 
of most 'historical', or of 'social' or 'natural history' 
presentations), and some which are 'powerfully indicial' (as 
the majority of art exhibitions; science museums may present 
exhibitions with a double character, both functional and 
indexical, due to the strong nature of scientific codes, 
setting each functional unit in an immediate paradigmatic 
relation with specific concepts) . It does not mean that the 
same exhibition may not present the two types of relations 
(they are necessarily present in any communicative act), but 
what normally happens is that one kind of 'functionality' 
generally predominates, or is more apparent in the discourse.

Another useful category proposed by Barthes (1988:108) 
for the classes of units in a narrative is the hierarchy of 
importance of the functions they play: some units may have a 
cardinal function, constituting veritable 'hinges' of the 
narrative (or of fragments of it), while others merely 'fill' 
the narrative spaces between the cardinal functions, and which 
he calls catalyses. A cardinal function, in the words of 
Barthes, inaugurates, or sustains, or closes an alternative, 
consequential for the rest of the story: it corresponds or 
refers to an 'action' performed by the sign, of a 'cardinal 
role' played by the sign in the narrative structure. These 
functions cannot be suppressed without changing the whole 
work. This point will be developed in the analysis of the 
level of actions, and this category of hierarchical 
functionality of the sign-units will be considered as 
pertinent to that level of analysis and not merely, as Barthes 
uses it, on the level of 'functions'.

Between two cardinal functions, or nuclei, it is possible 
to arrange 'subsidiary notations', which agglomerate around 
the 'nucleus', qualifying it or complementing it without
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modifying its nature: the space 'can be saturated by a host 
of tiny incidents or tiny descriptions' (Barthes,1988:108). 
These elements have a weaker functionality, but nevertheless 
they participate in the 'economy of the message'. According 
to Barthes, they are 'zones of rest', or of security, or 
'luxuries', which can be abolished from the structure of the 
narrative without altering its basic features; they cannot, 
however, be abolished without altering the discourse, since 
they participate in the form of the narrative, chiefly in the 
'time of the narrative' as well as in the 'time of the 
discourse' *;they extend, summarize, accelerate, anticipate, 
sometimes even mislead the discourse, as a sort of 'dilatory'^ 
signs, well known in detective stories. They actually create 
a 'suspense' in the narrative thread, a pause or a delay 
between two actions. As Barthes suggests, catalyses constantly 
'waken' the semantic tension of the discourse, and can be seen 
as corresponding to the 'phatic' function in Jakobson's 
categorization of communicative functions: it maintains the 
contact between the narrator and the receiver 
(Barthes,1988:109).

In the exhibition analysed in the case study, the space 
between two cardinal functions, as the first Buddha image 
inaugurating the opening section on 'the Buddha Legend', and 
the bald head of a monk, opening the section on 'the 
Transmission of the Canon', is filled by a series of units, 
such as paintings, small objects, photographs and texts which 
extend, complement and develop the narration around the first 
'nucleus'. Some of these elements are in fact 'indicial' 
notations, qualifying the Buddha 'character' and justifying 
the consequential development of the proposition (both the 
'formal' aspect as well as the 'historical' nature of the

*See Todorov's model, in chapter 6, p.151.
 ̂A term used by Valéry and mentioned by Barthes (1988:109).
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Buddha sign). They play, thus, a chronological function in the 
development of the 'story' and a 'logical' function in the 
development of the 'structural matrix' of the discourse. In 
any case, they could be reduced or abolished, without 
disturbing the next cardinal function in the sequence, the 
head of the monk which inaugurates a new subject in the 
narrative : the transmission of the Scriptures.

The functional 'syntax' which unites catalyses and 
nuclei, the 'grammar' of this combinatory system is proposed 
by Barthes as two types of relations. A relation of simple 
implication unites catalyses and nuclei: 'a catalysis
necessarily implies a cardinal function to which it is 
attached, but not vice versa' (1988:111). The cardinal 
functions are united by a relation of solidarity, one implies 
the other, and vice versa. The link which unites two cardinal 
functions has a double functionality in the narrative: a
relation of consecution (one comes after the other) and a 
relation of consequentiality (one implies the other, according 
to the logical matrix of the narrative). As Barthes proposes, 
the 'mainspring of narrative activity is the very confusion 
of consecution and consequentiality', and this 'squeezing 
together of logic and temporality is achieved by the armature 
of the cardinal functions' (1988:108/9). This 'armature' must 
be defined in the structural analysis of a narrative, in order 
to find out the internal logic of the whole work and chiefly 
to identify the paradigmatic oppositions of its functions. The 
oppositions and contrasts of the sign-functions in the 
exhibition's 'armature', the montage code of the work®, may be 
seen as contributing for the dramatic context which may be 
created, in the 'level of actions', on the museum stage.

The analysis of the level of actions will try to 
describe the role played by the signs, in a cardinal function

®See chapter 5, p.109 and chapter 6,p.l51,152.
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or nucleus, in the construction of narrative, as the 'agents' 
or 'participants' in the construction of meaning, and that of 
signs in a subsidiary role, as in catalyses, as also 
contributing, in a complementary way, for the building of the 
whole context of the work. Museum objects, or elements of an 
exhibition, will be considered here as 'actants' of the 
representation, much like the 'actors' on a theatre 
performance. The semiotics of the theatre will offer many 
clues and elements for the analysis of the dramatic context 
of a museological performance, and for museum semiotics.

Each object, seen as a 'character' in a narrative, can 
be taken as an agent of sequences of actions which are proper 
to it (to its nature, to its functionality, or to the sign- 
function it receives in the structure) . As Barthes says, 'each 
character, even a secondary one, is the hero of his own 
sequence' (1988:119). It has been already pointed out that a 
sign in itself may correspond to a whole discourse, or a 
'micro-narrative', or a whole sentence. It can perform the 
function of a monologue, in a performance, or it can enter 
into a dialogue with other signs, by means of contrasts and 
of oppositions, in an associative or semantic field. The 
intersection of these 'characters', or 'dramatis personae', 
in the museum stage, in alternative or intricate sequences of 
actions, is at the basis of the dramatic context which can be 
created or suggested by the exhibition text, corresponding, 
actually, to the 'script' of a theatre performance. The 
dynamics of the signs in the exhibition structure and 
performance can be thus explored in their mutual intersections 
and correlations, leading to a new semiotic potential.

The main point to be analysed at this level is the 
participation of the unit in a sphere of actions, along the 
narrative thread, whether in a 'cardinal' role, in the 
semantic level, whether in a subsidiary role of adjectives or 
adjuncts to the main 'subject' of the exhibition. These
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relations and roles must be detected not only in the 
syntagmatic chain of the exhibition elements, but also in the 
paradigmatic structure which sustains it, and which supports 
the selection of the 'actants' within a same 'class' in a 
semantic field, and their possible substitution by similar or 
opposite 'characters'.

Keeping to the same example of the case study proposed, 
the Buddha image, as an 'actantial'* sign in the exhibition, 
performing different actions, as an 'historical figure', a 
'metaphysical entity', or a 'philosophical concept', according 
to the paradigmatic structure of the Buddhist code, could be 
adequately substituted by other formal representations, as the 
'Wheel', the 'Stuppa', or a 'deer', which would continue to 
play the same 'role', or 'action' in the message. In the 
semantic field chosen by the exhibitors in the museum, the 
Buddha image is no more the 'subject' of several actions, but 
the 'object' of another discourse, based on an art-historical 
academic code. The sign's action in this case is a manipulated 
and controlled one, showing itself to observation from all the 
possible angles, much like in a 'fashion' parade. It does not 
cease, however, to perform an 'action', in the exhibition 
show. As Barthes points out, 'since these categories can be 
defined only in relation to the instance of discourse, and not 
to that of "reality", the characters, as units of the actional 
level, find their meaning (their intelligibility) only if we 
integrate them into the third level of description', or what 
he calls the 'level of narration' (1988:121).

The level of narration , in the exhibition analysis, is 
not concerned with the nature of the events or facts related 
in the exhibition work, but as Todorov proposes, with the 
level of discourse itself. As based on the structure of the

’see Barthes' discussion on the 'actantial relations' in the 
narrative (1988:117,ff.), based on Greimas' 'actantial model' 
(1971).
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museum language, it can thus be seen as resulting from the two 
major processes of any language ; that of articulation of the 
units, functions and actions (the distributional level), as 
explained above, and that of the integration of these elements 
in the total whole of the exhibition narrative. In the 
rhetorical strategy of the museum discourse, this level is the 
final stage of the operations, after the 'inventio' of units 
and functions, the 'dispositio' of these elements according 
to a 'logical matrix', the 'elocutio' of these signs in 
syntagmatic chains, to compound a meaningful text. There we 
reach the level of 'actio' in museum rhetorics, through which 
the discourse is actually performed.

Narration is not the simple transmission of a narrative, 
but as Barthes suggests, its role is to 'parade' it 
(1988:127). An exhibition is a 'parading' of meanings, a 
'representation' of fragments of 'reality', framed and 
segmented between the end and the beginning of the show. It 
is not, thus, a mere 'vision' of things and objects, but 
actually an 'interpretation' of messages transmitted by a 
narrator to his audience, in an interactive communication 
which can only happen 'in situation'. To analyse an exhibition 
is not merely to describe it, but to consider it in its 
performative level, and to try to detect, beyond the implicit 
figures of the 'ideal narrator' and the 'ideal public', the 
role of the real senders and of the real receivers of these 
concrete situations.

As Barthes points out, every narrative (as every 
exhibition) is dependent on a 'narrative situation', 'a group 
of protocols according to which the narrative is "consumed" 
(1988:127). It is thus necessary to analyse not only the 
'forms of the discourse', but also the 'codes' of the 
discourse and the 'context' in which discourse is performed, 
in order to account for the narrative situation, which, in the 
museum phenomenon and experience, will account for the
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'museality' of the situation. What one has to find out, thus, 
in museum semiotic research, are the codes of 'museality', the 
group of 'operators' which organize and integrate functions 
and actions within museum communication. As Barthes points 
out, the 'author is not the one who invents the best stories, 
but the one who best masters the code whose use he shares with 
the listeners' (1988:126).

To understand and to define these codes of 'museality' 
is the best way to master the museum language and to share 
them with the museum public.

7.3 - Principles and arrangements of the analysis

It is possible to adopt, here, the basic principles and 
some basic operational arrangements suggested by Barthes for 
the analysis of narrative (1988:223), which can be useful for 
the structural analysis of museum narratives. These basic 
principles are:

a) the principle of formalization, or of abstraction, deriving 
from the Saussurian opposition of language and speech. 
According to this principle, it is necessary to consider each 
exhibition as a speech of a general language of museum 
exhibitions, which in itself may be homologically related to 
a general language of narrative (literary, filmic, theatrical, 
folkloric, oral, etc.). One cannot thus analyse a text, or an 
exhibition, in itself, but as a message referring to a code, 
a discourse which refers to a specific language, a 
'performance' which refers to a 'competence'. On a broader or 
higher level, it may be yet seen as a 'text' which refers to 
the 'universal text' and to the codes of culture.

b) the principle of pertinence, which has its origins in 
phonology, as a study that tries to establish the differences
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of sounds of a language, insofar as these differences 
correspond to differences of meaning. What one must analyse, 
according to this principle, in museum exhibitions and 
narratives, is the difference of forms which attest for 
differences of contents. These differences are pertinent or 
non-pertinent features. One must then try to detect the 
pertinent features of the exhibition, whether the units, 
signs, syntagms, functions and actions which are significant 
for the construction of the work, and which correspond to 
certain meanings or contents. These 'meanings' are not the 
'full signifieds', or the 'lexical' signifieds of each 
element, but their intratextual or extratextual correlations, 
i.e., the correlation of each element with other elements in 
the exhibition, or with other elements outside the exhibition, 
in a given cultural system, which make possible the 
understanding of the messages. The 'pertinent' units are those 
which have a 'meaning' in the context of the exhibition and 
in the cultural context of which it is a reflection and on 
which it will reflect itself.

c) the principle of plurality refers to seeking to establish, 
not 'the' meaning or 'a' meaning of the text, but the 
'geometric' site, the site of the possible meanings of the 
text. For Barthes, meaning is not a possibility, it is not one 
possible thing, but it is a plurality, in its very being 
(1988:228). In this sense, to analyse an exhibition is not to 
find out what it means, nor to make an 'interpretation' of it, 
looking for the text 'secret', but to look to the productivity 
of meaning it provides, in a concrete and specific way, to 
look for the intended meanings, for the 'preferred meanings', 
for the received meanings, for the 'galaxies' of meanings 
dispersed through it, and finally, for the 'meaning' of these 
meanings in the actual cultural context: the exhibition's
purpose and role in the social code which originates it, in
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its correlation with the paradigms of modern society and in 
its possible 'operative' function in changing and transforming 
these codes and paradigms.

The investigation of a text, or of an exhibition, may 
follow several steps, or operational arrangements, proposed 
by Barthes (1988:229), which are : the segmentation of the 
text, the inventory of the codes, and the establishment of 
the coordination, or the correlations of the units and 
functions identified in the different levels of the work.

The segmentation of the text in the smallest possible 
units (the sign-functions, the syntagms, the sentences), is 
a way of 'making a grid of the text', separating the fragments 
on which it is possible to work. Barthes calls these units 
'lexias', or 'units of reading', and it is possible to 
arbitrarily define these 'working units of meaning'. In the 
museum situation, it has already been said that a sign- 
function is not always limited to one only object, but that 
it may be defined in a group or a series of objects linked by 
an 'interprétant' (to use semiotic terminology). It is yet 
possible to analyse the function of every object or item 
presented in the exhibition, and to try to define its role 
(cardinal or subsidiary) in the production of a sign-unit or 
of a string of signs. One can either choose to analyse these 
units according to the spatial organization of the exhibition, 
in its more obvious and common features, those of the 
showcases, spatial divisions or areas, rooms and galleries, 
in order to seek a first basic 'grid'. These areas, sections, 
and glass panels are one of the most embedded codes of the 
museum language, and even unrecognized, they work as basic 
'framing' devices for the structuration of the exhibition 
narrative.
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The inventory of the codes is the task of identifying 
the meanings, in the sense proposed above, or the 
correlations, the *code-departures', in Barthes words, present 
in each 'lexia', or exhibition fragment. These codes of the 
narrative can be many, as for instance the 'chronological' 
code ( the question of 'beginnings and ends', Todorov's 'time 
of narrative'), the 'geographical' code ( implying spatial 
denotations and connotations), the 'historical' code, the 
'art-historical' code, the 'scientific' code, the 'biological' 
code and so on.

Besides these apparent codes, one has to pay attention 
to the implicit codes of the cultural and social context which 
are referred to, in the 'history' and in the 'discourse' of 
the exhibition ( the 'doxa', or the prevailing view of 
things), and which are responsible for the 'evaluative 
accents' both from the part of narrators and of receivers .

The 'museological' codes are another aspect to be noted, 
from the 'inauguration' rites, through to the museum 'jargon', 
the museological system of values and of signification, the 
imposed behaviours, the transactional relation, unto the 'way 
out ' .

Finally the codes of expression of the museum language, 
at the basis of its communication process, which is actually 
a battlefield of intersected and simultaneous semiotic systems 
supporting the transmission of the message: the iconic, the 
linguistic and the design codes, and their multiple subcodes.

The coordination of the units and functions, managed by 
the codes above mentioned, is actually the true task of 
looking for meanings in these correlations, the analysis of 
the exhibition 'in process', with all the possible references 
internal and external to the work. As it has been proposed in 
the sections above, an object, or a 'sign-function' may refer 
to another unit in the exhibition, with which it is correlated
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in a 'syntagm*, while at the same time referring to another 
sign, or thing, or idea in the vertical axis of its 
paradigmatic field. This work of coordination, or of 
correlation is in fact the work of sign-interpretation, which 
must be carried on in two directions : that of the sign- 
consumption, in the receivers end, and that of sign- 
production, in the producers side.

It is worth here to call attention to the need of 
outreaching the museum's walls, in order to look for the real 
senders ( and the real producers in the original context of 
museum signs) and for the real receivers of the communication, 
in order to detect the phenomenon of 'code-switching' which 
commonly takes place in the museum situation, giving rise to 
the creation of 'myth', as well as of 'aberrant encodings and 
decodings'. It is also possible to find out the element of 
citation, which is the case proposed by Kristeva (1969) as the 
notion of 'intertextuality', the text referring to other texts 
of history, of aesthetics, of science, of literature, of 
philosophy, of religion, of politics, and so on. Every text 
produced by man is in fact, as Barthes suggests, 'an almost 
illimitable reference to an infinite text, the cultural text 
of humanity' (1988:230).

7.4 - The Exhibition 'in process': a model for analysis

The production and the reception of museum discourses 
involves a labour from both parts of the communication 
process. This 'productivity' analysed by Julia Kristeva (1968) 
generates a product, a work, which will be inserted in the 
relationship 'reality=author=work=public', in an exchange 
process reduced in our modern civilization to the idea of 
'consumption'. Productivity is hidden behind a representation, 
or a 'screen' which doubles the real and the 'authentic', and 
substitutes it by a 'discourse' : a secondary object in
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relation to reality, as Kristeva points out, passive to be 
analysed, thought, evaluated and spoken about as a 'reified' 
substitution (Kristeva,1968:59). The notion of 'museality' 
proposed in this research, and the definition of the object 
of museology, not as a product but as a process, a 
'translinguistic work' on the many cultural languages and 
cultural processes, makes thus necessary the analysis of the 
products of museum work and of their consumption, in the 
'after-production' stage, if we want to reach their real 
'productivity' and 'effectiveness'. This is the field of 
'pragmatics', the study of the communication process through 
which languages are actualized in speeches, responses and 
reactions, in social life.

The model for analysis proposed in this research and 
applied to the case study presented in Part IV, was based, in 
its starting point, on the rhetorical model, the principles 
and suggestions of the levels of description, as proposed by 
Barthes, focusing the several steps of the structuration of 
a discourse : in this case, a museum discourse. These stages 
will correspond to the definition of the basic constituent 
elements of the exhibition, of its organization in a 
'structural matrix', or a 'grid' settled on a given 'topic', 
and of the way this basic framework will be fulfilled with 
'sign-objects' arranged in meaningful correlations,in order 
to build up a 'convincing and persuasive' exhibition 
discourse.

The analysis of the final stage of the performance of 
museum discourses, of the 'Actio' in the rhetorical 'technè', 
was proposed on the basis of Eco's model for an inquiry into 
the television message (1980), as the analysis of a work 'in 
process', focusing on the 'after production' stage of a 
communicative situation. Semiotic research is just an aspect 
of investigation, as Eco points out, if we want to determine
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the real influence of messages on the public's behaviour, but 
it is essential, as he says, for answering the basic question: 

'When I send a message, what do different individuals, in 
different environments actually receive? Do they receive the 
same message? A similar one or a totally different one?' 
(ECO,1980:131)

In the museum context, it is thus necessary to 
investigate the same question, with a single difference, that 
is, to consider different individuals in a same environment - 
the museum exhibition galleries. Would this fact contribute 

to the reception of the same message by all individuals? How 
much would the museum environment and the exhibition structure 
contribute to the homogeneity of the reception, and for which 
reasons? In order to analyse the museum message, according to 
Eco's model, it is possible to single out three basic aspects:
a) the intentions of the senders;
b) the objective structure of the message;
c) the reactions of the addressees to items a) and b).

What is urgent and important in this study, in Eco's 
view, is to understand not 'what the audience likes', but 
rather 'what in fact the audience gets' from a message 
(ECO,1980:131).

The conclusions of this case study will lead us to find 
out the 'communicability' of the exhibition, its effectiveness 
and productivity of meanings and behaviours, the transactional 
relations settled by a given museological code and speech, and 
the translation operations worked out by the educational staff 
in the support of the audience's interaction with the message, 
with all the problems involved in this process.
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CHAPTER 8: THE BUDDHA IS NOT THE BUDDHA: a semiotic inquiry
into a Museum message

This chapter will describe the context and the situation 
of the exhibition analysed as a case study in this research, 
as well as the methodology and the tools applied in this 
investigation. It will describe the different steps of this 
analysis, and the different segments in which the structure 
of the exhibition has been divided for the sake of this 
theoretical study. The analysis and the 'reading' of these 
units, as well as the responses of the public to this 
particular museum message will be developed in chapters 9, 
10, and 11.

8.1 - Levels of Description

The context

The choice of the BRITISH MUSEUM as a field for 
exploration and development of a semiotic research on the 
Museum Language and the Museum Communication Process was 
motivated by the character and nature of this institution, 
which can be seen as a sign, in itself, for the Museum 
Institution through time and history. One of the 'great 
museums' of today, the BM^ has the 'distinction of being the 
first national, public and secular museum in the world, which, 
following the principles laid down by Diderot and the 
encyclopaedists of the 18th century, had the temerity to aim 
at universality, belonged to the nation, and, at least in

^from here on the British Museum will be referred to as BM, 
and the British Library as BL.
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theory, granted admission to "all studious and curious 
persons" (Caygill, 1981;3) . Although having no longer the scope 
envisaged by its founders and the original 'cabinet of 
curiosities' being changed into an advanced museological 
institution, playing a leading role in the development of 
museum science and techniques, as one of the greatest 
organizations in the museum world, it is still possible to 
detect some of the strong features of its original nature. 
'It still aims to encompass the whole span of world culture' 
(Caygill, 1981;4) , as the names and the organization of its 
departments may prove, and chiefly as it is well demonstrated 
through the kind of 'major exhibitions', or 'encyclopaedic 
shows', like the 'Buddhism, Art & Faith' exhibition, 
periodically held.

Having today a reputation of being a 'somewhat staid, 
conservative and ultra-respectable institution' 
(Caygill,1981;5), the British Museum was a good model for 
exploration of the nature and language of these organizations 
which have a 'consecration' power, a rhetorical speech of 
authority and legitimacy, a strong and clear usage of some of 
the most traditional codes of 'museality', in a 'primary 
modelling role' in the museums' universe.

The semiotic study of the British Museum, as a sign of 
the museum concept and form, which should start with the 
analysis of its architectural features, would be the scope of 
another research on the field. It may serve as well as a 
source of data for a diachronic study on the historical 
development of these particular 'media' of communication and 
of 'institutionalized' discourses and their rhetorical 
strategies. It has been found, at the same time, as the 
perfect ground and framework for a synchronic study of the 
museum semiotic mechanisms and productions, which could be 
developed through the analysis of a given specific discourse; 
that of the exhibition 'Buddhism, Art & Faith'.
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The situation: 'Buddhism, Art & Faith' Exhibition

This 'major exhibition' held by the British Museum and 
the British Library in London, from July, 25th, 1985 to
January, 5th, 1986, was chosen as a good 'laboratory 
experience' for the analysis of the museum language and 
communication process, as an appropriate 'case study' from 
which to work out a basic deductive model for the 
understanding and the formulation of some principles, codes 
and rules which govern the system and the practice of what is 
proposed to be the Museum Language. The concept of 'museality' 
and the specific mechanisms and codes implied in it could be 
clearly grasped from this semiotic exercise, however limited 
and artificial the research may be, providing many insights 
on this specific communicative 'situation', and opening up 
many fields for further exploration.

The show was held during 161 days, in rooms 67 and 74 of
the Prints and Drawings Gallery and Oriental Gallery II, now
reformulated into a new spatial structure of galleries in the
North Wing of the BM. It was attended by 223.340 visitors, an

VI S iaverage of 1.387 people a day# could see 422 items on
display, ranging from paintings on silk and paper, sculptures 
and carvings, fragments, manuscripts and printed texts richly 
illustrated, to ritual objects, scrolls and books, and as 
auxiliary materials, maps and diagrams, as well as large 
coloured photographs, and explanatory texts and labels.

A fully illustrated catalogue edited by Wladimir Zwalf 
(1985) and written by other 14 contributors from the staff of 
the BM and the BL, including two outside experts, was sold to 
the visitors#containâwr an extensive introduction to the theme
and long explanatory texts before each one of the 3 6 sections 
of the exhibition; this publication presents some maps of
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South and Central Asia, a bibliography and an Index/Glossary 
of terms.

A carefully prepared 'teacher's pack' distributed for 
students and teachers 6n special 'Study Days' and guided 
visits presented a plan of the exhibition (see Appendices), 
showing the main sections and a copy of the introductory texts 
seen in the panels of each different section. According to 
this material it is possible to conclude that the original 
plan proposed in the catalogue has been somehow changed by the 
installation of the displays.

The leaflet largely distributed to announce the show 
contained some indications about the nature of the experience, 
which have been useful for the semiotic analysis of the 
intentions of the senders of the message and their evaluative 
accents upon it.

The physical space was constrained by the limitations of 
the original Prints and Drawings Galleries, with fixed 
showcases and panels, walls and circulating spaces which have 
been a considerable problem for the designers' team, who had 
to adapt the proposed structure to the existing one. Only the 
lights and the background surfaces of the showcases have been 

installed for the show, together with the large 
photographic panels. There were no visual aids or signs to 
guide the way to be followed through the exhibition, besides 
the numbering of the showcases and the headings of the 
explanatory texts at the beginning of each sequence or 
section.

All items were displayed inside glass showcases along 
the walls, or^distributed to form some central areas, together 
with panel divisions. Some major pieces, like sculptures or 
tapestries were displayed outside the cases, in central areas 
or against the walls. At the entrance hall, ^ ^ t h e  first floor 
of the building, an introductory section on Zen Buddhism, 
designed in order to call the attention for the major show, 
was followed by some other showcases and major items along the
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main north staircase, developing in an ascensional route 
around the gigantic marble of Amithaba, the Lord of the 
Western Paradise.

Getting to the end room, visitors had to come back 
through the same way through the galleries, getting out 
through the entrance door, which caused a lot of crowding and 
confusion in the exhibition's area. Right to the entrance on 
the main floor, a small bookshop selling the catalogue, books 
and publications, slides and postcards, was an immediate 
attraction to those entering the room, and consequently 
provoked a lot of 'noise' for those groups gathered around the 
introductory panels, for the beginning of the gallery talks.

These are the main aspects which compound the picture of 
this semiotic situation which will be further analysed in this 
study (see photographs in the Appendices).

The research: methodology and tools

In order to develop this semiotic investigation on the 
museum discourse and message, after the definition of the 
basic principles and concepts proposed for the study of the 
Museum Language, the research work has been developed in three 
different and successive phases:

a) the analysis of the Message, through a preliminary model 
proposed on the basis of Barthes', Todorov's and Eco's 
contributions to thSPkind^of studies (see chapters 6 and 7). 
This analysis encompasses three levels of approach, which 
correspond to the three first 'stages' of structuration of 
discourses in the rhetorical model: the 'Inventio', the
'Dispositio' and the 'Elocutio' of a discourse.

The first level of analysis focused on the structure and 
the elements of the exhibition text, looking for the different 
'isotopies', or semantic fields which could be found in it.
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the segmentation of the text into units or segments of 
meaning, and the analysis of their functions and roles inside 
the basic 'grid' dictated by the main 'topics' (the exhibition 
'plan');

The second level of approach focused on the codes of 
expression of the message (the iconic, the linguistic, the 
design code and their subsidiary lexicons), their hierarchy 
and intersection in the exhibition 'semiotic battlefield'* 
iHL-tWs— seme irnatanco the research has/tried to detect the 
semantic codes implicit and explicit in the message, governing 
its expression, as for instance the art-historical code, the 
chronological, historical and geographical codes, as devised 
by the academic and museological dominant codes of the 
emitters of the discourse.

The third level focused on the correlations of units, 
functions and actions in the discourse, looking for the
'structural matrix' and logical operations at the background
of the displayed message, for the rhetorical strategies and 
the dissemination of meanings which could be detected from 
the exhibition discourse.

The basic tools used in this phase of the research have
been: the detailed observation and study of the exhibition in
itself, of the catalogue and all sorts of printed materials,
and the interviewing of the main emitters of the message.# The
curators, both from the BM as from the BL, the designers'

. wereteam,/the educational staff^ trying to check their intentions, 
their personal views on the show, the difficulties and
obstacles encountered along the process, and their own
evaluation of the whole event.

b) the analyses of the reception of the message, through arv 
i-nqu-iry made with the use of questionnaires distributed 

at random among the visitors,and containing a set of questions 
devised to get some clues on the way the message has been 
grasped, interpreted and understood. The problems on 'getting
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the Message* will be discussed in chapter 11. This sample 
material will throw some lights on the aspects of meaning and 
interpretation, on the 'form* of the Message and of its 
expected or supposed contents, on public attitudes and 
behaviour in relation to it. The analysis of Press articles 
referring to the exhibition has been another focus of 
observation, reflecting some of the findings made in the first 
and second phases of analysis.

The basic tools used for this analysis were the answers 
to the questionnaires ?rppli,W1 to the public, and the direct 
observation of the visitors' behaviour in the exhibition 
space, the attendance of 'study days' and of guided tours, 
along with some discussions, talks and special interviews made 
with some of the visitors, most especially with 5 Buddhist 
monks and nuns who were available to express their views on 
the subject. A set of questionnaires developed and applied to 
a group of students, before and after the visit to the 
exhibition, by the educational staff of the Natural History 
Museum and of the British Museum Education Office^ has been 
most useful for complementary observations and insights.

c) the analysis of the data collected through the first and 
second operations, in order to conclude from these findings 
the level of effectiveness and of 'communicability' of the 
exhibition, the mechanisms and the problems involved in its 
production and in its consumption, the role of translators of 
the educational staff, supporting the communication, the 
transactional relations established in this specific 
situation, as well as the public reaction to it. From this 
analysis it is possible to conclude as well, the 
appropriateness and the usefulness of the semiotic approach

 ̂ Coordinated by John Reeve (BM), Alison Whyman and Sheila 
Gore (NHM) , to whom we are most thankful for allowing us the study 
of this material.
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to museum messages, and to check the pertinence and the 
relevance of the model and of the concepts proposed in this 
research for such study.

The tools for this analysis have been the first studies 
made on semiotics and communication fields, the data collected 
throughout the research, as well as further studies developed 
on the subject long after the exhibition ended. The new
and more extended insights acquired through this period of 
study and elaboration of the material would have been 
impossible at the time the field research was made, but would 
certainly have changed the tools for its exploration and 
development 'in situation'.

8.2 - The Analysis of the Message

The analysis of the exhibition in its after-production
stage, that is, as a 'text', ready to be consumed by the
receivers, and as a 'discourse' performed to an audience, must
necessarily be made through a process inverse to that of its
construction. One must start from the 'Elocutio', from the
finished product as it is presented before the receiver's
eyes, and then, from this point on, try 'mapping' it

TKis IS  necessarybackwards, in a process of deconstruction,Vin order to reach 
its basic form, or structure, the 'Dispositio' of its basic 
contents and meanings, proposed through 'Inventio"; the 
subject, the ideas, the arguments and proofs intended by the 
emitters to be communicated to their audience.

First steps

The first step in this process will be the analysis of 
the first 'functional unit' of meaning in the whole work 
presented to the public; this is the title of the exhibition.
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'BUDDHISM, ART AND FAITH'. The 'exordium'^ of the discourse 
opens up the 'speech' of the Museum language, announces the 
subject matter and the 'place' from which it will be derived - 
'Buddhism', and the two main topics which will be approached 

along the discourse: that of Art and that of the Religion.
The message is thus 'framed' and situated in a given 

field of the museum's storehouse of objects and of knowledge. 
This frame will determine the selection of the items to be
presented, the content levels - or text 'isotopies' - which
must be transmitted, and the dispositio of the discourse, the 
basic plan or grid, which constitutes the exhibition 
structural matrix. This basic proposition, stating the aims 
of the discourse, bears already a 'meaning' in itself, 
referring to the emitters' and the institution's codes and 
systems of signification, of their particular 'world vision', 

/is-projected orArthe subject matter, on its formal and conceptual 
aspects, and on its 'real' living manifestations time
and history. This point will be further developed in the 
analysis of the 'level of narration'.

This basic statement, which determines what the 
exhibition 'is about', already suggests to the audience the
nature and the kind of items which will be presented in the
message: Buddhist objects and productions which manifest the 
'Art' and the 'Faith' of its followers. It works as well as 
a trigger of the public's expectations and interest, as a 
promise to knowledge about this intriguing and mystical 
universe.

The conjunction 'and' establishes an implicit relation 
between these two aspects, widening the scope of the message, 
which intends to encompass both levels of approach : the
material manifestations of Buddhism, its material evidence 
serving as a 'proof', or as 'examples' of what can be said.

^The 'exordium' was the introductory piece of discourse, in 
the rhetorical model.
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or will be said about its metaphysical aspects, about the 
nature and the character of its 'faith'. 'And' also means, 'in 
addition to', distinguishing two kinds of different things; 
Art 'plus' Faith. This 'surplus' suggests an enrichment, an 
'extra' to be provided to the public, as well as to qualify 
the show. A third meaning for this expression 'and' is that 
of a result, a consequence of some action ( 'Wait and see'). 
In the case of Buddhism, the order of the elements should be 
inversed, the 'art objects' being the result of a 'faith'. An 
'aberrant decoding', even if unconscious, may have happened 
at this inaugurating spot (from the part of emitters and that 
of the receivers).

The second basic step will be the analysis of the 
structure of the text, as it is presented explicitly through 
the codes of the Museum language : the iconic, the linguistic, 
and the design codes. The analysis of the 'Dispositio' of the 
discourse, the plan or the basic grid of the exhibition, may 
provide a better idea of the contents of the message and of 
the form of the narrative. One has to proceed, thus, to a 
segmentation of the whole text in order to detect its 
organization and the articulation of its main 'units of 
meaning'.

This segmentation was already proposed in the extended 
catalogue (another kind of 'text', prepared in advance and 
meant to 'support' the reading of the exhibition with more 
extensive information), and has. been projected on the 
exhibition form with slight variations, chiefly in the last 
part of the show. The analysis of the main segments and of 
their further segmentation in 'periods' or 'sentences' may 
show how far this proposed message will be from the 'intended' 
or 'preferred' message of the curators.
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Main basic structure

The structure of the exhibition can be clearly perceived
through the headings of each section (reproduced in the
working sheets prepared for teachers and students, see
Appendices.3),in a total of 36 sub-titles, distributed in 77 
showcases. The whole 'text' could thus be divided into five 
main sections, focusing four 'main topics', or 'themes', with 
an Introductory section (see Appendices.2 : Plan of the
Exhibition). The main basic structure can be proposed as 
follows:

* - Introduction - (entrance hall, a/b/c )
1 - The History of Buddhism - ( 1st room/1 )
2 - The Spread of Buddhism - ( 1st room/2 )
3 - Buddhism's Art History - ( 1st room/3 )
4 - Buddhism's Art History - ( 2nd room/4/5/6/7 )
5 - Zen Buddhism - (ground floor entrance)

Description of sections: * - Introduction
This section, presenting the exhibition's title 

'Buddhism, Art and Faith' - at the entrance hall, summarizing 
the contents to be presented and offering a basic 'guide' for 
its reading, was the first attractive point of contact (a 
'phatic spot') with the public, where people would gather for 
the beginnings of lectures and guided talks around the 
educational staff, or either spontaneously, at their first 
'encounter' with the exhibition's situation. The place was 
arranged as a 'niche' of red panels, serving as a background 
to the first and main 'character' of the performance, a stone 
sculpture of the Buddha Image, working as a 'sign' for the 
whole discourse, in all its possible levels of 'reading'. A 
sign for The Buddha, a sign for the Doctrine and the Faith, 
a sign for its aesthetic expressions, a sign for the 
Exhibition - thus, a first 'super-sign', in a main cardinal 
function, inaugurating the two parallel discourses, or
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narrations; that of Buddhism, and that of the Museum's 
Narrator.

Two verbal textual units, in the panels at each side of 
the image, introduced the subject, the first basic concepts 
of Buddhism, and the History of Buddhism, displaying a map of 
its geographical developments. The headings were;

(1) Buddhism
(2) The History of Buddhism

A third verbal textual unit, at the space leading to the 
beginning of the exhibition, in the first room, started the 
'narrative' ;

(2.a) The Beginnings
It worked as well to introduce the exhibition, and as a 

first 'statement of intentions' for the work that should be 
presented, chiefly for the special section on Buddhist 
Scriptures, prepared by the British Library;

T h e  first section of the exhibition illustrates the 
diffusion of Buddhism throughout his area. This 
exhibition presents documents and objects, mainly from 
the resources of the British Museum and British Library, 
illustrating the many forms of Buddhist belief and art. 
The section on the transmission of texts is intended to 
show the continuity and differences that characterized 
the development of Buddhism. It aims to make clear, early 
in the exhibition, how doctrine and belief evolved and 
to provide a background for the wide range of forms and 
concepts found in the Buddhist arts'-.

1 - The History of Buddhism
The first section started focusing the Early Cult 

Monuments (3), the sacred site at Bodh Gaya (4), The Buddha 
Legend (5) and its early and traditional literature, the 
Jatakas (6), or 'birth stories'. This section has been 
developed with 6 sub-sections, in 7 wall- showcases, in the 
first main area of the exhibition (see Plan;l), displaying 
fragments of stone reliefs (scenes from the life of the

 ̂My emphasis.
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Buddha), small objects (mainly reliquaries), photographs and 
illustrated manuscripts. Two major items, a big 'Drum Slab' 
from a stupa at Amaravati (Cat.nsis) and a 'Railing Pillar' 
from the early Tree shrine at Bodh Gaya (Cat.n.4) were 
displayed on free bases at the right side of the entrance to 
this section. Some big coloured photographs showing buddhist 
monks today complemented this area.

2 - The Spread of Buddhism
The second section was concerned with the diffusion of 

Buddhism through The Scriptures and their transmission (7) , 
The Collection of the Canon (8), and The Spread of Buddhism 
(9), and the division of the Creed in two main religious 
schools. The Mahayana (10) and The Varayana (11). The 
transmission of the Scriptures and the Independent 
developments in (a) Sri-Lanka and South-East Asia, (b) Central 
Asia, China, Korea and Japan, (c) Tibet, Mongolia, China, 
complemented this section prepared by the British Library, 
clearly differing from the main exhibition in the material 
presented (mostly manuscripts, scrolls and illustrated books) 
as well as in the approach and the intentions of the authors, 
stated in the Introduction to the show. It could be actually 
seen as 'an exhibition inside another exhibition', as the 
analysis will demonstrate, showing no links with the other 
sections, and even duplicating the 'narrative thread' with a 
'side-track' on the philological aspects of the material, 
while giving more information about the philosophical aspects 
of Buddhism through the extended labels.

This section was developed through 6 sub-sections, with 
15 wall-showcases, occupying the second major area of the 
first gallery (see Plan:2). Some enlarged photographs on 
standing panels (monks in temples) , a marble sculpture of a 
Buddhist monk (Cat.n.233), a relief showing the Buddha 
preaching (Cat.n.141) and small items like stamps and
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fragments of sculptures introduced some attractive 'light- 
spots' between the succession of rows of bookcovers, scrolls, 
manuscripts and illustrated books.

3 - Buddhism's Art History
The third section inaugurated the main 'subject' of the 

show: Buddhism's Art History through its successive
manifestations along the religion spreading route, from India 
to the Far East. Beginning with the First Buddha Images (13), 
and focusing the major 'styles' and 'schools' of Buddhist 
production, as Gandhara (14) or The Gupta Age (15), this 
section took on the major thread of the 'narrative', showing 
the different forms of expression of Buddhist practice and 
cosmic universe in the different regions where it has
developed through its history: Kashmir (16), Eastern India 
(17) , Nepal (18), Tibet (19), The Deccan and South India (20), 
Sri Lanka (21), Burma (22), Thailand and Cambodia (23), 
Indonesia (24). The sequence was followed with the
developments in Central Asia and the Far East, in the next
section.

The theme has been developed in the third main area of 
the first gallery (see Plan:3), with 36 showcases distributed 
along the walls and at the central area. The dominant item, 
from this point of the exhibition on, was the representation 
of the Buddha Image and of its many variations and
transformations, in different expressive forms and materials 
(sculptures, reliefs and paintings). An almost life-size 
bronze sculpture of Tara (Cat.n.210), standing on a pedestal 
in the central area, a votive stupa (Cat.n.147) and some 
hanging banners of Mandalas (Cat.n.165) and of Mahakala 
(Cat.n. 193) , the ferocious Tibetan protective entity, were the 
central attractive items of this section.
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4 - Buddhism's Art History: the Far East
The fourth section of the exhibition was actually a 

continuation of the precedent one, focusing on Buddhist 
expressions in China, Korea and Japan. This section occupied 
the second main gallery, with an introductory intermediate 
gallery between the two main rooms (see Plan:4).

In the first area, the thematic geographical segmentation 
of the text goes on in the two large wall-showcases containing 
different sorts of elements (fragments of sculptures, shrines, 
moulds and architectural pieces, wall-painting fragments and 
some small bronze and wood images, all representing the same 
character: the Buddha and its many 'emanations'. This part of 
the exhibition showed Buddhism in Central Asia (25) and in 
China (26), referring to Chinese Buddhist Thought during the 
Tang Dynasty (27). A large embroidery hanging on the wall, 
representing the Buddha and two disciples (Cat.n.311) and big 
coloured photographs of the Caves of Yungang and of monks in 
meditation, together with some maps of the region, 
complemented the walls.

The second and larger room at the end of the exhibition 
area, still devoted to Buddhism in the Far East, presented a 
succession of different topics, in a non-structured way, 
showing no links between each other besides the common origin 
of the items displayed (China, Korea and Japan). A special 
central area showed a series of prints and printed books 
arranged in lower showcases. The proposed thread beginning in 
section 3 was lost at this point, in a wide mixture of themes 
and approaches: Buddhism and Far Eastern Printing (28),
Popular Buddhism in the Far East (29), Ritual Implements (30), 
Sino-Tibetan Art (31), Esoteric Buddhism (32), Arhats, Monks 
and Religious Teachers (33), Buddhist Heavens and Hells (34).

The original geographical distribution of the material, 
as proposed in the catalogue (where one should find Korea and 
Japan at this point of the 'script') was changed into a vague
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distribution of the items according to the materials or either 
to the 'themes' ascribed by the headings of text panels. At 
the far back area of this gallery, a less overcrowded space 
constituted a sort of final, or culminating point to the show, 
displaying some major large sculptures along the walls, 
centered by a big seated Avalokitesvara and a large fragment 
of a wall painting, representing three Bodhisattvas, 
dramatically enhanced by a golden light. This space offered 
a resting point for the public, and by its disposition could 
somehow suggest an altar or 'niche', as a closing point to the 
exhibition. A small lateral room, in this same gallery, 
presented some Japanese prints on the Nichiren sect and its 
founder's life (35).(see Plan: 5, 6, 7).

5 - Zen Buddhism
The fifth section, on Zen Buddhism, was displayed at the 

ground floor, at the entrance hall to the North Wing of the 
British Museum, in a total disruption of the logical sequence 
proposed by the exhibition structure. Being physically 
separated from the rest of the show, this section seemed also 
conceptually distant from the main exhibition, and was easily 
missed by the public. Its role in the main 'narrative' will 
be discussed in the appropriate section. Built up mainly with 
large coloured photographs, showing real landscapes and 
aspects of modern Japan as a background for Zen activities, 
this section was not included in the catalogue, despite the 
presentation of many original objects related to Zen, or Chan 
Buddhism, in the main galleries.
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Segmentation of the text : units of reading

For the sake of analysis the text will be divided into 
'units of reading', or 'lexias', corresponding basically to 
the sub-sections described in the structure of the exhibition 
(see Grids: I/II/III, pp.200-205). Each 'topic', defined by 
a sub-heading, will correspond to one or more showcases - the 
design strategy used to support the physical structure of the 
text. These segments can actually be seen as 'short- 
discourses', or 'short narratives' inside the three main ones 
which are explicitly expressed throughout the whole work, as 
proposed in the structure suggested above:
I) The History of Buddhism; II) The Spread of Buddhism;
III) Buddhism Art-History.

The structural plan, or 'grid' proposed for the whole 
exhibition tries to demonstrate the main units of meaning in 
the different codes of expression used by the emitters, and 
their interfaces and intersections on the horizontal and 
vertical axes of the 'structural matrix'.

The 'units' of reading in the Linguistic code, as a 
'primary' structural model for the work, are numbered (1 to 
36) and are represented by the sub-sections' headings. The 
complete verbal texts in each sub-heading may be found in the 
reproduction of the work-sheets, in the Appendices.3.

The 'units' of reading in the Iconic code are the 
concrete and visual signs which could be found in the 
displays, as 'types' of objects or either as 'tokens' of types 
which played a 'functional' role in the narrative and in the 
main discourse. These functional units, marked in the plan, 
may constitute, in some cases,'ideas' or 'concepts', as it 
will be discussed in the analysis of the 'lexias', as for 
instance the 'legend' of Buddha's life, the concept of 'the 
Buddha', or the 'spread of Buddhism'.
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The critérium used for defining these units was that of 
the 'meaning' they support in the text according to the 
proposed matrix intended by the emitters, or to the different 
'isotopies' which could be found through the analysis. Their 
interpretation, or 'reading' will be explored in chapters 9 
and 10.

The 'units' of reading in the level of the Design code 
will be defined by the showcases, panels or free areas in 
which the iconic signs have been displayed, in a 'framed' and 
ordered sequence, either in groups of items of the same kind 
or linked through a sign-function, or individually, in an 
'iconic monologue', more or less connected with the units in 
the showcases. All subsidiary material, such as maps and 
photographs introduced in the text panels or in the labels 
will be considered as 'units' of the Design code, in their 
explanatory or 'illustrative' role, as 'metalinguistic' 
muséographie devices, or as ' intersemiotic translations' of 
the linguistic or the iconic signs (see Grids: I, II, III, in 
the following pages).

Some photographs of the exhibition showcases and displays 
are shown here, in order to facilitate the 'reading of the 
units' developed in chapter 9.
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GRID I
* INTRODUCTION

L C 2.The History of 
Buddhism

1.Buddhism

I C the sculpture of

D C Map red background 
(photograph of Buddhas and

horizontal axis > > >
I - THE HISTORY OF BUDDHISM
L C 3.Early Cult Monuments

I C Drum slab Railing
Pillar

photograph reliquaries 
of stupa

D C standing 
on sock 
light spot

standing 
on sock 
light spot

showc.ns 1
yellow
background

showc.nG 
yellow I 
background

horizontal axis > > >
II - THE SPREAD OF BUDDHISM
L C 7.The Scriptures 

and their 
Transmission

8.The Collection 
of the Canon

9.The Spread of 
Buddhism

I C The First Sermon (relief)
Head of a monk (fragment of sculpt.) 
manuscripts, fragments

manuscripts
scrolls

D C showcases ns 8, 9 & 10 
pink background/ light spots 
Map / photo of monk with books

showcs.ll & 12 
pink background 
light spots/Map 
photo of relief

L C = Linguistic Code I C = Iconic Code D C = Design Code
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-------  r

2.a The Beginnings

The Buddha

i panels 
i Bodhisattvas)

light focuses

4.Bodh Gaya 5.The Buddha 6.Jatakas label 
Legend (Birth stories)

stone reliefs 
(Life of 
the Buddha)

stone reliefs illustrated photo of 
(Life of books(Life of Buddhist 
the Buddha) the Buddha) monks

1 showc.nG 3 
yellow back- 

d ground
showcs.4 & 5 showcs.6 & 7 central 
yellow back- yellow back- light spot 
ground ground

f 10.The Mahayana 11.The Vajrayana 12.Transmission of 
the Scriptures and 
Independent Develop.

The previous lives scrolls and 
of the Buddha manuscripts 
(illustrated book) (incantations. 
Life of the Buddha tantras ) 
(coloured print) stamp with text 
Buddha & Bodhisattvas of an incantation 
(slab relief) 
manuscr./scrolls

Buddha's life 
illustrated manuscr. 
Gold plates 
manuscripts
Monk (marble sculpt) 
standing with bowl 
(inserted in panel)

showcs.13,14,15,16 
[ pink background 
, light spots 
photo of shrine

showcs. 17 & 18 
pink background 
light spots

showcs. 19 to 23 
pink background 
light spots 
Map/ photo of the 
Bodhi Tree/ photo of 
row of monks(panel)
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GRID II
III - BUDDHISM'S ART HISTORY. (1 )
L C 13.First Buddha 

Images
14.Gandhara 15.The GuptaAge ,

I C Footprints (photo 
of a relief)
Buddhas & Bodhisattvas
(photo of sculptures) 
The Buddha
(stone sculpture)

Bodhisattva
(stone sculp) 
Head of Buddha
(painted stucco)

Buddha preaching
Assault of Mara 
(relief)

D C showcs. 24, 25 & 26 
yellow background 
light spots

showcase 27 
yellow back
ground 
photo/Map

showcase 28 
yellow back
ground
photos in text

horizontal axis > > >

L C 19.Tibet 20.The Deccan 
and South India

21.Sri Lanka

I C Gayadhara
(painting)
Kanakavatsa
(painting)
Mahakala
(painting)
Ritual implements 
(bronze objects)

Buddha images 
(sculptures)

Tara
(sculpture on 
pedestal)
The Buddha 
(bronze) 
stupa (model) 
The Procession 

of Tooth Relics 
(watercolour)

D C showcs.48 to 55 
yellow background 
Map/ photos (View 
of Pagan)

showcs.56 to 59 
yellow back
ground. Map/ 
photo (stupa)

showcase 60 
yellow back
ground. Map/ 
photo (temple)

L C =: Linguistic Code I C = Iconic Code D C = Design
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s

1 6 .Kashmir 17.Eastern India 1 8 .Nepal

Bodhisattva
(sculpture)
The Buddha 
(sculpture) 
Avalokitesvara 
(sculpture)

The Buddha 
(relief)

Mahabodi Temple 
(model/photo)

Mandala
(painting) 
Maytreya 
(gilt bronze) 
Vajrasattva 
(gilt bronze) 

Bamvara,Vasudhara 
(gilt bronzes)

showcase 29 
yellow background 
light spots

showcs.30 to 34 
yellow background 
light spots/photos in text

showcs.35 to 40 
yellow background 
light spots/photos 

Map

22.Burma 23.Thailand and 
Cambodja

24.Indonesia

Monk
(wood sculpt) 
Ritual texts 
(manuscript)
B.Cosmology 
(illust.book) 
Mara soldiers 
(relief slabs)

Buddhas and model 
stupas (stone/bronze) 
An explanation of 
meanings (manuscript) 
Diagram of the World 
(painting on paper)

Buddhas and Bodhi
sattva (stone and 
bronze sculptures) 
('mudras')

1 . . . .  — - = =  " = " # # = = =  -------------—  ■ ■ . ■ - C

Code
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PHOTOGRAPHS :
This selected sequence of photographs of the exhibition 

galleries and showcases illustrates the 'units of reading', 
segmented in the preceding 'grids', which will be analysed and 
explored in the next chapter (chapter 9):
Lexia n. 3: 'Early Cult Monuments*................... ..p.207

a) the 'Drum slab' and the'Railing Pillar*, fragments of 
a stupa building (see p.225);
b) photograph of a stupa at Sanci, and text panel in 
first showcase (see pp.226, 227);
c) reliquaries and sacred deposits found at the Mahabodhi 
temple (see pp.228, 229, 309);

Lexia n. 5: 'The Buddha Legend'........................ p.208
a) text panel, and stone reliefs from a stupa building 
(see pp.230-233);
b) series of stone reliefs depicting the Buddha legend 
(see pp.231-233);
c) photograph of Buddhist monks on central panel (see 
pp.233-234);

Lexia n. 7: 'The Scriptures and their Transmission'...p.209
a) the 'First Sermon', stone relief, and introductory 
text panels (see p.236);
b) 'Head of a monk', fragment of sculpture, scrolls and 
manuscripts (see pp.236-240);
c) marble sculpture of a monk, inserted between two 
enlarged photographs (see pp.240,241);

Lexia n. 13: 'The First Buddha Images'.................p.210
a) introductory showcase with text panel, a stone 
sculpture of the Buddha and enlarged photograph
(see pp.241-248);
b) enlarged photographs of 'statues at excavation site' 
and of the Buddha's 'Footprints'(see pp.241-243);
c) sequence of Buddha images, from the Gandhara school 
(see pp.244-249);

Lexia n. 29: 'Popular Buddhism in the Far East'....... p.211
a) scrolls, banners and printed diagrams, books and maps 
(see pp. 249-254);
b) sculpture of a Zen monk (Sesshu Toyo) and Samurai 
sword blade (see pp.251,252);
c) 'the difficult road to Nirvana'... visitors at the end 
room of the exhibition (see chapter 11);
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Lexia n. 3: 'Early Cult Monuments*

A)

B)

C)
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Lexia n. 5: "The Buddha Legend*
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Lexia n. 7: 'The Scriptures and their Transmission'
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Lexia n. 13: 'the First Buddha Images'
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B)
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Lexia n. 29: 'Popular Buddhism in the Far East'
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CHAPTER 9 : READING OF UNITS - codes, functions, actions

9.1 - On Buddhist signs

9.2 - The Buddha's 'sememic tree'

9.2 - Reading of units
I - The History of Buddhism
II - The Spread of Buddhism 
III- Buddhism Art History
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CHAPTER 9 : READING OF UNITS - codes, functions, actions

9.1 - On Buddhist signs

The sign of the Buddha image, the stone sculpture 
standing at the introductory hall, as a * super-sign', 
encompassing multiple significations, and 'standing for' the 
whole exhibition, as a first cardinal functional unit, is a 
good starting point for the analysis of the signification 
systems working at the basis of the exhibition discourse. 
Working as an 'announcement' and as a 'resume' of the whole 
work to be presented, it can be linked, horizontally and 
vertically, to the subsequent unfolding of the narrative and 
to the two paradigmatic axes along which the exhibition 'text' 
could be 'read': 'Buddhism, Art and Faith'. It plays, thus,
a double function, as a 'referent' for the verbal sentence 
stated by the Title ( thus, the 'full referent' of the 
'discourse'), and as a 'sign' for the whole 'history' narrated 
by the 'discourse'.

Buddhist expressions are signs of a non-verbal language, 
which is conventionally used by the followers of this Faith 
to signify and to communicate abstract and complex spiritual 
concepts, sometimes playing the 'sign-function' of 'standing 
for' Buddhist precepts and practices, as in the case of 
'mandalas', or of narrative reliefs and illustrations, which 
help the believer into the way of concentration, meditation 
and devotional meritorious acts. Their 'signic function', 'la 
fonction-signe' in Barthes (see chap.3,p.45), is that of their 
use in the religious context in which they have, in fact, a 
multiple functionality: to express abstract concepts in
concrete forms, to preach the doctrine of the Enlightenment
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and the 'Four Noble Truths', to teach and to inform 
individuals on these preaching and concepts, working at the 
same time as tools for gaining merit (through their production 
and reproduction, contemplation and veneration) and as helpers 
on the way to Nirvana^

All these symbols and signs stand thus for the Buddha 
himself, in his metaphysical and human natures, as a teacher, 
a preacher, a saviour and guide, as an example to be followed. 
At the same time they may 'stand for' the idea of the 
Bodhisattvas (the Buddhas-to-be), those who help people to 
attain 'buddhahood'. Another function, deriving from the 
development of the doctrine in more humanistic ways, was that 
of 'standing for' the saviour and protecting deities emanating 
from the Buddha in his metaphysical and cosmic aspects.

These images act thus as 'media' between the entities 
and their devotees, supporting the transmission of healing, 
protective and beneficial powers, from 'gods' to humankind.

The same multiple role is performed by the sacred texts, 
scrolls and books, paintings and illustrations and all graphic 
conventional signs which decorate them. These texts serve to 
compile the body of Doctrine, the Dharma, to transmit it to 
others, expressing in verbal and graphic form the concepts of 
the faith, and at the same time serving as tools for 
meditation, concentration and wisdom. The recitation of sutras 
and mantras, ritual texts and sentences or sounds, allied to 
movements and ritual gestures, or to the sound of sacred 
instruments, is one of the main religious performances in the 
practice of Buddhism, providing salvation and enlightenment, 
slowly or instantly (in the Vajrayana tradition) to their 
practitioners. To copy or to repeat these texts was a sure way 
of gaining merit and becoming free of rebirth, which explains 
the activity of monasteries, with sometimes more than one

^The concept of 'Nirvana' is not originally Buddhist, and was 
already a basic idea to Hinduism and other local ancient religions.
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thousand monks producing careful and rich copies of the sacred 
texts, an activity which promoted the development of printing 
methods in the Far East. These texts are actually a good 
example of the semiotic nature of language, through the 
translating process, in different linguistic systems (pali, 
uyghur, sanskrit, Chinese, etc.) of the same contents and of 
their many 'interpretations'.

The 'interprétants* to these linguistic signs will change 
according to local philosophies and traditions which interpret 
their meanings in different ways, with slight and subtle 
variations, giving rise to different sects and collections of 
texts. The changes in the expressions will correspond to 
changes in the contents of the Doctrine, to which previous 
metaphysical and cultural codes will contribute for its 
expansion and spread. One can clearly see through the 
developments of Buddhist expressions, how far original 
cultural, religious and formal signs will be integrated and 
absorbed into the different local manifestations of Buddhist 
Faith, giving rise to different formal expressions, to new 
concepts and ideas, new entities and deities, new attitudes 
and behaviours in people's minds.

These new incorporated signs and concepts do not always 
have a religious origin, but may reveal social, political and 
economic codes dominant in the regions where they occur (for 
instance, the figure of demons and gaolers in charge of 
tortures in the hells, dressed like Chinese officials and 
bureaucrats). The ferocious aspect of Tibetan deities, like 
Mahakala, may have its origins in the country's traditional 
fight against Chinese rulers and invaders^.

^The continuing political problem was manifested in the event 
of the exhibition itself, from where Tibetan items have been taken 
back by the lenders, as a protest against the mention of Tibet as 
a present region of China.
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The use of the Buddha 'iconic' signs, or representations, 
in this Exhibition, will vary according to the situation, the 
context of the 'unit of meaning' in which they are inserted, 
as well as to the intentions of the senders and of receivers 
of the exhibition message. The 'extensionalaspects of the 
Buddha sign will be many, according to the 'intensions' , the 
'interprétants' suggested by its use in different postulates 
of signification.

The Buddha image may refer thus, in its 'extensional' 
aspects, to the historical Sakyamuni, or Siddharta Gautama, 
to the cosmic Buddhas (Maitreya, Amithaba) in the five 
cardinal points^, to the former Buddhas who preceded the 
present 'manifestation', to his many powers (as the Saviour, 
the Healer, the Compassionate, the Teacher) , to his many 
emanations, which manifest these qualities and powers, to his 
previous lives as a prince, a Bodhisattva, an ascetic, a 
wandering monk, or yet as animals, in different legendary 
situations. All these 'referents' will correspond to the 
'intensional' aspects of the sign, determined by the Buddhist 
code, to its 'postulates of signification': the Buddha as a 
spiritual and religious entity, manifested in human or 
spiritual forms. The 'sign-language' of the images' hands may 
be useful clues for understanding their silent message, if one 
knows this basic 'iconic' code.

According to the 'intensions' of the signs postulated by 
the signification systems of the museum emitters, the 
'extensional' aspects of the Buddha images will be totally 
different: they will refer to 'museum objects', to
'archaeological findings', to pieces in a collection of works 
of art, to 'tokens' of types of Buddhist sculptures or

^See chapter 3, pp.63,ff, for the discussion of 'extensions' 
and 'intensions', and Eco,1984:10, 1979:60-66.

^The Center was the fifth and main cardinal point in many 
oriental cosmologies.
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paintings, to 'types' in a system of classification, in an 
art-historical taxonomy applied on these objects. They may 
thus be selected or arranged as a 'Gandharan Buddha', a 'Gupta 
type', a 'classical Chinese-Lamaist figure', a 'Burmese 
Buddha', a 'Matura specimen', a 'Buddhist Baroque work', an 
aesthetic achievement of Indian Antiquity, a 'typically Roman' 
statue, a 'rare example' of a 'transition style', a recent 
gift by a given donor, a similar specimen to that in another 
museum and so on. The specialized language written in the 
labels gives the elaborated and complex parameters for these 
classifications, situating the items in these intricate fields 
or perspectives, if one is able to dominate these 'academic' 
codes:

••135. Buddha
Kashmir (?). 7th-8th century AD 
Terracotta. Height 20cm. OA 1861. 7-28.1

This head is still close to the Gandharan stucco 
tradition dated to the 4th and 5th centuries, but must 
belong to the later clay production known from sites in 
Kashmir of the so-called Buddhist Baroque, from 
Afghanistan and the presumed site of Kaniska I's stupa 
outside Peshawar. The purchase of this head at Peshawar 
in the last century as part of a larger collection of 
unknown provenance leaves its attribution open to 
considerations of style.

WZ ••
(Catalogue,BMP,1985:102)

The Buddha is not 'The Buddha', but a museological work 
of art, inserted in the semantic field of the curators' and 
specialists' codes, and referring to aesthetic canons and 
formal models.

The Exhibition must be 'read', thus, through the two 
paradigmatic axes which determine the sign-functions of the 
items displayed, through the paradoxical struggle settled by 
the structural matrix which supports the text : the paradigm 
of Faith, and that of Art, stated in the title of the show.
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9.2 - The Buddha's 'sememic tree': deconstruction of the 
Sign

In the first paradigm of the religious axis, the sign of 
the Buddha 'stands for' any other representation of the same 
'type', as a 'token' of the conceptual and representational 
type of the central 'character' of Buddhism, as conventionally 
accepted by the Buddhist codes. In this sense, it may be 
substituted by any other sign standing for the same concept, 
by other images and representations, as for instance the 
Wheel, the Deer, the Stupa, the Footprints. In the earlier 
decades of Buddhist development, no human form would stand for 
the Buddha, in accordance with the principle of the illusory 
nature of reality, of the immateriality of Truth, and the 
concept of 'non-being' proposed by the Doctrine. The Buddha 
concept would thus correspond to a 'zero degree' of matter or 
reality, a state equal to Nirvana, which all beings should 
strive to reach. It has been, thus, represented through 
'symbols' - the Wheel, standing for the motion of the Doctrine 
and of change in spiritual evolution, the Deer, referring to 
the First Sermon preached in the Deer Park, the Stupa, 
(originally a burial mound), referring to the Buddha's death, 
and lately the Footprints, representing his wandering life as 
a preacher.

The first Buddha images in human form appear in the first 
centuries BC and AD, as a result of the development of the 
religion and of the formalization of the concepts, responding 
to the need of a growing devotionalism, when the idea of the 
Buddha acquires a 'divine' and supernatural quality.

The representation of the Buddha, in its classical 'model 
type', reaches thus the level of a whole 'text' : as a
concrete manifestation of an abstract model, and as a model 
in relation to the real world in which it is inserted, as a 
project of a way of life proposed to all individuals. As 
signs, and as conventional symbols accepted by the followers 
of the religion, these representations are actually semiotic 
texts which must be 'read' according to a specific 'grammar'.
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In this sort of 'iconic writing', every 'trace' is a 
'distinguisher' of different meanings, a 'signifier' for 
'floating signifieds', or better, for a 'galaxy of meanings' 
which come out from their expression and reading in the 
different verbal and formal languages of the regions where the 
Faith has been spread and communicated.

The 'semantic markers'^ of these signifieds have been 
multiplied in these different religious expressions - the 
qualities, the powers, the cosmic nature of the Buddha, 
absorbing many semantic and expressive features of local 
deities and beliefs. Hinduism and Vedhism, the Tantric 
esoteric rituals of Tibetan and Nepalese shamans, Taoism and 
Confucionism, and other more primitive religions dominant in 
all Asia have given the background layers to the Buddhist 
Creed.

The 'syntactic markers' apparent in these varied formal 
'grammatologies' correspond to, and indicate, these complex 
conceptual meanings and characteristics. It is hardly possible 
to construct thus a 'sememic tree', or a sememic composition 
of the Buddha sign, to detect the bundle of distinctive 
features, and the system of positions and oppositions which 
may be found in it, and which distinguish it from other signs 
and concepts. A rough sketch may be tried, however, in a 
synthetic manner, as a possible approach.

The relation of the expression to the content, the two 
'functives' of the sign's correlation, will be a different 
one, in the two paradigms of the exhibition's field : the 
Buddhist Code and the Museum's Code. In the context of 
Buddhism, the image of the Buddha, as a sign-vehicle for 
multiple denotations and connotations, can be 'decoded' 
through a possible 'compositional tree', as shown in Figure 
16:

^See chapter 3, p.67 ff.
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Figure 16 - The Buddha's sememic tree (1)
/the Buddha image/ = 'syntactic markers' 
/sign-vehicle/ = 'semes'
(Expression) = (features)

:= < The Buddha >* 
:= < sememe >
== (Contents)

* <The Buddha> |>. 
<sememe>

.d.l. .The Enlightened...
I V ...c.l... Nirvana

( ...c .2... Buddhahood
I y ...c .3... Sakyamuni

.d.2. .The Saviour...

_^.(contex a: with disciples)
Sakyamuni 
The Preacher

Uii d # WX
.. d . 5... 
. .d.6. . .

. .d. 3

^  .d.4

 . . [circ.x : with lotus]
L^..d.7.. The Compassionate

. Cosmic Buddha. . .̂  c . 4 . . . Amithaba 
...^c.5... Maitreya

.Sakyamuni.. 
... c . 6.
... c . 7 .

 . . .  C . 8 .

The Prince of the 
Sakya family 
The ascetic 
The founder of the 

Religion
.[circ.y :with the 'myrobalan] 
I  ̂...d.8...The Healer
. (context b: on a book cover) 
I ^ ...d .9...The Doctrine

d.= denotations; c.= connotations; circ.= circumstances)

'syntactic markers' = human figure, oriental features, top
knot, facial expression, 'mudras'(hand 
gestures), sacred signals, monastic 
dress, lotus flower, etc...
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The list of expression features of the Buddha image may 
be considered as the articulatory formants, or 'semes', which 
together compound the Buddha's 'sememe'. Each one of these 
units of meaning correspond to a content, or to 'semantic 
markers' which characterize the sign, contributing for the 
determination of the sign function, in a given semantic field. 
The different hand gestures - the 'mudras' - will indicate 
different denotations, opening the way to different 
connotations of the Buddha sign: as a Preacher, a Saviour, a 
Protector, a Healer, or at the moment of his Enlightenment. 
The monastic garment and the absence of jewelry will work as 
a distinction of the Buddha image from that of a Bodhisattva, 
always represented in princely manners. The long earlobes, the 
top knot and other 'sacred' marks in the body of the image 
will indicate the Buddha's divine nature, as 'signals' of 
'buddhahood'. These marks can be seen as 'indexical' or 
'indicial' signs which attest these supernatural qualities of 
the Buddha.

As 'syntactic markers' of the sign-vehicle, these 
features will also determine the possibilities of combination 
of the Buddha signs with other signs, according to the rules 
of Buddhist language : it is thus possible to combine or to 
associate the Buddha image with those of disciples or of 
Bodhisattvas and attendants, in a hierarchical arrangement, 
as it is shown in many of the items in the exhibition 
(triads, plaques, paintings and book-covers). It would be, 
however, 'heresy' to combine or to associate the Buddha image 
with those of warriors, of dancers, or with a musical 
instrument, a sword, a table plenty of food: these would be 
'syntactic aberrations', in Buddhist codes.
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with the development of the Creed and the multiplication 
of Buddhist cosmological entities, one will find 
representations of other divine entities, as 'emanations' of 
the Lord, or as representations of his powers, like, for 
instance, the figures of Acala (with a sword and a rope), of 
Avalokitesvara (with crown and jewels, as a Bodhisattva), of 
Vaisravana (in splendid armour and followed by heavenly 
troops), of Manjusri (holding a lotus, an arrow and a bow) . 
These images combine and articulate different expressive 
features, extrapolating and upsetting the pure original 
'grammar', and creating all sorts of new representations, 
including even a 'feminine' aspect of the Buddha's essence, 
as the Chinese Guanyin, the Japanese Sri (the goddess of good 
fortune), or the Tibetan green Tara (a personification of 
compassion).

In the particular circumstance of the Museum context, 
the exhibition on Buddhism, the Buddha image has different 
denotations and connotations, different syntactic and semantic 
markers, as it can be demonstrated through another 
compositional tree, shown in Figure 17:
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Figure 17: The Buddha's 'sememic tree' (2)
/Buddha Image/ = 'syntactic markers' == <sculpture/painting

of the Buddha> * 
== <sememe>
== ( formal types)

<sign-vehicle>
(tokens)

< semes > 
(formal features)

*<sculpture/ 
painting of 
the Buddha

...d.l... a Gandharan Buddha...
________^ ...c.l...early images

. .d.2

•. . d . 3

. .d.4

. .d.5

. .d.6

...c.2...Eastern Indian 
style

...c .3...Graeco-Roman 
tradition

a Mathura Buddha...
--------^ ...c.4... first images
________ÎW...C.5..." heaviness "
a Gupta image...

 ^  . . . C . 6 . . .traditional school
^ . ..c .7...classical perfection

a Kashmir Buddha...
 ^ ...c .8...Buddhist baroque
Buddha...0.9..a Bihar version of 

a Sarnath convention

ÜBuddha...c.10... a Silla-period
bronze

[circ.x roasting faults]...c.11...
'hollow-casting technique'

->(context b: British Library exhibition).. .
I  . d.7... illustrated manuscript

' " ..0.11... Burmese script 
..0 .1 2 ...earliest surviving

book

# / #

'syntactic markers' = materials, body posture, face traits, 
treatment of robes, decorations, 
attributes (halo, lotus, flames,etc.) 
colours, shapes
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In the museum context, the Buddha images and all other 
expressions, as paintings, scrolls, texts, books and objects 
are used as 'examples' of particular 'types' of artistic, 
formal or stylistic expressions, in two different semantic 
fields : that of the Art-History and that of Bibliophily and 
Philology. These formal expressions have a double role in 
the museological text: that of 'referents' of the verbal signs 
of the written text, on panels and labels, and that of 
'indexical' signs of the 'artistry' and the 'variety' of image 
production, writing styles, languages and book production of 
Buddhist origin.

The 'signifiers' of Buddhist language are used, in this 
museological 'writing', as signs standing for other 
signifieds, in the curators' semantic fields, in a 
'mythological' speech which 'steals' the original signs, to 
construct with them another discourse. These original signs 
are however present and named in the text, according to their 
former code : The Buddha, Bodhisattva, Avalokitesvara,
Padmapani, Amithaba, Maitreya. As Barthes points out, 'myth 
does not abolish the original concepts but deforms them, to 
serve its intentions. It is a type of "stolen language", a 
speech defined by its intention much more than by its literal 
sense' (Barthes,1973 :117).

9.3 - Reading of units

It would not be possible, in the limits of this 
dissertation, to proceed to the analysis of each one of the 
36 segments of the exhibition structure. One can thus select 
some of them, considered to play a 'cardinal function' in the 
whole work and in each one of the three main 'narrative 
threads', in order to look for their intertextual and
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extratextual relations, and the functions of the units which 
compound them, in syntagmatic and paradigmatic chains and 
axes. In each reading of 'lexias' the level of functions 
and actions of the signs and units, as well as their role in 
the level of narration, will be suggested.

I - The History of Buddhism:

Lexia n. 3: 'Early Cult Monuments' (see p.207)
The first narrative thread of the Exhibition, 'The 

History of Buddhism', introduced by the text at the entrance 
hall, developed itself in the first two showcases, focusing 
the 'Early Cult Monuments' of Buddhism. This segment was 
centered on the stupa monument, represented by the two first 
functional signs in the narrative sequence - a 'Drum slab' 
(Cat.n.13), and a 'Railing Pillar' (Cat.n.4). These items were 
fragments of a real stupa, working as 'indexical' signs, or 
as 'proofs' of the first monumental expressions of the Faith. 
The 'Drum slab' was one of the many carved plaques covering 
the stupa drum along the processional path of the worshippers, 
depicting scenes of the Buddha's life. This particular piece 
showed a representation of the stupa itself, working thus as 
'a sign of a sign', standing for the whole monument in a 
metonymical relation - a part standing for the whole, in the 
exhibition's text. It was at the same time an 'icon', a 
'representation' of the real thing, a 'reduced' reality in 
two-dimensional format. It played thus a cardinal function in 
the narrative sequence, complemented by the 'Railing Pillar', 
another fragment in a metonymical relationship to the 
represented whole. These two items worked together performing 
one and the same 'sign-function' , standing for the stupa, that
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is, for the 'early cult monuments' of Buddhism, already 
referred to by the verbal sentence in the section heading.

The referential function of these iconic signs was 
explicit and supported by the coloured enlarged photograph, 
displayed inside the showcase, of the stupa n. 3, at Sanci, 
in India, another iconic representation of the 'real thing', 
as a 'design strategy' for the visual understanding of the 
referent, establishing a link between the fragments and the 
'idea' of the stupa.

The other items displayed in the sequence - reliquaries, 
small jewels and precious stones found in one of these pieces, 
model stupas as reliquaries and an inscribed slab of a relic 
casket -worked as complements, as catalyses to the first 
nucleus - the stupa sign. These items, found inside stupa 
buildings, played a complementary role, as 'indicial' signs, 
'qualifying' the main one. As 'referents' of the stupa's 
function, as a sacred and devotional monument, they were shown 
here as 'examples' of the kind of objects usually found in 
these buildings. The model stupas, as reliquaries, played a 
double role, as 'replicas', in smaller size, of the real 
monument, 'standing for' it in an 'iconic' function; at the 
same time, they had a more basic ' sign-f unction ' , that of 
containing the relics of the Buddha or of his disciples. 
'Relics' - as ashes, pieces of bones, of hair, or pieces of 
costumes - are 'indexical' signs standing for the saints they 
belonged to. The caskets, or reliquaries which contained them, 
took over this original 'sign-function', acquiring thus the 
'signic quality' of their contents. All these complementary 
items can thus be seen as ' semes ', or as articulatory formants 
of the main 'sememe' - the stupa, as the sign for Buddhism. 
The sacred deposits (jewels and precious stones) found in some 
of these caskets, worked as 'signs' for the devotional acts
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and for the symbolic and transcendental function of the 
stupas*.

The stupa's meaning in the Buddhist code was summarized 
in the text panel of this segment:

'...commemorated the Master, his predecessors and 
disciples... before images were worshipped, the Buddha 
and his death were symbolized by the stupa (originally 
funeral mounds)... building and worshipping a stupa were 
an acknowledgment of the Doctrine as well as acts of 
devotion. The merit so gained brought rewards in a 
present and future life'.

The linguistic code works here as a metalanguage, in 
order to explain what the eyes cannot see, that is, the 
transcendental meaning and the symbolic role of the stupa's 
concrete sign, or of its many representations.

The first paragraph of this textual unit of meaning 
reveals, however, another 'code departure', different from 
that of the Buddhist paradigm:

'Although Buddhism began in the 6th century BC, its 
oldest surviving remains go back to the 3rd century BC, 
following an emperor's conversion and patronage.'

The chronological code (already present in the first 
introductory panel) attests, early in the exhibition, the 
'scientificism' of the discourse. The value of the 
'beginnings', stated in a precise manner, and with a 
scientific 'relative precaution' (...'although'...) is 
fundamental for western 'academic' codes. The 'history' to be 
narrated starts with the proofs of its 'truth' : the early

*The way these items have been perceived by the public has 
given rise to an unusual case of 'illusory perception', as 
illustrated in chapter 11, p.309.
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cult monuments found through archaeological and historical 
studies ( the historical code mentions an 'emperor', a 
'historical', thus, a 'true' figure). These monuments, or 
better, their signs or representations, play thus a first 
cardinal function in the two paradigmatic axes of the 
exhibition: as 'proofs' of the museological discourse (the 
first 'codes of museality' starting to work here), as well as 
'proofs' of the Faith, attesting for the strength and devotion 
of its followers.

The reading of the detailed labels reveals a little bit 
more of the two parallel discourses starting at this initial 
segment of the exhibition:

'5. Reliquary in the form of a goose 
Gandhara, from Taxila. 1st century AD (?)
Crystal. Height 3,2 cm; length (max.) 10 cm.

OA 1867.4-27.2

This hollowed goose has a circular body with projections 
forming the head, neck, wings and tail. The wings and 
tail have incised lines and cross-hatching; the bottom 
of the body is pierced with two pairs of small holes. 
When found the goose contained an inscribed gold plate, 
now lost, which has been translated as meaning that a 
relic of the Buddha was placed in the goose by one Sira 
for her parents' benefit in a future existence.

WZ '
(Catalogue,BMP,1985:28)

•9. Reliquary
Gandhara, from Bimaran, Afghanistan. lst-2nd century AD 
Gold set with garnets. Height 6.5 cm. OA 1900.2- 9.1

This famous object was found in a stupa inside an 
inscribed stone box, now also in the British Museum. 
Framed by arcades formed with the Indian pointed arch 
are the Buddha and the gods Indra and Brahma shown twice 
and separated by a worshipper whose head-dress, earrings 
and armlets suggest a Bodhisattva. Between the arches are 
eagles and, above and below, garnets. The inscription 
refers to relics of the Buddha dedicated by one

228



Sivaraksita; if the coins found near by were 
contemporary, the reliquary would be of the 1st century 
AD and its Buddha image perhaps earlier than Kaniska I's 
reign. The resemblance of the Buddhas on this casket and 
Kaniska I's gold coin (n. 121) appears close.

WZ
• (Catalogue,BMP, 1985:29)

The formal descriptions, in a minutely detailed way, 
attest the importance of these items according to museological 
and stylistic codes and reveal the evaluative accents of the 
'ideal narrators' of the exhibition ( the curators and 
specialists), emphasizing the forms and materials more than 
the 'meanings' of the objects; in the second example (n. 9), 
the label refers explicitly to the Museum and its collections. 
The archaeological references and historical notations which 
help to date and to classify these objects are other examples 
of the codes of 'museality' which pervade the whole text, at 
the background of the institutional discourse.

•14. Sacred deposits
Eastern India, from Bodh Gaya. Early centuries AD (?) 
Gold and sapphire. Length of strung flowers and conches 
13.5 cm. Given by Sir Alexander Cunningham. OA 1892.11 
-3.13-20;22;24

During the restoration of the Mahabodhi temple in 1880- 
81 a ball of clay was found below the Enlightenment 
Throne inside the temple. It contained coins, gold, 
silver, precious and semi-precious stones. This selection 
consists of coin impressions made into a pendant, gold 
flowers, some with a central sapphire, imitation conches, 
and patterned discs and buttons. The coin impressions are 
taken from an issue of Huviska (2nd century AD) , and the 
silver punch-marked coins also found are older but could 
still have been current in Kusana times. A stratification 
is reported, but the level at which the deposit lay 
cannot be dated since a redeposition during one of many 
rebuildings and restorations in antiquity is possible.

WZ '
(Catalogue,BMP,1985:31)
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The difficulty in understanding these intricate and 
specialized verbal segments on the part of the public is 
evident, and will be responsible for special and interesting 
perceptual problems, as it has been detected through the 
research^.

In the level of actions, in the narrative sequence, the 
stupa is an agent of meaning through the paradigmatic axis of 
Buddhist Faith. In the paradigm of the Museum's codes - that 
of Art-History and Aesthetics - these crystal reliquaries and 
all other subsidiary items mentioned above will keep the role 
of 'actantial' signs, introducing the formal and the 'rarity' 
or 'oddity' parameters, which will govern the academic 
discourse.

Despite the architectural relevance of the stupas among 
the artistic achievements of Buddhism, in the perspective of 
the authors of this museological text, the formal and the 
emotional appeal of these eye-catching and curious items was 
more easily and immediately caught by the visitors.

Lexia n. 5 : The Buddha Legend (see p.208)
In opposition to the first 'unit of meaning', the second 

segment starts with a 'doubt', or better, an 'enigma'. The 
verbal text says, in its first paragraph:

•There is no good reason to doubt that a Buddha called 
Siddharta Gautama, of the Sakya clan in the Nepalese 
Terai, was a historical figure.•

The second functional unit in the narrative, as a second 
cardinal sign in the horizontal axis of development of the 
'history', is marked by a fundamental opposition between 
'facts' = 'early cult monuments', and 'legend' = 'the Buddha 
legend'.

^See chapter 11, p.309.
230



The rhetorical strategy of the linguistic code, 
introducing a 'doubt' and at the same time denying it ('there 
is no good reason for that'), inaugurates an ambiguity in the 
discourse, which will not be resolved until the end of the 
show.

It is not difficult to perceive here the 'ideological 
closure', the 'framing capacity' of this fragment of the work, 
in setting the limits to the reading of the text, in a 
'preferred' way. The audience is led here to distinguish the 
'factual' narrative - that which is ostensively presented in 
the showcases-from the 'fictional' one, presumably told by 
these Buddhist expressions. The way certain meanings are 
constructed and encouraged, and other possible meanings are 
discarded, through the absence of other elements, or through 
the closing and controlling mode of enunciation, is very clear 
in this segment of the text.

Since the Buddha's history is a 'legend', there is no 
good reason to consider it as the primary focus of the 
narration. What matters here are the historical proofs of 
facts, dates, and concrete objects presented in the showcases, 
not what they really 'mean'. The opposition between 
natural/supernatural, facts/rumour, truth/mystification, is 
an old 'mythic theme' in western philosophy. 'To argue 
aggressively in favour of "facts alone", to insist on the 
triumph of the referent, is to cast suspicion on 
signification, to mutilate reality's symbolic supplement!' 
(Barthes,1988 ; 271).

The series of stone reliefs displayed in showcases nn.4 
and 5, fragments coming from stupas, seen as 'examples' of 
Buddhist 'narrative reliefs', constitute actually a whole 
text, a 'micro-narrative' inside the main one, the History of 
Buddhism. They could be read, thus, in the manner of a 'comic 
book', as fragments of a major text, like scenes of a Buddhist 
Bible, and referring, as 'signifiers', to one only
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'signified': the Buddha's life. A sequence of the narrative 
starts here, positing an enigma: 'was it true, or not?'. Every 
step in the sequence - 'The meeting with Dipamkara', 'The 
dream of Maya', 'The birth and return of the Infant', 'The 
Great Renunciation ', ' The First Sermon ', is a step in the
composition of a whole picture, that of the concept of the 
Buddha, for which every scene brings a new 'semantic marker' 
to the composition of the whole 'sememe'.

We have thus here a series of 'iconic signs', referring 
to an abstract model, each form corresponding to one aspect 
of the complex content. In the Buddhist code, this segment 
can be seen as a fundamental segment, an 'original segment' 
which will be repeated throughout the whole Buddhist 'Text', 
as a basis for the Faith, attesting for the human and the 
supernatural qualities of the essential Being. Besides the 
iconic aspect of these signs, their symbolic aspect is a 
fundamental quality of their sign-function. This symbolic 
quality was rejected by the narrators of the exhibition, 
despite the literal description of each scene of the story in 
the labels; this 'preferred reading' was present even in these 
'micro-narratives', where the 'story' frequently slides 
sideways, in favour of the dominant referential code:

•16 ... this damaged slab shows the haloed prince riding 
with his wife and children and bending down to give 
something to an aged Brahmin whose disciple, with a 
waterpot, raises his riaht hand in astonishment.' 
(Catalogue,BMP,1985:33)^

8 My emphasis.
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The description reveals the curator's eyes and the 
precise registration of the formal features necessary to 
distinguish this particular slab from others in the 
collection, and which must be adequately registered and 
inserted in the classificatory system of the museum files.

•18 ... the slightly curved shape of the fragment shows 
that it comes from a small stupa; the scenes must be read 
from right to left, following the direction in which the 
worshipper walked round it.'
(Catalogue,BMP,1985:33)^

Again, the emphasis is on the form of the expression, on 
the origin of the item, in a hierarchical position in the 
museum's code of signification, while the reference to the 
function and meaning of the object slides to the background.

The emphasis on the museological (or archaeological) 
facts (the items, dates and origins) shows the 'scientific 
codes' assumed by the narrators, pursuing the discourse of 
the 'real' and not that of 'fable'. The value given to facts 
is an act of 'censorship', in Barthes' words, against the 
signifier, it is a rejection of the 'other scene', 'that of 
the unconscious' (Barthes,1988:271) .

The 'other scene' is however present to people's eyes 
and minds, to their previous expectations, as well as in the 
faces of the young monks portrayed in the large coloured 
photograph facing the exhibition's showcases, and looking 
ahead, to another 'reality's another 'strategy' of the 'design 
code', meant by the designers of the exhibition in order to 
bring a little bit of 'life' to the show. This photograph, as

’ My emphasis.
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an iconic sign for the real practitioners of the religion, 
refers to another 'fact', displaced by the exhibition 
discourse. For these individuals, as well as for the real ones 
entering the galleries in their yellow robes, the Buddha 
Legend is much more than a fable, it is actually a fundamental 
and transcendental 'reality'.

This 'lexia' can be seen as in strict relationship with 
the precedent and the following ones (n. 4 - Bodh Gaya, n.6- 
Jatakas) where the items would refer to the same cardinal 

function in the narrative : the Buddha's life, in its
historical and metaphysical significations. In the vertical 
axis of integration, all the items displayed in these sections 
referred to the same paradigmatic code: Buddhism and its Faith 
History. In the horizontal axis of distribution of the units, 
they could be linked by consecution and by consequentiality, 
one scene leading to another, translated in different material 
and forms (reliefs, illustrations), and closing the first main 
sequence of the narrative thread.

On the perspective of the second paradigmatic axis of 
the exhibition's structure, the second main 'isotopy' of the 
text - Buddhism's Art History - this 'lexia' can be seen as 
a formal introduction to the 'iconography' referred to along 
the discourse, which will be retaken in 'lexia' n. 13 - 'First 
Buddha Images' - and in all the following sequences in the 
horizontal level of the 'reading'. In the vertical axis of 
signification, the aesthetic canons and taxonomies, this 
section works as an introduction to Buddhist art expressions - 
as 'early Buddhist narrative sculpture'- in their still 

primitive and less elaborated forms of representation.
The next narrative sequence, on the 'Spread of Buddhism', 

as a development of the 'history', started in 'lexia' n. 7 , 
'The Scriptures and their Transmission', constituting actually
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an exhibition inside the main one, a narrative inside another 
narrative, prepared by different 'authors', or different 
narrators, according to different intentions.

II - The Spread of Buddhism:

Lexia n. 7 : The Scriptures and their transmission
(see p.209)

This segment of the narrative thread, on the History of 
Buddhism, can be seen as an independent development of the 
preceding ones, playing a cardinal function in the structure 
of the exhibition, and encompassing a whole sequence of units, 
from this lexia until n. 12. This section has been produced 
by the British Library specialists and philologists, and the 
perspective from which the items have been approached reveals 
different intentions, the basic ones stated in the 
introductory panel at the entrance hall :

•...It aims to provide, early in the exhibition, how 
Doctrine and Belief evolved and to provide a background 
for the wide range of forms and concepts found in 
Buddhist Arts•.

The section was formed basically, and almost exclusively, 
by scrolls of manuscripts and books, containing the Buddhist 
Doctrine. All these written and graphical signs, thus, 
referred to a same complex signified: the Doctrine, or the 
Dharma of Buddhism. The rare and unknown languages in which 
these texts have been written and copied was a first major 
obstacle for the fulfillment of the first intentions of the 
emitters. The long and detailed labels, meant to 'translate' 
or at least to 'clarify' these meanings, considered as a 
necessary 'background' for the understanding of the Buddhist
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Arts, have been actually another major obstacle for the 
public, when trying to get the meaning of these expressions.

The first functional unit of this segment, the one more 
easily grasped by the receivers among all that abstruse 
'writing', was the iconic representation of the Buddha's First 
Sermon (Cat.n.141), a stone relief which a more attentive 
observer could recognize from the previous items displayed in 
the preceding showcases. Next to it, in the following 
showcase, another three-dimensional unit, the Head of a monk 
(Cat.n. 127) would catch the eyes of the beholder, in a first 
'unit of meaning' produced by this display, subtly enhanced 
by direct beams of light (an effective play of the Design 
code). These two iconic signs could actually summarize the 
whole narrative sequence, on the Transmission of the 
Scriptures and the Collection of the Canon. In the text panel, 
a photograph of a monk with books worked as an auxiliary sign 
meant to make explicit the links between the two 'units'.

The main 'signified' of this whole sequence, the 
'preachings' of the Buddha (the Doctrine, the Buddha's Text) 
communicated to his disciples, the monks, set the Wheel of 
the Doctrine in motion, according to the religious code. The 
books, manuscripts and scrolls were the mere 'media' for this 
transmission, for this religious process of communication. The 
'text', the message of the Doctrine, the 'content' of Buddhist 
Faith has been yet denied to the visitors of the exhibition.

The manuscript of the First Sermon (Cat.n. 29), the 
textual version of the Buddha's first formulation of his 
Doctrine according to the Tradition, displayed next to the 
relief of the Buddha preaching, was described in the label in 
a specialist's jargon, disencouraging any tentative to know 
what it was all about:
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•29. The First Sermon
Burma. 18th -early 19th century
Manuscript of Dhammacakkappavattanasutta in Pali, Black 
Burmese script. Palm leaf, silvered with black lacquered 
decorated margins. 6 folios. 8 x 52 cm. OMPB Or.12010/J 
The Dhammacakkappavattanasutta, or • turning of the Wheel 
of the Doctrine•, is the Buddha•s First Sermon after his 
Enlightenment and contains the fundamental principles of 
his teaching, expressed succinctly in the Four Noble 
Truths.The marginal and outer cover decorations on the 
manuscript show the earliest iconographie representations 
of the First Sermon, the Wheel of the Doctrine 
(dhammacakka).

PMH •
(Catalogue,BMP,1985:42)

Again the museological, or bibliographical code, 
attesting the place of origin and the date (the chronological 
code disregarding the 'time of history'), the morphological 
features of the material and of the 'script', the precise 
measures and number of 'folios', the taxonomical registration 
number, and the astonishingly difficult title in Pali (the 
'canonical language of Buddhism'), demonstrate the curators' 
'vision' of the narrative. This 'vision from behind', in 
Todorov's model^^, looking through the text in order to show 
what is significant in the librarians' system of meaning, 
enhances the 'superiority' of the emitters in relation to the 
receivers, in a good example of the 'disabling effect' 
suggested by Illich (1977)

The written elements of the Buddhist text are inserted 
into the curators' system, which is not that of the original 
work. This fact reveals at the same time the kind of vision

^See chapter 6, p.154.
^See J.Reeve (1985) quoting Illich et al. in Disabling 

Professions, Boyards,1977.
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from 'outside', in Todorov's terms, betraying a kind of 
objective and scientific attitude of the narrators in relation 
to the items. The accurate description, in a specialized 
jargon, disregards the public's ability to decode the 
'informative' labels. The metalinguistic code used in these 
labels, translating the manuscripts titles and their contents, 
refers actually to another code - that of Buddhism - as an 
'extra-textual' reference to the religious text (the 
fundamental principles of the Buddha's teaching,or the 'Four 
Noble Truths'), whose 'contents', yet, remained hidden.

Despite all the knowledgeable information given in the 
labels and texts on the evolution of the Creed (The Collection 
of the Canon, in lexia n. 8) , through the translations and 
interpretations of the original Canon in the different 
regions, the written signs of the Buddhist Doctrine remained 
inaccessible to the majority of the visitors, faced with the 
linguistic barrier of the academic code. The curators' vision 
of these texts was actually the same as that of the BM's 
curators in respect to the 'works of art'- an aestheticized 
look, the look of collectors and of experts on the material 
element of the Buddhist language, an exaltation of the 
'utterances', of the 'signifiers', and a lateral shift of the 
'signifieds'. It was not by chance that the inquiry made on 
the public's attitudes towards the exhibition revealed that 
only 5% of the visitors have read the labels, and that most 
of them could only concentrate and read carefully the first 
10/11 showcases, in the first twenty minutes of the visit^^.

•35. The Book of exalted utterances
From Dunhuang, Gansu province, China. 5th- 6th century 

AD. Pothi manuscript of Udanavarga in Sanskrit .Slanting Gupta 
script. Ink on paper. 12 folios. 9 x 37.5 cm. lOLR Ch.vii .OOIA

^Gee chapter 11, p.284.
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The Udanavarga is a Sarvastivadin compilation, attributed 
to Dharmatrata (1st century AD?), of popular ethical 
verse maxims. It significantly overlaps with an old 
north-west Indian (Gandhari) Dharmapada and the Pali 
canonical Dhammapada which belongs to the Khuddakanikaya 
or Minor Tradition, the collection of mainly verse texts 
not considered as spoken by the Buddha but sufficiently 
ancient to have entered the Canon before the first 
schisms. The script suggests a scribe from Kucha.

JPL • (Catalogue,BMP,1985:44)

The Rules for Monks (Cat.n. 36), a manuscript displayed 
near the Head of a Monk (Cat.n. 127), one of the functional 
units in this narrative, were kept hidden from the curiosity 
of the readers, who remained ignorant of the kind of 
exigencies demanded by monastic life, besides the reference 
to 'Expiation' and 'Confession'.

'36. Rules for Monks
From Kucha, Xinjiang province, China. 5th or 6th century 
AD
3 folios from pothi manuscripts of Vynayapitaka in 
Tocharian. Slanting Gupta script. Ink on paper. 5 x 29.5 
cm and 7.5 x 35 cm. lOLR Hoernle Ms 149 x/3. x/4
The three folios are from two different manuscripts, two 
consecutive folios (108,109) being from the second 
manuscript. They comprise Tocharian versions of the 
Vynayapitaka of the Sarvastivadins, the first leaf being 
from the Pratimoksa, the consecutively arranged rules of 
conduct for monks (rules 71-85), while the other two 
leaves provide a text similar to the Suttavibhanga of the 
Pali Canon, a rule embedded in the narrative which gave 
rise to it and a commentary following it. The rules 
covered by these two folios comprise the end of the 
section on Expiation and the beginning of that on 
Confession.

Tocharian, or Kuchean, the language of northern 
Xinjiang around Kucha, formed an entirely independent 
branch of the Indo-European language family, lost for 
1.000 years until the manuscript discoveries in the 
1890s. JPL’
(Catalogue, BMP,1985:45)
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Another manuscript (Cat.n. 38) with the same title, 
attests to the codes of museality :...'the earliest dated 
manuscript, found at Dunhuang, written only fifty years after 
the first cave temple was excavated...', and at the same time 
reveals the living element contained in these works:...' and 
the copier, a monk, apologises for his hand-writing hoping 
that no one will laugh at it...' It was, in fact, hardly 
possible not to laugh at the incredible 'writing' of the 
authors of this bibliological text.
As it could be read in the label to the 'Treasure of the 
Higher Doctrine', ’even the Sautrankikas, however, needed 
answers to the basic questions posed in the Abhidharma 
controversies...’ (Cat.n.42,p.49)

In the next following lexias the unending succession of 
scrolls and manuscripts was a repetition of the same 
communicative situation: all signifiers (despite the formal 
differences of the translations in different languages, and 
the content differences due to the schisms in different 
Buddhist sects) would refer to the final signified of the 
Buddhist Faith - the Doctrine of the Buddha, and to the basic 
'referent' of this Doctrine - the monks and faithful believers 
who produced these meritorious and devotional acts.

At the far end of this section, a three-dimensional 
signifier - the marble statue of a monk (Cat.n. 233) - stood 
as a sign for the practical aspect of all this Doctrine: its 
consequences in human life, and the 'human model' devised by 
this abstract Faith. The 'dynamic object' of reality, which 
all these textual signs referred to, was effectively suggested

Abhidharma : the Higher Doctrine of philosophical
rationalization of the Sutras (Buddha's sermons) which forms the 
third of the three Pitakas (collections) of the early Canon. The 
other two are the Sutrapitaka (collection of the sermons) and the 
Vinayapitaka (collection of monastic rules).
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to the readers through the insertion of this sculpture between 
two enlarged photographs of a row of monks, with their alms 
bowl and yellow robes: a strategy of the Design code to 'blow 
up' the frozen signifier into the living reality of Buddhist 
Faith.

Ill - Buddhism Art History:

Lexia n. 13 : The First Buddha Images (see p.210)
This segment inaugurated the main 'narrative thread', from 

the perspective of the museum curators: the paradigmatic axis 
of Art History and of Aesthetics, dominant in the discourse.

Two large photographic reproductions were the starting 
functional units in the extended sequence, developed along 3 6 
showcases, in a geographical and stylistic 'pertinentization' 
of the material: the 'Footprints', and 'Statues at excavation 
site'.

The image of the 'Footprints' - a stone relief, and a 
symbol of the Buddha before the representations in human form, 
and the image of a large number of statues of Buddhas and 
Bodhisattvas 'excavated' at Lokyan, in Pakistan, were actually 
two photographic 'interprétants', or 'references' of the 
double and ambiguous function played by the Buddha Image, in 
this particular museological discourse.

The 'Footprints', standing for the symbolic nature of 
these representations, as signs and symbols of the 
transcendental nature of the Buddha, seen from the 
'intensional' aspects of Buddhist codes, keep a metaphorical 
relation with the Buddha's image, standing for his long 
wandering across India to preach his Doctrine. At the same 
time, they stand as 'iconic' and as 'indexical' signs of the 
presence of the Buddha, in a metonymical relation with the
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'agent' of these footprints, as signs of his presence at a 
given place. In order to understand these abstract 
relationships one has to know the iconography of Buddhist 
codes; an example of that is given in Figure 18:

Fig.18: Metonymical relations
footprints > > > feet > > > human being
conventional > > the Buddha's > > The Buddha 
features feet

Fig.18: Metaphorical relations 
feet > > > the Buddha's footprints > > > 
to walk > > > the Buddha's wandering route

Figure 18 : Decoding the Buddha's Footprints (metonymical 
and metaphorical relations)

The second photograph of a large collection of statues, 
shown at the excavation site where they have been found, 
stands immediately for the 'archaeological' nature of all 
these items, as objects of research and study, denoting this 
specialized activity, the outstanding achievement of 
archaeologists and researchers, ^nd connoting the 'original' 
and 'authentic' quality of the items, now in the Museum 
collections. The connotative links are not difficult to be 
found, as suggested in Figure 19:
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Fig.19
statues at j=#=D.l > archeological > f=f C.l > archaeologists
excavation findings C.2 > expertise
site C.3 > salvation work

=  D. 2 > collectors' r=i= C.4 > original /
pieces > ! authentic items

=^D.3 > Museum fr̂  C.5 > works of art
collections > c. 6 > rare specimens

Figure 19: The museological decodings

This 'photographic' sign gives rise to several 
denotations and connotations, according to the 'reading' one 
may choose, among which some may refer to questions not 
answered by the exhibition; as for instance, the original 
function of so many statues at a same place, the reasons for 
their burial in underground layers throughout the centuries, 
or else the reasons and the justification for these excavating 
activities ( besides that of 'knowledge's sake') and for the 
transferral of these original items to museum collections 
worldwide.

The exhibition implicit message, starting more clearly 
from this point on, is a conventional justification for some 
of these questions, 'naturalizing' the answers through the 
generally accepted and authoritative Museum code ( to collect, 
to preserve, to study and interpret, and to display cultural 
significant items, for the intellectual enrichment, education 
and enjoyment of people). The political, social and ethical 
codes of modern societies are nevertheless being questioned 
today, in a sort of 'archaeological excavation' of the 
traditional 'codes of museality', through the deconstructive 
criticism of their discourses and actions.
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The first three-dimensional iconic sign in this sequence 
- a stone sculpture of The Buddha (Cat.n. 123) - inaugurated 
the succession of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, and of their many 
formal variations along the spreading route of Buddhism, from 
Eastern India through Kashmir, Nepal, Tibet, the Deccan and 
South India, Sri-Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cambodja and 
Indonesia, until finally reaching Central Asia, China, Korea 
and Japan.

All along this extended sequence of 'lexias', the Buddha 
Image and its 'emanating' or 'derivating' representations of 
other divine entities were no more the 'agents of meaning', 
but the objects of the discourse, the referents of a 
metalanguage which spoke of a first one - the Buddhist 
Language - and which took hold of its 'signifiers' to 
communicate different 'signifieds' : the art-schools, the
shapes and materials, the techniques of Buddhist expressions.

The original hierarchy of values in which these 
expressions were once inserted was abolished, in favour of 
another hierarchy - the realm of forms and of aesthetic values 
preferred by the 'ideal' and the 'real' narrators of the 
exhibition. The 'exchange-values' offered to the public in 
return for their attention, interest and admiration, were the 
'quality', the 'exceptionality', the 'rarity' and the 'beauty' 
of these objects, and the 'surplus' of all the knowledge 
provided about them. The items displayed were in fact the 
'coins' in this institutional, academic and social realms of 
the western cultural 'common market'.

The stone icon of the Buddha, displayed next to a small 
head and to some coins, was linked to these items in a 
horizontal relationship in which what matters is the 'form' 
of the representations, their stylistic, historical, regional 
features. In a vertical, integrative axis, these objects were
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signs of formal 'types' of the Buddha image, presented in a 
succession of 'tokens' or 'variants' of some exemplary models. 
The reading or the decoding of their sign-function in this 
specific academic context required a 'semiotic competence' 
from the part of the readers, which has been taken for granted 
or presupposed by the authors. The 'iconographical subcode' 
of Buddhist representations was supposed to be known, at least 
in its basic (visual) vocabulary; some new terms and names of 
the hundred or more new entities which appeared successively 
on the displays were given a summary description in the 
labels, just to be put immediately aside, to give place to the 
transcendental aspect of their forms, inserted in specialized 
taxonomies.

• 123. Buddha
Gandhara, from Takht-i-Bahi. 2nd century AD 
Schist. Height 1.04m. OA 1899.7-15.1

The angle of the right forearm and rough projection at 
the armpit where a strut supported the lost hand show 
that this Buddha was in the gesture of reassurance, 
offering protection to the worshipper. The left hand 
holds an end of cloth from the robe, and the lower 
undergarment can be seen above the lost feet. There is 
a noticeable moustache on the upper lip, and the broken 
halo has traces of an ancient repair. In type this Buddha 
is reminiscent of that on the Kaniska coin (n. 121) .

WZ •
(Catalogue,BMP,1985:93)

•121. Coin
Gandhara, from Ahin Posh stupa, Afghanistan. c.AD 100 
Gold. Diameter 2 cm. C & M India Office Collection no.289

Gold coin of the Kusana King Kaniska I showing on its 
reverse an image of the Buddha identified by an 
inscription in Bactrian reading Boddo. The symbol beside 
the Buddha is Kaniska I's personal mark. The Buddha is 
shown in a sculptural style, wearing monastic robes and 
making the gesture of reassurance.
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This is the earliest relatively datable image of the 
Buddha in the Gandharan style. Certain of its features 
support the attribution of the famous Kaniska reliquary 
(of.no.8) to the reign of Kaniska I; it also places the 
Buddha images on the bimaran casket in an early Kusana 
context. When compared with the Mathura-style Buddhist 
sculptures from central India, dated to Kaniska I*s 
reign, this Gandharan-style image creates a clear picture 
of the relative development of these two schools.

The use of this coin design by Kaniska I testifies to 
his involvement with Buddhism and supports legends in 
later Buddhist literature of his erection of monuments 
and assembling the Third Buddhist Council in Kashmir.

JC •
(Catalogue, BMP,1985:92, 93)

The examples above are sufficient enough to demonstrate 
the nature and the contents of the Museum's speech dominant 
in the Exhibition. All the many codes which work together at 
the basis of the Museum's code can be detected from a more 
thorough analysis of these textual units in the labels. The 
linguistic code is a 'primary modelling system', controlling 
the reception of the message, setting the 'frame' for the 
preferred reading intended by the authors. The secondary 
system of signification is, however, always present, or 
denoted, as a mere formal distinctive feature which helps to 
identify the token and the type. The first signification of 
the sign, in its original system, is not considered as 
'pertinent' to the discourse.

In order to understand the sign-function of the units in 
the academic semantic field where they are inserted, one has 
to look for the sign's 'microscopic texture', as described 
in n. 123 (above):
• . . . the angle of the right forearm, the rough projection of 
the armpit, ... the lost hand and the lost feet, .. . the broken 
halo and the traces of ancient repair.. . ' , are all 
'signifiers', or 'clues', for the many significations grasped
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by the curators' eyes: the formal, textural, material values 
which are significant markers in the museological system 
dominant in this exhibition.

The 'map of the route', easy to be followed in the 
Catalogue, could not be adequately translated by the Design 
code, since it has been strictly controlled by the curatorial 
team. Designers and Educationalists have not been involved in 
the structuration of the work.

The items were linked in the horizontal level of 
distribution of forms and materials, and some labels made 
cross-references to other items displayed in the preceding or 
subsequent showcases. If the devoted reader would like to 
follow all these links, denotations and connotations in the 
authors' minds, he would be certainly lost in a labyrinth of 
crossing paths within the exhibition space, which would 
certainly result in a physical and mental chaos, in an 
unending and frustrating search for references and links. The 
educational lecturers have actually guided their groups 
according to their own route, which involved a criss-crossing 
path, looking for a more coherent and clear path.

The chronological code has been disrupted along this 
thread, and the objects* dates - the 'time of h i s t o r y i n  
Todorov's terms - were disregarded, in favour of the 'time of 
the discourse' - an abstract route along the geographical 
distribution of the items, where one could find objects from 
the 4th/ 5th centuries AD near to other items from the 18th/ 
19th centuries; chronological information has been considered 
relevant only when supporting the museological, the 
archaeological, the historical codes, granting 'scientific' 
support for the statements:

^See chapter 6, pp.151,152.
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' . . .This is the earliest relatively datable image of the 
Buddha in the Gandharan style. Certain of its features 
support the attribution of the famous Kaniska reliquary 
(cf no.8) to the reign of Kaniska I...'
(see above, n.l2l).
The scientific precaution is made clear in this sentence, 

connoting the 'expertise' of the scientists.
In all subsequent lexias in this long section, objects 

lose their sign-function, the forms are emptied of their 
multiple meanings, and are fulfilled with aesthetic and value 
connotations, now changed into institutionalized denotations - 
'the giant Birmingham Buddha', the 'celebrated Sultangang 

Buddha', the 'surviving seated Bodhisattva', the 'Burmese 
Aksobhya of the Pagan period', the 'Kaniska reliquary'...

As signs of the museum language, these items can be seen 
as 'indexical' or 'indicial' units, their formal qualities 
'qualifying' the Museum speech, the high level of its objects 
and the richness of its collections. As 'indexes', they point 
out to the agents of these expressions, no more the Buddhist 
agents, but the curators who manipulate them in skillful and 
expert exhibitions. This show can be thus classified as 
'highly indicial', to use Barthes' types of narratives^\

Instead of a 'parading' of meanings, of a dramatic 
context played on the Museum scene by the actors of this 
religious spectacle, standing for the real 'characters' and 
authors of the Buddhist 'Text', the exhibition presented a 
parading of forms, of visual and linguistic information, to 
be hardly digested by the audience - an almost impossible 
task.

The presentation was most of the time excessively 
redundant, with the repetition of the many tokens which could

^See chapter 7, p.168.
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only be distinguished one from another by expert eyes. The 
Design code used to arrange and to articulate these 'units' 
has been totally controlled and determined by the dominant 
code. The succession of items was sometimes arranged like 
melody notes on a scale, an arrangement meant to be 'seen', 
but whose 'sound' was not to be heard. The audience's eyes 
were not 'deaf, however, as it will be demonstrated in 
Chapter 11.

Lexia n. 29 : Popular Buddhism in the Far East (see p.211)
The last lexia to be analised in the structural matrix 

of this exhibition, in a synthetic and arbitrary 'reading* of 
the units, can be seen as playing a disturbing role in the 
oppressive calmness of this museological situation.

In the level of actions, in this narrative, this part of 
the show 'explodes' the regular systematic taxonomy meant by 
the planned structure followed in the Catalogue. It seemed 
that a total muséographie chaos has been installed in this 
second and final gallery, where it was difficult to find a 
common link between the sub-sections and items (mostly from 
China, Korea and Japan).

This whole amount of different items were yet connected 
by one basic idea expressed in the title of this 'lexia': 
'Popular Buddhism in the Far East'. What these apparently 
disconnected items revealed was actually the practice of 
Buddhism, the religion and the faith, as lived and reported 
through all those objects, paintings and prints. This idea 
(however unintended), playing a functional role in the 
structural matrix of the work, was represented by different 
aspects of this practice, in its multifaceted ways, from 
concepts, to their consequences in people's behaviours, 
attitudes and beliefs, actions and productions.
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Every object or item in this section played a functional 
role in the composition of the varied and rich picture of the 
living religion. This role escaped the curators' control, 
insofar as it is not possible to control or to put limits on 
real life. Every unit in the showcases stood for itself, in 
its primary sign-function (that of its use), as a proof, an 
'indexical* sign for the practice and the life of the 
religion. In a similar way, every one of these signs stood for 
different * interprétants *, for different * intensions* and 
* extensions* which could be meant by the different 
perspectives from which they could be envisaged. There was 
not one cardinal sign in this sequence, but all of them were 
connected by intricate links, the concrete and complex links 
of real life.

There were printed books and maps - to guide the pilgrims 
in their annual festivals and pilgrimages (Cat. nn. 3 38, 403, 
404, 412, 413) , or to help them to reach Nirvana more rapidly, 
through the printed repetition of rows of Buddhas or of 
Bodhisattvas, (Cat. nn. 328, 329, 341). The need to reproduce 
sutras and mantras contributed to the development of printing 
in the Far East. The development of popular fiction and the 
secularization of Buddhism was indicated by illustrated books 
with woodblock prints, as in n. 411, *a novelist*s dream*, or 
in n. 404, *Pilgrimage to the six temples of Amithaba*, both 
from Japan. As the label informs on this late item, ' ... 
improvements in economic conditions during the Edo period, 
together with the development of communications, enabled 
farmers and merchants to participate in pilgrimages hitherto 
the preserve of the upper class' (Catalogue, BMP,1985;281).

The popular aspect of Buddhism was portrayed in all the 
items, and even in the simplification of the Doctrine, 
providing an easier understanding of its principles and
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precepts through visual aids, as in n. 406 -'Ten Worlds 
Diagram', a coloured woodblock print that 'explains the 
Avatamsaka sutra to the layman, and depicts the six worlds of 
rebirth and the four offering escape,.,' 
(Catalogue,BMP,1985:282) .

'Arhats, Monks and Religious Teachers' (lexia n. 33) 
would advise and guide the devotees, explaining the wonders 
and the horrors of 'Heavens and Hells' (lexia n. 34), and 
would perform ceremonies and rites, many from 'Esoteric 
Buddhism' (lexia n.32), for which 'Ritual Implements' were an 
essential tool (lexia n.30).

The 'non-canonical sutra of filial piety' (Cat.n. 398), 
printed in Japan, reveals the rise of popular sects, strongly 
marked by the Confucian ethic related to familiar 
responsibilities, with illustrations of children's debts 
towards their parents and the punishments for breaches of 
filial duty.

The economical aspects of Buddhism are well demonstrated 
in the 'portrait of a respectable townsman and merchant', a 
wooden painted 'realistic' portrait (Cat.n. 364), and by the 
'Asakusa Kannon Temple's festival' (Cat.n.422), a colour 
printed image depicting the annual festival and merrymaking 
that attracted thousands of visitors, for the satisfaction of 
shopkeepers who coherently honoured Kannon ( the Bodhisattva 
Avalokitesvara).

Another meaningful item was the portrait of Sesshu Toyo 
(Cat.n.365), a small sculpture of a Zen monk considered one 
of Japan's greatest painter. The valorization of the arts, as 
typical of Zen's attitude to life, results in the valorization 
of the individual artist, who starts to sign his works and to 
be portrayed.

251



Zen Buddhism, the last section of the narrative thread, 
is represented in some showcases by the products and tools of 
secular activities which are valued by this sect as bearing 
a 'spiritual enhancing' nature, like the 'Samurai sword blade' 
(Cat.n. 374), depicting 'Acala' : '... the impassivity behind 
his ferocious aspect was the spiritual attitude to which 
swordsmen aspired.•

'Zen view of the nature of life', (Cat.n. 399), is an 
example of Zen book production in the monasteries, and is 
signed with the personal seal of the monk Tenkai, 
demonstrating the individualization and humanization of 
Buddhism in Japan. The political involvements of Buddhism in 
the regions where it spread, like the hierarchical importance 
of the Samurais, the ruling military class in Japan, in the 
14th/15th centuries, was demonstrated in some of these items, 
like in the 'Sutra of the Ten Kings' (Cat.n. 103), depicting 
the kings of Hell, and their attendants, dressed as Chinese 
officials with black ear-flapped hats. Some missing objects 
in the showcases, 'returned to lenders', also attest in a 
subtle way the political involvements which pervade, in the 
same way, museum exhibitions and their public discourses.

There was no section on Zen Buddhism in this gallery, 
despite the presentation of so many items of Zen production. 
Most probably because of its popular appeal, this section was 
installed at the entrance hall, at the ground floor of the BM 
North Wing. There, no objects could be displayed (for safety 
reasons, probably), and the section on Zen was limited to 
beautiful coloured photographs of modern Japan. Zen's view of 
the nature of life, even if corresponding to the beauty of the 
images displayed, has been lost in the crowded space of the 
last upper gallery.

252



The popular appeal of Buddhist practice and faith could 
not be controlled or limited by the curators of this 
exhibition, neither by the designers' team who confessed their 
difficulty in displaying those varied items in the showcases, 
unable to grasp the complex net of links and relationships, 
the 'galaxies of meanings' conveyed and suggested by these 
expressions.

At this point, the 'academic speech' has been broken, 
and taken over by the objects semiotic power, in a 
revolutionary way that could be equated with the spiritual 
revolution provoked by Buddhism along its route in the 
different countries, subverting ancient codes and rules ( as 
for instance, the Indian system of 'castas'), with its message 
offering salvation to all. The museum's academic code was 
subverted here, much against the will of the emitters. It was 
actually reduced to the information given in the labels, which 
kept to the same museological codes, and of which a good 
example was that of n. 400, 'The Moon Goddess':

•400. The Moon Goddess
Japan, Yota temple, Kagawa prefecture, 1407 
[Gatten zuzo], woodblock print on paper. Outline and 
black areas block-printed, colours applied by hand. 
Mounted as a hanging scroll. 1.09m x 41cm. OMPB Or.80.c.2

One of the great landmarks in Japanese block-printed 
Buddhist iconography, this is one of a set of twelve 
large prints representing the Guardian Deities, of both 
Chinese and Japanese iconography, commissioned by Zoun, 
abbot of the Kokuzoin or Yota temple in the island of 
Shikoku, and dedicated to the temple. This print is not 
dated but that representing Brahma (Japanese Bonten) 
bears a printed colophon naming the printer and block- 
cutter, Shoyu, and dating the whole set clearly to the 
twenty-first day of the third month, 1407.

The goddess holds an orb representing the moon, 
containing the crouching hare, traditionally associated 
in Eastern mythology with the moon. KBG •
(Catalogue, BMP, 1985:276)

253



It is possible to detect here all the 'codes of 
museality' dominant in this exhibition : the museological code 
{•one of a set of twelve large prints^), the art-historical 
code (•one of the great landmarks in Japanese block-printed 
Buddhist iconography•), the historical code {•commissioned by 
Zoun, abbot of the Kokuzoin, or Yota temple'), the geographic 
code {•in the island of Shiskoku) , the chronological code 
supporting the scientific code {•the print is not dated... and 
dating the whole set clearly to the twenty-first day of the 
third month, 1407 •) , the philological code {•that representing 
Brahma ...bears a printed colophon naming the printer and the 
block-cutter...•), with reference to an 'unseen' item in the 
collections, the iconographie sub-code {•Japanese Bonten'= 
'Brahma'), the mythological sub-code {•the goddess holds an 
orb representing the moon, containing the crouching hare, 
traditionally associated in Eastern mythology with the moon' ) .

The meaning of this sign, in Japanese Buddhism, is 
however much simpler than all that, and could be found hidden 
in this obfuscating museological sentence : •(the series...) 
representing the Guardian Deities, among which is the Moon 
Goddess'. This particular semiotic reading may be a good 
example of the Chinese proverbial sentence which tells of the 
sages pointing to the Moon, and looking at their own fingers.

After this exhaustive and long 'narrative', or better, 
this highly didactic series of sentences and illustrative 
discourse, the final point was reached with relief, in a sort 
of resting area, proposing to the visitors the listening of 
the large images*silent speech. It was perhaps too late in 
this situation, when the 'time' and the 'conditions of 
perception' of this nebulous and fascinating content were more 
than exhausted (see p.211,c).
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CHAPTER 10 - CORRELATION OF UNITS AND CODE DEPARTURES :
the role of the linguistic, iconic, and design codes

This chapter will analyse the two basic paradigmatic axes 
which intersect one another in the exhibition structure, 
creating ambiguous and paradoxical effects, and the role of 
the Museum expression codes in the communication of the 
exhibition message. The level of 'history' and 'discourse' 
will be focused in the study of the exhibition narrative, 
showing the articulation of the units, functions and actions, 
and the 'montage code' of the work's structural matrix.

10.1 - The paradigmatic axes

Through the reading of some of the 'lexias' playing a 
cardinal function in the structure of the exhibition it is 
not difficult to notice the two basic paradigmatic axes which 
intersect one another throughout the whole text, in a 
paradoxical struggle between the two major sources of 
perception of the message ; the axis of the Buddhist Code and 
the axis of the Aesthetic Code which dominates and controls 
the discourse.

This exhibition can be, thus, seen as an undecidable 
situation, similar to the 'Necker Cube'^ of perception 
studies, through which an impossible object is constructed.

The celebrated Necker Cube, described by the Swiss 
crystallographer L.A.Necker in 1832, has been discussed by 
psychologists ever since; it is a case where the line drawing of 
a cube, as perceived by the retinal image, can be viewed from 
either of two very different positions, and there is no available 
information for the brain making a choice. The same case occurs in 
the well known figure/background problems, such as the two vases 
or two profiles, or the old lady/ young lady's faces (see Gregory, 
R.L.,1970).
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As a 'representation' of Buddhism, the exhibition builds up 
a picture of a still living religion, followed by millions of 
people in the world, and older than Christianity. As a 
picture, it is,however, a 'projection', a flat representation 
in the two-dimensional space of the 'here' and 'now' of the 
Museum context. The ambiguity of the situation is, thus, 
inevitable, due to the lack of 'depth clues', provoking the 
paradoxical illusion of one 'picture' constantly overlapping 
another, without the possibility of the viewer making a sure 
choice.

The lack in ' depth ' is the lack of ' distance ', of the 
'horizon of the past' against which History is seen in the 
present, and of 'perspective clues' which could help to solve 
this ambiguous situation: these perspective clues would be in 
fact the 'stipulation of pertinence' necessary for the 
understanding of any act of 'ostensive communication', as well 
as for the 'recognition' of the signs in their multiple 
functions, in different semantic fields^. In the picture 
constituted by this exhibition - as in any kind of picture, 
or representation - a 'double reality' is presented: there is 
the actual material that compounds it - the objects displayed 
in the showcases - and there is an 'absent reality' which is 
referred to, that of Buddhism, the Faith's history and 
practice, requiring a higher process of abstraction, in order 
to be perceived.

•Perhaps man's ability to respond to absent imaginary 
situations in pictures, represents an essential step towards 
the development of abstract thought... Pictures are perhaps 
the first step away from immediate reality, and without this, 
reality cannot be deeply understood^ (Gregory,1970:32) .

The ambiguous situation in this exhibition's picture of 
Buddhism, attested in the title dichotomy - Art & Faith -

^See chapter 4, p.90, on 'recognition'.
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could be clearly observed through the reading of some 
'lexias'. It is yet possible to trace a parallel notation of 
the simultaneous sign-functions played by the items, in 
cardinal or subsidiary roles, as 'nuclei' or as 'catalyses'^, 
in the two vertical paradigmatic axes of the exhibition text, 
as it can be demonstrated on the two first 'lexias', or 'units 
of reading' in the narrative sequence (see Figure 20):

^See chapter 7, p.168.
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Figure 20: Intersection of paradigmatic axes
Paradigmatic 
axes: -»

Faith Art

Lexias Functional units: N = nuclei, C = catalyses

n. 3: Early N fragments of stupa N architecture
Cult (symbol of Buddha) (architectural

Monuments fragments )
c reliquaries/caskets c glass/ metal

artecrafts.
jewelry

c sacred deposits c idem,idem
c inscribed fragments c historical

evidence
c model stupa c architectural

shapes/decora
tions

n. 5: N The meeting with N Buddhist narra
Dipamkara tive sculpture

The Buddha (early produc
Legend c The dream of tions)

Maya c Buddhist icono
graphy

N The birth and re
turn of the infant idem

c The presentation idem
of the bride

N The Great Renuncia idem
tion

c Emmaciated Bodhi idem
sattva

and so on... and so on...
i i ; i ; ;
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Through this synthetic diagram, it is possible to verify 
how the same item plays a different function in the two axes, 
as for instance the 'fragment of stupa', in a nuclear function 
in the axis of Buddhism, as a symbol for the Buddha and a 
statement of the Faith, and as an 'example' of the early 
architecture of Buddhism, in the axis of the art-historical 
code envisaged by the curators. The 'Emaciated Bodhisattva', 
playing a subsidiary, or complementary role to the 'unit' of 
'The Great Renunciation' - a fundamental step in Buddha's 
life - works as a 'catalysis' to the main 'unit' of Buddhism's 
iconography in the museological axis.

The correlation of the units in a functional, actional 
role, in the two parallel sequences, as steps in a succession 
of events (the Buddha's life), and of facts (Buddhist 
productions on display), can be developed in the analysis of 
the whole exhibition text, which would not be possible in the 
limits of the present work.

Faith and Art are simultaneously displayed in the 
showcases, and the choice of the 'preferred reading' is up to 
the receivers of this museological message. The analysis of 
the code departures present in each lexia and in the whole 
work has been already suggested in the first readings of some 
of these segments (see chap. 9): the Buddhist Code, almost 
inaccessible to western minds, and the art-historical, 
bibliographical and philological codes of the narrators, 
equally inaccessible to lay people.

The 'codes of museality' are less easy to grasp and to 
detect, in their innocent mythological mode of speaking: the 
'syndrome of originality', the 'metaphysics of presence' of 
those hundreds of objects, the rarity, the authenticity, the 
exceptional quality of the collections, their numerical codes, 
the owners and donors, the care and the value of materials, 
the 'expertise' of the curators and the 'scientificism' of
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their discourses, the encompassing knowledge in their scholar 
achievements, all these parameters reinforcing the authority 
of the discourse.

The evaluative accents in respect of the items and of 
the exhibition itself, as explicitly declared in the 
promotional leaflets distributed to the public (see 
Appendices) reveal as well the pervasiveness of the Museum 
institutional codes, showing the 'world vision' of the 
exhibition 'ideal narrators':

•This major exhibition, drawn mainly from the rich 
collections of the British Museum and the British Library... 
Among manuscripts in the exhibition are outstanding Indian 
and Nepalese miniatures on palm leaf, Burmese folding paper 
books with sometimes naive and always colourful illustrations 
of edifying tales and vivid Chinese scenes from beyond the 
grave... Remarkable are an exquisite ivory carving from 
Kashmir, a monumental stone Buddha head from Java, a wooden 
priestly portrait figure from Japan, rare bronze Buddhas from 
Pakistan and Chinese paintings recovered from one of the 
famous Dunhuang caves by Sir Aurel Stein, who also found there 
the huge embroidery with an over life-size Buddha which 
dominates the entrance to the Far Eastern section.•

In the press-releases, the exhibition is referred to as 
'the most comprehensive exhibition of Buddhism to be staged 
in this country, with more than 400 exhibits...' The myth of 
the 'Great Museum' is subtly reinforced through these 
rhetorical devices.

This vision will not always coincide with the vision of 
the real authors, interviewed during this research, and who 
were sometimes frustrated and unsatisfied with the results of 
their work (one of them being himself a Buddhist).

The role of the linguistic code, of the iconic and the 
design codes should be more carefully analysed in this 
chapter, as the expression systems serving and supporting the 
enunciation, the 'Elocutio' of the Text. In the analysis of 
their functions and effectiveness, it will be made clear the
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hierarchy of these semiotic systems in the transmission of the 
message, the struggle taking place at this 'semiotic 
battlefield', where the majority of the public will feel lost 
and unhelped, as it will be checked through the analysis of 
the questionnaires, in chapter 11.

10.2 - The role of the linguistic code in the construction 
of the narrative

The linguistic expression system used by the narrators 
of the show plays a 'primary modelling' role in the narrative, 
framing and controlling the reading of the message, and 
weaving the intersected threads of the two paradigmatic axes, 
in an expressive, a referential, and a conative or injunctive 
functions*.

The referential function denotes the concrete objects, 
as referents of the verbal academic discourse, explores their 
material microstructure (the 'matter' of the iconic language), 
and induces the readers to construe meanings according with 
a preferred frame of reference, in a 'natural' and imposing 
way. The linguistic code is the main tool for the construction 
of the Museum's myth:

•Myth has a double function, it points out and it 
notifies, it makes us understand something, and it 
imposes it on us' (Barthes, 1985:117).-

•232. Buddha
Burma, said to be from Mandalay. 19th century
Wood, lacquered and gilt and set with coloured mirror-
glass .Height 1 m. Given by Mrs.Ballantine.
OA 1923.3 -5.1 

His face marked by the gentle expression of the Mandalay 
style, this Buddha stands with both shoulders covered and

*See chapter 5, p.112-119, on the functions of communication.
 ̂My emphasis.
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an ornate cascade of decorated cloth falling from his 
left shoulder. His left hand pulls the lower part of the 
robe outwards, while the excess cloth of the tightly 
wrapped arm above curls almost into a roll. His right 
hand holds the myrobalan. A floret marks the middle of 
the decorated band between the forehead and the hair, and 
the feet stand on a lotus with opening petals in the 
Indian tradition of the lotus base. WZ •
(Catalogue, BMP,1985:168)

The redundant description, in this label, of what the 
eyes can see, does not account or give any clue for the 
decoding of the mysterious word 'myrobalan'. The verbal 
translation of visual signs (an intersemiotics translation) 
directs the attention of the viewer to what must be preferably 
'understood' in the object.

The verbal units, both in panels as in labels, while 
pointing out to the forms of Buddhist expressions, notify the 
audience about the historical character of these objects, and 
about the Faith's history, along the geographical route of its 
expansion. The iconographie subcode is decoded succinctly to 
the lay people, and references of the main 'ideas' of Buddhism 
are given in the major texts. All these 'informations' are 
given in a 'dictionary mode', similar to the glossary at the 
end of the Catalogue. The symbolic character of Buddhism's 
expressions is dislocated, and their 'contents' are treated 
as mere 'data', as 'semantic adjectives' to the signifiers of 
the formal discourse.

The injunctive function, or the conative role of the 
linguistic expression, imposes the 'preferred reading' of the 
text through the scientif icism and the authority of its 
elaborated terms, on the basis of the codes of museality: the 
origins, dates, extratextual and intertextual references, 
quotations of authorities in the matter, of archaeological 
excavations and other museum collections, donors and bequests. 
The eyes of the beholder are guided through the detailed 
descriptions of forms, shapes and marks, and the minds can
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only be subdued to this imposing authoritative discourse. 
They could not be, however, totally controlled, as the 
questionnaires will demonstrate, not only due to the freedom 
of decoding of individual perceptions, to the undercoding and 
overcoding processes present in any communicative act, but 
also due to the active 'reading' of the receivers ; the 
barriers posited by the lack of background knowledge 
(presupposed by the curators) , by the academic jargon used in 
texts and labels, as well as by the length of the verbal 
units, the excess and the strength of the visual information 
(leading to 'museum fatigue'), were probably the main reasons 
for the weakening and disturbing effect of the verbal code in 
the transmission of the message. From the child's 'big fat 
golden chap' to the curators' 'Mandalay style head' (see 
chapter 11) , there was a big gap to be filled in this semiotic 
situation, sometimes only possible through a 'cryptographic' 
task:

'42. The Treasury of the Higher Doctrine 
From Dunhuang, Gansu province, China, 13th - 14th century 
Bound volume containing a Uyghur commentary, with some 
Chinese, on Sthiramati's commentary on Vasubandhu* s 
Abhidharmakosa. Ink on paper. 164 folios (each folio 
double). 17 X 13 cm. OMPB Or. 8212/75 (Ch.xix.OOl) 
Vasubhandhu, who lived probably in the 5th century AD, 
belonged to the Sautrantika school whose doctrines were 
based solely on the sutras, rejecting the interpretation 
in the Sarvastivada Abhidharma (...) Although found in 
the walled-up library, this and other late volumes were 
added by the priest-in-charge between the discovery in 
1900 and Stein's visit in 1907. JPL'
(Catalogue,BMP,1985:49).

After the first five lines, the reader would certainly 
give up this task, as the majority of the people visiting the 
exhibition has done. The incredible amount of presupposed 
knowledge expected from the 'ideal receivers' of the message
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contributes to the reinforcement of the image of the ' ideal 
narrator', and for the frustrating, or 'disabling' effect on 
the real, 'english-speaking', ordinary visitors.

The expressive function, or the evaluative accents of 
the verbal units, clearly reveal the signification system and 
the frame of references of the authors of the discourse:

•261. An explanation of meanings 
Thailand, a .1830-50

...................Thirty eight cover leaves are lavishly
decorated in gold and lacquer painting with rows of devas 
(heavenly beings) seated between ceremonial fans and 
surrounded by rich foliate decoration. The central 
cartouche contains the title of the work. The wooden 
cover boards are delicately inlaid with mother-of-pearl 
in a foliate pattern.

HG
I

(Catalogue, BMP,1985:185)

The title of this label could be changed to 'an 
explanation of forms',and the only 'meaning' explained here 
was that of the word 'devas'; the meanings of the 'content' 
remained unknown, inside the mother-of-pearl cartouches. The 
emphasis on the signifiers displaces signification, abolishes 
meaning, in this mythical metalanguage.

•In order to gauge the political load of an object and 
the mythical hollow which espouses it, one must never look at 
things from the point of view of signification, but from that 
of the signifier, of the thing which has been robbed...' 
(Barthes,1985:145)

The system of references and values, expressed through 
the linguistic code, will be projected on the system of 
objects, governing their choice and their arrangement in the 
'dispositio' of the work. The linguistic code 'naturalizes' 
the use of these objects and determines the nature of the 
iconic code (and of its iconographie subcodes), the meaning
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of their arrangement in taxonomic rows. 'Myth' takes hold of 
all expression, in a natural, museological way.

'...it cannot rest until it has obscured the ceaseless 
making of the world, fixated this world into an object which 
can be forever possessed, catalogued its riches, embalmed it, 
and injected into reality some purifying essence which will 
stop its transformation, its flight towards other forms of 
existence. And these riches, thus fixated and frozen, will at 
last become computable.' (Barthes,1985:155)

•128. Buddha
Gandhara. 4th-5th century AD
Bronze. Height 41 cm. Given by P.T.Brooke Sewell,Esq.
OA 1958.7 -14.1
Presumably once making the gesture of reassurance, this 
rare example of a Gandharan bronze has a face of great 
individuality with its youthful open-eyed expression 
recalling the vivid later stucco sculptures. The ridged 
garment continues the Western realism in the Gandharan 
treatment of drapery but also contributes, with the large 
feet and hands, to a certain heaviness. If the dimensions 
were sufficient proof, this bronze might be one found by 
Cunningham at Manikyala. WZ'
(Catalogue, BMP, 1985:96)

In this work of overcoding, or of extra-coding of 
Buddhist expressions, imposing on them the 'surplus' of their 
aesthetic qualities and art-historical 'meanings', the 
narrator is naturally prey of 'aberrant decodings', as for 
instance in the case of the 'alms bowl' (Cat.n. 376), or 
'begging bowl', in the curators' terminology. This object, 
one of the few and most characteristic belongings of a 
Buddhist monk, is seen, in Buddhist codes, as having a 
multiple functionality - useful for drinking water or for 
eating, in their wandering life, the bowl served as well to 
'receive' gifts and donations from pious followers of the 
religion, who would acquire merit and salvation through this 
kind of devotional acts. Monks are not supposed 'to beg' for 
any material thing, and they are forbidden by the Doctrine to
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demonstrate interest for, or to keep with them any material 
possessions.

Another significant aspect of the role of the linguistic 
code emerges from the content analysis of the main texts in 
the showcases. In the analysis of the first eleven panels, 
comprising the introductory section, from 'Early Cult 
Monuments' until the 'Vajrayana' ('lexias' nn. 1 to 11), the 
information given through 34 paragraphs reveals the following 
distribution of the 'thematic categories' (found in the whole 
exhibition) of Faith, Faith History, Art and Art History 
(Figure 21):

Figure 21
Faith ............ 9 paragraphs
Faith History .... 22 paragraphs
Art & Faith ..... 2 paragraphs
Art............... 1 paragraph

Fig. 21: Thematic categories in the Exhibition

From these data one could surprisingly conclude that the 
main function of the linguistic code has been that to tell 
the 'History', to carry on the narrative on this 'historical' 
religious phenomenon, and to explain it to the visitors. This 
superficial look to the verbal units in their first 
articulation of meanings is easily changed by the analysis of 
the labelling units, the second articulatory elements of the 
Discourse. As it can be detected from the examples given 
above, it is through these units that a 'metalanguage' 
expresses itself, setting the perspective frame, the 'label' 
according to which the meanings must be understood. This 
metalanguage is the language of the Discourse, performed to 
the audience, a 'discourse on History', that of Buddhism, and 
a 'discourse on Art', the Art History and the Aesthetics of 
Buddhism, in which the objects are the mere referents, the

267



proofs, the examples and illustrations of artistic 'values'. 
There is no explicit reference to Art (besides one or two 
paragraphs) all through the exhibition, no explanation of the 
essence or the 'meaning' of this Art, of its symbolic 
character. There are, yet, hundreds of mentions of 'styles' 
and 'schools', of adjectives and qualities attributed to these 
objects, seen through an aestheticizing, curatorial 'look'.

The rhetorical strategies of the Text are evident through 
this 'hidden speech' which 'naturalizes' this particular look, 
as the preferred and dominant vision of all these evidences 
of Buddhism experience. The antynomical*, ambiguous 
connotations pervade the whole work, provoking a lot of 
'noise' in the communication. As Eco suggests (1979:142), it 
was perhaps that 'noise' which provoked an unpleasant feeling 
in the audience, an intriguing and paradoxical feeling, that 
may, at the end, have opened up the minds of the public (as 
it has done to the researcher's mind), in search for the 
'other scene' presented on the museum stage. This unconscious 
scene, the background scene against which the exhibition and 
all those objects should be seen, was suddenly present to 
consciousness.

10.3 - The role of the Iconic Code in the construction of 
the narrative

As it has been pointed out on the Linguistic Code, the 
Iconic Code, working as another semiotic system in this 
communicative situation, was dominated by the strength of the 
verbal system, being used almost as a subcode, referred to by 
the first one, and serving to justify it and to illustrate it.

 ̂See Eco, on the 'pleasure of the circus', 'being precisely 
due to this ambiguous interplay of antynomical connotations, which 
means that the circus performance has something in common with an 
aesthetic message' (1979:111).
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The objects did not play a functional significative role in 
the curators' discourse, besides that of being the 'objects 
of the discourse'. These items have not been considered as 
'agents' of meaning, but as 'objects' of meaning.

In the axis of the Buddhist Code, these sculptures, 
paintings and illustrations, objects and implements of 
devotion are the main actors of the 'other scene' represented 
in the exhibition. As it has been said in the preceding 
chapter' ('On Buddhist signs'), they are 'icons' of a 
spiritual reality, as well as 'indexes' of a living, 
historical faith. Standing for concepts and principles, for 
the Truth and the Path of Buddhist salvation, their semiotic 
power was stronger than that of the verbal discourse which 
tried to control it. Their arrangement in successive rows did 
not weaken the force of their function, in triggering the 
curiosity of the viewers, open to multiple 'interprétants' and 
interpretations.

The excess of redundancy in the repetition of the Buddha 
images and their variations only helped to reinforce the idea 
of a basic 'type', which was not the 'formal type' of the 
curators' system, but that present at the background, at the 
unconscious levels of people's imagination and expectation. 
The 'cultural unit' universally known as 'The Buddha', as a 
mental image better known in the figure of the 'Buddhai' (the 
fat laughing being connoted to 'good luck') was subtly 
enriched by the impact and the variety of so many 
representations. The story of the Buddha could be 'deciphered' 
from the coloured 'comic books' of illustrated manuscripts, 
with the help of the information in the labels. Even if this 
task has been sometimes a 'cryptographic' work, due to the 
lack of knowledge of the pertinent codes and subcodes, the 
iconic narrative provided a glimpse, an idea, of the 
complexity and the richness of all that was there to be known.
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The symbolic aspect of these images made itself apparent 
through its apparent lack of sense, through its strangeness 
and oddity, for the western minds and eyes. The phatic and the 
poetic functions of this exhibition have been sustained by the 
iconic language of Buddhist expressions. The impact and the 
attraction provoked by these 'visual enigmas' kept the 
visitors^eyes, long after they were dominated by the 'museum 
fatigue'. One could not actually stop looking at these images, 
in an 'effort after meaning' (Vernon,1974:71), in that 
exhaustive perceptive situation/.

The codified nature of the characters and attitudes of 
these images, similar to those of a No Theatre, could only be 
duly appreciated and understood by those knowing the original 
codes®. For the western spectators, it was only the wish of 
understanding, of grasping a pale image of those codes that 
sustained the interest and the attentive search for knowing 
'what that was all about'.

All sorts of 'aberrant decodings' could happen in this 
situation, and even cases of 'illusory perceptions', detected 
in the research, due to the excess of written and visual 
information, not clearly transmitted, in a labyrinth of 
different appeals. The diacritical mode of arrangement of the 
items, the repetition of very similar images, or the sudden 
introduction of a quite bewildering figure, without any

M.D. Vernon (1974:71) explains the role of inference in 
perception, and mentions Bartlett's studies (1932) on the 
perceptual process of relatively ambiguous material, seen in short 
intervals of time, when the observers generally make an 'effort 
after meaning', trying to identify unknown forms and shapes, and 
usually connecting them with 'real things'.

® In Chinese theatre, the characters, costumes, gestures and 
music are signs for codified meanings, known for centuries, and 
the pleasure of the spectacle is to see, again and again, a 'text' 
one knows 'by heart'. The pleasure of the spectators is in watching 
the 're-presentation' of a story already known (see Brusâk,1939, 
'Signs in the Chinese Theatre').
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semantic link between them, was a challenge for the receiver's 
active role in the interpretation of these signs - a process 
similar to that of filling up a 'cross-words' game in an 
unknown language.

The difficulty in the decoding process led to frequent 
'undercodings' of signs and images, or to a tentative 
'transcoding' of the meanings into the codes of Christianity, 
in an impossible 'parallelism': the 'haloes', the 'hells' and 
'paradises', the monks, the preaching attitude of the Buddha, 
the ritual implements, favoured these comparative mechanisms.

The basic iconic language of the Buddha's hands, the 
'mudras''alphabet of sign-language has not been translated to 
the public, but is referred to in many of the labels and 
descriptions. This sign-language was a major resource for the 
Educational Officers and Lecturers in charge of guiding the 
visitors along this difficult road.

The iconic code in the curators' axis of signification 
was actually a skillful exercise of classification, of 
selecting and distributing the items in given positions and 
differentiations in the art-historical semantic field. As it 
has been said above, the 'speaking elements' of the iconic 
discourse were taken as 'semes' of the formal units, or 
'morphemes', in the curators' discourse. The 'mudra', or 
gesture of reassurance, or of protection, is a mere formal 
element which compounds the whole figure of the Buddha image, 
its features and texture helping to distinguish the 'art- 
school' which produced it. The 'pertinent features' perceived 
in the material stimuli are not the same as those of the 
Buddhist Code. The perceptual model proposed by the 
specialists corresponds to a different 'semantic model', to 
a formal aesthetic model applied to the objects, in order to 
classify them.

The limitations of the iconic sign, in its variability, 
unprecise and ambiguous nature, make it unable to represent
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immaterial relations, outside a highly codified system of 
representation, which makes it an easy 'prey' for Myth. Even 
when inserted in such a codified system of contents, iconic 
signs do not lose their semiotic power, floating on the 
borders of the aesthetic experience and the logical, rational 
one. These frontiers are those between Logics and Poetics, 
where open aesthetic texts are situated, ready to be 'read' 
from multiple perspectives.

This sensorial, sensible experience which is at the basis 
of the pleasure and the need of museums, can be easily 
manipulated by the Museum academic and scientific discourse. 
Trying to get control of it, museum speeches often empty this 
experience through the projection of arbitrary, taxonomic 
categories, which, however plausible, pertinent and generally 
accepted by social dominant codes, do not allow the visitors 
their freedom of decoding.

In the transmission of the preferred or intended message, 
the 'ideal narrators' built up an 'ideal receiver' who should 
be a passive, attentive reader, and hopefully as knowledgeable 
as themselves. The management of the iconic code in this 
exhibition attests, in the same way as in the linguistic code, 
the 'mythical' language of the institutional codes. The 
richness of the collections is 'paraded' to the public in 
these 'major shows', which reinforce the Museum's prestige and 
authority in the cultural world, and is presented as a natural 
and adequate result of expert museological work. As Barthes 
says.

'what the world supplies to myth is a historical reality, 
defined, even if it goes back quite a while, by the way in 
which men have produced or used it; and what myth gives in 
return is a natural image of this reality. .. myth is 
constituted by the loss of the historical quality of things: 
in it, things lose the memory that they once were made...' 
(Barthes,1985:131)
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10.4 - The role of the Design Code in the construction of 
the narrative

•In passing from history to nature, myth acts economically: 
it abolishes the complexity of human acts, it gives them the 
simplicity of essences, it does away with all dialectics, with 
any going back beyond what is immediately visible, it 
organizes a world without contradiction because it is without 
depth, a world wide open and wallowing in the evident, it 
establishes a blissful clarity: things appear to mean
something by themselves'
(Barthes,1985:143) .

The organization of the complexity of Buddhism's universe 
into a systematic row of flat panels and showcases, with 
neutral backgrounds and a soft 'blissful' clarity was an 
evident consequence of the previous systems of reference and 
of signification of the Museum Code. The Museum ideology acts 
economically. The exhibition has been installed in a space 
formerly used for the Prints and Drawings displays. The flat 
plane of these displays could only admit a flat and linear 
disposition of the items, according to the Catalogue structure 
prepared in advance.

The systematic organization reflects the structural 
'dispositio' of the Text. The numbered showcases, of roughly 
the same size, and the set of central panels used basically 
to separate the main areas, supported a discourse without 
contradiction, without any going back, and free from all 
dialectics (besides the criss-crossed references suggested in 
the labels) . The lack of 'depth' in significations was 
visually translated in the lack of reference clues, of a 
dialectic arrangement of the items, of a tentative link 
between some objects, displayed in the simplicity of their 
'essences'.

The drama and the conflicts which permeate the History 
of Buddhism were not present in that museological parading of 
meanings, built more in a 'chronique' style, or a 'report'
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style than in a dramatic narration. The taxonomy of the 
collections and files was reproduced in the presentation, 
which was nothing else than a 'make up', or a 'cosmetic 
treatment' (in the words of one of the designers), trying to 
break up the monotony of this 'catalogue in vitro'.

The 'order of things' should not be disturbed, and should 
correspond to the analytical 'gaze' of the curators. The 
design of the exhibition should be like a good clean table, 
supporting the 'anatomical explanations' given to the public, 
and the light should be sufficient for the examination of the 
'skin texture' of some of those 'dead bodies' on display 
The light was not always sufficient, however, for a good 
reading of the labels, as claimed by some visitors.

The efforts of those responsible for the design code have 
given a major contribution to the work, by trying to introduce 
some 'depth' in the established order. The use of large 
coloured photographs, showing the living scene of Buddhism 
today, as a background for the verbal and iconic text inside 
the showcases, or either at some strategic spots along the 
galleries, played an important expressive and phatic role in 
the main discourse. These images, as another kind of iconic 
signs of a 'framed reality', responded for the introduction 
of 'depth clues' in the flat perspective of the show, opening 
up a look at the 'horizon' of present Buddhist life, of monks 
preaching, writing, meditating, performing rituals and 
reciting 'mantras'.

The ability of speaking without words in the muséographie 
expression system is well demonstrated in the display of a 
marble sculpture of a monk (Cat.n.233), set between two large 
photographic panels showing a real row of monks in almost the 
same posture. The 'stone icon' gained life, inserted, as a

’ See Hooper-Greenhill, E., 'To open up a few corpses' and 
'Looking at Museums with Michel Foucault', papers, unpublished. 
Department of Museum Studies, University of Leicester,1985.
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visual bridge, in the perceptual field of the viewer, who 
could make the immediate connection between the lifeless 
figure and the vividly portrayed ones, between the 'sign' and 
that for which it stood for.

In another showcase ('lexia' n. 9), the bald head of a 
monk was expressively lighted, in an effective use of the 
lighting subcode, breaking the coldness of the manuscripts. 
The use of light enhanced spots has given some warmth and 
rhythm to the visual sequences.

The formal order of the items could only be displayed in 
seemingly formal displays, the shapes and sizes of the items 
composing another picture, if one could abstract oneself from 
the linguistic and the iconic denotations and connotations. 
'Lexia' n.24 (Indonesia) was actually a 'melody string' of 
silent formal shapes. The use of neutral backgrounds, in 
different colours, for the main sections of the text, could 
be seen as a mere 'signalization' device, intended to make 
clear the exhibition's structure. The excessive role of the 
linguistic and the iconic codes has totally neutralized this 
intention, which was only noticed by 'professional' eyes.

The role of the Design Code, in this exhibition, was 
totally subdued by the work's 'structural matrix', limited to 
the task of constructing the visual sentences from their 
material, morphological and grammatical aspects, and of 
connecting those items in the distributional level of the 
text. The insertion of the photographic references was a 
tentative intrusion, from the part of the designers' team, in 
this extremely closed text. As Barthes points out ( 1988,e:99), 
there is an homological relation between 'sentence' and 
'discourse', a formal nature of correspondence, and the 
distribution of the material in the muséographie sentences 
could only correspond to the integration of the items in the 
curators' vertical axis of signification: that of Aesthetics 
and of Art. The 'Elocutio' was in accordance with the
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'Dispositio* of the whole work, in the rhetoric of this 
museological speech.

10.5 - The level of 'narration': History and Discourse

The analysis of the level of narration is concerned with 
the discourse in itself, in its 'performative' aspect, 
constituting the 'Actio' of the rhetorical 'techne', the 
exhibition ' in progress', as presented and consumed by the 
public.

One has thus to analyse the 'forms' of this discourse, 
the implicit and explicit codes governing its performance and 
the public's behaviours, its interaction with the receivers 
and with the emitters themselves, the context in which it 
happens, and the 'museality' of the situation. The level of 
narration requires the analysis of the system of museum 
narratives, as it can be explored through one specific case.

From the analysis of the articulation of the units, 
functions and actions in the distributional level, and of 
their integration in the total whole, it is possible to detect 
the montage code used in the performance, corresponding to a 
'structural matrix', and attesting for the 'competence' of the 
emitters in this museological speech^®.

The two main narrative threads , The History of Buddhism, 
its origins, legend and developments, and The Spread of 
Buddhism, in its geographical dispersion , are actually told, 
in this exhibition, through the signs of Buddhist 
'expressions' - objects, scrolls, texts, paintings and 
sculptures (the 'iconic' code). This 'history', narrated to 
the audience, has a 'form', and a 'content', which can be 
represented through the following diagram (Figure 22):

^See chapter 5, p.109, chapter 6, p.151,152, and chapter 7, 
p.170, on the montage code.
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Figure 22
Content signifieds

'History' > Buddhist 'expressions' >---------  >
Form signifiers

Fig.22: The 'iconic' narrative

The analysis of the level of discourse will demonstrate, 
however, that the narrative will refer to another 'history', 
or to one preferential aspect of Buddhist expressions: that 
of their form, disregarding the aspect of the content. We have 
thus another diagram, superposed on the first one (Figure 23) :

Figure 23
'History' Content

> Buddhist expressions >
'Discourse'....................... > Form > Art history

Fig.23: 'History' as Discourse

What one has, thus, performed by the exhibition, is a 
discourse on 'forms', and as a consequence of that, a 
narration of another 'history', that of Art, which takes place 
on another level, of a sensorial, abstract, aesthetic nature, 
detached from reality and developing itself in the 
mythological space of the museum universe. Buddhist 
expressions are no more the essential subjects of Buddhist 
history, but the objects of an Art history, manipulated and 
explored by the curators. A history projected on another 
history, in a mythological superposition that can be 
demonstrated through another diagram (Figure 24):
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Figure 24
signifieds : Buddhist concepts

aesthetic values
y ART

objectsExhibition
signifiersBUDDHISM HISTORYSIGNS

Fig.24: The superposition of 'History* and 'Discourse'

The exhibition is in fact a 'frame' imposed on the main 
subject of Buddhism, as a museological 'sign', standing for 
museological values. The objects are the sign-vehicles which 
support the 'meaning' of this 'sign': the aesthetic values of 
museum collections, and all their deriving connotations in the 
codes of 'museality'. The exhibition is actually a sign for 
the Museum.

The signs of Buddhist language, their signifiers in 
different materials and forms, standing for the concepts, the 
principles and the practice of this Faith, are shifted to an 
external space, outside the exhibition text, where in fact 
they belong, in their basic sign-function.

The narrative structure has actually two levels of 
reading: the apparent, superficial level of the objects,
showcases and text panels, where the Faith History is 
reported, in a sequential mode (the majority of texts tell 
about the Faith history and developments, as it has been 
demonstrated in the preceding sections). The second level of 
the narration runs across the label units, as it has been 
shown in the analyses of the lexias, carrying on the 
metalinguistic, scientific discourse on the Art and the Art 
History, illustrated by all those items (Figure 25).
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Figure 25
1st level = Iconic Code/Linguistic Code > FAITH HISTORY

[design code] _______________
2nd level = Labels (metalinguistic code)> ART HISTORY 

Fig.25: The levels of 'reading' the Discourse

Playing with the signifiers, and not with signifieds, 
the syntax and the grammar of the museum language could be, 
thus, free of historical or temporal constraints.

The time of the narrative is the present time of the 
discourse. Everything happens in the 'here' and 'now', and 
the references to the 'horizon of the past' are limited to 
'the beginnings', to the origin of those objects before 
entering the museum atemporal space. The chronological 'time 
of history' is abolished from the start, and the items 
produced through many centuries may coexist peacefully in the 
showcases' paradise. The only 'time' which matters is the 
'museum time', registered in every label, in the 'OA' - Order 
of Acquisition - and in its numerical sequence. Taken out of 
real time, these items acquire a 'birth certificate' as soon 
as they enter the Museum or the Library universe.

The time of the reception, following the time of the 
narrative, was equally an 'impossible time'. The amount of 
time necessary to read all the labels and texts, and to have 
a quick look at every item would be more than 6/7 hours^\ 
obviously requiring more than one visit to the show. 
Considering the time necessary to read the whole Catalogue, 
as a presupposed condition for an adequate understanding of 
the exhibition, it is easy to conclude that the museum time, 
or the exhibition text was an unending experience. The 
'disabling' effect provoked a feeling of unjustified 'guilt'

^See chapter 11, Table 2, p.284.
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in many visitors, who would assume their own 'fault* for not 
having read or seen all the labels and showcases. T h e
relation of the narrator with the work itself was of the kind 
proposed by Todorov^ as 'the vision from behind'. Every 
reference to an object or item in the exhibition was backed 
up by a wealth of information and of extra-textual references. 
The 'look' of the authors was that of specialists, seeing 
through and beyond the apparent surfaces in order to reach a 
higher level of appreciation. Mentions to other authors and 
to other pieces, absent from the presentation, reinforced the 
image of authority and of knowledgeability of the 'ideal 
narrators'.

This academic superiority of the emitters in relation to 
the receivers of the communication explains the mode of the 
presentation, which was not a 'parading of meanings', a 
representation of a dramatic context, but a 'parading of 
information' about Buddhism Art and Faith History. The 
discourse was not a true 'narration', but a rhetorical 
'demonstration' of the knowledge and the richness of the 
British Museum and the British Library.

The way the visitors received this message and interacted 
with it will be further analysed in the next chapter, on 
'Getting the Message'. The results of the data collected 
through this field research will enrich and complement the 
theoretical and analytical study made on the subject, and will 
surely open up other fields of investigation, from the 
starting point of this semiotic research.

^See chapter 6, p.154.
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CHAPTER 11 - GETTING THE MESSAGE

This chapter will describe and analyse the semiotic 
inquiry on the exhibition, developed as a case study of the 
process of communication in museums, in order to investigate 
the complexity and the modes of interaction of the public with 
a museological message and to propose a model for research and 
evaluation of museum works and concrete performances. The 
principles and the parameters for this analysis, proposed in 
the preceding theoretical chapters, will govern the aims and 
the evaluation of the inquiry, looking for 'meanings' and 
'interpretations' produced in the communicative situation, and 
trying to detect the different modes of approach and of 
reading the museum message, in a qualitative, rather than 
quantitative, statistical or behavioural aspect. The basic aim 
of this investigation is to find out how the public gets the 
message, in the museum situation, in how many different ways, 
and how far these received messages coincide or differ from 
those intended by the curators.

11.1 - Collecting the data

The inquiry was developed during five week days, in the 
two weeks before Christmas, 1985; 105 questionnaires were
applied to the visitors, chosen at random while they were 
leaving the exhibition main galleries. From this total, 83 
responses were collected, and 22 people refused to answer the 
questions. The aims of the research were explained to the 
visitors as a private inquiry related to an academic 
dissertation. The reasons given for refusing the questionnaire 
can be listed as in Table 1:
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Table 1
' no time '.......... . . . 7 people
'feeling insecure'....... . . . 4 people
'not interested . . . 1 people
'language difficulties '... . . . 9 people
'Christmas shopping'..... . . . 1 person

Table 1: Reasons for refusing the questionnaire
From the 83 answers, 11 were given by people attending 

the 'study days' promoted by the Education Office of the BM; 
72 answers were given by common visitors, with no help at all 
for the 'decoding' of the message. The total answers 
corresponded nearly to 10% of the daily visitors on a week 
day (around 750/850 people). The answers by oriental or non- 
european visitors (not 'english speaking') have been marked, 
but no consideration of sex or age of the respondents was 
specially made. One child, accompanying his mother, insisted 
on responding to the questions. The rest of the interviewed 
were all adults.

Besides the questionnaire, some oral interviews have been 
made with some visitors, who were willing to discuss the whole 
matter, chiefly after returning the questionnaire. Among them, 
five Buddhist monks and nuns ( all English citizens), provided 
useful information and comments on their particular reception 
of the exhibition and on the differences in philosophical and 
religious codes which were at stake in this situation. An 
informal talk with a lady visitor, looking for a specific 
object she would like to see again, provided an unexpected 
insight into the problems of perception and interpretation in 
this museological situation, as a case of 'illusory 
perception', which will be discussed in this chapter.
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The time of reception of the message

The incredible length of the exhibition was also checked 
through the questionnaires and visitors' behaviours, some of 
them looking tired and confused when leaving the show, and it 
could be measured, in our own experience of the visit, as shown 
in Table 2 :

Table 2
Looking at objects : 422 items > 20" each > around 2h40m 
Reading labels : 422 labels> 3 0" each > around 3 hours
Reading texts : 125 paragraphs > 30" each > around 1 hour 
Minimum 'reading' time in order to see the whole exhibition:

around 6h40m/ 7 hours.
Table 2 2 The time of the reception

The average visiting time ranged from 40 to 90 minutes. 
After the first 20/30 minutes, attention decreased rapidly, 
as demonstrated through the questionnaires. Most people 
admitted having read the texts and ' some of the labels ' of 
the first 10/11 showcases, giving up after that by 
'tiredness', 'fatigue', 'lack of time' or 'information 
overload ' . The time span needed to look more or less 
attentively to these showcases (see chapter 8, Grid I, n.l to 
9) would be 20 to 30 minutes.

Reading the labels
The reading of the labels, or of 'most of them', 

presented the following figures, seen in Table 3:

Table 3
Reading 'some' labels...................
Reading 'most' or 'nearly all' labels...

.. 94% to 95% 

.. 5% to 6%
Table 3: Reading of labels

This percentage will vary according to differences in 
background knowledge, as the analysis will demonstrate.
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The questionnaire

The questions proposed in order to check the level of 
reception of the message (intended or not) and the interaction 
of the visitors with the exhibition were:

BUDDHISM ART AND FAITH

1.What is the message of Buddhism?

2.From which elements of the exhibition could you get this 
piece of information?

3.Do you have any special background knowledge on Buddhism?

4.Which type of objects did you spend longest looking at?

5.Could you list up to 5 objects that you liked best?

6.Why did you like them?

7 .Have you read all the labels? Why? Why not?

8 .What is a Bodhisattva?

9.How can you distinguish the image of a Bodhisattva from 
that of the Buddha?

10.Did you feel you learnt anything from the exhibition?
If so, what?

11.Would you give another title to the exhibition?

12 .Did you have any special difficulties with the exhibition?

These questions were proposed bearing in mind Eco's 
proposition for the semiotic inquiry on a TV message 
(Eco,1983), in order to check 'what the audience gets from a 
message', or yet, how the message, previously analysed, has 
in fact been received in a selected sample situation, in a
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same environment - the Museum space, and under the same 
conditions of reception - the Museum experience.

A first set of questions were devised in order to check 
the communicative situation, or the narrative situation, 
considering the channels of communication and the visitors' 
interaction with the emitters' discourse:

Question 3 was meant to verify the 'commonality' of the 
codes between emitters and receivers, as the level of 
background knowledge may suggest.

Question 2 aimed to detect the main sources of 
information in the reception of the message: the linguistic, 
the iconic, the design codes, as well as the overall context 
of the exhibition.

Question 7, on 'reading the labels', was intended to 
check how far the linguistic code and the academic stylistic 
subcodes have been relevant for the reception of the message, 
the difficulties and problems brought to the whole experience 
by the 'controlling' mode of the verbal code and the level of 
frustration from the part of the receivers, faced with the 
specialized 'jargon' of the emitters.

Question 4 was meant to check the role of the iconic code 
in the perception of the message, the attractive power of the 
iconic signs and their effect on the reception of the message.

Questions 5 and 6 intended to develop the prior question, 
checking the level of visual perception and of identification, 
or distinction of the units and the level of contact and of 
emotional involvement of the public with the iconic signs.

Question 12 was proposed in order to detect the reactions 
of the receivers towards the exhibition 'discourse', in a 
critical or passive mode, accepting or rejecting the 
museological situation, and the level of frustration or of 
satisfaction in this communicative experience.

This same question was proposed in the interviews with 
the 'real emitters' of the exhibition, whose answers would 
explain, in a certain way, the problems in communication 
pointed out by the public. The educational staff would also
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contribute to explore this complex situation and to point out 
the ways through which the problems would have been overcome.

Another set of questions was devised in order to check 
how the message (intended or not) had been actually received, 
in how many different ways, the reasons for the effective or 
frustrated communication, and how far the visitors had 
accepted or rejected the proposed message of the emitters, or 
had either projected freely on the exhibition their own ideas 
and feelings.

Question 1, 'What is the message of Buddhism?', was meant 
to verify how far the basic concepts and principles, proposed 
in the introduction of the exhibition, and through the sign- 
function of objects and documents, had been grasped by the 
public. The nature of the answers can attest for the level of 
abstraction and for the 'semiotic competence' of emitters and 
of receivers, as well as for the acceptance or the rejection 
of the 'preferred reading' of the 'narrators' discourse.

Questions 8 and 9 tried to develop this point, by 
checking the level of perception of signs/concepts, in the 
ability to distinguish one 'signifying unit' from another, 
very similar (Buddhas and Bodhisattvas). The competence of 
'decoding' the iconic code, and of management of the academic 
code proposed by the authors of the text can be accessed 
through this analysis.

Question 10, on the nature and the amount of 'learning' 
in the situation, will help us to verify how far 'meanings' 
and 'information' had been got from the experience. One can 
thus check the amount of 'information' received by the public, 
in a passive or purely 'cognitive' mode, as well as the 
'galaxies of meanings' which could arise along the active 
interaction with the exhibition.

Question 11 was meant to access the level of 'agreement' 
with the proposed message, the sharing of the codes and the 
homogeneity of the signification systems between emitters and
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receivers, or either the level of 'rejection' and of
'decoding' of the 'mythological speech' hidden in the
'museality' of the situation. The answers related to the
'title' of the exhibition will show the 'preferred reading'
made by the public, demonstrating the many 'different 
readings' which were possible along it.

The variety of answers collected through this 
questionnaire is not to be taken as ' statistic data', but 
rather as a sample of the 'productivity' of the exhibition 
'text'. The concern here is not with computable results or 
findings, but with detecting some perceptible clues for the 
exploration of the field, as 'indicial signs' of the operative 
function of the museum language, in triggering multiple 
meanings and opening up the windows and the wings of people's 
minds.
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11.2 - Analysis of data

Level of background knowledge

The answers to Question 3 allows us to differentiate the 
total number of interviewed people (83) in three main groups, 
shown in Table 4 :

Table 4
Group A > No background knowledge > 47 people (57%)
Group B > some background knowledge> 31 people (37%)
Group C > special knowledge > 5 people (6%)

Table 4: Levels of background knowledge

Group B refers to some background on Buddhism mainly 
through some reading, travelling, or through a special 
interest in religious studies, or anthropology and social 
manifestations. Six people in this group attended the 'study 
days', and one person was of Asian origin.

The 'special knowledge' Group C was represented by two 
ordained Buddhists, one person who attended Vipassana 
meditation courses in India, another involved with the 
'Friends of the Western Buddhist Order', and one university 
'scholar'.

Level of reception of basic meanings

The analysis of the answers to Question 1 allows us to 
detect the number of people who could 'grasp' the basic 
message and the cases of total failure of communication (no 
answer) in this respect (Table 5) :
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Table 5
Group A.l > Failed communication > 19 people (40%)
Group A.2 > Grasped the meaning > 28 people (60%)
Group B. 1 > Failed communication > 2 people (5%)
Group B.2 > Grasped the meaning > 29 people (95%)
Group C > Total reception > 5 people (100%)

Table 5: Levels of reception of basic meanings

This point will be further developed in 11.3.

Sources of information

The analysis of Question 2 makes it possible a further 
rough distinction between those who could grasp the general 
meaning of the exhibition, according to the different sources 
of information acknowledged - the Linguistic source, the 
Iconic source, or all the elements of the exhibition, as shown 
in Table 6:

Table 6 1

Group A.2.1 > Linguistic source > 11 people
Group A.2.2 > Iconic source > 5 people
Group A.2.3 > All elements > 5 people
Group A.2.4 > None > 5 people
Group A.2.5 > Lectures > 2 people

Group B.2.1 > Linguistic source > 4 people
Group B.2.2 > Iconic source > 5 people
Group B.2.3 > All elements > 7 people
Group B.2.4 > None > 13 people

Table 6: Sources of information

This question does not apply to Group C, the five people 
with a high level of knowledge and/or practice on Buddhism.
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Those who mention the Linguistic code, the written
information as the basis for their first answer about the 
'message', refer to 'brochures, texts, labels, scripts, 
information boards...'

The group who acknowledged the Iconic code as the source 
of information refers to 'objects, paintings, sculptures, the 
expression and the attitude of the figures...' and to 'the 
Buddha, the easiness and the quietness of the face, the 
attitude and the manner it exposes to me'...'I didn't read, 
I only looked the expressions of the figures'.

The third group refers to 'all the elements' of the
exhibition as a source of meanings and information, as
'objects and written elements, maps, photographs, brochure 
and information cards (labels?), introductory prints and the 
first ten displays, the first elements, large statues and 
their descriptions...'

Those who did not answer this question demonstrated a 
kind of 'rejection' to the exhibition 'medium', stating they 
... 'think they knew that before'... or simply, 'none'
(elements).

Modes of interaction

Obviously, all people were subjected to the simultaneous 
semiotic systems working at the exhibition, receiving the 
varied 'inputs' of the different stimuli, whether verbal, 
visual, spatial, two-dimensional and three-dimensional, and 
were exposed to the subtle codes of 'museality'. The reference 
to one specific 'source' of information, in order to answer 
a 'cognitive' question, relating to a specific and complex 
'content', may suggest the different modes of approaching the 
communicative situation: a 'rational', or 'intellectual'
approach, looking for the verbal expression on texts and 
labels in order to support the 'explanation of meanings'; an
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'emotive' or 'aesthetic' approach, rejecting the intellectual 
attitude and looking for the 'feelings' of meaning; a more 
'open' and 'less controlled' approach to the whole
museological 'experience', looking for the 'meaning' of this 
particular situation. This last attitude, denying the 
'conative' or 'injunctive' function of the discourse, may 
reveal a subtle reaction against the 'disabling effect' and 
the feelings of inferiority resulting from the cognitive and 
sensorial overload provoked by this museum 'spectacle'
(...'Think we knew this before...').

The recognition of one main source of information is, 
however, an indication of acceptance, or of rejection, of the 
rules of the 'game' of the Museum Code. It may as well be the 
case that this acceptance, or rejection, would include the 
filling up of the questionnaire, unconsciously seen as one 
more 'institutional tool', to which one is expected to give 
the 'right answer', in this conventional situation. As Eco 
remarks, any semiotic research must consider the effects it 
leaves on the exploration field (1979:29).

A significant aspect to be noticed in this rough sketch
on the sources of information, is the predominance, in Group 
A (no-background) , of the linguistic code as a support for 
communication, the equal level of reference to the iconic 
code, in both groups, the higher level of reference to all 
the elements of the exhibition, in Group B, as well as the 
predominance, in this same group, of the self-confident 
approach in relation to the communicative situation, rejecting 
the exhibition as a major source of knowledge, and attesting 
'they knew that before'.
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Reading the labels

The level of reading the labels (see Table 3) also 
differs from one group to another. In Group A.2, only 2 in 25 
people inform having read 'most of them' or 'nearly all'. The 
majority of people invoked the lack of time to read 'all', the 
excess of information, the cognitive overload, the excess of 
details, 'detracting from the images'. One person refers to 
the museum context: '... when you think this is just a small 
part of the whole Museum. .. '. Two people declare their 
'selective mode' of seeing the exhibition: 'not all exhibits 
interested me'. Many in this group declare openly their 'lack 
of interest' in the subject, and one person assumes his own 
fault for not reading all labels: 'perhaps too lazy...' . Some 
people declare their attempts to take it all, and their 
frustration : 'I've tried at first, just too many, too much
information at one time'... and some demonstrate their 'effort 
after meaning'...'to try and learn about the faith behind the 
art', as the reason for reading the labels.

Only 2 people in 25, in Group B.2, declare having read 
most of the labels, and one of them justifies the fact: 'to 
get more background information'. The majority of people in 
this group invokes 'lack of time' for not reading the labels. 
Two of them make complaints on the low level of light, or of 
the labels. Some express their preference towards the 
'images': 'a picture is worth 1000 words', or 'I prefer
looking at the objects when I am at the Museum' and declare 
the intention to 'read' the Catalogue later, at home; another 
succinctly describes what he gets from the written 
information: 'words, words, words...'.

One visitor assumes a critical look in relation to the 
discourse: ' I felt the scripts were too concerned with
Rhetoric rather than the actual workings of Buddhism... unable 
to be digested by those with little background in the
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religion'; another summarizes the critical situation of 
reading the labels: 'too many, too small, too detailed, no
breakfast, no coffee', and a third one echoes the same 
feeling: 'How could you? too much detail...'. The external
circumstances interfering in the process of communication were 
pointed out in chapter 5.

Group C, the five people with specialized knowledge on 
the subject, explain the reasons why they hadn't read the 
written information, pointing out to some of the fundamental 
problems in the exhibition discourse, and denouncing the 
Museum 'mythological speech': 'they didn't seem to say that
much - mostly factual information about the objects, or a very 
superficial look at the colourful Buddha families... sometimes 
too glib to be true'; 'by and large I found them (labels) 
uninformative and distracting from really looking at the thing 
itself. Also they seemed to describe what I could already see, 
adding a few historical details, rather than place things in 
very much of a context'; another explains the exhibition 
ambiguous problem, and his level of frustration : 'Its the old 
difficulty of the difference between an exhibit and a 
spiritual aid. I found little feeling of spirituality - no 
music, incense, etc. to help settle and prepare the mind'. 
This visitor declares here the 'preferred perspective' 
according to which he has 'settled his mind' in this ambiguous 
situation.

294



11.3 - The galaxies of meaning: the reception of the message

Perception and Interpretation

The answers to Question 1 cannot be checked against a 
given 'correct' model. To a nebulous content, a nebulous 
perception will correspond, showing the galaxies of meaning 
which may arise from the complexity of Buddhist expressions 
and signs. The inquiry intention here has been to explore this 
range of different 'interprétants', their insertion in the 
same 'zone of meaning' - the spiritual concepts behind 
'representations', and the capacity of the viewers in grasping 
the 'semiotic power' of the images, standing for abstract and 
fluid signifieds. It is possible as well to get a measure of 
the distance, or the homogeneity, of the meanings grasped by 
the public in relation to the concepts and the general vision 
of the curators, proposed through the exhibition discourse.

Taking the different groups suggested, it is possible to 
compare and to analyse the different attitudes and responses 
to this fundamental question, a 'double question' in fact: the 
'message of Buddhism' and the 'message of the Exhibition':

Group A.l - those who gave no answer to the first 
question (a case of 'failed communication' in terms of the 
proposed message) explain, in some cases, the reasons for this 
failure : ...'not sure', 'no idea', 'don't know', 'I could not 
get it'; one person makes clear the reasons for his 
inability': 'I couldn't get much of it, mainly because it
seems to be a completely different world from mine, very 
difficult to understand...'. This difficulty applies to all 
people who visited the show. Different cultural backgrounds 
and unshared codes will make communication impossible, if 
there is not clear information or proper translation of 
language, signs and codes.
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Group A.2 - Those who could get the message, in this 
group, give synthetic responses, clearly based on the general 
'collective consciousness' of Buddhism: 'to be good', 'to
attain higher place', 'Enlightenment', 'otherworldliness', 
'tranquility', 'inner peace', 'way to Nirvana', or simply 
'it's just like a religion'. Usual 'connotations', related to 
religious matters, more than precise 'denotations' are 
expressed here.

There are yet many cases of more elaborated responses, 
which can be checked in their level of approximation with the 
curators' speech. Those who acknowledge the 'written source' 
as a basis for their answers, may use or repeat the terms used 
by the emitters: 'morality, concentration and wisdom', 'to
attain Nirvana, Perfection and Enlightenment', and would even 
mention the 'cycle of rebirths'. These expressions appear 
frequently in the first texts summarizing Buddhism. 
Nevertheless, in this whole group (28 people) , only two 
people admit having read most of the labels. Despite reading 
the first texts and labels, people in this group, with no 
background knowledge, were only able to reach the meanings of 
the written or visual expressions on a surface level, and the 
majority of them will project 'freely' their own prior 
assumptions on the subject. Sometimes, a totally different 
message will be 'emitted' by the receivers, as was the case 
of the young boy, who found the message 'not a very good one: 
perfection is never reached'. This is a case of an 'aberrant', 
yet lucid response.

People in this group who indicate the 'iconic code', or 
yet 'all elements' as a source of information were able to 
give more 'personal' and 'open' interpretations of the 
message. A Chinese lady says this is a 'message of a certain 
faith and self-revelation', transmitted 'from the Buddha, the 
easiness and the quietness of the face, the attitude and the 
manner it exposes to me'; another person 'found the message
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a way of peace in almost resignation from active life', 
explaining that this was the 'attitude of many statues and 
paintings'. This person could grasp a 'message' not explicit 
in the emitters' intended one: 'the syncretism with other
religions and local culture'.

The five people in Group A who somehow 'rejected' the 
exhibition message, either by 'lack of time' or by 'thinking 
they knew that before', give more personal conclusions to the 
'ignored message': 'to learn to control ourselves more than
the body normally allows', or 'it's just like a religion'. 
In a certain way, these people are very assertive about their 
ideas on Buddhism, and take the chance of the questionnaire 
to communicate their own message : 'by following Buddha's
suggested way of life, not only are you on this earth more 
fulfilled and contributive to all, but a road to possible 
Enlightenment is reached'. This assertive mode of responding 
to the communicative situation will be noticed in many answers 
from the two other groups, acquiring as more strength as more 
knowledge is involved.

Group B. 1 - the two people who gave no answers to Q.l 
seem to have quite different reasons for the lack of contact, 
or of communication with the exhibition, and for the non
reception of the 'message': the first person, a European, 
explains his attitude towards the situation - 'Came looking 
for Chinese banners, but couldn't find them'; feeling 
frustrated in his expectations or specific interest, he 'only 
looked to whatever caught his eyes', and was attracted by the 
'birth of Buddha and his lifetime, before the first images 
began to appear'. This information reveals, however, that the 
general basic structure of the exhibition was perceived, and 
its basic approach was grasped (the different sections and the 
formal, referential perspective of the discourse) . It may also 
account for the 'attractive power' of iconic signs, 'catching 
the eyes' of the visitor, despite his frustration, but not
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being able to establish a communicative interaction, due to 
the 'refusal' of the receiver.

The second person, in this case, was a Japanese lady who 
declares her familiarity with Buddhism since her early 
childhood, spent some time looking at a 'statue of Buddha', 
'on the back of the corner', but who keeps a cold distance 
from the communicative situation. In any case, she declares 
having learnt something from the exhibition (Q.IO): 'she was 
glad to have such an opportunity in a foreign country'. This 
answer may show a sort of 'emotive response' to the fact of 
the exhibition rather than to its content or message. The 
'message' this visitor actually received was that of the 
'social fact' of an exhibition of her original culture in a 
major European museum (somehow responding to the Institution's 
'implicit message').

Group B.2 - some interesting facts can be pointed out 
about this group of 29 people who 'grasped the meanings' of 
the basic message:
a) the great majority of people have not taken the written 
information as the main source for the reception of contents 
(only 2 have read 'most of the labels' and 4 indicate the 
written source) .
b) we have, in general, a different approach to the 
exhibition, showing more confidence and easiness in responding 
to the situation and in 'communicating' with the emitters and 
with the 'objects'.
c) the answers show a more interactive and critical attitude, 
receiving and expressing it more freely, and in different 
levels, the 'message' more in accordance with their 
expectations, feelings, moods and signification systems.
d) it is in this group that it is possible to find the 
greatest variation in the level of identity with the 
formulations, or 'intended message', of the emitters : from 
the perfect reception, the acceptance of the proposed message.
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to the different or particular reception of the exhibition 
potential messages, or even to the total rejection of the 
'intended' or 'explicit' message, in more or less clear ways.

The four people basing on the written sources their 
answers to the questions cannot avoid using some terms present 
in the introductory panels : 'the individuals are responsible 
for their own salvation'...'freedom from material being, 
freedom from rebirth to Nirvana'... 'spiritual Enlightenment 
through prayer, humility, meditation, free from desire, 
material greed'. One person clearly expresses her confusion 
to know 'where to start', stating that some labels were not 
very helpful, 'assuming a knowledge of gestures and positions' 
she did not have. These people seem to have looked for help 
in decoding the Buddhist codes as well as in decoding the 
exhibition discourse, which they 'accept', or 'take for 
granted' in principle.

The five people who took the iconic code as the source 
of information give simple and personal answers to the first 
question: 'uplift, spiritual teaching'...'thoughtfulness /
prayer'...'Love, Wisdom'..., 'attainment of Nirvana'..., and 
one person declares the double source of his knowledge : ' from 
the peaceful Buddhas, small sculptures, calmness, and from the 
knowledge of teaching'. Others attest for the 'visual 
perception' and for the 'emotional response' to the situation 
: ' from the treatment of the Buddha and the way people are
meant to respond'... 'from the expressions on the Buddhas' and 
monks' faces', or 'I didn't read, I only looked at the 
expressions of the figures'. Another refers to the 'artistic 
elements'. As objects do not 'speak for themselves', it is 
clear that the observation of the iconic signs provoked 
interpretations corresponding to previous basic knowledge of 
Buddhism's concepts and attitudes, and to general basic 
attitudes related to 'spiritual matters'. The 'recognition' 
of forms and of 'artistic elements' (the 'treatment of the

299



Buddha*, 'small sculptures') attests for the 'acceptance' of 
the emitters' system of reference.

The seven people taking from 'all elements' in the 
exhibition the source of information and meaning could be 
considered a sort of 'ideal receivers group', or as the 
'perfect clients' in the 'ideal narrators' minds (or for 
museum people all over the world) : they seem to have captured 
the 'message', that 'pervades all elements'... 'from the 
entire context'... 'from various aspects through the entire 
exhibition'... and 'mainly from the explanations and the 
labels' as well as 'from the pictorial elements in the 
exhibition'; the 'message' is received in a personal and 
consistent way, from the objects and from the information 
received: 'that all beings can be saved from suffering'...
'progression through experience, oneness' ... 'you become happy 
in Nirvana when you live following the rules of the Buddha' ... 
'Life does have a purpose. There is an ultimate goal - 
perfection of the spirit...'

Among the 13 people who somehow 'rejected' the exhibition 
as a source of information (Group B.2.4), three visitors show 
clearly the acceptance of the 'preferred reading' of the 
narrators. The first one refuses to answer Q.l : ' I don't
think the exhibition addresses itself to this'. Being in 
perfect accordance with the emitters' significance system, he 
gets the intended message, as 'a greater appreciation of the 
variety of Buddhist Art'. He spends long time looking at the 
'Buddha figures from the various areas', and enjoys mostly the 
manuscripts, because 'they were entirely new' to him. He is 
also able to distinguish the formal expression of the Buddha 
from that of a Bodhisattva and the exhibition fulfills his 
expectations 'because it was so comprehensive'.

Another person knows the answer to the first question, 
but does not think he would have got it from the exhibition 
alone; his knowledge, very superficial, comes from his
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interest in 'religion as a whole'. Nevertheless, he learns 
from the experience 'the extent of the spread of Buddhism', 
and enjoys 'the stupas and their development in different 
countries ' . We have here the reception of the intended message 
in a superficial level, from a particular perspective - 'I am 
interested in the spread of human knowledge and the ways in 
which this is done' - but nonetheless consistent and in 
accordance with the main proposed 'content'.

The third person rejects the first question, which answer 
- 'to live your life correctly, i.e., right thinking, speech, 
action,etc. ' - was not taken from any element of the
exhibition but 'from reading books on Buddhism and the life 
of the Buddha'. For him, the exhibition was not 'meant' to 
answer this, but, as he could learn, 'much on the visual arts 
of the Buddhist religion'; he is specially interested in 
'bronze and wood representations of the Deity' and thinks the 
'title' of the show 'sums up the essence of it'; he looks 
longer and enjoys the 'japanese reproduction in camphor wood' 
as it is very 'unusual, spiritual, elongated and a tour-de- 
force of carving - Pity, it is not the original'. The 
exhibition has 'widened his knowledge of Buddhism'. We have 
here a perfect case of a perfect reception of the curators' 
message, a perfect 'sharing of codes' and coincidence of 
signification systems, according to the 'codes of museality'.

The five people in this group who 'rejected' the intended 
message show a particular and special reading, which in some 
cases reflects the 'archetypal' models of museum visitors. 
They are 'familiar' with the subject and don't have time to 
read the labels ('no more difficulties than with most 
exhibitions'), having limited patience 'to read small print 
in dim light'. One person knows 'the head' which interested 
him most, but does not recall its particular name; he enjoys 
the objects, because they 'arouse a feeling of devotion and 
clarity of mind - a meditative state, in other words'. The
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signifiera of the signs do not have any referent, any
'extension' or 'intension' here, working as mere stimuli, as 
vague signs standing for vague 'feelings', in the 'content 
nebula' of the user's mind.

One visitor assumes a playful attitude in respect to the 
'spectacle', seeing the Bodhisattva in a 'dancing mood' and 
getting the 'atmosphere' as learning experience (Q.IO).
Another denounces the exhibition's event, and makes her own 
evaluation of it as 'a positive way to be open in an
occidental country'. Her view of the whole performance, or
her particular 'reading' of it is expressed in the proposed 
title to the show: 'Tolerance and Expansion of a religion :
the Buddhism'. One has here an interesting mixture of an 
unintended and an intended aspect of the 'message'.

One person in this group reaches the highest level of 
rejection of the proposed message. She is able to have a 
critical look at the exhibition, while enjoying and receiving 
the signs' multiple messages. She looks to Tibetan bookcovers 
( 'a special interest and reading on Tibet) and to photographs 
of modern Buddhists; however, she 'must declare her colours', 
in that she is an anthropologist, and her interest is in 
'social manifestations more than in technical craft details'. 
She finds the exhibition 'interested in the relics too much, 
and not in the meaning of Buddhism in the true sense: 'To me 
it was all too orientated to Art History. I found it very 
confusing. Terminology was not explained'. This person is able 
to take the objects in their sign-function, according to her 
particular perspective as an anthropologist. She is able to 
denounce the 'mythological speech' that has been pointed out 
throughout this analysis. ' I felt the scripts were too 
concerned with Rhetoric rather than with the actual workings 
of Buddhism, unable to be digested by those with little 
background on the religion'.
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Another person in this group goes farther in the 
denunciation of 'Myth', introducing here the political aspect 
of the discourse: 'The Autonomous Region of Tibet is only
part (about 1/6) of what the Tibetan government in exile 
refers to as Tibet - an oversight from you or are you 
following the Chinese line? Shame!'. The visitor uses the 
questionnaire to question and criticize the emitters of the 
discourse, showing an attitude of 'equal relationship' in the 
context of the 'great Museum'.

Group Ç - the 'special knowledge' group of five people 
demonstrate a total reception of 'both messages' presented in 
the exhibition, and there is one only case of total acceptance 
of the 'official discourse'. This was the case of the 
university 'scholar', who sees the exhibition under the 
'lights' of 'academic thought'. He does not see 'one only 
single message' in Buddhism (criticizing the question) and 
does not think this level of information can be got from an 
'exhibition of statues,etc...', 'unless the accompanying 
notices go into it'. He denies the role of exhibitions in 
transmitting abstract contents, and reinforces the importance 
of 'academic' studies, or of the 'written' information for the 
adequate transmission of contents and ideas. Nevertheless, he 
accepts the exhibition of 'statues, stupas and paintings' as 
very good for 'didactic purposes'. He enjoys these statues, 
stupas and paintings, the 'small, intricate bronze sculptures 
and statuettes', as well as the 'large gold statues', for 
their 'beauty, craftsmanship and artistic language', in the 
same way as the curators did. He is frustrated, however, with 
the section on Thailand and other S.E.Asian countries which 
look 'rather small'. He makes no mention of 'meanings' besides 
that of the 'complexity' of Buddhism, and for him the 
'aesthetic point of view' and the 'didactic' use of the items 
justify the whole experience.
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The other four people in this group demonstrate a totally 
different perspective, as it could be expected from monks and 
nuns, and of 'believers' of Buddhism. Their 'preferred' and 
'opposite' reading of the exhibition may attest for the many 
ways in which a message, in a same environment, can be 
received differently by different persons, nonetheless 
consistently, as Eco suggests (1980). Being western people, 
they have been able to decode the 'western civilized code', 
making a 'double reading' of the discourse.

'It is possible to be free in this life from the sources 
of sorrow, i.e., from craving, aversion and ignorance' - this 
answer is more a 'statement' than an explanation of meanings. 
This visitor admits that this piece of information could be 
found in the 'written elements' (which he has read), but says 
these elements would be dispensable. He likes the Buddha 
statues because he 'finds in their smiles the secret of an 
attitude to life that could lead to peace and enlightenment'. 
He is able to define 'what is a Bodhisattva', but is unable 
to describe its 'formal, aesthetic aspects'. He suggests 
another title to the exhibition, which is more like a 
'preaching' : 'Buddhism - a way to happiness'. He has a
critical look on the show : ' I found little feeling of
spirituality - no music, no incense, etc... - to help settle 
and prepare the mind'. This person takes the signs of Buddhism 
in their primary sign-function, as 'spiritual aids', and 
points out the ambiguity of the exhibition problem : 'There 
is the difference between religious or spiritual aids - which 
these exhibits are - and an exhibition of them'. His critical 
look does not forget that he is at a museum, and he compares 
the experience with other similar ones : 'There is no
atmosphere, like in some American museums, where you have a 
whole room or space of meditation. The music, the meditation 
through hearing, is lacking, as well as incense - the smell, 
everything that creates an atmosphere'. This visitor
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acknowledges the potential of sensorial stimuli, used with a 
semiotic purpose, in the effectiveness and communicative power 
of museum experiences. Clearly, his expectations on the museum 
situation are not the same as those of the curators of the 
Institution: 'Also, there is too much writing; these
informations you could take from any good book' (the 
Catalogue, for instance).

The most important remarks are made on the aspect which 
is latent along the whole show: 'Buddhism is also very
political, nowadays, in Sri-Lanka, Tibet. This is not 
mentioned here'. 'Nothing about Zen Buddhism, which I think 
is a form which appeals more to the West. Nothing about 
centers for meditation and for learning about Buddhism here 
in London and throughout England'... Buddhism today, as a 
living religion, was the general claim and interest of many 
visitors, kept hidden and forgotten by the 'mythological 
speech'.

Two people in this special group were Buddhists, showing 
very particular and special 'readings' of the exhibition text. 
One of them reaches the highest level of perception of the 
'Museum Myth': 'some of them (labels) have been written from 
a certain perspective that (she) personally may not agree 
with'... ' as coming from a particular viewpoint, one has to 
lay aside quarrels and disagreements with the information as 
it is presented'. In fact, this visitor shows a Buddhist 
attitude towards 'reality'. She freely projects the meanings 
she would like to find in the message, ignoring the intended 
or explicit one: 'Do what is good, cease to do evil and
control the mind'; for this same reason she has 'no 
complaints' in relation to the exhibition.

The other 'ordained Buddhist' fails, however, in 
'controlling his mind'. 'At no point could (he) forget that 
(he) was in a Museum' (Q.12). He shows his dissatisfaction'
with the situation, and makes severe critics on the
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exhibition, including on the 'design' aspect : 'Very few
elements in the exhibition (Q.2) contributed to the reception 
of the Message of Buddhism - self-transformation resulting in 
spiritual liberation (Q.l)'. 'The emphasis in captions seemed 
primarily historical and aesthetic'. The aesthetic appeal is 
not rejected, nevertheless, when he chooses 'the Lohan', the 
'seated Avalokitesvara', the 'large wooden Buddha's head' and 
the 'small Manjughosa', 'incorrectly labelled as Mansjuri' 
(Q.5). After 'correcting' and defying the curators' knowledge, 
he justifies his choice of these objects 'as representations 
of a spiritual ideal' and finds them 'the most accessible of 
the exhibits', showing an awareness of the different codes and 
of the difficulties in the decoding process from the part of 
'lay people'. 'Perhaps', he admits, ' I found them more 
aesthetically appealing than the rest as well' - submitting 
himself to the 'materiality' of iconic signs, playing a major 
attractive role in the exhibition, beyond any 
'conventionality'.

The iconic message

Questions 4, 5 and 6 were devised in order to check the 
level of perception and of involvement of the receivers with 
the 'iconic message' presented at the exhibition, in an 
ostensive mode of communication. The majority of the answers 
in Groups A and B will refer to general 'types' of 
'signifiers', or to different categories of concrete 
expressions, without their identification or distinction as 
'signs', or as 'cultural units' in a given system. The general 
answers to Q.4. (the objects most looked at) mention the 
'statues of Buddha', 'texts', 'manuscripts', 'paintings and 
sculptures', 'scrolls', 'jewelry', 'woodcarvings',
'photographs', 'books', 'stone reliefs', 'fabrics', 
'mandalas', 'figures in meditation', 'monks', 'temples', 'big
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images', etc... The forms of the expression, as well as their 
substance seem to predominate on the surface level of the 
receivers' 'short-time' memory, after experiencing the 
overwhelming amount of visual and sensorial 'stimuli' along 
the visit.

The response to these varied stimuli is also described 
in vague terms (Q.6): 'intricate workmanship', 'histories of 
past time', 'they were beautiful', 'they are old', 'pleasing 
to the eyes', 'aesthetically pleasant', 'dynamic pose', 'very 
dramatic image/colours', 'very elegant, peaceful image', 
'impression of calmness'. There is a clear response, in these 
answers, to the predominant code working at the exhibition 
discourse, and 'controlling' the reception: the aestheticizing 
look, the museological value, the sensorial impact of the 
items. Some 'readings', yet, escape control: a malaysian
visitor mentions Borobodur, Kashmir, because he 'likes to see 
the scenes and the buildings', showing an individual and 
emotive response to the exhibition.

Some visitors would acknowledge the structural 
taxonomical and geographical codes proposed by the emitters: 
'Kashmir ivory', 'Tibetan bronze', 'Thailand and Sri-Lanka 
stupas', 'Chinese exhibition', 'Oriental Buddhism', 'Thai 
pictures', 'Borobodur', 'Tibetan book covers', 'Collection of 
the Canon', 'Gandhara standing figure'. Very few could mention 
precise items, acknowledging their identification and/or 
recognition among the whole 'storage' of images and objects, 
as for instance :'statue of Thai monk with alms bowl', 
'Samvara statue of Man and Woman embracing with feet', 'Gold 
reclining Buddha with stones', 'small Manjusri statue', 'two 
large Thangkas of Mahakala and Heruka', 'the Japanese merchant 
prince', 'large marble Avalokitesvara', 'seated Guanyin
(China). One person 'draws' the image he was impressed with, 
not knowing its name : 'a wooden figure, very relaxed posture' 
( the seated Guanyin).
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Those who could refer to precisely identified items could 
give more precise reasons for their interest; 'because they 
expressed an inward control and acceptance', 'interesting to 
see the ways in which message has been put across through 
different art forms', 'they all mean very differently to me, 
however they all stir up my emotion, my fear, my faith and my 
suspicion' (mentioning different items). One person mentions 
the sculptures of 'Jo' and of 'a monk', and enjoys them 
because ' they seem to know why they were made ' . Another 
mentions 'the craftsmanship and obvious skill needed to make 
them'. The person who chooses the 'scripts of Buddhism' 
remarks 'the languages that Buddhism was translated into at 
such early time of civilization'. Every answer given in a more 
precise way reveals a specific kind of 'approach' to the 
objects, a given 'stipulation of pertinence' in the reception 
of the message, which may or may not 'agree' with the 
signification system of the emitters.

It is not possible, in the limits of this work, to 
explore every case of reception and of interpretation found 
in the 100 questionnaires applied. What is made very clear 
from the different answers and explanations is the variety of 
responses and of 'interprétants' given to the concrete iconic 
signs, the 'galaxies of meaning' arisen from their 
observation, and the different levels of 'signicity' 
recognized by the receivers in these objects.
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The 'ball of clay'

In the work of observation of the attitudes of the 
receivers at the exhibition galleries, one case may account 
for the unexpected effects, most of the time impossible to be 
verified (one cannot enter into people's minds), provoked by 
the museum experience. This was the case of the 'ball of 
clay', which was being looked for by a visitor, in her second 
visit to the exhibition. She asked the researcher for help, 
in order to find it out, explaining that this 'ball of clay' 
had deeply impressed her, because of the symbolism of the 
'sacred deposits' found inside it. It was not difficult to 
'decode' the problem of this 'lost object', which was not, in 
fact, presented in the exhibition. In a given showcase (lexia 
n.3 -'Early cult monuments) there were shown some reliquaries 
and some pieces of jewelry found inside one of them (see 
p.207,c). The written text placed in the background provided 
the information;

'..,During the restoration of the Mahabodi temple in 
1880-81, a ball of clay was found below the Enlightenment 
Throne inside the temple. It contained coins, gold, 
silver, precious and semi-precious stones...' (Cat.n^ 
14,p.31).

This fact can be seen as a case of 'illusory perception' 
of a 'ghost object', an 'imaginary sign' built up in the 
visitor's mind, in face of an excessive and confusing 
information, and resulting from the simultaneous reception of 
linguistic and iconic signs, in a stressful communicative 
situation. The emotive response to the idea represented by the 
fragments, the 'contrast', in the visitor's terms, between the 
precious stones and the 'mud' in which they have been 
deposited, has 'filled the gap' of the absence of the concrete 
signifier - the 'ball of clay' construed by the visitor's 
imagination.
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Margaret Vernon explains this perceptual phenomenon :

'When they are unable to perceive clearly, people tend 
to fill out or make inferences from their immediate 
perceptions by using their reason or their imagination... 
Even in cases in which desire and emotion appear to 
modify perception, it is never quite certain whether it 
is the immediate perception which varies, or the use 
which the observer makes of it' (Vernon,1968:241) .

The perception of the different objects in this 
exhibition was directly related, in the visitors answers and 
reasons given, with the use they made of them, as 'objects of 
knowledge', 'objects of pleasure', or as 'objects of 
devotion', as the questionnaires and the interviews may 
reveal.

Decoding, overcoding, undercoding

Questions 8 and 9 were intended to verify more precisely 
the level of decoding, overcoding or undercoding of signs in 
this exhibition, and the 'semiotic competence' of the 
receivers in distinguishing or recognizing two very similar 
units playing a major role in the narrative; the Buddha's and 
the Bodhisattva's images. The lack of knowledge of both codes, 
the 'spiritual' and the 'aesthetic', will be apparent in the 
answers. Only 9 people out of the 83 answering the 
questionnaires were able to distinguish the representation of 
both 'entities', in their conceptual and formal aspects.

The answers range from simple 'guessing' to unprecise 
'elaborations' of some concepts and ideas found in labels and 
texts. Interpretations are many times given through analogies 
with Christian signs and concepts. The wide range of 
'interprétants' proposed by the visitors will again indicate 
their basic frames of reference ( formal, spiritual, 
intellectual, emotive etc...). We will present here some
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examples, since the multiplicity of answers does not allow a 
more thorough discussion of every case:

Q.8 - What is a Bodhisattva?
•A living embodiment of Buddha,It's only a guess!' 

'Buddhist monk'

'This is the bald stone guy sitting down with the 
yellow robes'(child answer)

'An embryo Buddha'

'A being delaying entry to Nirvana in order to help 
other mortals'

'A semi-Buddha who intervenes on behalf of those less 
advanced'

'A priest's attendant/ lay-priest'

'Incarnation of Buddha?'

'a) an archetypal Buddha figure; b) an enlightened 
being on the path to full Enlightenment'

'According to the information given in the Exhibition a 
person who delays his own enlightenment for the sake 
of others. This is incorrect'

Q.9 - distinction from Buddha's image
'Did not have time to distinguish'

'Buddha has 6 arms'

•Bodhisattva is emaciated' (see Cat.n.362,p.248)

'Bodhisattvas have a halo round their head'

'They are usually bejewelled etc... whereas the Buddha 
is depicted as a monk'

'In terms of artistic features. I'm not sure'

'Depends upon what country of origin the image comes 
from'

'I think it is the way they stand or sit'
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•Buddha looks so aristocratic'

'Buddhas are usually yellow. These Bodhisattvas are
bald' (child)...'That big fat golden chap!' (orally)

From some of the answers it is possible to suppose that many 
visitors have been aware of the distinction between the images 
only after reading the questionnaire. The only reference to 
the physical traits of the Bodhisattva ' s image was made in the 
label to Cat.n. 124 ('Padmapani* - haloed and with turban, 
princely figure) . An explanation of the meaning of the term 
'Bhodisattva' was given in the introductory panel, as 'saviour 
entities', and only nine times more, in the panel texts. From 
the uncertainty of the majority of the answers in relation to 
the two ideas and representations, it is possible to conclude 
that the 'academic stylistic subcode' has not been grasped by 
more than 4% of the visitors. A process of 'undercoding' is 
at stake here, giving way to 'aberrant decodings', or to 'free 
imaginary overcodings'.

The amount of learning

The assessment of 'what has been learnt' from the 
exhibition, or of 'what has been actually got' from the 
communicative process is again another 'open ended' question 
(Q.IO), which can not be measured in quantitative terms. It 
is possible yet to detect the amount of 'information' and of 
'meaning' registered by the visitors in relation to the 
proposed, the intended and the unintended messages which have 
been explored along this case study. These answers may also 
reveal 'particular perspectives' and the different frames of 
reference at the basis of people's responses.

In the single and quick answers given to the 
questionnaire one can only expect to find out a 'synthesis' 
of the multitude of meanings and information received or
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understood. However, by the same fact of having to 
'summarize*, one might suppose the visitors have registered 
what has been thought to be the main information or meaning 
they have received through the experience. The visitors 
being already 'saturated' and 'overwhelmed' by the exhibition, 
short of time to leave, we may assume here they gave a first 
and immediate answer to the question, revealing what would be 
at the surface level of their consciousness and memory at the 
end of the show. Of course, there is the case of some visitors 
who felt more motivated (by anger, or by enthusiasm) to give 
more elaborated responses, justified sometimes on the back of 
the page, allowing a more precise and extensive feedback on 
their feelings and thoughts about the exhibition.

Some people, while not realizing that any 'learning' took 
place in the experience, indeed indicated in their answers to 
other questions how far they absorbed meanings and 
information, feelings and emotions, in relation to the 
'message' or to the 'myth' of the discourse. The reasons for 
the lack of communication, or the failure in the contact with 
the exhibition will be analysed at the end of this chapter. 
'Did you feel you learnt something from the exhibition? If 
so,what?

From the 28 answers given to this question, it is 
possible to list the main contents, ordered according to their 
frequency (Table 7) :
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Table 7
Group A
- Spread of Buddhism mentioned 7 times
- Visual/Aesthetic information 5 times
- History of Buddhism 4 times
- Datelines 3 times
- Different types of culture 1 time
- Different 'types' 1 time
- Countries where Bud. survives 1 time
- Buddhist beliefs 1 time
- Scriptures & their transmission 1 time
- Different sects 1 time
- Types of writing 1 time
- Art appreciation 1 time
- Some general knowledge 1 time

Table 7 : The amount of learning

The same main contents will appear in the answers of 31 
people in Group B, in more elaborated enunciations:

*A better understanding of Buddhism', 'Japan Esoteric 
Buddhism', 'something of the range of Buddhist beliefs and 
practice', 'a little bit, that there are such differences in 
the countries', 'the development, geographically and 
chronologically, of Buddhism', 'a greater appreciation of the 
variety of Buddhist Art', 'wider aspects, from different 
cultures, of spiritual expressions & cross-cultural
influences', 'what is essential for Buddhism', 'I didn't know 
about Buddhism in Japan or influence on printing technique'.

Group C does not seem to have 'learnt' a great deal from 
the exhibition. Besides the university 'scholar' who learns 
the importance of statues, stupas, paintings, etc., for 
'didactic purposes', the other people do not think they have 
learnt something, 'because I already knew a lot about 
Buddhism*, or because 'I was impressed by the "Faith" aspect,
i.e., so much evidence of faith in terms of the practice of 
writing out manuscripts', or at least that 'the art of 
imaginative exhibition design seems pretty dead !'
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While in Group A we have about 17 people who could get 
the 'historical' content of the proposed message, 8 people 
who could grasp the art-historical, aesthetic approach, and 
3 people more concerned with the 'faith' or 'cultural' aspects 
of the message, we can see the predominance in Group B,
of the intellectual, informational, and 'preferred' reading 
meant by the narrators of the show. One person could grasp the 
cross-cultural and spiritual aspects of the 'history' of 
Buddhism. The mention to the 'visual arts' is more precisely 
made in two answers, and the exhibition 'structural matrix' 
is acknowledged by a visitor, who learns the geographical and 
chronological development of Buddhism.

Nevertheless, other answers in Group B reveal a more 
'emotive' response to the show, some of them assuming and 
accepting the 'mythological speech', taking as their own fault 
if they have not 'gleaned' too much of it :

- Three cheers B.M.I
- So glad to have an opportunity in a foreign country!
- A great deal. Excellent, interesting exhibits.
- No, probably because I did not stay long enough!
- Not really, but this is due to the lack of time and I
am sure another visit is needed to really glean
anything from it.

One person, in Group A, was able to grasp a non-intended 
message behind the discourse surface, and that was 'the 
tragedy that the artists who created these works intended them 
for local use, not as "museum pieces" in a faraway Christian 
Land'. The 'naturalness' of the Museum myth and codes is 
clearly denounced here.
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Levels of interaction

(Q.ll)- Would you give another title to the exhibition?
This question is a good thermometer for evaluating the 

level of acceptance or of rejection of the proposed message, 
and the different perceptions of the whole work, according to 
the different frames of reference of the audience. As happened 
in the other questions, responses are more precise and 
critical the higher the level of background knowledge of the 
receivers is.

- 'Depends what you think is Faith.,.'

- 'It was more Faith preaching than Art'.

'Perhaps the word Faith could be dropped as the
exhibition has more learning towards Art than Faith'.

- 'Relics and Art of Buddhism'.

- 'Buddhism, a world Faith'.

- 'Buddhism, an overview'.

- 'Faith (Religion) is Art'.

- 'Tolerance and Expansion of a Religion'.

'No, this seems to sum up the essence of the
Exhibition'.

- 'No justification for the inclusion of the term Faith.
"Buddhist Art in the British Museum" would be more
accurate'.

It would not be possible to explore here all these 
different views, or 'readings' of the exhibition, denoting 
multiple levels of interaction with the communicative 
situation, accepting or rejecting the institutional rhetoric 
and discourse. It is clear, however, from the analysis of all 
the answers to the inquiry, that the majority of the public 
felt dismayed, intrigued and frequently frustrated, while 
trying to cope with this ambiguous picture of the Buddhist
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universe. The reasons for this fact can be more clearly
understood in the analysis of the main problems or obstacles 
to the communication process, which could be detected in this 
specific museological performance and situation.

Obstacles to communication

The last point to be examined in relation to the
communicative situation proposed and performed by the
exhibition was checked through the answers to Question 12 -
the main difficulties with the exhibition. In a general survey 
we can list the basic reasons for the 'noise' in the process, 
as shown in Table 8 a),b) (see pp.328/329). These reasons 
were:

1.Lack of confidence in their own ability.
2.Lack of interest or motivation.
3.Cognitive overload.
4.Lack of knowledge of codes used.
5.Lack of time.
6.Submittance to 'myth'.
7.Different frames of reference.
8.Lack of a clear exhibition structure.

All these elements working in the communicative 
interaction of emitters and receivers will be apparent in 
the answers to the questionnaire, more explicit or implicit 
in the different questions. Reasons nn. 1, 3 and 4, listed 
above, will explain n.6, pointed out as 'submittance to myth' 
- the unquestioned acceptance of the Museum codes and the 
submittance to the 'preferred reading' of the narrative, 
without the sufficient knowledge of the 'academic codes', or 
of the Buddhist codes, in order to be able to 'disambiguate' 
the problem or to 'decode the enigma', what led some visitors 
to a stressful and frustrating situation. Reason n. 7 may be 
at the background of this 'disabling effect', and explains why 
so many questions have been left 'blank'. People in this 
situation said they felt they have 'learnt something' from the
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exhibition, but could not say 'what', would not give a 
different title to the show, had got the information mainly 
from the written source and liked some of the objects 'because 
they are a branch of Art'.

One person pointed out what she thought was the main 
question on the exhibition; 'There seemed to be no attempt to 
explain the nature of Faith in Buddhism. Perhaps the
assumption is that it's the same as Christianity (which it is 
not). The prime interest seemed to be in 'objects',( as 
' curios ' ) , rather than in communicating the nature and purpose 
of Art within the Buddhist religion, which seems to be the 
purpose implied in the Exhibition's title'.

In this particular answer, this person gave explicit 
answers to the implicit questions and intentions of the
questionnaire. Some of the answers related in this chapter 
have given to this research the particular approach and the 
perspective clues with which to interpret, or to 'decipher', 
the exhibition enigma.

We can only be thankful to all these anonymous visitors, 
without whom we would not have reached some kind of
'enlightenment' on this particularly rich experience.
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Table 8 (a) Failure of communication
Group A (no background)

20

15

10

0
n. of 

people

REASONS;
1. Lack of confidence in their own ability
2. Lack of interest or motivation
3. Cognitive overload
4. Lack of knowledge of codes used
5. Lack of time
6. Submittance to 'myth'
7. Different frames of reference
8. Lack of a clear exhibition structure
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Table 8 (b) Failure of communication
Group B (some background)
20

15

10

n. of 
people

REASONS:
1. Lack of confidence in their own ability
2. Lack of interest or motivation
3. Cognitive overload
4. Lack of knowledge of codes used
5. Lack of time
6. Submittance to 'myth'
7. Different frames of reference
8. Lack of a clear exhibition structure
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CHAPTER 12 - CONCLUSIONS: Museum Semiotics, an open field

The well known 'cliché', 'a whole is much more than the 
sum of its parts', can be applied to the analyses made in this 
' case study ' . As much as we try to capture the nature of this 
'communicative experience' represented by the exhibition on 
'Buddhism: Art & Faith', what results from it is a pale
'nebulosa' of the galaxies of meaning disseminated along the 
process of sign production and of sign consumption, in the 
minds of emitters, receivers and interpreters (including that 
of the researcher). The 'productivity' of this museological 
performance cannot actually be framed in the limits of this 
analysis. Would this be am utopian task, that of trying to 
find out the 'secret' or the 'essence' of a museum exhibition, 
the 'site' of its possible meanings?

Despite the limitations of telescopic lenses, scientists 
have never given up the challenge of counting and measuring 
the stars, and to find out more about their nature and 
constituent elements.

What one may discuss, here, as well as in any kind of 
systematic research, are the tools and the principles used in 
the exploration task, and the limited insights one may have 
in the development of such a challenging work. Even if limited 
to the angles of vision permitted by our own resources and 
perspectives, there are some clues to be noticed and 
registered in this work, resulting from the observation, 
through a 'microscopic' mode, of some 'fragments' and 'bits' 
of the experience, which may influence our 'telescopic' view 
of the real phenomenon. This view is not only an 
'approximation' of the observed thing, but is also a 
'reduction' of its real features, a point which must be born 
in mind in any research or interpretation study.
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The Museum Semiotics approach

The semiotic 'lenses' chosen for this approach to the 
museum phenomenon and communication process have proved to be 
useful and adequate for the purposes and intentions set at the 
beginning of this research : the 'curiosity' and the 'need' 
to explore the museum experience, in order to understand its 
deep mechanisms, the nature of this process, its levels of 
' communicability ', and from that to reach its social role and 
the effectiveness of its 'action'. The dimension and the 
complexity of the problem envisaged through this exploration 
may only lead us to conclude that a lot of further studies 
must be developed on this subject, opening the way for new 
findings and conclusions, from the small pieces and limited 
data which could be gathered along the process.

The semiotic approach to the museum experience allowed 
us to see it under new lights, which are far distant from the 
traditional concepts and principles governing museum 
productions and analyses of museum communication. Through this 
new way of analysis, museum exhibitions are seen as 'open' 
texts, providing to their users and producers the pleasure and 
the excitement of engaging themselves in the cultural process, 
as active 'agents', 'critics' and 'participants'. The 
production and the exchange of meanings taking place on the 
museum stage enhance the value of museums as privileged spaces 
of 'social interaction' and as unique instruments of 
individual growth and of social development.

The lessons which can be taken from this sort of 
investigation may contribute for a greater awareness and 
understanding of the communicative potential of museum 
exhibitions and work, of the problems and mechanisms involved 
in exhibition production, of the specific nature of Museum 
Education, under these new parameters, and of the
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responsibility of museum professionals (curators, designers, 
educationalists, evaluators) in the development of their work, 
which is basically a 'social work'.

As Eco proposes, 'there is a sign every time a human 
group decides to use and to recognize something as the vehicle 
of something else' (1979:17), but, he continues, 'the 
interpretation by an interpreter, which would seem to 
characterize a sign, must be understood as the possible 
interpretation by a possible interpreter'(1979:16). The idea 
implied in this postulate is basic for the theoretical 
approach we are assuming in this research, as well as for the 
conceptual redefinition of museums and of a theory of 
Museology.

Since human thought, knowledge and communication are 
involved, there is a semiosic process. Of course, other 
interpretations of the museum phenomenon are also possible, 
to other possible interpreters - from sociological, 
psychological, psychoanalytical, historical, aesthetical, 
literary, economical, political, industrial, architectural, 
technological and whichever possible perspectives.

Insights on Museum Communication

On the basis of the theoretical propositions developed 
in this research, and verified through the CASE STUDY, it is 
possible to say that the process of Museum Communication is 
basically performed by museum exhibitions, seen as the 
classical vehicles of transmission of museum messages, as a 
process and as a product of museum work. These messages 
correspond to the 'speech' of the Museum Language, as texts, 
or discourses on the expression plane of communication. The
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narrative discourses of museum exhibitions build up 
representations on cultural reality, according to specific 
cultural, social and institutional codes.

In this process of communication there is an 'implicit 
narrator', an ideal figure who 'speaks' the curators' texts, 
and an implicit 'ideal receiver', who is actually the 
'public', to whom the discourse is addressed, in equal or 
sometimes unequal relationships. These relationships are 
'transactional relationships', according to the model proposed 
in this research, providing the opportunity for the emitters' 
and the receivers' active role on the process of sign 
production and of sign interpretation.

This process of communication is actually a triadic 
relationship between emitters - objects - receivers, a 'loving 
triangle' in which the objects will play a fundamental role 
of mediation and of signification. The polysémie nature of 
museum signs, their variability and multiplicity of contents, 
and the different perspectives or frames of reference through 
which they can be interpreted, account for the 'galaxies of 
meaning' which are disseminated through the exhibition. The 
material aspect of museum signs, as a first element of the 
Museum Language, may also have a semiotic potential and 
generate meaning, insofar as it is inserted in a system of 
signification of a given cultural code, or of the exhibition 
itself.

The museum context is a 'coded context' which may entail 
or induce certain specific denotations or connotations, based 
on the authority and the tradition of these institutions in 
present social systems, in the western world. Beyond, or 
behind the explicit messages proposed through exhibitions, 
there is a 'hidden discourse' which is that of the Museum 
Institution itself, which is seldom recognized or identified 
by the public or by museum professionals and critics. The 
rhetoric of the museum system may lead us to detect the
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ideological systems which govern museum work and performances 
in a given society.

Semiotic research may provide us with the clues with 
which to decode the specific 'codes of museality' proposed 
through out this dissertation, helping the denunciation of 
'myth' in the traditional form of exhibition discourses. This 
semiotic model of analysis will make possible, at the same 
time, the definition of what is the 'essence' of the Museum 
Language, of its 'poetic' and 'aesthetic' function, which 
account for the 'surplus' of the museum experience.

The reception of museum messages from the part of the 
audience is a process which cannot be controlled, but which 
can be directed, or suggested, insofar as there will be a 
'stipulation of pertinence' of the codes, of the extensions 
and the intensions of the signs used in an 'ostensive' mode 
of communication, and insofar as these codes and stipulations 
will be shared and grasped by the receivers.

Notes on the process: the readers' active role

From the analysis of the data collected in the case 
study, on the multiple ways of 'Getting the Message', it is 
possible to point out some of the mechanisms involved in this 
process:

a) on the grounds of basic presuppositions and background 
knowledge, the users are engaged in a process of abstraction, 
from percepts to concepts, from objects to signs, and to 
'sememes', or 'interprétants', 'mapping backwards' from the 
perceived structure of the exhibition and of its items, their 
possible 'contents'.

b) sometimes the users refuse 'to collaborate' or to 
engage themselves into the communicative process, projecting
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freely on the 'message' the meanings they would like or expect 
to find.

c) this process of abstraction is actually based on 
recognition, through logical mechanisms, of the supposed 
'meanings' of the signs in relation to the known 'cultural 
units' stored in peoples' memory and minds, as a result of 
previous experiences. Whenever the 'content' or either the 
'expression' are new or unknown, there is no recognition, but 
a process of inference, or of abduction, based on known units 
and experiences.

d) whenever the correlation of signs and units is posited 
according to different or unknown codes, a first effect of 
'strangeness' in relation to the situation takes place, 
leading to the questioning of the codes, the known ones and 
the unknown ones, in an 'effort after meaning' in order to 
detect the possible 'correlations'. When this effort fails, 
and there are no 'clues' for the correlating process, 
communication does not take place, leading to frustration or 
to a distant and cold attitude from the part of the receivers. 
Motivation, interest and emotional features of the receivers 
will strongly support this 'effort'.

e) when the 'expression' is already known, according to 
known codes, the process of recognition is immediate, even if 
'aberrantly decoded' in relation to the emitters' intentions. 
The 'doxa', or the 'dominant collective codes' working in the 
situation, may sometimes introduce 'noise' in the 
communication (e.g. the popular western idea of the Buddha, 
in the figure of the fat laughing 'Buddhai', or yet the 
'hippie' phenomenon of past years, interfering in the 
'recognition' of Buddhist expressions in the exhibition 
analysed in the case study).

f) when the 'expression' is a new one, bearing some 
'similarity' with a known one, of which the 'content' is 
already known, the process of recognition follows a two-step
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flow: from 'percept' to 'sememe' (by similarity or contiguity) 
and then to the new expression (e.g. the Bodhisattva inferred 
from the Buddha image and concept, in the same case study).

g) when both 'expression' and 'content' are unknown, the 
perception and reception of the message will be searched along 
different paths, according to the users' motivations and 
interest, and their acceptance of the communicative situation. 
The context and the 'modes' of communication (the level of 
relationship established between emitters and receivers) will 
determine the effectiveness or the failure of the process (see 
chapter 11, Table 8, pp.319/320). In an 'unequal 
relationship', the receivers will usually make their own 
particular 'reading' of the message, ignoring the emitters' 
'injunctive' discourse.

h) when the 'expression' and its 'content' are known, 
according to a given socially accepted code, but are used in 
the exhibition in a different context, as in 'metaphors', for 
instance (the Buddha image standing for Buddhist 'Art'), the 
message will be grasped insofar as there will be a stipulation 
of pertinence of the sign's use. When this stipulation is not 
clearly posited, the ambiguity of the expression will 
introduce more 'noise' in the communication process, leading 
to multiple and 'aberrant' decodings of the message 
('Buddhism': Art or Faith?).

i) the interaction of need, context(set), and stimulus 
(signs) structure will be at the basis of the receivers' 
active role in the communicative situation, promoting or 
blocking their semiotic competence in relation to the 
experience.
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Insights on Exhibition production

The selection, the articulation and the integration of
the signs, or elements of the museum discourse, are the 
fundamental mechanisms of what can be called the Museum 
Language, generating a specific grammar, and based on 
expressive codes which can be pointed out, basically, as the 
iconic, the linguistic, and the design, or muséographie codes. 
The intersection and the hierarchy of these codes will respond 
for the exhibition semiotic potential, leading to a 
productivity of meanings in the space and the time of the 
exhibition, in a sort of 'semiotic battlefield'.

The consideration of museum objects as performing sign- 
functions in the construction of exhibition texts will lead 
to the exploration of the semiotic power of these different 
codes and of their subsidiary 'lexicons', supporting the 
conscious production of meaningful discourses. The awareness 
of the 'semiotic competence' of the audience, of the 
mechanisms involved in the 'reading' process, pointed out 
above, and of the specificity of the Museum Language in the 
management of different semiotic codes, may contribute to the 
effectiveness of the communication, avoiding the 'disabling 
effects' resulting from the 'cryptographic task' of decoding 
academic or scientific codes, or from the tiring and tedious 
effort of reading an encyclopaedia 'in vitro'.

The rhetorics of museum exhibitions, their montage code, 
which governs their 'structural matrix', organizing the 
contents and the successive enchainment of the narrative, will 
respond to the 'communicability' and the 'effectiveness' of 
the discourse, in its capacity to persuade and to move the 
audience; the 'form of the contents', their intratextual and 
extratextual correlations with other cultural codes and texts, 
may account for the 'meaning' of the exhibition, in the 
broader context of social and cultural systems.
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The creative and purposeful juxtaposition of museum 
signs, their opposition or contrasts in a museological 
'sentence', may be responsible for new 'effects of meaning' 
in the minds of the receivers, leading them to challenge or 
to re-examine existing dominant codes. In this sense, it is 
possible to speak of a 'Museum Art', of a 'competence' of 
museum emitters in the creation of a diversity of exhibition 
'forms', which may bear a 'poetic', or 'lyric' nature, a 
'narrative' or a 'dramatic' style, a 'report' or 'critical' 
vision on the subject presented to the public.

The recognition of museum exhibitions as 'open texts', 
or as 'aesthetic texts', in their pluri-semantic nature, may 
change the relationship between museum authors and their 
active reading public, to whom it will be allowed their 
'freedom of decoding'. In this way, the traditional 
authoritative and injunctive discourse of museum emitters, in 
their 'controlling mode' of proposing statements about the 
world and about cultural facts, will give way to a more 
democratic and dialogical interaction with their public.

The awareness of the semiotic nature of museum 
exhibitions, of the mechanisms and processes of sign 
production and of sign interpretation is essential for museum 
curators, educationalists and producers, if they want to 
explore the full potential of the Museum communicative power. 
This awareness is also of fundamental importance in order to 
evaluate the responsibility of museum agents in the 
construction of their discourses on the many cultural 
languages, chiefly on minority or unknown cultures, which are 
easily misinterpreted or disregarded as specific signification 
systems, when subjected to the academic perspective of the 
museum system.

When codes are not shared between emitters and receivers, 
it is possible at least to search for a 'mutual cognitive 
environment', in which both parts of the process recognize and
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are aware of the mutual intentions of communicating, and of 
the many obstacles to the process. The intentions to 
communicate must be made clear to the public, through the 
clarity and the homogeneity of the codes used, the explanation 
of the exhibition 'structural matrix', of the frames of 
reference chosen by the narrators, the disambiguation of 
complex contents and the stipulation of pertinence of the 
exhibition signs, looking for a clear and coherent message.

In the exhibition analysed in the case study, we can see 
an example of an 'impossible communicative situation', similar 
to the impossible figures of perceptual illusions. The 
ambiguity of the two ' isotopies ' of the proposed text - 
Buddhism as Art, or as Faith - could not be solved by the 
receivers due to the lack of clues and of defined perspectives 
of approach. The lack of a clear structure in the exhibition, 
and the pervasiveness of the ambiguous approach to an already 
'nebulous' theme, were one of the main obstacles for the 
effectiveness of the communication. Besides this fact, the 
'ideal narrator' of the message was actually a 'multivoiced 
speech' produced by 15 different curators from the BM and the 
BL. The long interviews with the curatorial staff of both 
Institutions may explain some of the problems detected through 
out this research in this complex communicative situation. 
Different kinds of expertise, of points of view, lack of 
sufficient contact between those involved in the preparation 
of the work (designers, educational staff), changes in the 
curatorial staff, and the structural organization of the 
Institutions themselves, could not support an 'homogeneous' 
approach towards what should or could be said and exhibited. 
The conceptual 'clashes' resulted consequently in an intricate 
and confusing structure of the performance, difficult to be 
'digested' or understood by the public, who had as its only 
saviour guides the educationalists in charge of the gallery 
talks and study days.
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Insights on Museum Education

The role of the educational staff of the B.M., as 
'translators' of this museological message, was a major tool 
for the establishment of a 'mutual cognitive and communicative 
environment' in that exhibition. Choosing another 'structural 
matrix', different from that proposed by the curators and 
designers, in order to build up a more coherent and easy 
'narrative thread', and starting from the explanation of basic 
concepts and principles necessary for the decoding of the 
'iconic language' of Buddhist signs (e.g., the 'mudras' 
sign-language), these 'semiotic translators' would consider 
the basic knowledge of their audience in their explanations 
of meanings and significations. In their interaction with the 
public, they proposed comparisons with known codes and popular 
assumptions on the subject (e.g., Christian and Jewish basic 
ideas), situating Buddhist 'phenomenology' in the temporal 
and historical universe where it did happen, and answering 
all sorts of questions proposed by the visitors. The 
references and the knowledge of Buddhism today were also a 
subject of discussion in this interactive process, attending 
to the primary expectations and interest of the public. This 
interaction was a balanced one, in an equal relationship, that 
promoted and facilitated communication.

By sharing their extended knowledge on 'Art' as well as 
on 'Faith' aspects, and by their familiarity with the 
collections, educationalists were able to reach the 'zones of 
proximal development', in Vygotsky's terms (1978), as a way 
to help people to understand and to know what could seem 
'unknowable' and 'ungraspable', in this rich museum 
experience.

This revolutionary theoretical proposition, discussed in 
Vygotsky's studies on the development of higher mental
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processes, and on the links between learning and development 
in children, refers to the distance between the actual 
developmental level, as determined by independent problem 
solving, and the level of potential development, as determined 
through problem solving under adult guidance or in 
collaboration with more capable peers.

This proposition can be also applied to the problems of 
cultural development in societies, and could be usefully 
taken, as fundamental for the understanding of the museum 
educational role, both with adults and children.

•Human learning presupposes a specific social nature 
and a process by which children grow into the intellectual 
life of those around them' (Vygotsky, 1978:88).

By equating the use of signs with the use of tools, in 
human activities, Vygotsky developed a deep study on the links 
between these two mediating devices. Like tool systems, sign 
systems develop and change with society.

•The internalization of culturally produced sign systems 
brings about behavioural transformation and forms the bridge 
between early and later forms of individual development' 
(Vygotsky, 1978:7).

The capacity of using abstract auxiliary signs to govern 
his movements is a major step in child's development of higher 
mental functions. In this process,

... • children are capable of reconstructing their
perception and thus freeing themselves from the given 
structure of the field'... 'with the help of the indicative 
function of words, the child begins to master his attention, 
creating new structural centers (" centers of gravity") in 
the perceived situation' (Vygotsky, 1978:35).

It is possible to take Vygotsky's theories on the 
internalization process of perceived stimuli, and on the role 
of visual imagery in memory and thought processes, in order 
to explore the use of museum concrete signs in the development 
of children and adult higher mental functions. This is a field
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open to exploration, if we accept the tools of semiotic theory
for the development of this task.

The receivers' active role discussed in the precedent
paragraphs will be another subject of exploration in Museum
Education activities and programs, which will require the
'semiotic competence' of museum educators in their interaction
with their public. From this point of view. Museum Education
will not be reduced to a mere task of transmission of
informations, a pedagogical or didactic role of 'teaching'
established concepts and propositions, but will actually be
changed in a mediating work, a developmental work of fostering
individual and social capacities and memory.

•The spider carries out operations reminiscent of a
weaver and the boxes which bees build in the sky could
disgrace the work of many architects. But even the worst 
architect differs from the most able bee from the very 
outset in that before he builds a box out of boards he 
has already constructed it in his head. At the end of the 
work process he obtains a result which already existed 
in his mind before he began to build.'
(Karl Marx, Capital, quoted in Vygotsky,1978).
The fundamental role of Museum Education would be thus, 

in this perspective and theoretical frame, that of enriching 
and extending people's 'furniture of the mind' (Allison, 
1986) , through the exploration and knowledge of the materials, 
the forms and the contents of museum signs.

Insights on Exhibition Evaluation

The great majority of researches and models of exhibition 
evaluation focused, until recently, the 'quantitative' rather 
than the 'qualitative' aspect of museum experiences. 
Pragmatist and behaviouristic approaches usually concentrate 
on the 'measurement' of the levels of attention, of labels 
readability, of exhibits 'holding power', of the length of 
time spent in the exhibition space, of interaction with 
different educational devices, of the movements and the
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attitudes of the visitors along their way through exhibitions 
(see Griggs,1986, Screven,1984). On the basis of these 
researches and studies, there is a basic principle borrowed 
from the school system, which is the measurement of the 
'amount of learning' acquired after exposure to museum 
exhibitions. The importance of these studies is not to be 
disregarded, even if subjected to intense discussions in the 
Museum Education field (Hein,1991, Lawrence,1991).

As George Hein points out, however,
... 'a museum experience is most often a small part of 

a child's life, overshadowed by many other experiences'. 'The 
majority of these studies involve measuring learning by paper 
and pencil tests after a period of instruction', says Hein, 
but ' this does not tell us much about the nature of the museum 
experience' (Hein, 1991:54).

The model of exhibition analysis proposed in this 
research aims to explore and to investigate the nature of this 
experience, not in its 'quantitative' aspects of learning and 
behavioural changes hypothetically resulting from a visit to 
a museum.

'Testing, based on pedagogic notions of learning, will 
inform us of the extent to which museums have acted like 
schools, but it cannot discover the unique role that museums 
can play' (Hein,1991:54).

It is this 'unique role', the 'museality' of this 
situation, that the investigation developed in this study aims 
to demonstrate .The specific nature of museums, seen as 
'semiosic spaces', offering the opportunity for the generation 
of multiple meanings, in a creative interaction between 
emitters- objects- receivers, can be better understood and 
evaluated through this new kind of research, with more 
fruitful results for the understanding of the way people 
perceive, understand and interact with the concrete reality 
and with cultural expressions. The studies of Piaget, Vygotsky 
and Luria on the development of logical thinking patterns may 
be the references for this kind of research.
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Lotman's studies on language teaching have shown the 
mechanisms of this process, whereby adults are usually 
introduced to an unknown language by means of rules, while a 
child, on the contrary, is trained through a continuous 
exposure to pre-fabricated 'strings of language', which he is 
expected to absorb even though not completely conscious of 
language rules (Eco,1979; 138). Children usually learn by a 
process of undercoding, of grasping more 'macro-units' before 
understanding single units and their regulating codes. The 
more 'scientific' the mind and societies become, the more they 
will tend to codify contents, and to attribute more analytic 
rules to common codes, in a process of overcoding 
(ECO,1979:138,139).

Museum experiences may be seen, under a semiotic 
approach, as spaces where the exposure to cultural languages 
may contribute for the development of children and adult 
thinking, and for promoting changes in their way of seeing 
the world. The investigation of the nature of these 
alternative educational environments (as opposite to the 
traditional school settings), will allow us to change the way 
of producing and of evaluating museum experiences, and to look 
for new ways of promoting a ' long term involvement with the 
world of objects', as Hein (1991) proposes.

This involvement and the pleasure of these experiences 
cannot be 'measured' in quantitative terms, but can be 
proposed as a desired outcome of the Museum intrinsic 
'educative nature', as a tool for the development of adult 
and children capacities and creative spirit. The differences 
in children and adult approaches to museum exhibitions can be 
clearly analysed from these observations. The museum 
communicative situation is a good laboratory experience for 
the detection and the developing of these competencies and 
processes.
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In this sense, different kinds of exhibition evaluation
started, in recent times, to focus their attention on the
social aspects of the museum experience (Merriman,1989) and 
on the signification and psychological/cognitive/emotional 
mechanisms which take place in visitors interaction with this 
experience (Dufresne-Tasse,1991). In respect to Museum 
Evaluation research, it is important to remember that this 
kind of study aims to investigate the social world, and not 
the natural world.

Insights on new fields of research

The investigation of the museum semiotic nature, of the
qualitative and the essential characteristics of the museum
phenomenon and experience, the laws which govern their
processes and productions, their causes and effects, requires 
the formulation of principles and concepts which are 
specifically relevant to this field. In museological research, 
paraphrasing Vygotsky, 'one has to create one's own Capital' 
(Vygotsky,1978:8)\

The ambiguity of museum messages and the switching codes 
of the museum language would require a deeper analysis of the 
perceptual problems and processes involved in the museum
communicative situation, which have been only superficially 
approached in this research. Further studies should be
developed from this starting point in order to analyse 
perceptual and cognitive problems, the role of emotive factors 
and of individual needs and backgrounds in the process of 
perception and interpretation, which were not in the scope of

Vygotsky' quotation is taken from unpublished notebooks 
referred in the editors' preface to Mind in Society - the 
development of higher psychological processes, edited by M.Cole et 
al. 1978:8.
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the present work, but which must necessarily be developed in 
order to duly explore the nature of the museum experience.

A further exploration of each one of the different 
semiotic systems interacting in the museum communication 
process is also necessary, if their particular and mutual 
effectiveness are to be better understood, and if the specific 
'codes of museality' are to be duly analysed, in a universal 
perspective.

The attention to the special conditions of communication, 
to the concrete and empirical situations in which signs and 
texts are produced, out of social signification systems, the 
recognition that signs themselves are the product of social 
divisions and of power struggles, in which the definitions of 
one class or group or people prevail over those of other 
groups, are essential steps for any critical analysis of 
communication, texts and discourses. Rhetorical analyses may 
be useful tools for the study of a semiotics of discourse, in 
the identification of the social relations of signification, 
of different meaning and expression systems, which must be 
taken into account in the interpretation of any communicative 
act.

The meaning of the present research on museum semiotics 
can only be duly accessed when considered in relation to all 
the many studies in the museum field, and would certainly 
acquire a specific meaning when considered in the social, 
political and cultural context of a developing country, where 
it has been produced. It can be differently analysed in 
relation to the broader field of semiotic and communication 
studies, or of cultural studies in general.

A diachronic and a synchronic study of museum works and 
texts would thus be relevant and necessary for the 
understanding of the museum phenomenon and experience as they 
manifest themselves in particular cases and specific 
productions, in order that the meanings and the specific
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character of each one of these manifestations may be properly 
grasped, what can open the field of studies of 'comparative 
museology*. This study is relevant not only for the definition 
of the different museological 'grammars', or systems of museum 
language, along time and social contexts, showing their change 
and evolution in paradigmatic and syntagmatic structures, as 
for cultural and social studies in a broader sense.

As Lotman proposes, one of the fundamental 
characteristics of culture stands in its relationship with 
its signs, or in its 'signicity' (Lotman,Uspenskii,1981:45). 
It was not in the scope of this research to develop such 
study, but to propose a basic and preliminary model, based on 
the application of semiotic research, for the analysis of 
museum texts and discourses, which may be useful for such 
'comparative' studies, from a synchronic and a diachronic 
perspective.

Limits of Museum Semiotics

What would be the limits of our approach? We do not 
intend to say here that Museology is only communication and 
signification, but that, paraphrasing Eco on his conception 
of culture. Museology and museum practice should be studied 
as a communicative phenomenon. To put forward Eco's theory 
from a museological perspective, we could say that the whole 
of culture can be studied 'sub-speciae museologica'.

The extended concept of museums developed recently by 
museological studies and by emerging new forms of these 
institutions - as for instance of eco-museums, integrated or 
'total' museums, neighbourhood or community museums, 'heimat' 
and territorial museums, outreaching the traditional museums 
'under roof, or 'between walls' (Desvallés,1987), supports 
and justifies this idea.

339



The analysis of cultural processes, taken as 
communicative processes in different cultural languages, 
translated into museological 'texts', is thus the field to be 
explored by Museum Semiotics. In this view, we can accept the 
proposal of modern semiotics, chiefly the ideas of Julia 
Kristeva (1967), on the expansion of the semiotic field, and 
demonstrating the 'isomorphism' of semiotic practices with 
the other complexes of our universe.

If Museology is a specific discipline, using material 
from different fields of studies, with its own method, and a 
precise object of studies, we must necessarily define this 
method and this precise object, in order to distinguish it 
from other disciplines, including that of Semiotics.

This specific object of Museology could be defined 
through its 'surplus', i.e., that which differentiates and 
distinguishes Museology from its borderline disciplines and 
establishes its limits and frontiers of action, basing the 
inclusion or exclusion of the various studies from its broad 
field: this precise object could be defined as the study of 
cultural processes and phenomena with the aim of preserving 
their expressions and contents, in order to communicate them 
to society, and to commit them to social memory, as a support 
for social development, understanding and action. 'Committing 
to memory' (Memoria) was actually the last and final operation 
of the rethorical 'techne' of greek and roman orators, the end 
and the purpose of any rethorical discourse, aimed to convince 
or to persuade the audience, and to move it to action.

The museological field is determined by this basic 
postulate of preservation and of transmission of the memory 
on these facts and processes, in order to support further
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action, and under this aspect, the transmission of cultural 
heritage is again a communicative process.

'One cannot do theoretical research', says Eco, 'without 
having the courage to put forward a theory, and therefore, an 
elementary model as a guide for subsequent discourse; all 
theoretical research must however have the courage to specify 
its own contradictions, and should make them obvious where 
they are not apparent' (1979:7).

The semiotic model of investigation was proposed, in this 
research, as a guide for our own and for other subsequent 
discourses, as a parameter on which to base, deductively, the 
studies and the pragmatics on the field.

The specific nature of museum signs, the specific nature 
of the museum context and the variability of its circumstances 
would be enough to prove the specificity of our theoretical 
research, in which the pragmatic level must be as important 
as the semantic one; by saying that, we are already pointing 
out a specific weakness or perhaps a contradiction in our 
work. While developing the research on the basis of our 
previous experience in museum work, and concentrating our 
efforts in one specific 'case study' - the exhibition on 
'Buddhism, Art & Faith'- in order to verify the validity of 
our proposition and the obstacles to its applications, we have 
not explored enough the field of concrete and diverse 
museological experiences, and verified all the possible 
occurrences and variations of the proposed model. We may be 
accused of lack of investigation on the pragmatic level, in 
the analysis of different museum 'speeches' or 'discourses' 
that would support our theory; we can say, therefore, that 
what we are proposing is an 'elementary model' from which, we 
believe, a whole range of studies could be developed, opening 
up a vast field of exploration for museum investigators and 
practitioners.

From this basic and preliminary approach, synchronic and 
diachronic studies should be possible, in order to explain and 
to understand the general language of museums today and along

341



their history and different manifestations, in its semantics 
(conceptual codes), syntactics (special styles and modes) and 
pragmatics (social role and functions).

The boundaries of Museum Semiotics, as the semiosic 
phenomenon itself, are fluid and difficult to limit; the 
studies on Communication and on Perception may deepen and 
widen this exploration. Studies on cognitive processes, on 
aesthetics and poetics, may help us to dig more into the field 
of human experience. Going deeper into this field, we may find 
the possibility of applying the findings of Psychoanalysis and 
of Social Psychology in the understanding of the semiotic 
phenomenon, and it would be actually possible to analyse, 
through their concrete manifestations and behaviours, the 
emitters' and the receivers' unconscious and subconscious 
inputs, manifested and responsible for many different 'frames 
of mind', for multiple encodings and decodings of messages, 
which take place at the museum context. Museum exhibitions and 
expressions are a good example of what Derrida calls 
'collective texts', based on this interplay of subjective and 
collective forces, which determine social interaction. The 
understanding of these forces, crystallized in museum signs, 
reduced and condensed in the museum phenomenon, is a form of 
contributing to the development and enrichment of social life, 
and for the construction of a more democratic society, free 
of all 'tutorship' and better prepared for mutual 
understanding.

Final propositions

The exploration of the continuum, or the 'matter' of 
cultural expressions, allows one to better understand it. The 
museum experience, when reaching the level of an aesthetic 
experience, provides a good opportunity for increasing this 
understanding, for an increased knowledge of the
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•culturalization' of matter in the process of sign production 
and of artistic expression. A study of this kind is, for Eco, 
indispensable for the reverse process: through removing many 
phenomena from the realm of 'creativity' and of 'inspiration', 
and restoring them to that of 'social convention', this study 
allows one to understand that 'only when all that can be coded 
has been coded that actual innovation and real insight into 
the expressive possibilities of a given communicative medium 
can occur' (Eco,1979 :269).

This assertion can be applied to the study of museum 
language and texts manifested in different forms of exhibition 
and display, and in which what is usually seen as resulting 
from a 'creative inspiration', or as an 'imaginative display' 
is nothing else than the product of new social and 
museological conventions. New 'styles' in exhibition display 
can generally be related to new dominant features in 
industrial design, home decorative fashions, shops and 
showroom settings, film industry and its 'special effects', 
advertising and even book publishing and graphic design, 
according to the evolution of social 'taste' and trends.

Communicative experiences show us that the communicative 
process may actually subdue the external circumstances, 
insofar as circumstances are constantly translated into a 
universe of coding, while at the same time communication 
produces behavioural effects which contribute to the changing 
of circumstances (see Eco, 1979:150) . What Eco proposes is that 
the circumstance may become an 'intentional element of 
communication':

'If the circumstance helps one to single out the subcodes 
by means of which the messages are disambiguated this 
means that, rather than change messages or control their 
production, one can change their content by acting on the 
circumstances in which the message will be received. This 
is a "revolutionary" aspect of a semiotic endeavour. In 
an era in which mass communication often appears as the 
manifestation of a domination which makes sure of social
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control by planning the sending of messages, it remains 
possible (as in an ideal semiotic "guerrilla warfare") 
to change the circumstances in the light of which the 
addressees will choose their own ways of interpretation. 
In opposition to a strategy of coding, which strives to 
render messages redundant in order to secure 
interpretation according to pre-established plans, one 
can trace a tactic of decoding where the message as 
expression form does not change but the addressee 
rediscovers his freedom of decoding'.
(ECO,1979:150)

This strategy could be fruitfully applied in the 
processes of museum communication, in order to reach a more 
democratic and enriching role of these institutions in social 
life and development. Any exhibition, as a complex network of 
messages, may be read and decoded as open and infinite 
cultural texts, as far as the circumstances in which they are 
transmitted and communicated may help the public to grasp the 
many codes and possible isotopies they manifest, and to assume 
its freedom of decoding, in an interactive process of 
communication with the senders.

Insofar as museum exhibitions are conceived and 
structured to aim reaching an aesthetic quality, thus bearing 
the 'self-focusing' quality of poetic texts, their structural 
arrangement becomes one of the contents they may convey (and 
maybe even the most important one). The rearrangement of the 
codes will entail the proposal of new coding possibilities, 
which will enrich the senders' and the receivers' experiences. 
As Eco points out, 'not only do competencies allow 
performances, but performances also establish new forms of 
competence'(1979:272). By sensing the 'surplus' of expressions 
and of contents, and by trying to 'abduce' their correlating 
rules, through hypotheses, confrontations, rejected and 
accepted correlations, judgments of recognition and of 
strangeness, the receiver of the museum messages engages 
himself in a creative process which is akin to that of an 
aesthetic experience.
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This process produces, according to Eco (1979:273), three 
kinds of results :
a) 'existing codes are focused and submitted to change or 
partial revision;'
b) 'the relation between accepted content-systems and states 
of the world is frequently challenged;'
c) 'a new type of "conversational" interaction is established 
between the sender and his addressee.'

The process of museum communication can be thus posited 
in its richness, complexity, and 'operative' function, which 
make possible its effective role in social and cultural 
processes.

In Eco's proposition, 'the semiotic approach is ruled by 
a sort of indeterminacy principle: insofar as signifying and 
communicating are social functions that determine both social 
organization and social evolution, "to speak" about 
"speaking", to signify signification, or to communicate about 
communication cannot but influence the universe of speaking, 
signifying and communicating' (Eco,1979:29).

While speaking about the Museum's way of 'speaking' and 
of 'communicating', we hope to contribute to the field of 
Museum Communication and Signification, and to influence in 
some extent this universe.
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APPENDICES

1 - Leaflets of the Exhibition
2 - Plan of the Exhibition
3 - Teachers' pack
4 - Press reviews
5 - Theoretical sources (extended review)
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Buddhism
A r t  and Faith

Exhibition Catalogue

BUDDHISM: ART AND FAITH 
W Zwalf
400 of the finest examples of Buddhist 
art over the past 2,000 years from 
paintings, sculptures, manuscripts, 
woodblock prints and pottery in the 
British Museum and British Library 
are described and illustrated.
In introductory chapters the author 
discusses the history of Buddhism and 
the diverse art it inspired in India, 
Japan, China, Tibet and Indonesia.
Paper £12.50 (£14.25 inc post & packing 
Special price for visitors to the 
Exhibition only £8.95 1432

Books for Teachers and Young Readers

THE BUDDHIST WORLD 
Anne Bancroft
A lively introduction to the history, traditions, beliefs and 
customs of Buddhism and its importance in today's world.
Published by Macdonald Educational
Full colour Hardback £5.50 (£6.00 inc post & packing) 356 07524

ANANDA IN SRI LANKA A story of Buddhism 
Carol Barker
A beautiful picture information book describing the everyday life 
of Ananda, a 12-year-old boy living in a small village in Sri Lanka. 
It shows him at home with his family, at school, in the paddy fields 
and at the temple, and explains the basic principles of the Buddhist 
faith and how it permeates every detail of the villagers' lives.
Published by Hamish Hamilton
Full colour Hardback £5.50 (£6.00 inc post & packing)

46 BLOOMSBURY STREET • LONDON WClB 3QQ • 01-3231234

241 11266 4



Dririsn Museum txiucauon serviceBUDDHISM
A R T  A N D  F A I T H

a joint British Museum/British Library exhibition at the British Museum 
(North Entrance, Montague Place), 25 July 1985 -  5 January 1986.

PROGRAMME OF EVENTS

Evening lectzcpes at 6.25 pm 
in the Lecture Theatre 
(No tickets required)

Wednesdays
Gallery talks at 11.30 am 
(Please assemble at the 
North Entrance)

2 Oct Pat Bahree 
The Life of the Buddha

9 Oct Pat Bahree 
Buddhist Art in India

16 Oct John Reeve 
An Introduction to 
the Buddhism Exhibition

23 Oct Victor Harris 
Buddhist Art in Japan

30 Oct John Reeve 
Buddhist Art in Tibet 
and Nepal

Thursdays
Gallery talks at 11.30 am

1 Nov John Reeve 
An Introduction to 
the Buddhism Exhibition

14 Nov John Reeve 
Buddhism in Tibet and Nepal

21 Nov Pat Bahree 
From India Eastward: the 
Changing Image of the Buddha

28 Nov Victor Harris 
Buddhism in Japan

17 October Prof Richard Gombrich 
The Indianness of Buddhism

24 October Dr Tadeusz Skorupski 
Symbolism in Buddhist Art

31 October Prof Roderick Whitfield 
The Introduction of Buddhism in China

Lectures at 1.15 pm in the Lecticre Theatre

2 Oct Pat Bahree
The Buddha Image in India

9 Oct Pat Bahree
The Buddhist Stupa at Sanchi

16 Oct Henry Ginsburg 
Buddhist Art in Thailand

23 Oct Jessica Rawson 
Chinese Buddhist Cave Temples

30 Oct John Reeve 
From Stupa to Pagoda:
Buddhism Across Asia

Lectures at 1.15 pm in the Lecture Theatre 

1 Nov NO LECTURE

14 Nov Tristram Riley-Smith 
Buddhist Art and Artists of Nepal

21 Nov Youngsook Pak
Pagodas in China, Korea and Japan

28 Nov Angela Hobart 
Images of Buddha in Java



british Museum Lducation i>crviceBUDDHISM
A R T  A N D  F A I T H

a joint British Museum/British Library exhibition at the British Museum 
(North Entrance, Montague Place), 25 July 1985 -  5 January 1986.

PROGRAMME OF EVENTS

Wednar.dayr,
Ca LI erij ta I ks .v ( 11. ?'G an 
(please assemble at th.y 
North Entrance)

Lecture:' at I.IL :n in Lecn<re Theatre

5 Dec Angela Hobart 
The Buddha Legend

12 Dec Angela Hobart 
The Dissemination of 
Buddhist teachings

19 Dec John Reeve 
On the Silk Road to China

5 Dec Angela Hobart
Buddhism and Royalty in Cambodia

12 Dec Angela Hobart 
Buddhism in Burma

19 Dec Frances Wood 
Buddhism in China

26 Dec MUSEUM CLOSED 26 Dec MUSEUM CLOSED

2 Jan John Reeve 
An Introduction to 
the Buddhism Exhibition

Saturdays
llery talks at 11.30 am

5 Oct John Reeve 
A An Introduction to

the Buddhism Exhibition

2 Jan Youngsook Pak 
Buddhist Art in Korea

Lectures at 1.15 pm in the Lecture Theatre

5 Oct John Reeve 
From Stupa to Pagoda: 
Buddhism Across Asia

4 Jan John Reeve 
An Introduction to 
the Buddhism Exhibition

4 Jan John Reeve 
Buddhism in Tibet

9 Talks uith sign-language interpretation funded hy the British Museum 
Society



s o

s o

00 • r— <

" ddpq

us

s <

u#cc

Z
o
M

MCQ
MKXw
HEEl
&4O

3o.



BRITISH 
MUSEUM
Education Service

Buddhism A rt
A joint British Museura/British Library exhibition at the British Museum (North 
Entrance), Montague Place, 25 July 1985 - 5 January 1986.

TEACHERS' PACK

This is the first edition for use by teachers visiting the exhibition. A 
further version will be available by October, when we have had chance to devise 
teaching materials and to provide more background information.

Please contact us to book your visits and to suggest how we can help you. A 
video on the exhibition will be available to help you prepare your visits, 
and it may be possible to arrange an introductory talk on the exhibition.

We hope you enjoy your visit to the exhibition and find this pack useful.

John Reeve 
Head of Education

î R I X Ï S H Education Service, Great Russell Street, London w c i » 3DG II J N K I  J/Vl T b l ^ n h n n P  A l l ___________ _________________________
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MOSTRE

m

m m m

Signori, i| Nirvana
di F R A N C E S C O  R U S S O ”

" B u d d i s m o :  a r t e  e  f a d e ” . C o n  q u e s t o  l i t o l o  i l  B r i t i s h  
M u s e u m  e s p o n e  c e n t i n a i a  d i  o p e r e  p r o v e n i e n t i  d a  u n a  
c u l t u r a  c h e  h a  a n c o r a  l a n t o  d a  i n s e g n a r e  a l l ’ O c c id e n t e

L o n d ra . Poco do p o  la m orte delfir in c ipe  C oiam a, c irca  2 m ila  anni 
a, la visione reliçiosa che fu lm in o  il 

B udd a soiio il ' ficu del n sve jiiio "  
co m in c in  a d iffon ile rs i in Asia per  
predom iria re  in tii iio  il continente, 
sia pure in tem pi d ivers i e con le 
e cc e /io n i del vicino O rien te  e del
n o id  sciam anico. Ocgi in B irm a n ia  
i hudd isti sono pm  u e ll'8 2  per cento  
della  po pola /ion e. in Th a ila n d ia , do
ve la lo ro  é la rclig ione u ffic ia le . il 

Sri Lanka? II AQ nella  Cortvi del 
Sud, il 57 nel 
Laos, il 58 nella  
K am puchea, l'88 ' 
nel V ie tnam , il 55 
nel C iappone, do
ve il buddism o  
spesso è in sim- 
biosi con lo shin- 
to ism o, il 75 per 
cento. Nolle sue 
l o r i n t i l a / i o m  p in

in tc lle ttu a li il buddism o continua a 
guadagnare cultori in ,America e in 
In g h ih e rra . Siccht:, la grande m ostra  
di arte  buddista che il B ritish  M u 
seum  di Londra ha appena inaugura
te) si g iustifica am piarnente non solo 
per I'im p o n a n za  in trinseca di questa 
re lig ione , ma anche per il suo im 
m ense intéressé storico e culturale.

In lito la ta  "B u d d h is m : Art and
F a ith "  ("B u d d is m o : arte e fe d e "), la 
m ostra  fa posto a ogni paese con un 
p a tr im o n io  cu ltu ra le  e artistico  bud
d ista , d a ir ir a n  al C iappo ne, dalla  
M o n g o lia  a ll'In d o n e s ia : circa 400 
oggetti provenienti da l B ritish  M u  
seum , da lla  B ritish  L ib ra rs . da col 
le /io n i di O xford , C am brid ge  ed E- 
d im b u rg o  saranno esposti sino a 
gcnnaio .

M a  lorse sara o p p o riu n o  qtialche  
p re lim in a re  r ich iam o  ai p rin c ip i es- 
s c n /ia li del budd ism o. E una ciottri- 
na salt if ica che id en iifica  es is 'en /a
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c ravvisa la lib c ra /io n c  
i^o lore nel risvcglio , n r ll 'i llu m i"  

JJione (" b o d h i" ) , ciné nc lla  perce- 
J lo n e  d e ll ' "an -a im an  l'ir re a lià  
^ e l l 'c g o .  Non é che si debba m o riif i-  
care, spegnere la carnc; la piapa da 
e s tirp a re  é I'illus io nc  de ll'ego , di 
u n ’esistenzai nersonale. C om e si pro
duce qu es t'illus ion e , che genera I'a l-  
la c c am e n to  a lia  v ita , fon te  in fin ita  
di tr ib o la z io n i?  L 'aggregazione  tern- 
po ranea  di sostanze fis iche ("S k an -  
d h a s " ) accende quei fuoch i fa tu i —  
idee, passioni —  che scam biam o per 
una perso na lity : il filo s o fo  inglese  
D av id  H u m e , negando un ego distin- 
to d a i'p ro c e ss i m en ta li. e laborô  una 
d o ttr in a 'a f f in e  al b u dd ism o. P iran 
d e llo  in tu i qualcosa di s im ile . 11 
"N irva n a  ". cioè I'estinz io ne  d e ll'il-  

lusione  dell'epo . è per il budd ism o  
H in a y a n a , o m érid ion ale , un  ob ietti- 
VO che si consegue a tiraverso  disci
p line  ascetichc; il b u dd ism o "M a -  
n a y a n a " . o setien triona le . pone I'ac- 
ccnto  sulla  m ed itazione: il " N ir v a 
n a ”  ê il lam po che ci ri vela il nostro  
essore ne lla  rea ltà  asso lu ia . la no
stra essenziale " b u d d ita " .

È 'b ù d d is ta  I'in d iffe re n z a  del mo- 
naco m endicante  P indo la. che quan- 
do un lebbroso pli petto ne lla  cioto- 
la . ins iem c a una m an c ia ia  di riso. 
un p ro p rio  po llice . m an p iô  anche 
q u e llo . perché un asceta buddisia  
non r if iu ta  nu lla , com e è buddista  il 
f re n e iic o  vo lo n ia rism o  di "H ag ak u - 
re ". il m an uale  del S a m u ra i (1716), 
nel qu ale  si legge: '« I I  m etodo  del 
s am u ra i consiste nella  d isperazione . 
D ieci o pit] uom in i non possono aver 
rag ion e  di un d isp era to . I I  senso

CULTURA

com une non serve a nu lla  nolle gran
di im prese . Sem plicom onte, divenia- 
re pazzo  e d isp era to . Cosi, arte 
b u d d is ta  è la spada del sam urai 
com e la cioto la che esprim e poverty, 
s o litu d in e , rinu nc ia . N on mono sva- 
r ia ta  é la funzione de ll'ico na  del 
B udd a: pub osserc un m odello di 
s p ir itu a lity  proposto a lia  ricerca in- 
le r io re  com e d iv in ita  o idolo da 
p ro p iz ia rs i con preghiere  e offerte.

O rg a n iz z a ta  sccondo un c rite rio i 
ingegnosam ente geografico  e crono-j 
log ico . la m ostra com inc ia  d a ll'im  \  
pero  in d ia n o  del buon re Asoka I 
(273 -232  a C ). g iudicato  da H . C . i  
W e lls  uno dei sette u o m in i più gran
di d e lla  storia . Sconvolto dagli orro- 
ri d e lla  guerra. Asoka si converti al 
b u d d ism o  e a ll' "ah im sa" ("non - 
v io len za  "). istitu i ospedali per gli 
u o m in i e per gli a n im a li, dicde avvio  
a ll'evan g e lizzaz io n e  del Dekkan e di 
C eylon . Sebbene S id dharta  Gotam a  
fosse vissuto due sccoli addietro . i 
n r im i m onu m enti buddisti

* i

addietro . i J 
lic i risalgo- ^

no ad A soka. che iece e d ilic a ic  circa  
R4 m ila  s tupa , s tru tture  rotonde con 
c upo la  che erano tom be, re liqu ari. 
san tu a ri. s im boli a rch itc tto n ic i del 
B u d d a  e del .N irvana.

La m ostra  présenta una Quantité 
di^ o g g etti o rovcnienti da stupa di 
A soka, m a l im m ag ine  del budda^ 
appare  per la p rim a  volta nella scul- 
tu ra  di G and hara . regione negli o- 
d ie rn i Pakistan e A fghan istan . Qui il 
b u d d ism o  si esprim e in form e d arte  
in flu e n za te  dalla  G recia  e da Rom a, 
F-pisodi della v ita  del B udda sono

A lc u n r  delli- opcrt e ip o it r  mil* m oa ira  del B rltlah  M uaeum . It B udda  In  
una a ta iu e lta  b irm an a  e. In a lto . In un d lp ln lo  (h a llan d rs e  au a lo ffu . A 
d c a lra ; due au ldail b lrm un l d l .Mara au ceram lca  d ip ln la . N e lla  p a ^ n a  
a tc a n io : la flyura  d o ra la  de l B udda, accom pagnalo  da l d iacepoll. In un  
itlp ln lo  H Irm ann. S iilin : la c era n ilc a  am ulla la  r in e a r  d l un y ln .a n e  Inban .
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DI MOSTRE
ccnaii i n bassorilicv i che a p rim a  

^la paiono fram m cn ti della  Rorna
im p é ria le  verso il p n n c ip io  del V 
secolo le ncursioni degli unni bian- 
chi troncano  la cu itu ra  di G and hara , 
cosi com e quella  In d iana  della  dina- 
stia G u pta  (320-550 d .C .), che pro- 
dusse B udda di una perfezione  clasT-_  ia  pe
sica. M e n tre~ il B udda di G and hara  
ha la grazia  voluta e languida de lla  
decadenza e llen is tica , l a n e  G upta  
présenta  iJ budda Tn a rd ite  s tilizza- 
zio n i; è un  asceta che si m uove a 
passe d i danza. con una sinuosité  
che ir ra d ia  energia s p iritu a le . La  
veste legcera copre en tram be  le 
spalle  e auerisce d iafana  al corpo (il 
’ d rappegg io  b agn ato "), la cap ig lia - 
tu ra  è ric c iu ta  e sorm ontata  da una  
piccola  p ro tuberanza .

L ’ invasione m usu lm ana, la con- 
tro p ro p ag an d a  d e ll’in du ism o. la  
concorrenza  del g ia in ism o  ed a ltre  
cause, non rutte ch ia rite , concorsero  
al d e c lin e  del budd ism o in  In d ia , La  
co rren te  M ahayan a (ovvern  "setten- 
tr io n a le  ' che pone I'accento  sulla  
m ed ita z io n e) si r ifu g io  nel K ash m ir  
e nel N ep a l, quella  H in ayan a  (ovve- 
ro  "m é r id io n a le "  che p red ica  le dot- 
tr in e  ascetiche per raggiunpere il 
N irv a n a , cioè I'estinz io ne  dcil illu - 
sinne de ll'ego ) em igro nello  Sri L a n 
ka, convertito  nel lerzb  secolo de lla  
nostra era da M a h in d a , fig lio  di un  
nipote  dl Asoka. M a h in d a  p ian to  
ne ll'iso la  una talea del Iico  a lia  c u t 
om b ra  il principe S id d h arta  d iven n e 
il B u d d a : attecchi una n ian ta~che  
ancora oggi verdeggia e sarebbe I 'a l- 
hero piu antico del m o n d o . O pesta  
sezione d e lla  m ostra é di un in te re s
se c ru c ia le : non solo per il r igog lio  
dell a rte ^ e lig io s a  di C eylon, dove  
ancora oggi 20 m ila  m onaci b u d d is ti 
eserc itano  u n ’in fluenza sociale con- 
s id e r e v ^ , ma anche perché, do no 
secoll dP trasm issione ora le  del pen- 
siero dl Ductaa, qui rurono  redatte . 
in bngua p a li (urt id iom a  Ic tte ra rio  
d e ir in d ia  setien triona le  p re fe rito  da  
B udda al sanscrito tropp o associato  
a il'in d u is m o ). le prirne s c riiiu re  
b u dd istid tfc : il T ip ita k a " . o " T r i-  
plice  canestro  , che è il canone del 
budd ism o H inayana,

D a  q u es lo  fa ro  de l budd ism o, 
m iss ionari sinpalesi po rta rono  il 
verbo H inavana  nella B irm a n ia , in 
T h a ila n d ia  e in C am bopia. La m o
stra docum enta abbondantem ente  le 
diverse a rti buddiste di quei paesi, 
pill quella  de ll'ln d o n e s ia , dove pero  
a part ire  dal X I I I  secolo p revalse 
I ’ in fluenza  m usu lm ana sbarcaia  coi 
irn llic i m a rittim i In  B irm a n ia , m l
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giro  di tre  secoli, la d inastia  pagana  
elevô 3 m ila  tem p li, dei qu ali 2 m ila  
sono r im a s ti. Lum tnosa, b ianca e 
d o rata , la pagoda é in ogni v illaggio  
I 'e d if ic io  p iij a lto , p roc lam a  ovun- 
que la presenza del B udd a, celebra- 
to in in n u m e ri cerim o n ie  che coin- 
volgono d a ll 'in fa n z ia  ogni c ittad ino .

N on m eno copiosa I ’arte  relig iosa  
del T ib e t. O u i i m onaci buddisti o 
lam a —  un q u arto  della  popolazione  
in c irca  3 m ila  m onasteri —  erano  
insiem e a lia  no b iltà  la classe p iii 
ricca c in flu e n te , in una teocrazia  
con un po nte fice  suprem o al vertice. 
La fo rn itis s im a  c o llezione di test! 
alïïTcïïî d el B rïïTsh M useum  illus tra  
i m e r iii  de l T ib et nella d i f fu sione del 

~b u d d ism o . Furono i c h ie ric i tibetani 
à p réserva  re le scrittu re  indiane  
scam pate  a ll'a n n ien tam e n to  del 
b u d d ism o  in d iano  da p a n e  degli 
invasori is la m ic i, dal 1206 in poi.

In  C In a  11 b u d d ism o  a rr lv ô  lunco  
le c aro van iere  dell .Asia C entrale  
in un p erio d o  avanzato della  d in a 
stia H"an posteriore (tra  il 23 e 
il 220 d .C .)  e colm o il vuoto  lasciato 
dal con fu cian es im o , tm s r in a m  da 
quella  d in astia  nella sua c a J u ta .

L  la m ostra  non tac  ̂ "na  
scoperta cinese: I'im p e to  evangeliz- 
zatore del budd ism o diede im pulso  
in C ina a lia  tecnica de lla  stam pa. 
cKe fu e lab o ra ta  per la dissem inazio - 
ne dei sacri testL 11 p rim o  lib ro  
s tam pato  del m ondo è cinese, una 
copia del "S u tra  di d ia m a n te "  (868  
d.C  ), sei pagine p iii una piccola  
illu s traz io n e . I I  solo esem plare  co- 
nosciu io  si trova al B ritis h  M useum .

M a uno degli aspetti p iii seducenti 
del bu d d ism o  cinese è d suo lai- 
cism o N e l sesto secolo I'in ilia n o  
S od hitJharm a varcb I'H im a la v a  per 
pred icare  una do ttrina  basata sul 
M a h a ya m a : fu denom inata  D hvana, 
m ed itaz io n e , parola in d ian a  che in 
cinese d ivenne Chan c in giapponese  
Zen. non occorre  m acerars i con pra- 
tiche ascetiche e In studio delle  scrit
ture , la percezione de lla  prop ria  
bu dd ita  è uno scatto m entale  non 
necessariam ente  fru tto  di assidue  
m ed ita z io n i. N ondim cno^ la leggen- 
da vuole che B o d h id h arm a  m editô  
otto  anni davanti a un m u ro  nella  
posizione del loto, sino a quando le 
gam be gli si a tro i izzarono; e che una 
volta , in c o llc r iio  per esscrsi appiso- 
lato d u ra n te  la m ed itazione. si recise 
le pa lp eb re  dalle  ouali pcrm inb la 
p ian tina  del té, il cui in luso  tiene  
svegli i~Tm trnrcrbuddisti du rante  le 
m ed ita z io n i. '
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Gods of a gentle faith
IN  ■ uylbuloKio) Jipinete 
lurrrt, the Trogw — goblin* 
wllh oulbodubly long noiei — were lusprDdrd bchvfco 
bci>CD u d  hell. Od onr uf 
Ibclr f l lg h U  Ibry paued the 
Blood Pond into which mis* 
crcaul women were pushed 
by demon*.

So m oi one of the legends, 
proving that the threats to 
Don-conformisls art as 
apparent In the roraparni* 
Ivcly gentle faith of Buddh
ism as any other belief, but it 
also has a.spects of in disput
able delicacy and finesse, as 
Ls found In Buddhism: A rt 
and Faith, at the British 
Museum, the most com- 
prcbensive' exhibition of 
Buddhism to be staged in this 
country.

More than 400 exhibits are 
drawn mainly from the col 

l ections of the British 
Museum and British IJhrary, FTpecIricbl) reflecting every 
of the faith.

At least the teachings of 
Buddha, who lived in east
ern India between 563 and 
483 BC, gave the Illusion of 
being able to rectify an 
unruly life, since each life 
was seen as one of a series 
conditioned by the moral 
value of deeds performed in 
a previous existence.

The relig ion inspired 
m caotalions, maanscripts, 
sculptures and paintings. 
A n d , being sacred, extra

effort went Into their rraliaa- 
tlon, as this show reveals. But 
the Image of the Buddha 
himself took longer to »ur- 
face, his presence at first 
Indicated merely by foot
prints.

When he did lake shape in 
India hr had characteristic 
calm, an loscrulahle sense of 
permanence often sealed in 
the lotas position. lie  
appeared from the first a self- 
contained my-stic rather than 
retributive judge. And from 
India come some of the finest 
bronzes.

But man’s tears and sadls- 
lic j nclinations produced 
some awesome vu nations, 
bke the Samvârâ^a H eniku 
form of Aksobhya, with 12 
arms arid four heads, which  
tram pled on beings.

behind him and ^ (Lsuch 
gruesome appendages as an 
axe, u srvereo nea'd~and  a 
noose.

In China the Iv O k a p a la  is 
vigorously portrayed in gilt 
bronze: the ninc-Teaded, 18- 
anned Defender of the
N o rth , his 
objects ranging Irorn

accompanying 
IkuU

and a load to a tortor&e and a

And there is a scroll from 
18th-century Japan that gra- 
Phically illustrates he jh _ w ^  
demons let loose on hapless 
humajiN. This is a copy of a 
13th-century original in the

SfIsbu Ralgoji temple and 
repreaents the anfferlngs of 
rebirth la the Sia Worlds In 
the Pure Land teachings of 
the Kamakura period.

'pte Thai* had a clear idea 
of Buddhift cosmology and a 
piloting from around 1820 
shows a stack of pavilions 
stretching skywards contain
ing divLnilies — the many 
levels of heaven. Below are 
animals In magical forests. 
There are five continents 
and an ocean encircled by a 
double serpent and further 
down levels of hell, reserved 
or specific types of punish
ment.

In th e_ iV e i1 , however,
Du33Ktsni retains itsjma»»e 
o f non-violence and a patient 
passmg throagh traumas to 
peace. Paintings from China, 
in particular, convey more 
fortunate manifestalions of
the faith. Especially fine
paintings on silk were found 
al Dunhnang in the eighth 
century A l) .  Here, paradise 
abounds, packed but prefer
able to the glimpses of hell.

As Buddhism spread the 
scriptures were copied and 
translated. Many works on 
display are lost in their 
Indian originals but survive 
in Tibetan and lesser known 
Chinese Languages. They 
come on materials from palm 
leaves and paper to precious 
metals and baked clay.

This exceUeol show runs 
until January 5.

* '*L ^ w n a t io k a i . P a ro -C x /m N O  Bu m a u  
L ancaster House,

70 N ew in g to n  Causew ay, L o n d o n , S .E .I

E xtract from  
W atfo rd  Observer.

7 6  JULI985
t h e  w e a lth  a nd  v a r ie ty  of 
B u d d h is t be lie fs  a n d  a rt  are  
il lu s tra te d  in  a B ritis h  e xh ib i- V  
t io n  ru n n in g  u n til J a n u a ry  5. » -J ' 

T h e  400-p lu s  e x h ib its  th a t  
m a k e  up  th e  m o s t c o m p re 
h e n s iv e  e x h ib it io n  e v e r  to  
s ta g e d  o n  B u d d h is m  in  th is  
c o u n try  e ra  Mrarrrv
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much of the background of ideological 
contention that led to the killing of the 
priest. Popieluszko preached a humane 
creed, adherence to a higher morality  
than the morality o f the state: his support 
for Solidarity was based on a sense of 
justice that conflicted with the official 
administration of justice in Poland. D e 
spite the best intentions of its director, 
the play becomes bogged down in the 
characters of the defendants and witness
es, in the black humour of the sequence 
of bureaucratic bungles. The wider issues 
are obscured by a pall of liberal goodwill: 
theatre, which can be one of the most 
subversive of the arts, disappoints when it 
is used not to provoke thought but to 
preach to the converted.

"T h e  Biko Inquest" suffers from the 
same weaknesses but works better as 
dram a, perhaps because there is less

nbiguity about who represents "good" 
..id who "bad". In "The Deliberate  

Death of a Polish Priest", three of the 
four officers charged with the murder 
elicit sympathy— did Piotrowski really see 
Popieluszko as an evil to be exorcised? 
W ere Chmielewski and Pekala innocent 
dupes or were they cynically seeking 
career advancement? "The Biko In 
quest", untrammelled by such questions, 
directs the emotions away from the char
acters and towards the system of which 
they arc victims. The chorus of the A fr i
can-N ational Congress anthem, which 
replaces the final curtain, taps the audi
ence’s charged emotions.

Comm itment to a chosen idiom is per
haps as important for the author em bark
ing on a courtroom drama as commitment 
to a cause. Peter Weiss, in 1964, recog
nised the problem of creating a play from  
the transcripts of the Frankfurt war-crime  
trials and wrote instead a dramatic poem, 

*. Investigation", which dispenses 
w ..., a courtroom setting, with named 
characters, with naturalism: it is a series 
of stylised witnesses and defendants re-, 
counting memories of Auschwitz to a 
judge. It is chastening and provocative.

Buddhist art i<

Tokens of devotion
Religious beliefs have often been the 
inspiration and raison d'être for art: this 
theme is examined in the exhibition  
"Buddhism: A rt and Faith", at the B rit
ish Museum until January 1986. O ver 400 
items, including sculpture in stone, stuc
co. terracotta, ivory, wood and m etal, 
miniatures and texts, reflect the different 
forms of Buddhism and the varying cul
tures of the countries of the East to which 
Buddhism spread from India.

The Buddha lived from around 563dc

until 483uc but the earliest surviving re
mains relating to Buddhism, stone in
scriptions. date from the reign of Em per
or Asoka (273-232ÜC). In itia lly , the 
presence of the Buddha was represented 
symbolically by footprints. His death was 
indicated by the image of a stupa\ an 
image which, like the church in Christian
ity. occurs repeatedly in Buddhist art and 
has several meanings. Stupas were vener
ated as tombs and represented the goal, 
the doctrine (Buddha's teaching), and the 
Buddha himself in nirvana. Examples of 
the beautiful reliquaries found in stupas—  ̂
such as the crystal goose and the gold 
reliquary set with garnets— testify to the 
skill of Buddhist craftsmen in the first and 
second centuries AD.

Early images of the Buddha in human 
form from Gandhara show the influence 
of the Graeco-Rom an tradition: this in
fluence would have dated from the lime  
when Gandhara was ruled by Greeks  
from Alexander the Great's colony in 
Bactria. In "Buddha and Bodhisattvas", 
the image of authority of a seated figure, 
flanked by two standing ones, used in 
imperial Roman art has been adapted (as 
it was in early Christian art).

If  in form some of the early Buddha 
figures show western influence, the feel
ing is distinctly eastern: one of spirituality  
and remoteness. This is achieved partially  
by the Buddhas' eyes being half-closed in 
meditation, the ambiguous sexuality of 
the figures, the stylisation of the facial 
features and the simplification of the 
shape of the body, with its smooth, al
most tubular limbs and the emphasis on 
the triangular. This quality of the super
natural combined with the natural charac
terises much Buddhist religious sculpture, 
as does the sensuality o f such exhibits as 
Samvara. where two people are locked in 
a sensuous embrace, and Tara , in which 
the hips o f the goddess suggest the sway- 

.ing movement which finds its full expres
sion in figures where the sinuous trib- 
hanga (three bends) pose is used.

The exhibition is not only concerned 
with the public art of objects to decorate 
shrines and temples: much of it is devoted 
to Buddhist texts, many of which are lost 
in their Indian originals and survive only 
in T ibetan  and lesser-known Chinese lan
guages. Pilgrims travelled to India in 
search o f new texts as Buddhism spread 
eastwards. Some of these pilgrims were 
translators, like the famous Xuan Zang  
(circa 602-664a d ). who made a 16-year 
journey to India from China and returned  
with 657 titles in 520 cases. "The Heart of 
the Perfection of W isdom" is a translation  
by Xuan Zang written in the diagram m at
ic form o f a pagoda. The pagoda form  
refers to Em peror Wen in China who. in 
his 5/npn-building activities, emulated  
Em peror Asoka. the first great Buddhist

Spiritual and rem ote

ru ler  as well as the first im por tan t  pa iro i  
o f  the arts in Ind ia . M an y  o f  the texts an  
works o f  art in the ir  ow n  r ig h t . 'w i th  thci 
elaborate s ilver f i l igree and carved ivo r \  
manuscrip t covers. 1 ne w r i t in g  m atcna is  
too. arc o f  in te rest— ink on birch bark 
( "The B ook  o f  K in d re d  Say ings"),  a iu  
ink  on a cha lk g round  on s i lk ,  foi 
example.

O ften a text was commissioned as . 
p ious deed to increase the sp ir i tua l well  
being of the pa tron . (S im i la r ly ,  a b ro n z i  
preaching Buddha hears the inseriptio i 
" M a y  the m er it  o f  this w o rk  b r ing  salva 
t ion to the donor 's  parents and all l iving 
crea tu res".)  In some instances the manu 
script itself was deemed protected by the 
depic t ion o f  the eight great events o f  the 
Buddha's  life ;ind in others the pa in ter  
themselves shared in the sp ir i tua l advan 
tagc. The ra ther  abstruse Mahayan. 
philosophica l texts were more w ideb  
w orshipped, as the em bod im en t  o f  wis 
dom . than read. The  rec i ta t ion  o f  some 
texts was thought to ward  o f f  m is for tune 
danger or il lness.

The Buddhis t stress on earn ing spir i tu  
al merit  by repe.it ing prayers and charm: 
d id  much to encourage the dcvc lopm en  
o f  p r in t ing  and may even have beer 
largely  responsible fo r  its inven t ion  ii 
China in the e ighth cen tury .  The Scroll o 
Bodhisattvas. a n in th -cen tu ry  woodb lock  
p r in t ,  is covered in hundreds o f  in d i \ id  
ually  impressed Buddhas o r  Bodhisatt 
vas— every t ime an image was pr in ted  the 
person paying- for the p r in t ing  earner 
spir itual mer i t  (a fo re runne r  o f  the Catho 
lie system o f  indulgences?). '
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BUDDHISM: ART AND FAITH AT THE BRITISH MUSEUM
Judging by the huge volume of its scrip
tu res . Buddhism is a d ifficu lt religion. The  
C h ris tia n  God 'in Celestial Panoplie all 
arm ed ', the D octrine of the T r in ity , the 
T h irty -n in e  A rtic les  of F a ith , the listings 
of the H eavenly  H ierarch ies, and the in
tricac ies of Eschatology and Hagiography  
arc  as nothing in com plexity , i l  would 
seem , when com pared even w ith the 
catalogue of stages of being through which 
w h a te v e r it  is th at finally expurgates itself 
of all im p u rity  m ust pass to achieve that 
m ost desirable of states, tota l annihilation, 
the u ltim ate  release from the suffering en
ta ile d  in the te rrib le  cycle of b irth , death, 
and reincarnation  th at is the lot of all that 
exists in the universe.

T h is  is c ru d e ly , but not I hope 
disrespectfu lly , to re fe r to a F a ith  which 
has inspired some of the most perfectly no
ble and serene im ages that d ivine a rt has 
ev e r produced in sculpture, painting, 

c ra tu re , and even em bro idery , as is 
at, 1 in this exh ib ition  by a splendid silk 
hanging discovered in the Dunhuang caves 
in W estern  China, dating  back from the 
eig h th  century A D  (Cat. No. 3111, depicting  
against a background of rocks the Buddha 
standing upon a lotus preaching, flanked 
by disciples and Bodhisattvas also sup
ported  on lotuses, w ith  angels hovering 
above scatterin g  flow ers, and the modest 
figures of the donor's fam ily , male and 
fem ale , ranged on e ith er side below. A 
T a n g  dynasty m asterpiece.

- ■ T h e  B ritish M useum  and L ib ra ry , which 
includes all the m anuscripts and other 
w orks fo rm erly  in the possession of the In 
dia O ffice, contain one of the richest collec
tions of Buddhist a r t  outside those coun
tries  w here the relig ion is professed: richer 
possibly, w hen one considers th at all are 
represented  in our national collection w ith  
a lmost em barrassing abundance. This ex
h ib ition , described as ‘the most com 

<**'ensive ever to be staged on Buddhism  
in \^  s cou ntry ’, and consisting of more 
than 400 exh ib its , m ust support th a t claim. 
M o u n te d  w ith  a d n ^ able cla r ity , the 
various divisions illu s tra te  the develop
m en t and spread of the relig ion , from the 
b irth  o f its founder to m odern tim es.

Fo u r in trod uctory  sections are  devoted  
to  the earlies t surv iv ing  C u lt Monuments; 
the Legend which developed round the 
b ares t o f facts known about the life of Sid- 
d h a rth a  G autam a (born in 563 and died in 
483 BC) who by becoming enlightened  
{b u d d h a  in anc ien t Ind ian  languages) 
discovered and tau g h t a way to salvation'; 
th e  S crip tures w hich embody his teaching, 
to g e th e r  w ith  th e ir  p ro life ra tio n  and 
transm ission; and the developm ent of the 
Buddha im age, which only occurred much 
la te r ,  in the second and first centuries BC. 
T h e  fo llow ing tw e lv e  sections then show 
the  d iffe re n t m anifestations of the religion 
as it  spread from  its origins in Nepal and 
E a ste rn  Ind ia  throughout the Indian sub
c o n tin e n t and C e y lo n , w es tw ard s  to 
A fghan is tan  and eastw ard to China, Bur

m a, Southeast Asia and Indonesia, and 
finally to Korea and Japan.

N o vaulted image o f a B yzantine C hrist 
is m ore m ajestic than those of the Buddha 
found in the T an g  dynasty frescoes and 
paintings at Dunhuang (Cat. No. 312) or in 
M in g  dynasty X ingdang xian (Cat. No. 
327). No M adonna of a M ichelangelo P ie  fa 
is more serenely compassionate than the 
th ir te e n th  cen tury carved wooden figure  
of A m id a, Japanese lord of the w estern  
Paradise, w elcom ing the souls o f the bless
ed into the P ure Land (Cat. No. 358). T he  
p ie ty  o f the devout is as m ovingly com
m unicated in the 10th 11th cen tury  large  
glazed stonew are figure of the austerely  
you th fu l' Chinese io han  Cone w ho has 
elim inated  the causes of rebirth") — Cat. 
No. 295, and in a w onderfu lly  inw ard- 
looking carving of the e ighteenth  century  
Japanese lay w orshipper (Cat. N o . 364), as 
it  is in a Zurbaran  saint.

A  i»r« Chine*» Yuen dyneety B o d h isu liro  Guonyin. 
13th o»otury, recently acquired by tha Bnluh Muaeum

The beauty of these w orks is universal 
in its appeal. A t  the same tim e there .ire  

j)ddities^and grotesqueries. the norm.il ad
juncts of religious a rt. such as 1 he fearsome 
skull bedecked visitors of retribution  upon 
the souls of the w icked, and the delightful 
rainbow  coloured elephants th at roam the 
forest of fabulous H im avant and bathe in 
th e ir lake, Chaddanta. An unforgettable  
impression rem ains of the m arble figure of 
a young.Burm ese monk in his novitiate, 
begging bowl clasped into his w illingly  
starved stomach, robe tig h tly  wound about 
him , on his face an expression of absolute 
tru s t.

You w ill not need the catalogue, as e x 
hibits aré  so well explained. But it would be 
foolish not to get it at the price offered  
(£12.50) and for the additional inform ation  
it contains, (to Ja n  51 f n i i . L l P  w a u d  c iiK K N
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THEORETICAL SOURCES 
(extended review of literature)

Our main theoretical sources in the development of this 
research were the works and concepts of Umberto ECO and of 
Roland BARTHES in their studies on semiotics and the 
interpretation of cultural processes. These two fundamental 
sources have been the point of departure of our exploration 
and application of this immense theoretical and philosophical 
field within the framework of this research: the Museum
phenomenon and the theoretical basis of Museology, seen from 
a semiotic perspective. Taking these two authors as a 
constant referential point of departure and of development of 
our studies, we have gone through many different paths of 
exploration which have lead us to other sources in semiotic 
theory and to other fields of study and research, sometimes 
reaching the boundaries with co-operative disciplines which 
contribute to this field, sometimes crossing these boundaries 
to explore some specific aspects which seemed relevant to our 
approach: communication studies, chiefly on visual expressions 
and on mass-communication, perception and cognition studies, 
sociological and anthropological analyses, studies on 
linguistics and the literary phenomenon, and studies on 
Theatre and the dramatic arts, the aesthetics of visual arts 
and the studies on material culture and cultural phenomena, 
were some of the fields we have gone through, along this road.

Actually, what we have found out through the development 
of this work, was the multiple and infinite paths of 
exploration which are open for the better understanding of the 
Museum phenomenon and experience and for the construction of 
museological theory. As Eco suggests on respect to any 
semiotic research, we have felt like exploring a forest of



ideas and concepts, strongly intersected, intermingled and 
complementary in themselves, where one feels sometimes lost 
and unsure on which path to follow, going forwards and 
backwards while trying to draw an elementary map of it. What 
we have tried to do, at least, has been to leave some sign
posts along the road that may be useful for the next 
adventurers in the field.

Main theoretical sources

From the starting point, we have been driving on two 
wheels: Eco's works on Semiotics, for the understanding of 
the basic concepts on sign-systems, structures and code
systems, assuming his theories on communication and 
signification processes, and following his paths for the 
exploration of the field and the methodology for the research; 
and Barthes's works on the interpretation and the philosophy 
of these social and cultural processes, on the analysis of 
'texts' and 'discourses' and the deconstruction of their 
production process, referring us back again to a basic 
semiological theory, not opposite to that of Eco, but 
revealing the traits of the Saussurean school, and focusing, 
in his late works, more on 'speech facts' than on 'language 
facts'.

From Eco's Theory of Semiotics (1979) we have assumed 
the basic and broad concepts proposed by the author for any 
semiotic research, adopting his definition of terms and the 
structural models for this study, which he designs as two 
different fields: a theory of codes and a theory of sign 
production, at the basis of two discriminated categories, the 
process of signification and the process of communication. His 
main proposition for the analysis of culture as a



communication process has been the basis for our proposition 
of museum work as a signification and a communication process. 
The study of the museological process and of its power in 
generating meanings must rely basically on the study of its 
rules (specific codes) and processes of sign production.

Eco's theory of codes allows us to detect the system 
and the structure of museum codes in their syntactic, semantic 
and pragmatical aspects, manifested or hidden in the Museum 
communication process; his concept of meaning as a cultural 
unit allows us to see museum objects as bearing a sign- 
function, thus carrying meaning, as cultural units inserted 
into a correlation of semantic fields and axes, according to 
semiotic laws.

From his theory of sign production we have the models 
for the definition of a typology of signs (verbal/non-verbal, 
symbols, icons, indices, replicas and doubles, 'super-signs' 
and other possible categories), mainly based in Peirce's 
semiotics, and for the exploration of the different modes of 
sign production and of sign articulation, actually, of a 
'rethorical' labour implied in the construction of museum 
discourses (a point further developed from the work of 
Barthes).

From Eco as well we have assumed the model and the 
challenge he proposes for the development of a specific 
semiotic research - that on the Television message (1983), 
applying this proposal for the analysis of a specific Museum 
message - the case study developed in Part IV of this research 
- the exhibition held by the British Museum in 1985 on 
'Buddhism, Art & Faith'. The objective of this research, 
following Eco's model, has been to detect basically the 
intentions of the senders, the objective structure of the 
message and the reaction of the addressees to the two first



items. In this analysis, it is possible to detect the 
structuration of the Museum discourse in different semantic 
fields and axes, the codes and subcodes working according to 
a specific Museum system of signification and communication, 
and the ideology and the frame of references implied and 
manifested through the exhibition 'text' and 'performance'. 
The response and the 'reading' of the public, the main 
contribution of this applied research for the understanding 
of the Museum semiotic phenomenon, has been studied and 
evaluated by means of a direct inquiry near the visitors, 
using a written questionnaire. This analytical tool proved to 
be useful for the detection and the confirmation of many 
theoretical points we make in our study, including of the 
'aberrant decodings' that may happen in the museum context 
and communication process, as proposed by Eco.

From the works of Roland BARTHES, mainly from his 
'Eléments de Sémiologie' (1987), and the 'Semiotic Challenge' 
(1988 d) , we have taken the philosophy and the model of 
'reading' messages and discourses, of deconstructing 'texts' 
and 'speeches' in a critical way, starting from the 
'signifiers' to reach 'signification'. His studies on the 
structural analysis of narratives (1988 e) , taken in the 
multiplicity of forms they may occur, gave us the basis and 
clues with which to work out museum 'narratives', using a 
deductive method that helps us to reach the implicit system 
of units and rules governing their production.

Barthes's analyses of literary texts, and his conceptions 
on the literary 'function', gave us the basis to propose the 
different roles of the Museum Language and 'speeches', 
supporting the 'museological function' that we tried to 
define. His activity of criticism, attacking the 'doxa', or 
the prevailing view of things, and proposing the total freedom



of the 'text', supported our points on the role of the 'active 
subject' of any semiosic act, as well as on the critic's 
responsibility in this activity, from an ethical point of 
view, of recognizing his object as inseparable from the method 
given for its description - an idea which Barthes takes from 
Emile Benveniste (1966), and which is in accordance with the 
perspective of modern Physics. This critical activity is, for 
the author and philosopher, a 'pleasure' and a 'need', which 
one could find out, similarly, in the Museum experience and 
work.

From Barthes's 'Elements of Semiology'(1987) we could 
take as well some basic definitions and concepts, chiefly on 
respect to Language and Speech, signs and signification, 
syntagms and systems of language and semiotic expressions, 
mostly based on the Saussurean line of thought, and which in 
his late works are disregarded by the author, in accordance 
with his philosophy of 'disintegration', which turns itself 
onto his own previous work.

Barthes studies on the 'Old Rethoric' (1988 g) have been 
most enlightening for the analysis of the construction of 
museum discourses, of this 'Kitchen of Meanings'(1988 f) , in 
the author's words, which he explores along his 'Aventure 
Sémiologique' (1988 d), and his many articles and essays. His 
theory of 'Myth today', developed and explored in his 
'Mythologies' (1985) , has been a fundamental theoretical aspect 
for our analysis of the 'Museum Myth' and its sacralizing 
power. His 'Semantics of the Object' (1988,e) is another basic 
essay with a definite impact on any museological theory.

The basic guide into this forest of ideas and thought 
which is Semiotics was Pierre GUIRAUD's 'Semiology'(1975). 
From Guiraud we have also borrowed the idea of the 'polarity' 
between Logics and Poetics, the two different modes of



perception and of expression of human experience, the 
objective and the subjective modes, working at the basis of 
the ambiguous nature of social codes and human communication.

From Roman JAKOBSON, one of the leading theorists on 
structural linguistics, we have taken the main basis for the
study of Communication Theory in the understanding of
language. In his 'Essais de Linguistique Générale’(1963) he
uses some of the basic principles of this theory to explain 
the process of verbal communication, enhancing the 
complementarity of linguistics to cultural anthropology, once 
'language and culture imply themselves mutually', as he points 
out. The need to develop semiotic studies in order to analyse 
and compare different semiotic systems is another of 
Jakobson's propositions supporting our research on the Museum 
Language. The study of Poetics as an integral part of
Linguistics (1963 a) , in the search for the 'essence of 
language' (1965), is another aspect of Jakobson's work which 
gave us an insight into the nature of the 'Museum Art'. The 
role of the 'poetic function' amongst other basic functions 
of language, inserted into a hierarchy of values, and dominant 
in any kind of art expressions, opens up a broad field of 
investigation on the intersection of cognitive and emotive 
processes, of objective and subjective experiences at the 
basis of human perception of phenomena and communication. This 
idea is at the basis of our proposition of the Museum 
experience as standing, or better, 'swinging' on the frontiers 
between Logics and Poetics.

From Jakobson's fundamental work on structural 
linguistics we could learn the two main aspects of language 
mechanisms, that of combination and contextualization, and 
that of selection and substitution, these two main modes of 
arrangement of signs, already found in Saussure (1916), and



which can be also found in the Museum Language. The principles 
of similarity and of contiguity, behind these two capacities 
of any semiotic system, are basic to explain the codes and 
processes of Museum Communication.

As one of the leading exponents of the Linguistic Circle 
of Prague, the school of structural linguistics known since 
the 192 0s as the Prague School, Jakobson has been also active 
in the Moscow Linguistic Circle, a group deeply influenced by 
the works of Saussure. Together with other scholars, like 
Sergej Karcevskij and Petr Bogatyrev, he left the Soviet Union 
in the early twenties to live in Czechoslovakia, and in 192 6, 
was one of the founders and leaders of the Prague 
structuralism. The study of the semiotics of art, developed 
by many of these scholars, mainly their work on the Semiotics 
of Theatre, has been most useful and important for our 
understanding and exploration of the Museum art and spectacle.

Another basic author for semiotic research is Louis 
HJELMSLEV, founder of a sound linguistic theory and of the 
Linguistic Circle of Copenhagen, in the early thirties. His 
'Prolegomena to a Theory of Language' (1975) is one of the 
major works in linguistic theory and semiotic science. Also 
linked to the main streamline of Saussure's concepts, he 
develops the model of sign in the former theory, proposing 
the description of the two planes - the signifier and the 
signified - in four constituent levels, two of substance and 
two of form, on the plane of the expression and on the plane 
of the content. With this proposition the sign reaches the 
level of functions, of relations which formalize it 
semiotically. This is a crucial point for the analyses of the 
sign-function and of sign production and interpretation, in 
Eco's theory, and for the analysis of museum signs and 
expressions. Hjelmslev's theory and study of language is a



constant referential point in semiotic theory and research, 
opening up the field of structural semantics.

Other referential sources for this study, in the field 
of modern linguistics and semiotics, have been taken from the 
work of Tzvetan TODOROV on the theories of the symbol and on 
general semantics. His studies on the 'genres' of discourse 
(1978) are a good exploration in the field of literature and 
of poetics, and of the different kinds of narratives and 
discourses. Todorov's work on the 'categories of the 
narrative' (1966) has given us the model for the analysis of 
the exhibition proposed in the 'case study' of this research.

Noam CHOMSKY (1965, 1966, 1975) is another referential 
author on the study of the problems and the mysteries of human 
language, chiefly on the nature and the acquisition of 
cognitive structures, and on the interaction of language with 
other mental constructions. From Chomsky we have borrowed the 
notions of 'competence' and of 'performance', applied to 
museological work.

Still in the field of semiotics we have taken some ideas 
from the work of modern scholars like Algirdas Julien GREIMAS 
(1971,a, b, 1976, 1981), Jacques DERRIDA (1982 a), and Julia 
KRISTEVA (1967), who proposes the expansion of the semiotic 
field and demonstrates the 'isomorphism' of semiotic practices 
with the other complexes of our universe. Derrida's concepts 
on the 'dissemination of meanings' throughout the 'text', 
seeing language as a 'freeplay of differences' giving rise to 
'effects of meaning', were quite fruitful for our analysis of 
museum texts; Greima's studies on the semiotics of scientific 
discourses, and on the syntax and the grammar of socio- 
linguistic communication, provided us with enlightening 
insights on the nature of museological work and on the 
responsibilities implied in the development of an 'academic



discourse' on this field, as a 'metalinguistic' discourse, in 
itself.

In the understanding and exploration of the pragmatics 
of the semiotic field, and its application in Museum Semiotics 
research, we must refer to the contribution of some leading 
brazilian semioticians as Decio PIGNATARI, in his studies on 
the theory of 'Information, Language and Communication' 
(1988), and on 'Semiotics and Literature' (1987), J.TEIXEIRA 
COELHO Netto in his analysis of the 'Semiotics of 
Architecture' (1984), Lucrecia D'ALESSIO FERRARA (1981), and 
Julio PLAZA (1987) , who explores the subject of 'Intersemiotic 
translation*, all focusing the subject in its different 
aspects, under the lights of their personal experiences and 
the brazilian social and cultural context.

All these leading semioticians refer to and acknowledge 
the fundamental principles of the two 'fathers' of Semiotics, 
or Semiology studies - Charles Sanders PEIRCE (1931) , in his 
explorations of the sign's classical model and typology, and 
Ferdinand de SAUSSURE (1916), in his distinction of 'Langue' 
and 'Parole', language and speech, with all the theoretical 
aspects deriving from these postulates.

Semiotics of Art and of Theatre

Among the major sources in this field we may point out 
the studies of Jindrich HONZL (1976 a) on the dynamics of the 
sign in the Theatre, and the hierarchy of dramatic devices; 
Jiri VELTRUSKY (1976, a, b, c) in his studies on the 
construction of semantic contexts, and on the dramatic text 
and dialogue, as components of Theatre. These studies gave us 
the concepts and clues for the analysis of the essence of 
museological performances, of the active role of the audience



in the perception of the multiplicity of meanings 'staged' on 
the Museum space, of the intersection of different semiotic 
systems working simultaneously, in a sort of 'semiotic 
battlefield', and allowing an ideal situation for the study 
of 'contrastive semiotics' and of 'intersemiotics 
translation'. Veltrusky is also responsible for the analysis 
of the pictorial sign, and of the semiotic potential of the 
material properties of signs (1973).

Other authors from which we have borrowed some key ideas 
and explanations, in this same group, were Karel BRUSAK (1976) 
in his studies on Chinese Theatre, Jan MUKAROVSKY (1976, 
a,b,c) in some articles on the essence of visual arts and on 
some aspects of the pictorial sign, and on poetic reference, 
Otakar ZICH (1976) , in his studies on the aesthetics of 
dramatic arts, and Petr BOGATYREV (1976, a,b,c,d), in his 
semiotic studies of folk arts and costume and of folk theatre, 
all extremely relevant for museological studies.

Sociology and Material Culture

In the field of the sociology of culture, looking for 
the basis of our socio-cultural approach on Museum 
communication, from the perspective of semiotics, the main 
basic authors were Abraham A.MOLES in his studies on the 
'Sociodynamics of Culture'(1974) , Jean BAUDRILLARD in his 
'System of Objects' (1973) and Pierre BOURDIEU in his 'Le 
Marché des Biens Symboliques' (1982). Ernst CASSIRER's 
classical work on Language and Myth (1946) gave us a deep 
insight into the role of these two aspects in the pattern of 
human culture. The role and the ethical responsibility of 
museums in the 'formalization' of cultural patterns, chiefly 
in the representation of other cultures different from our
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own, could be clearly inferred from Ruth BENEDICT 's classical 
work on the 'Patterns of Culture' (1934), with an introduction 
by Franz BOAS, the eminent anthropologist and patron of modern 
museology, with whom Benedict has worked at the University of 
Columbia.

The symbolic use of objects of material culture in 
today's society, inserted into a social system of values, 
hierarchies and economical exchanges of wealth and power, 
deeply analysed by BAUDRILLARD and BOURDIEU, along with the 
studies of BARTHES and ECO already mentioned, is a crucial 
subject for the 'design' of the Museum 'myth' and 'power', 
which can be clearly 'deconstructed' and 'demystified* through 
semiotical analysis. Other sources in this field are the works 
of Andre LEROI-GOURHAN (1964,1965), from an anthropological 
perspective, providing information on human development from 
technological to linguistic abilities, in the effort to 
control nature and mind; among the studies on Material Culture 
developed by many scholars, in relation to Museology and the 
Humanities, we can point out the editions by G.W. STOCKING 
JR., 'Objects and Others, Essays on Museums and Material 
Culture' (1985), Thomas J. SCHLERETH, 'Material Culture 
Studies in America' (1982), Ian M.G. QUIMBY, 'Material Culture 
and the study of American Life' (1978) and Zipporah W.COLLINS, 
for the American Association of Museums 'Museums, the 
Humanities' (1981), in which the ideas of Russel B.NYE and of 
James DEETZ, together with the views of SCHLERETH, deeply 
impressed and influenced our work.

Cognitive psychology, perception and memory

Another important theoretical source which gave us a 
deeper insight into the role of semiotics in the study of the
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Museum phenomenon, chiefly for the understanding of its 
educational potential, is the work of the soviet semiotician 
and psychologist Lev Semenovich VYGOTSKY (1978), one of the 
brightest intellectual figures in the field. His sociocultural 
theory of higher mental processes, as well as his 
'developmental method' - which actually reformulated soviet 
psychology in the early twenties, made a powerful impact on 
the theoretical foundations in this field, being recently 
better understood and recognized in the West, not only in 
psychology studies but also in semiotics.

The relationship of thought and language and the concept 
of mediation in human-environment interaction by the use of 
tools as well as of signs - these seen as 'psychological 
tools', created by and changing with societies according to 
their level of cultural development-is a basic issue for the 
understanding of the mediating character of the Museum system 
and language. His ideas on the 'internalization process' of 
culturally produced sign-systems, bringing about behavioural 
transformation, is fundamental for the understanding of the 
educational and developmental role of museums, chiefly in a 
society that seeks the elimination of illiteracy and the 
founding of educational programmes to maximize the potential 
of individual children.

Together with his students and colleagues, chiefly
A.N.Leont'ev and Alexander R.Luria, the other members of what 
came to be known as the 'troika' in soviet psychology, 
Vygotsky formulated a whole theory on the role of signs in 
regulating human activity, based in the marxist theoretical 
framework, but most influenced by the work of Saussure, 
acknowledging some of the ideas of the Russian Formalists, 
and developing semiotic studies with Luria and Eisenshtein. 
From LURIA (1982) we could have more information on cognitive
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development and structures, mainly on the problems of 
perception, generalization and abstraction, deduction and 
inference, reasoning and problem-solving and imagination, 
which have been most enlightening for the analysis of audience 
perception of museum texts and performances, as well as for 
the interaction process happening in Museum Communication. The 
deeper knowledge provided by these studies on human 
consciousness, in which the elementary feature, according to 
Vygotsky, is mediation, reinforces our view of museums as 
communication media, chiefly in their role of supporting 
individual development and children mental processes. Vygotsky 
and Luria stressed that mental development must be viewed as 
a historical process in which the child's social and nonsocial 
environment induces the development of mediating processes and 
the various and higher mental functions. Luria has emphasized 
that word meaning provides the child with the distilled 
results of the history of society (Cole, in foreword to 
Luria,1976).

Vygotskian perspectives have been approached and 
developed by many scholars, among which the work of James V. 
WERTSCH (1991) and his edition of essays by different authors
(1985), stand as a relevant referential source.

Going further in the field of cognitive psychology and 
cognitive processes, we referred ourselves to the studies on 
Memory and on Perception. The work of Stephen M.KOSSLYN on 
'Image and Mind' (1980), focusing on the role of visual 
imagery, or mental representations produced by the 'mind's 
eye ', may contribute to enrich our understanding of 
associative and connotative processes, basic in the use and 
interpretation of signs: actually, the 'substance' and the 
'form' of what Peirce defines as the 'interprétant' of a sign. 
Kosslyn's long standing interest and studies in semantic
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memory and in developmental psychology led him to develop a 
'representational-development' hypothesis, and he refers 
himself to the works of J. S.BRUNER, R.O. OLVER and 
P.M.GREENFIELD (1966) , which claim that young children rely 
on imagery in their thinking more than adults do. The 
different effects of association strength, depending on 
whether imagery was used, and the behavioural consequences of 
using imagery in one's thinking, may be a strong support for 
the assessment and the clarification of the museum medium as 
a tool for mental development. These studies can be easily 
crossed with those of Vygotsky, Luria and with Piaget 
theories.

In this same field of Perception and Cognition, we 
referred ourselves to the basic work of Margareth D.VERNON on 
the psychology of perception (1968), and on 'Perception 
through Experience' (1974), in which the author explores and 
investigates the influence of individual motivation and of 
personal aspects in the complex perceptual processes; in her 
studies, Vernon points out the subordination of perception 
schemes to identification, classification and codification 
processes, thus on higher cognition operations deeply 
dependent on learning, memory, attention, reasoning and 
language.

Another relevant work on the way we perceive and 
interpret signs is John BERGER's 'Ways of Seeing' (1984), in 
which he explores the social role and the power of 
manipulation of visual arts and of publicity. This critical 
study supports the work of Barthes on 'myth' today, and points 
out to the authority of art and of the 'national cultural 
heritage' (preserved in museums) in glorifying present social 
systems, their priorities, hierarchies and unjust 
inequalities. The ethical side of the use of signs, whether
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in mass-communication, advertising, as well as in museums, is 
stressed in this work.

The study of perception and interpretation in the field 
of mass-communication is developed by Judith WILLIAMSON, in 
'Decoding Advertisements' (1983) , in which the author stresses 
the relationship between meaning and ideology, while giving 
the basic tools with which to decode the hidden messages in 
social discourses.

The relation between perception, thought and language, 
and the physical and mental mechanisms present in this 
relationship, is explored by R.L.GREGORY in his two books on 
'Eye and Brain' (1979) and 'The intelligent eye' (1980), which 
are basic for the understanding of the ambiguity of visual 
perception, of the way we translate 'images' in our brains, 
to decode them in mental perceptions; this is a clarifying 
point for the study of the Museum experience and 
communication.

Communication theory

Our basic guide in the broad field of Communication 
Theory has been the introductory book on the subject by John 
FISKE (1982), where we could find the basic concepts and 
models proposed by different authors on communication 
processes and theories, their implication in semiotic studies 
and on the analysis of signification and culture, on ideology 
and meanings.

From these studies on communication, in the perspective 
of semiotics, we have not taken any preferential 'model' of 
transmission and reception of messages, once semiotics 
emphasizes the 'text' and its interaction with its producing 
/receiving culture, as Fiske says in his conclusion: 'the
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focus is on the role of communication in establishing and 
maintaining values and on how those values enable 
communication to have meaning' (1982,p.157).

We have not concerned ourselves so much with the 
efficiency and accuracy of the transmission, but with the 
process of production, use and interpretation of sign-systems, 
of the 'languages' used for communication, and with the 
'breakdown' of these processes whenever social and cultural 
differences provide emitters and receivers with different 
frames of reference and meanings.

For this 'socio-cultural' approach of communication 
studies we have taken a lot from mass communication research, 
seeing museums as bearing many features of the mass-media, and 
looking for the influence of these media in the production of 
messages and texts today, as well as in the reception mode of 
modern audiences. An introduction to mass communication theory 
has been found in Denis McQuail (1986). Other approaches could 
be found in many authors who explored the relations of media, 
society and culture, as Colin CHERRY (1983), Erving GOFFMAN 
(1983), Elihu KATZ, Jay G.BLUMLER and Michael GUREVITCH 
(1983), Colin McARTHUR (1978), James CURRAN and Janet 
WOOLLACOTT (1982), Tony BENNETT (1982), Stuart HALL (1977), 
J .O .BOYD-BARRETT (1982), David CHANEY (1986), John CORNER 
(1986), David GLOVER (1984) and many others,among which we 
must outline the classical theorists of culture and 
communication, Theodor ADORNO and Max HORKHEIMER (1977), 
Walter BENJAMIN (1977), and Gillo DORFLES (1967, 1968),

The effects of mass communication processes and their 
role in the creation of 'myths', at the basis of the cultural 
industry today, are applicable to the Museum situation, 
inserted in the context of a consumeristic society, and 
reflecting social needs and expectations.
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Turning to the field of pragmatics, to understand the 
communication interchange and reception modes, we referred 
ourselves to the work of Dan SPERBER and Deirdre WILSON
(1986), who propose a new approach to communication studies, 
based on the 'principle of relevance* and on the role of 
inference and of ostension in the process of verbal 
communication. These principles can be extended to the museum 
communication process, based on an ostensive mode of 
transmission of messages and relying mainly on visual 
perception, in which 'inference' plays a major role. The 
creation of 'mutual cognitive environments', proposed by the 
authors, much in accord with Vygotsky's concepts on the 
'zones of proximal development', is basic for the pragmatics 
of the museum field. The role of context and of 
contextualization is enhanced in this approach.

Another fundamental source in this subject is Gail E. 
MYERS and Michele Tolela MYERS (1988), on the 'Dynamics of 
human communication', stressing a 'transactional view' of this 
process, which we support in our approach to Museum 
Communication.

Museum Communication studies

In the specific field of Museum Communication, the amount 
of articles and essays available in museological literature 
makes it impossible to list all the relevant work already 
published on the subject (see Loomis,1975 ; Griggs,1984, 
Screven,1984, Lawrence,1991) . Most of these studies, however, 
have focused the 'quantitative', rather than the 'qualitative' 
side of communication, and the many researches on visitors' 
behaviour and levels of attention (Screven,1974 a; Elliot & 
Loomis,1975; Palmer,1975; Peart,1982; Prince,1983; Falk,1985;

17



Gardner,1986), on public reactions towards museums (Alt,1983; 
Merriman,1989,a,b), on effective exhibit designs and labels 
readability (Parr,1962; Wittlin,1968 ; Shettel,1968 ; 
Screven, 1974 ,1975; Alt, 1977 ; Borun, 1977 , a,b, 1980; Sorsby, 1980; 
Stansfield,1981; Miles & Tout,1979; Miles,1984,1988 ; 
Griggs,1981,1984), provided us with useful data and 
information about some of the elements implied in the museum 
communication process.

Very few articles or studies have yet focused the nature 
of this particular experience, from the perspective of 
signification and of meaning production (Skramstad,1978 ; 
Harris,1978; Taborsky,1982,1990; Cuisenier,1984 ; Annis,1986; 
Pearce,1986,1989,1990; Hooper-Greenhill,1989,1990,1991; 
Shelton,1990; Lawrence,1990; Ames,1990; Dufresne-Tassé,1991; 
Volkert,1991; Hein,1991).

Museum Semiotics

The first studies which can be referred to as pointing 
out the process of signification happening in museum 
exhibitions are Duncan CAMERON'S article (1968), 'A Viewpoint: 
The museum as a communications system and implications for 
Museum Education', in which the author enhances the 
referential function of the museum communication process, the 
objects seen as the 'primary medium' of the exhibition 
message. This article was assessed by Eugene I.KNEZ and
A.Gilbert WRIGHT (1970), in 'The museum as a communications 
system: an assessment of Cameron's viewpoint', in which the 
authors point out the reference element of the message as the 
'primary feature' of the Museum's educational role. Some of 
the basic elements of the Museum semiotic situation are
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already tackled in these two studies, as points of departure 
for further theoretical explorations.

The first specific reference to the semiotic nature of 
the museum phenomenon we could come to know was the article 
of Robert HODGE and Wilfred D'SOUZA (1979), a semiotic 
analysis of the Western Australian Museum's Aboriginal 
Gallery, in which the authors propose museum exhibitions as 
one branch of the mass media; through this analysis, the 
authors detect the main functions and contradictions of the 
displays, and the interaction between linguistic, visual and 
ideological codes along the 'historical narrative' presented 
to the public. They point out as well the 'uncertainty about 
aims' and the 'unawareness of effects' from the part of the 
emitters of this museological message. The comments of George 
Henri RIVIERE to this article, presented as a lecture at the 
School of Human Communication of Murdoch University, Western 
Australia, outline the importance of the authors' contribution 
to the questions on the problems of the ethical responsibility 
of museologists in the representation of minority cultures, 
on the problems of terminology of museological terms, on the 
muséographie problems in displaying the objects of culture in 
vitro, on museum taxonomy that classifies culture in 
conventional slices, on the problem of 'Eurocentrism' and of 
the dominant stratum in recognizing the existence of other 
strata, and on the underlying philosophical problem in the 
failures or efforts to overcome these problems.

A second study to be mentioned was that of Manar HAMMAD
(1987), a 'Semiotic Reading of a Museum', more specifically 
the National Museum of Modern Art, at Beaubourg, Paris, in 
which the author explores the way of 'reading a space', as 
much as the visitor would do. This semiotic study of a spatial 
and museographical arrangement proposes that the setting of
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a work of art influences it, and thus determines to some 
extent the way in which it is appreciated. The status of valid 
and recognized works of art is also enhanced by a process of 
spatial rather than verbal expression, and can be detected 
through the mechanisms that come into play in the museum 
setting.

Another study on the semiotics of the museum space is 
John PEPONIS and Jenny HEDIN's (1982) analysis of the Natural 
History Museum, in London, in which the authors propose a 
methodology and an application of architectural analysis to 
the spatial organization of museum exhibitions. The exhibition 
morphology and the relationships between spaces reflect the 
articulation of knowledge enshrined in museums, controlling 
simultaneously its transmission. The authors propose to 
reconstruct, thus, the link of the forms of enunciation of 
knowledge and of classificatory categories with the spatial 
organization of the galleries. The theoretical and 
pragmatical approaches developed by the authors are of major 
relevance for the study of the 'design* code of the Museum 
Language. More recently, Eilean HOOPER-GREENHILL's (1990) 
study of the 'spatialisation levels' in museums, based on 
Foucault's theories, focused the social, ideological, economic 
and cultural factors that interact in the museum system and 
activities.

Another basic paper, unpublished, dealing specifically 
with the Museum language and its logical semiotic nature was 
that of Petr SULER (1983), a Czechoslovakian author, who 
proposes the analysis of the exhibition language according to 
the two axes: the syntagmatic plan and the system plan,
regarding the articulation of objects and the user's 
perception and involvement in the Museum communication 
process.
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One of the first formal and explicit propositions of the 
semiotic nature of the Museum, as a 'system of signs' and as 
a cultural sign in itself, was made by Jorge GLUSBERG (1983), 
the Argentinean museologist who proposes the theory of 'hot' 
and 'cool' museums, and who emphasizes the need of semiotic 
theory for the development of museological science. The need 
of museological criticism as a way to change museum 
institutions in laboratories of creation, as open spaces 
sensible to the needs of their public and environment, and 
the consideration of the museological 'para-media' (the media, 
public information systems, the critics, the publications) 
which work together to transmit the museum message, are some 
of the important new theses formulated by Glusberg, opening 
up the field of Museum Semiotics research. Some other few 
explorations of exhibitions as 'signifying practices', 
dealing mainly with the aspects of artefact analysis, and 
already tackling a semiotic and linguistic approach, have come 
to light in the sphere of the Department of Museum Studies, 
at the University of Leicester: Dr.Susan M. PEARCE's series 
of articles on 'Thinking about things: approaches to the study 
of artefacts'(1986), retaken in 'Objects in structures' (1989) 
and 'Objects as meaning; or narrating the past'(1990), propose 
a systematic model for the study of material culture which 
offers a sound basis for a semiotic analysis of museum work; 
Dr.Eilean HOOPER-GREENHILL's essay on 'How objects become 
meaningful, or a new communications model for museums' (1991) 
is another recent attempt to understand the process of museum 
communication under the lights of semiotic studies. Edwina 
TABORSKY's article on 'The Discursive Object' (1990) is a sound 
and challenging contribution to the field. John REEVE's 
interpretation of the 'Buddhism,Art and Faith' exhibition, 
'Leading the Public to Nirvana?'(1985), is an innovation in
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the field of exhibition analysis, focusing on signification, 
interpretation and communication aspects, in a specific 
situation.

Another approach to the specificity of Museum language 
(le 'langage muséal') and its natural links with the language 
of 'spectacle', the exhibition as a mediating tool, and the 
role of semiotic studies in defining the problems and the 
nature of this specific language is proposed by Andre 
DESVALLEES (1987,1988). In two of his essays on the subject, 
'Un tournant de la Muséologie' (1987), and the unpublished 
paper 'La muséologie, est-elle encore adaptée aux nouvelles 
missions muséales? (1987), the author explores the changing 
concepts of museum exhibitions and of objects themselves, seen 
as 'exhibits' (in anglo-saxon terminology), and thus bearing 
an intrinsic meaning of communicating something, of signifying 
something in the exhibition message. The sliding turn of 
museum objects from material things, with an end in 
themselves, to elements of a new language, according to a 
determined syntax, and depending on a context from which they 
take on their meaning, is clearly detected by Desvallées, in 
the many examples he gives of experiences in French museums. 
Other authors who share his ideas and propositions on the 
'mise en scène' of cultural objects are Jacques HAINARD and 
Roland KAEHR, in a series of catalogues and publications of 
the Musée de la Ville de Neuchâtel, Switzerland (1982, 1984, 
1985, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990), a theoretical work expressed 
in a series of concrete exhibitions, as for instance, 'Objets 
pretextes, objets manipulés' (1984). A recent exhibition on 
'700 years of food in Switzerland', produced by Martin R. 
SCHARER (1991) at the Alimentarium, in Vevey, was a concrete 
demonstration of the potentiality of the museum medium and 
language, in different possible display designs. Other sources
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are Jean DAVALLON -'Un genre en mutation' (1983), Jean 
François BARB1ER-BOUVET -'Le système de l'exposition'(1983), 
et Charles PERRATON (1987), who developed a study on the 
communication strategies in museums of science and technology. 
This study, published in the 'Cahiers EXPO-MEDIA' n.3, Paris, 
1987, gives an account of the history of museums and the 
changes in their orientation and practice. It proposes as well 
a classification of muséographie periods and of 'genres' of 
museological discourses. In this same publication there is 
another relevant essay of Bernard SCHIELE and Louise BOUCHER 
- 'Une exposition peut cacher une autre', on the 'mise en 
scène de la science au Palais de la Découverte'. This study 
focuses on the structuration work of museum exhibitions, the 
organizational axes for the building of the messages, 
enhancing the role of the producers of these museological 
discourses. The relations between the intentions and the 
actions of museum emitters, the linguistic and visual 
parameters of these 'speech acts' and the reactions and 
perceptions by the part of the public are analysed in detail 
in a work of research which we consider one of the most 
relevants in the field of museum semiotics. This analysis 
and study, in its general terms and basic assumptions, is 
closely related with the research we have developed in this 
dissertation.

At this point we must acknowledge the EXPO-MEDIA, a 
working group established in 1982, producing from their 
'Observatoire', as they call their initiative, many texts and 
studies published in its 'CAHIERS', which aim to 'observe' and 
to propose a 'grid' for the description and analysis of 
exhibitions. After the initiative of Christian Carrier and 
Anne Marie Guigue, the group had as permanent members in 1985, 
when the first 'Cahier' has been published, the names of
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J.F.Barbier-Bouvet, Yannick Courtel, Jean Davallon, Jean - 
Louis Deotte, Anne Decrosse, Hana Gottesdiener, Daniel Jacobi, 
Emmanuel Jacobi, Maurice Littoz-Baritel, Dominique Poulot, 
besides the contribution of French and foreign advisers for 
the development of research, like those mentioned above. The 
first number of the 'Cahiers' was dedicated to the analysis 
of an exhibition proposed by the philosopher Jean-François 
LYOTARD - 'Les Immateriaux' , an 'événement exposition' held 
at the Centre Georges Pompidou in 1985, which can be seen as 
a challenge to the traditional concept of museum exhibitions, 
based on 'material' and 'visible' things.

From all these sources and other unpublished museological 
papers it has been possible to travel throughout this 
'aventure musémiotique', towards the unending limits of the 
Museum language, speech and myth. We are most grateful to all 
these 'leaders'.
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