
CHAPTER THREE

Role Confusion

The Problem of Identity

Specialized training, institutional memberships in professional organizations, and 

governing bodies all affect the internal paradigm of an institution and the product it 

delivers.  “Museums differ, they differ enormously, and some of these differences—

particularly in scale, in discipline and in their relationships to their communities—are not 

merely differences of degree.  They are differences of kind,” writes one museum 

commentator.1  An institution’s identity is predicated upon all these things in addition to 

what it collects.  In almost all cases, these institutions share a belief that they are 

educating someone by their very existence, but how do their audiences perceive them?  

Library-museums share numerous common issues, but none more important than 

institutional identity. 

All library-museums serve at least two publics—casual visitors and researchers.  

Sometimes public goals and institutional goals clash.  The fundamental motives of 

visitors and museum professionals (let us also include library professionals working in a 

museum context) are very different.2  The public service of a library-museum depends 

largely on the nature of its institutional staff and governing body, and what they believe 

1Stephen E. Weil, “Fighting off Some Dry Rot, Woodworm, and Damp,” essay adapted from an 
original text prepared for the 1985 annual meeting of the Southeastern Mueums Conference, Charlotte, 
N.C., October 16, 1985; printed later in Museum News, June 1986; reprinted in Rethinking the Museum and
Other Meditations, (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1990), 9.

2John H. Falk and Lynn D. Dierking. The Museum Experience (Washington, D.C.: Whalesback 
Books. 1998), 83.
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to be important about their work.  Modern museums have progressive educators and 

directors oriented to the big picture, but they still employ traditional detail-minded 

curators.  Museum curators have a lot in common with librarians because of their data-

intensive work.  To a specialty librarian or a museum curator, a collection needs the 

relevance of order, context, and authenticity, established and supported by evidence that 

may be studied and analyzed.  An educator or public relations person would probably 

assign precedence to engaging the public’s imagination; believing that information needs 

dynamism if it is to be meaningful to an audience.  Yet with either approach, it is still 

possible to miss the needs of the public.  

Popular concepts of education strongly influence library-museums and other 

institutions of learning.  A strong perception persists that legitimate education necessarily

involves scholarly research and quantifiable learning objectives.  Expectations of what 

the general public ought to be learning become a source of frustration and confusion 

when words like “learning,” “education” and “school” are treated as synonyms.  

One manifestation of confusion is the misguided notion that learning is 
primarily the acquisition of new ideas, facts, or information, rather than the 
consolidation and slow, incremental growth of existing ideas and 
information.  The importance of such consolidation is often not appreciated 
in schools.  The direct application in museums of school-based assessment 
instruments and procedures has also been misguided, as many of these have 
had marginal utility in school settings, and certainly have little validity in 
museums.3  

If average museums struggle with this confusion, library-museums struggle more, 

particularly when the institution and professional background are primarily library based 

or connected with formal institutions of learning.  Library professionals tend to deal more

3George E. Hein, “Does learning describe what happens to the casual visitor?” Paper 
presented at the 86th Annual Meeting of the American Association of Museums, Denver, 
Colorado, May 1991, as quoted in Falk and Dierking, 98-99. 
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easily with the endeavors of researchers than with the lowest common denominator of 

walk-in museum visitors begging for their attention.  The stuffiest library-museums may 

even lose touch with the notion that potential scholars must be nurtured along the road to 

maturity.  Objects, pictures, experiments, and field trips may influence scholastic 

excursions as much as the written word, but we may never know how much because of 

the unconscious nature of intrinsic motivation.  For this reason, library trained staff are 

less likely than museum-trained professionals to interpret their exhibits and more inclined

to slap noncommittal labels on objects in the antiquated manner of fifty years ago.4    

The differing attitudes of library-museums towards the general public depend on 

how they view their museum function—always harder to define than the library end—as 

well as concepts of education.  The newer ideology in education promotes discovery; that

is to say that the masses—assuming that they are exposed to any art, any ideas and any 

“truth”—can, in the course of time, learn to distinguish for themselves what works and 

what does not for them.  The function of many museums of a by-gone era had been that 

of tastemaker; in other words, the masses could not understand good taste unless 

someone taught them the difference between the noble and the base, the pure and the 

polluted, and the truth and the illusion.  If the masses are presumed not to have good 

judgment, attention to the museum may suffer in some institutions whose library-museum

staff deem the museum audience inferior to the smaller number of intellectual 

researchers.  

Visitors add their own influence to the collective vision.  Once an institution 

opens its doors, it must then please, ignore, or appease its public.  Whatever institutional 
4The Greek sophist Timons once remarked on the out-of-touch library-museum of his own day:  

“In the populous land of Egypt, they breed a race of bookish scribblers who spend their whole lives pecking
away in the cage of the Muses.”  He believed life would be no worse without them.  Luciano Canfora, The 
Vanished Library,trans. Martin Ryle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 37.
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staff believe their visitors ought to learn, more likely than not, the visitor will not obtain 

exactly the message intended by an exhibit, objects, or measurable educational goals.  

Visitors do not view exhibits and objects outside of the personal, physical, and social 

contexts of their visit and may not understand the library-museum’s goals at all, because 

they are users and not insiders.  For this reason, the entire visit must be considered as a 

whole in determining the effectiveness of the institution.5  One writer has commented:

Museum professionals have begun to realize that audiences approach 
museums with their own agendas.  Accommodating these needs, rather than 
trying to acculturate visitors to the objectives of museum staff, is being 
recognized as a prudent and more productive avenue for museums to 
explore both in terms of crafting a meaningful museum experience and in 
making museums more marketable to modern consumers.6  

Again, we may reasonably assume the same for library-museum combinations where the 

majority of visitors “devote most of their time to looking, touching, smelling, and 

listening, not to reading.”7  

Unlike classrooms, museums and libraries are learning centers of free choice.  

Although visitors may have a different perspective than an insider about the role of an 

institution, they believe in the importance and social obligation of preserving cultural 

knowledge.  That is why they choose to come, especially when a museum component is 

an integral part of an institution.  They want to see, feel, touch, and sometimes hear and 

even smell—they want to experience a part of what makes the place so special.  It is the 

museum’s job to make the visitors care about what goes on at the library.  Not that we 

5Falk and Dierking, 83.

6Lynn Dierking, “The Family Museum Experience: Implications from Research,” 
Journal of Museum Education 14:9-11, 1989, as quoted in Amber Auld Combs’ abstract, 
“Why Do They Come? Listening to Visitors at a Decorative Arts Museum,” Curator 
42:3, p. 187.

7Falk and Dierking, 78.
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would see the library’s importance diminished, but once a museum component is added, 

the potential influence of the institution is multiplied.  Audiences with a multiplicity of 

learning styles can be reached better with two approaches instead of one.

The natural museum audience should be nurtured in order that it may also grasp 

the exciting possibilities within the contents of the library.  “Museums are places where 

people can see and learn about things outside of their everyday lives—precious things; 

unusual things; things of great historical, cultural, or scientific import; things that inspire 

reverence.”8  It is the museum exhibits that whet the appetite to know more about the 

contents of the library.  On average, visitors to a museum do not come to read a book.  It 

is the library-museum’s job to make them realize that after they have been inspired by 

something they have just seen—perhaps they do want to read a book about it, after all.  

The success of the learning process begins long before the visitor enters the door 

of the library-museum.  Visitors bring with them experiences, expectations, and prior 

knowledge all of which influence what they learn when they come.  Libraries and 

museums both have similar hopes that the public might leave knowing a little more than 

when they came in.  Instead of force feeding knowledge, one museum commentator 

suggests this:  “Beyond information, values, and experience, what else of social utility 

might museums provide to their public? Let me suggest two: stimulation and 

empowerment.  Here we approach the museum visit not as an end in itself but as the 

starting point, rather, for a process intended to continue long after the visitor has left the 

museum’s premises.”9  And in the case of library-museums, we might add that it is also 

8Falk and Dierking, 92.

9Stephen E. Weil, “The Proper Business of the Museum,” given as a speech to the 1988 annual 
conference of the Canadian Museums Association, and published in Muse  (Vol. 7, no. 1, Spring 1989), 
reprinted in Rethinking the Museum and Other Meditations, (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution 
Press, 1990), 53.
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the starting point for finding materials in the library if they enjoy what they have seen and

wish to learn more.  

New Ways of Learning

Libraries traditionally make available words—words communicating ideas.  

Because librarians and researchers are taught to love books, they sometimes lose touch 

with the physical world of artifacts and the language of “things.”  The rewards of 

sleuthing in that realm are often lost on them. Many people believe they cannot 

understand an artifact unless a person or a book tells them something about it.  This is not

so, however, as many books about objects have been written by archaeologists, 

historians, scientists, and others who had to gain their knowledge first hand.  It is the rare 

person who forges ahead and finds information in artifacts; and yet few courses of study 

teach students to go beyond what has been written by others.  

A most memorable Montessori teacher once entered the Armstrong Browning 

Library with a group of pupils ranging from about three to ten years old, attended by their

younger siblings and a few parents.  She posed this question to them: “If we found this 

building in ruins 3,000 years from now and not all of it was here, what could we tell 

about it from its ruins?” As she led them through a study of context, they became 

transfixed by their own discoveries.  A more attentive group of adults or children never 

gained as much from a standard tour of “stuff.”  

The objects contained within the walls of museums only find a place there 

because of the ideas and information associated with them.  Because libraries and 

museums have and are a public trust, they are perceived as places where people can go to 
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get questions answered and to hear voices of “authority.”  They do some things better 

than any other places in the world.  Library-museums offer possibilities of gleaning and 

retrieving information in many different ways.  They can create environments for creative

thinking.  Few other places offer such a show-and-tell combination of printed materials 

aimed specifically at the topics of their exhibits.  Curators, librarians, and educators owe 

their livelihoods to ideas, and their primary duty is to create an environment in which old 

ideas can exist side by side with new and original ones.  All library-museums have in 

common the ability—or at least the potential—to pique a visitor’s interest and then to 

provide substantive materials both written and three-dimensional.  They offer more 

resources than can be found anywhere else to answer the myriad of questions, once the 

questions have presented themselves to the learner’s mind.  Visitors come to libraries and

museums in large degree because of the ideas they contain and the inspiration these ideas 

might generate.  The best work of the library-museum teaches visitors to be discoverers.  

Examples of Libraries Exhibiting Museum Behaviors

The Lilly Library at Indiana State University in Bloomington approaches the 

watershed at which a library with exhibits diverges from a pure library-museum.  Like 

the Armstrong Browning Library and the Folger Shakespeare Library, its building is a 

lovely and unified piece of architecture.  Its interior, however, lacks a unified theme, and 

this would not be so important except to underscore the fact that its library collections 

themselves are difficult to define in terms of scope and period.  The Lilly’s several rooms

are designed around personalities of prominent people, complete with their original book 

and manuscript collections intact.  One room contains Abraham Lincoln’s desk from his 
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law office in addition to wall coverings evoking the White House of his day.10  Although 

The Lilly has a gallery and exhibit cases, the lack of interpretation in addition to the 

exhibition of only printed matter gives pause to ask whether the items exhibited count as 

material culture if they are not interpreted.  An argument might be made that the Lilly 

exhibits rarely contain books and printed matter for their content alone, but offers some 

explanation as to their place in the literary world.  This may indicate that the Lilly has 

one foot over the line but has never fully committed itself to behaving as a museum.  

Further, the Lilly offers only one public tour every Friday at 2:00 p.m.,11 still less 

frequent than many public attractions.  The Lilly neither pretends to be a museum nor 

does it purport itself to be a library with a museum aspect.  Instead, it tactfully describes 

itself as a “center of cultural enrichment” in addition to being a repository of rare books, 

manuscripts and special collections.12  

In the not-too-distant past, the museum world was not much more professional in 

its treatment of exhibits than the Lilly and has only recently begun to mature into an 

awareness of the need for interpretation and contextuality of artifacts.  Although the Lilly

has two curators, their titles have nothing to do with the care and conservation of artifacts

so much as the care of printed matter belonging to a special library.  Their primary work 

involves “the overall care of their collections—for acquisition, conservation, 

10The Lilly Library, “Online Tour: Lincoln Room,” [on-line] (Bloomington, Ind.: Universities of 
Indiana, 2001; accessed 15 September 2002); available at 
http://www.indiana.edu/~liblilly/tour/lincolnrm.shtml; Internet (updated 23 October 2001).

11The Lilly Library, “Calendar of Events” [on-line] (Bloomington, Ind.: Universities of Indiana, 
2002; accessed 21 July 2002); available at http://www.indiana.edu/~liblilly/calendar.shtml; Internet 
(updated 11 September 2002).

12The Lilly Library, “Online Tour” [on-line] (Bloomington, Ind.: Universities of Indiana, 2001; 
accessed 15 September 2002); available at http://www.indiana.edu/~liblilly/tour.shtml; Internet (updated 23
October 2001).
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considerations, giving permissions to publish or reproduce the materials.”13  At first 

glance, not much separates the Lilly curators from that of museum curators, for they, too, 

perform similar duties including the decision of whether certain materials may be 

published or reproduced.  Unlike many museum curators, however, the Lilly curators do 

not personally develop exhibits or interpret them; that job belongs to a separate 

department within the library.  Their main concern is “collecting and deciding on the 

policies and procedures for use of the [library] material.”14  

It is interesting to note that, despite falling more distinctly into the “library” 

frame, the Lilly acknowledges its role towards the casual visitor as well as towards the 

researcher: 

It  is the role of the Lilly Library to stimulate the intellectual  curiosity of
both the dedicated researcher and the casual visitor.  In order to achieve this, the
Library promotes a wide range of activities including exhibitions and special events
such as poetry readings, musical performances and receptions, as well as lectures,
tours, and class presentations.15  

This indicates a progressive attitude about developing the potential of future scholars yet 

untapped.  The Folger, like the Lilly, also acknowledges its public and its interpretive 

programs for their benefit.16  Armstrong Browning, however, never addresses the issue of

the public’s “intellectual curiosity.”  Although the public is welcomed, Armstrong 

Browning’s on-line invitation remains non-committal: “Privately funded by Baylor 

13Rebecca Cape to Kathryn Brogdon, e-mail by Cape, 22 May 2002, The Lilly Library, Indiana 
University, Bloomington, Ind. 

14Cape, e-mail to Brogdon.

15The Lilly Library, Indiana State University, “Exhibitions & Events” [on-line] (Bloomington, 
Ind.: Indiana University, 2001; accessed 17 November 2002); available at 
http://www.indiana.edu/~liblilly/exhibits.shtml; Internet (updated 18 June 2002).

16Folger Shakespeare Library, “About the Folger, Overview: Mission” [on-line] (Washington, 
D.C.: Folger Shakespeare Library, 2002; accessed 21 September 2002); available at 
http://www.folger.edu/intro/mission.asp; Internet (no update information).
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University, but free and open to the public, it [Armstrong Browning Library] houses the 

world’s largest collection of books, manuscripts, and memorabilia pertaining to the 

Brownings.”17  

Between these three important libraries—Armstrong Browning, the Folger, and 

the Lilly—the Folger comes closest to tackling truly interpretive exhibits and mixes 

artifacts with manuscripts.  The Lilly plays it safe by avoiding any interpretation of its 

exhibits, which are conservatively made up of only books and printed matter.  Armstrong 

Browning appears to be in the course of some evolution.  It has original artifacts in its 

permanent exhibits, but rarely elaborates upon anything beyond factual information or 

references to the circumstances of the object’s importance.  An occasional mention of 

Robert Browning’s poetry brings background to some of the paintings in the building, for

Browning greatly admired some of the artists whose works are represented.  

Institutional Evolution

All institutions evolve over time and library-museums must especially evolve as 

audiences and activities change.  Libraries shared no part in the “new museum” transition

that began in the 1970s and as a result were less prepared to move in the same rhythm as 

museums.  To be sure, libraries have always had their own strengths, but when coupled 

with a museum aspect, they seem less inclined than museums to deviate from what they 

have always done.  This can create an uneven balance when library and museum are 

working together in a single institution.  

17Armstrong Browning Library, “The Library: Library History” [on-line] (Waco, Tex.: Baylor 
University, 12 September 2000; accessed 21 July 2002); available at 
http://www.browninglibrary.org/libhistory.htm; Internet (updated 17 July 2001).
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For example, Armstrong Browning is truly a blended mix of library and museum, 

and because of this, its activities have always been carried on with some conflict of 

interest.  For years, docents regularly disturbed students and researchers in the main 

research hall with groups of tourists, breaking the quiet atmosphere at unexpected 

moments.  From the moment the stained glass windows depicting Browning’s poetry 

were installed in that room, the interruptions were unavoidable.  The final coup de grace 

came with a special placement in an alcove of a set of windows containing the most 

famous window of the entire building, “The Pied Piper of Hamelin.”  For sheer beauty 

and fanciful theme, it is the library’s most sought-out window.  That unfortunate 

combination of public attraction and academic interest crippled the room as a viable place

of study and research.  Not until the library was nearly fifty years old did it accommodate

serious research activities by moving them to an old classroom on the third floor of that 

institution.  In this way, both aspects of the library were able to begin moving in concert 

with one another.

Because of this very conflict, some specialty libraries cannot afford to contain 

true museums unless they can clearly delineate one activity from another.  The Folger, 

fortunately, had an exhibition gallery incorporated into the plan of their building from the

beginning.  Its entire building, like Armstrong Browning’s, is essentially an artifact.  

Because its architect designed it with decorative elements featuring scenes and lines from

Shakespeare’s works, the building will always be an ornament in itself.  Armstrong 

Browning has tried but never fully succeeded in distinguishing exhibit space from 

research space.  The prevalence of stained glass windows in all parts of the building 

invites opportunities of intrusion from the general public even into private office spaces 
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where staff is trying to work.  While not all specialty libraries containing museums 

experience this, the need for separate library and museum space in a single institution is 

evident, especially as both library and museum become heavily trafficked.  For this 

reason, the most successful library-museum combinations appear to be those institutions 

like the Hagley, the Morgan Library, the Bakken, and Amon Carter which have 

developed a complete library and museum through separate spaces for each, 

professionalization of staff, and the funding to make this evolution viable.  

Crossing the Great Divide

The Armstrong Browning Library exhibits objects on a permanent basis, yet, like 

the Lilly, its curators are trained in library science and consider the institution primarily a 

library.  “Its original purpose was to be a depository of materials concerning the lives and

works of the Brownings—the largest such depository in the world.  That is our strength,” 

commented one library curator.  “We have a beautiful building containing many beautiful

and a few unique items.  However, there are countless museums that can boast the same.  

Our uniqueness lies in our library collection.”18  Nearly all institutional contacts 

responded on a similar note.19  In most cases, the contact turned out to be either a 

librarian or a public relations representative in an institution run primarily by librarians.  

Because the websites of some of these institutions contradict the statements of some of 

the librarians who responded, this raises the question of how an individual’s professional 

18Cynthia Burgess, Armstrong Browning Library, Baylor University, Waco, Tex., to Kathryn 
Brogdon, e-mail by Burgess, 2 June 2002. 

19The author sent a questionnaire in February and March of 2002 to twenty museums and libraries 
that appeared to have characteristics of library-museums.  Only a handful of librarians and public relations 
personnel answered the full questionnaire.  See app. K, pp. 130-1 of this thesis.  A total of thirty-three 
libraries and museums were examined by means of the questionnaire, e-mail, institutional literature, 
telephone conversations, visits, or via the Internet. 
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background colors the perception of the institution.  One public programmer could not 

answer most of the questions herself during an in-person visit, but consistently deferred 

them to a librarian who was out of the office at the time rather than to a museum curator 

or director.  This is interesting considering that the institution in question is known 

principally as a museum rather than as a library.  It may be that librarians are the 

recognized gatekeepers of information at many of these places, which would explain the 

silence of museum curators and museum directors. 

An informal estimate of those visiting the Armstrong Browning Library indicates 

that perhaps as many as 90 percent of visitors enter for other than library purposes.  Here 

we must consider again whether the library has more than one strength.  In the spring of 

2000, Armstrong Browning took an informal poll of thirty-four random visitors to 

discover what they believed to be the strength of the institution—whether it is in fact a 

museum or a library.  The results confirmed the sharp differences between visitor and 

staff perceptions of the library.  The general public, while sometimes aware that 

Armstrong Browning contains a working library, is almost always aware of it as a 

museum.  

Only one of the thirty-four visitors noted Armstrong Browning as strictly a 

library; six of them said it was a library and a museum.  Ten visitors said they believed it 

to be a museum only, while four saw it as a monumental building.  Thirteen others were 

aware of Armstrong Browning’s combination appeal but seemed to understand it in 

different ways: Eight of this number viewed it as a library, museum, and monumental 

building; two included its role as a performance hall in addition to that of the other three 

items; another thought it to be a library, museum, and performance hall, but not a 

63



monumental building; and only one saw it as a combination museum and monumental 

building while ignoring the library aspect altogether.  Awareness of Armstrong 

Browning’s role as both a library and museum (or some combination including those two 

elements) may have been heightened with greater age and formal schooling of the 

recipient, but results were uncertain in this regard because of the small number of visitors

queried.  The outcome of this questionnaire is interesting in light of the fact that the 

museum collection contains only a few hundred items, whereas the library collections 

total about 26,000 volumes.  Obviously, the facility use is disproportionately weighted 

towards a museum function, considering the paucity of that area of its collections.  

Although Armstrong Browning’s library collection is far larger than its museum 

collection, the audiences who come for each area differ markedly.  Armstrong 

Browning’s museum attraction to the public is so strong, that like the Folger, it is listed in

the Official Museum Directory.  It holds a membership in the local Museum Association 

of Waco; it also holds memberships in various library associations and Browning 

societies, in keeping with its specialized focus.  This is typical of libraries with strong 

museum elements.  They may not cross all the way over into hiring a collections manager

for their collections, but they will begin to either cross-train, farm out special work, or 

join a professional museum association, but they insist that they are still a library. 

The Folger, the Lilly, and Armstrong Browning as well as the Huntington and the 

Rosenbach built their original library collections upon a foundation of book and 

manuscript connoisseurship after the manner of art lovers.  When a book or manuscript 

evokes passion at the thought of its workmanship, rarity, and artistic decoration, its sole 

value no longer lies in its content.  This kind of fascination with the printed matter’s 
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background and origin moves libraries into the curatorial realm, and it is here that the 

lines between “library curator” and “museum curator” cross.20  Truly the very phrase 

“library curator” seems almost an oxymoron, for librarians are trained to dispense 

information without judgment or commentary, but museum curators nearly always 

exercise commentary of some kind.  The main difference seems to be that library curators

deal primarily with printed matter rather than artifacts and do not generally interpret their 

collections.  They do, however, develop a similar connoisseurship of the items they work 

with and care for printed matter as a collections manager would care for museum objects.

Valuation of a book or manuscript based on its materials, history, and beautiful 

lettering begins to relegate its contents to the background while pushing its object status 

to the forefront.  It is a balancing act when a book or manuscript retains its appeal both 

for content and for materials.  One example of this is the Declaration of Independence, 

which hangs in the Rotunda of the National Archives Building in Washington, D.C.21  

Although we have many copies of it, its preservation gives us assurance that our copies 

are genuine and that it really says what we have been told in school.  During a recent 

conference of librarians and museum professionals discussing their differing approaches 

to collections, one speaker remarked:

The primary service that libraries offer is access to their collections—access 
to information about their collections and to the information contained in them.  
Unlike museums, libraries do not define access to include interpretation; on the 
contrary, the rawer the materials served, especially in a research library, the better.  

20One book collector in Argentina went so far as to buy rare books and start a book museum—not 
a library of books, but an actual museum with books displayed as material culture. See: Luis Berraute, 
“Bienvenidos al museo del libro” [on-line] (Argentina: Berraute, n. d.; accessed 20 January 2002); 
available at http://www.webcindario.com/berraute/; Internet (no update information).

21National Archives and Records Administration, “Exhibit Hall: The Charters of Freedom” [on-
line] (Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records Administration, n. d.; accessed 21 September 
2002); available at http://www.archives.gov/exhibit_hall/charters_of_freedom/declaration/declaration.html;
Internet (no update information).
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The more ‘cooked’—that is, selected, edited, shaped by an expert—the less 
integrity an item is deemed to have as an object of research.  Librarians are not 
curators; they are not expected to have deep substantive knowledge about their 
collections, to provide historical and contextual information, or to make judgments 
about objects.22

The last statement would be only half true of library curators.  While they may not 

interpret the contents of a collection, they are expected to have great knowledge of it.  

The very fact of library curators points to a convergence of library and museum activities.

One of the most striking occurrences of a library entering the field of artifact 

presentation happened when the previously conservative Bibliothèque Nationale de 

France (BNF) launched a major exhibition of Italian illuminated manuscripts in Paris, 

1984.  The manuscripts were divided into period groupings and then arranged according 

to the region of origin.  Included in the exhibitions were medals bearing prominent names

that appeared in the manuscripts.  “So rich was the content of the exhibition that it 

constituted a small history not only of Italian illumination but of Italian painting as 

well,”23 remarked one journalist.  Had these manuscripts been plainer, more recent, and 

valued for their written information, it is highly doubtful they would have shown up in an

exhibit of this nature.  In like manner, the prints and photographs that modern libraries 

collect further blur the roles between libraries and museums, particularly as museums and

libraries begin to digitize the same items for their on-line websites.  

The trend among libraries at home and abroad is to make all content and materials

available to as many people as possible.  Now that the BNF shares space with the Institut 

22Abby Smith, “Library Collections Online,” Collections, Content, and the Web;. [on-line] 
(Washington, D.C.: Council on Library and Information Resources. 1998; accessed 17 November 2002); 
available at http:www.clir.org/pubs/reports/pub88/collections.html; Internet, (full text); quoted from 
subheading “Services.”

23Edith W. Kirsch, “Museum News: Italian Illuminated Manuscripts at the Bibliothèque 
Nationale,” Art Journal 46 no. 3 (1987): 229.
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National de l’Historie de l’Art, it has expanded its original elitist appeal to include a 

broader public base.  “While the library itself has been a subject of controversy, it has 

also provided a focus for ongoing political and cultural battles over the role of a national 

library in France and the future direction and function of libraries in general,”24 one writer

has commented.  While American libraries are not affected by the specific political 

climate surrounding the BNF, similar forces are at work socially to strengthen equal 

accessibility as we become a nation and a planet of lifelong learners.

Originally, similar to the popular Bibliothèque Publique d’Information at 
Beaubourg . . . , the BNF was to admit the general public and provide a wide range 
of services, from reference services—similar to those of American libraries—to a 
large collection of music, sound, and video.  Key to the project was Mitterrand’s 
desire to welcome ‘two publics . . . researchers, and any reader who would come to 
this library for information, books and culture.’25  

Back at home, the Folger Shakespeare Library’s collections consist mostly of 

about 256,000 volumes of printed materials.  About 200 oil paintings supplement the 

collection along with “photographs, maps, early music, playbills, theatrical programs and 

scrapbooks, promptbooks, and films and videos.”26  The Folger, by its own admission, 

maintains a “museum shop” 27 even though one of its librarians has stated that “the Folger

Shakespeare Library is a private, independent research library, not a museum. . . .  For 
24Sarah G. Wenzel, “From Revolution to Evolution: The Transformation of the Bibliothèque 

Nationale into the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Through the Lens of Popular and Professional 
Reports,” Library Quarterly 69, no. 3 (1999), 324-5.

25“Une bibliothèque d’un genre entieremente nouveau,” LeMonde 14 (March 2, 1991): 14, quoted 
in Sarah G. Wenzel, “From Revolution to Evolution: The Transformation of the Bibliothèque Nationale 
into the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Through the Lens of Popular and Professional Reports.” Library
Quarterly 69, no. 3 (1999), 329.

26Folger Shakespeare Library, “Guide to the Collections” [on-line] (Washington, D.C.: Folger 
Shakespeare Library, 2002; accessed 1 January 2002); available at 
http://www.folger.edu/library/collect.asp; Internet (updated 6 February 2001). 

27Folger Shakespeare Library; homepage [on-line] (Washington, D.C.: Folger Shakespeare 
Library, 2002; accessed 20 June 2002) available at http://www.folger.edu/Home_02B.html; Internet; (no 
update information).
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example, we have never received funding from the Institute of Museum Services because 

our profile does not qualify us to be considered as a museum.”28  The Folger website, 

however, states, “In addition to its scholarly mission, the Folger serves as a museum 

devoted to Shakespeare’s life and times.”29  

Further Issues of Identity and Funding Agencies

Issues of identity affect the funding opportunities available to special libraries 

doubling as museums.  Many library-museums like the Folger divide curatorial duties 

between staff members or delegate them to an outside party, usually because they cannot 

afford to dedicate one full-time worker solely to the care and collection of artifacts.  This 

unfortunate fact disqualifies them for some kinds of funding even though they may 

exhibit their artifacts on a continual basis.  The lack of funding impedes their ability to 

develop their exhibits and care for their artifacts in such a way that might further enhance

them as a prelude to the library collections.  

Armstrong Browning’s experiences with IMLS also run true to the Folger 

librarian’s accounts.  After applying for an IMLS Conservation Assessment Program 

(CAP) Grant (funded by Heritage Preservation) in two consecutive years, Armstrong 

Browning was turned down both times.  The second rejection letter came with a 

suggestion that Armstrong Browning apply with the National Endowment for the 

Humanities (NEH).30  Although the writer of the letter expressed a sincere desire to help, 

28Richard J. Khuta, Folger Shakespeare Library, Washington, D.C., to Kathryn Brogdon, TLS by 
Khuta, 3 March 2002. 

29The Folger Shakespeare Library, “About the Folger” [on-line] (Washington, D.C.: Folger 
Shakespeare Library, 2002; accessed 21 July 2002); available at http://www.folger.edu/intro/menu.asp; 
Internet (updated 4 December 2001).

30Noelle Guiguere, Institute of Museum and Library Services, Washington, D.C., to Mairi C. 
Rennie, TLS, 28 February 2002. See app. F, p. 124 of this thesis.
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the staff at Armstrong Browning—not having the funds for an artifacts curator in the first

place—had no better funding to hire a grant writer for the extensive work required to 

apply with NEH.  Both times IMLS rejection letters came back with a CAP grant 

museum definition enclosed, indicating that Armstrong Browning was not a museum 

according to their guidelines.  Further scrutiny revealed that the CAP Grant definition of 

a museum was different from the one that IMLS normally uses.  

Armstrong Browning’s rejection was apparently based on the fact that it did not 

have a full-time worker whose primary job was the care of the artifacts and that the 

museum function did not have “budgetary autonomy” apart from the library.  Originally, 

the grant’s stipulation was understood by Armstrong Browning staff to indicate a full-

time employee whose duties included looking after the artifacts—not meaning one whose

primary job duty was artifacts care.  Budgetary autonomy was another matter, for it was 

unclear to Armstrong Browning staff at first whether they were autonomous in the sense 

of being a separate institution within a larger university—for they do account for their 

own funds within the university.  IMLS asks for separate accounting between library and 

museum, which is impossible when library and museum are seamlessly joined.  It 

becomes clear now that institutions with library and museum completely blended will 

have great difficulty qualifying for some kinds of assistance.  Larger library-museums 

with more funding (like the Amon Carter Museum with its library and museum in 

separate spaces) will, ironically, have an easier time proving their need.  

Although IMLS acts as a clearinghouse for information on libraries and 

museums,31 its emphasis is on libraries and museums separately—not together.  Much of 
31Institute of Museum and Library Services, “Publications, Conferences, & Resources” [on-line] 

(Washington, D.C., Institute of Museum and Library Services, n. d.; accessed 21 September 2002); 
available at http://www.imls.gov/pubs/index.htm; Internet (no update information).
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the literature published by IMLS emphasizes collaboration between libraries and 

museums, but the information has never extended to maximizing the collections and 

professionalism already existing in library-museums.  In no way does this reflect on 

IMLS; it is symptomatic of a general dearth of information on library-museums from any 

source.  IMLS is only authorized to serve libraries and museums—not library-museums.

Some Exceptional Situations

Presidential libraries and museums come with their own set of issues that keep 

them from fulfilling exactly the same roles as other library-museums.  Some see this 

dysfunction as stemming from the fact that “what are called presidential libraries are not, 

strictly speaking, libraries.”32  As research facilities, they are tougher to access, partly 

because of government classification issues and partly because of the uneven way in 

which policies are administered.  Presidential libraries stand accused by some of being 

restrictive, showing favoritism to particular researchers, and acting as public relations 

agents for the families of the presidents.  How to portray a president has always been a 

concern.  Some libraries experience more family pressure than others.33 

In particular, the John F. Kennedy Library has a reputation with some historians 

for withholding documents from all but favored researchers.  “It is the presidents 

themselves . . . who determine with their families and friends what those visitors see—a 

32Lynn Scott Cochrane, “Presidential Libraries: Presidential, Yes; Libraries, Not Really,” 
American Libraries 33 no. 5 (May 2002): 58; [database on-line]available from Academic Search Premier, 
hosted by EBSCO-TexShare; article no. 6611434; accessed 17 June 2002 from the section entitled “These 
Monuments Serve More as Museums and Archival Repositories.”

33Michael Parrish, history professor at Baylor University and former archivist at the Lyndon 
Baines Johnson Library and Museum, Austin, Tex., in a telephone interview with the author, 20 November 
2002.
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fact that infuriates more than one historian.”34  The opening of a new museum at the 

Kennedy Library in October 1993 sparked remarks from an irate journalist: “The 

Kennedy family was using the occasion to further what is arguably the longest-running 

and most successful public relations campaign in modern history—the creation and 

propagation of the legend of JFK.”35  By contrast, Lyndon Johnson was always so open 

and honest about himself that he wanted everything laid out for the world.  His family has

never interfered since his death.  There has always been a “lack of paranoia at the LBJ 

Library,” one former archivist noted.36  

The director of the Ronald Reagan Presidential Foundation, which administers the

Reagan Library and Museum cooperatively with NARA, explained that the government’s

job is to “provide maintenance, security and access.”37  If museum activities are funded 

“not by public money but by kindred spirits,” then he admits no problem of conscience 

regarding the foundation’s public relations agenda.  “Our mission is to carry out the 

unfinished work of Ronald Reagan. . . . We see these public opinion polls that rank 

President Reagan higher and higher.  We think we are part of that.”38  

To their credit, presidential museums—once the “stepchildren” of presidential 

libraries—have shifted in recent years to hiring on a more professional basis.  Originally 
34Miriam Horn and Mike Tharp, “All the Truth That’s Fit to Tint,” U.S. New & World Report Vol. 

111 no. 20 (11 November 1991): 36; [database on-line] available from Academic Search Premier, hosted 
by EBSCO-TexShare; article no. 9111112407; accessed 17 June 2002.

35Brit Hume, “A Shadowdance with Camelot,” National Review 45 no. 23 (29 November 1993): 
21; [database on-line] available from Academic Search Premier, hosted by EBSCO-TexShare; article no. 
9312017744; accessed 17 June 2002.

36Parrish, telephone interview.

37Joseph A. D’Augustino, “Conservative Spotlight: Ronald Regan [sic] Presidential Foundation,” 
Human Events 57 no. 10 (9 February 1991): 14; [database on-line] available from Academic Search 
Premier, hosted by EBSCO-TexShare; article no. 499544; accessed 17 June 2002.

38Ibid.
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curators were named to positions because they were “cronies who knew the president.”39  

Nowadays presidential museums have “good, first-class professionals”40 who are trained 

in museum methods and have access to professional museum associations.  The Truman 

Library and Museum has recently placed the word “museum” in front of “library” in its 

name, perhaps reflecting its true popularity.41  

Other library-museums with some difficulty maximizing their library and 

museum roles will be those with extremely broad-based collections like Winterthur, the 

Huntington, and the Rosenbach.  It is difficult for such institutions to sum up their 

collections in a succinct manner.  In short, the tighter the fit between library and museum,

the more truly is it a library-museum.  Good examples of successful mergers between 

library and museum are the Amon Carter Museum, the Bakken Library and Museum, and

the Hagley Museum and Library.  Part of their success came about from a creating a 

library around a museum.  It is always easier to add a library than to add a museum to an 

existing institution.  This tighter fit allows an institution to lend a book while the visitor’s

mind is still engaged, as John Cotton Dana had mentioned years before.42

The way that library and museum “dance” around each other varies with 

institutions.  In a larger museum such as the Amon Carter, the library serves the greater 

interests of the museum collection by providing information by which the exhibits are 

created and strengthened.  The artifacts in Armstrong Browning authenticate the lives of 

39Parrish, telephone interview.

40Ibid.

41Ibid.

42John Cotton Dana, “A Plan for a New Museum: The Kind of Museum it will Profit a City to 
Maintain,” reprinted from The New Museum Series, no. 4, 1920, in The New Museum: Selected Writings by
John Cotton Dana, 85. 
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the Browning poets, whose works the library contains.  In both cases, a mutually 

supportive library and museum are possible and one adds immeasurably to the other.  

Serious institutions that go out on a limb to create both a top museum and library will 

always have a revered place in the field of education.  While newer museums like the 

Cowgirl Museum and Hall of Fame in Forth Worth and the Texas State History Museum 

in Austin are one ride short of a theme park, library-museums will always have an ageless

ring of authenticity and authority.  

All library-museums face challenges.  Some tackle the challenges better than 

others.  They may not recognize the challenges because they may see nothing wrong with

the way they have always done things.  When only librarians or only museum personnel 

run a hybridized institution, they are likely to judge the success of the institution by their 

own professional standards and instead of according to the larger picture.  What they 

erroneously believe to be true of their institution may be transmitted to their publics, or 

else their publics may not see the institution in its proper light.  They may also be blind to

the importance of either the library or museum aspect of the institution, believing that it 

has nothing to do with the public service they perform.  The governing body of the 

institution may be attached to a specific organization with an agenda having little to do 

with the institution’s true audience.  The library-museum may even perform well 

according to one kind of institutional standard, while impeding the progress of the 

institution as a whole by sentencing another part of itself to a perpetual mediocrity.  

Too often the staff at some of these places exist for themselves and give the 

public what they think it needs without understanding those they serve.  Some 

institutional philosophies hold that books and research are the main focus and offer 
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visitors a few exhibits with labels.  Visitors are left largely to themselves with little 

attempt to connect them with the library.  Others, like the presidential libraries and 

museums, collect archives, which the general public is not expected to go near.  They 

make exhibits and mass education the main entrée for all.  Some independent institutions 

offer the museum experience with full-interpretation, but have no qualms about providing

library use to whomever has a strong enough interest to want to know more.  One does 

wonder that some specialty libraries consider their exhibitions subservient to their library 

services and why they allow their institutions to be used so extensively for general public 

viewing if so few institutional goals are to be gained by doing so.  

Library-museums with specialized staff may commit the common error of 

measuring their success by the professional expertise of individual staff members.  

Professional expertise does not address the purposes of the audiences of a library-

museum.  A staff remaining isolated in an island of professional expertise renders both 

itself and its audience incapable of understanding the purpose of the institution, who is 

served, why people come, and why they ought to come again.  

The premise that professionalism ought be the dominant principle in the 
operation of museums is, at best, too narrow.  Professionalism is mostly 
about the people who work in museums.  Service is about other people.  It is
for their collections and for other people, not just the people who work in 
them, that museums exist.43  

Each institution does different things because each collects different things, each has 

different professional strengths, different governing bodies, different audiences, and 

different funding.  If such institutions as library-museums cannot be fully defined as to 

scope, size, value, or function, they at least perform the services of both a library and a 

43Stephen E. Weil, “Fighting off Some Dry Rot, Woodworm, and Damp,” 24.
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museum that the public has come to regard as a basic right.  We can only say that all 

library-museums have a responsibility to maximize their library and museum collections 

for the sake of both the public and the researchers they have invited onto their premises.  

75


