
CHAPTER FOUR

The Potential of Library-Museums

The Common Bonds of Libraries and Museums

Libraries and museums share similar information tracks, easily exemplified by a 

comparison of the process of finding meaning in words and objects.  Both words and 

objects require context to have meaning.  That is why libraries group similar topics 

together and why museums treat with related objects in the same exhibit space.  On an 

integrated level, objects and words also give one another context in a library-museum.  

When the Bibiothèque Nationale de France entered the business of displaying 

manuscripts as artifacts, it crossed the line from finding meaning and context in words 

into finding meaning and context through objects.  In this way, libraries and museums are

the same, for in the long run, object meaning is not very different from word meaning.  

Library-museums are a natural continuum of the merger of library and museum 

collecting, and an argument might be made that libraries and museums should rarely be 

separated.  In light of the current interest in resource sharing between individual libraries 

and between libraries and museums, the "demand is great for fresh and innovative 

thinking to construct a bold, new learning network."1  

Library-museums take shape in a number of ways, sometimes intentionally and 

sometimes not.  The easiest path to a maximized library-museum is to create a library and

museum supporting one another’s collections or to start with a museum and then add a 

1Beverly Sheppard, The 21st Century Learner  (Washington, D.C.: Institute of Museum and 
Library Services, 2000), 2.
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library to go with it.  This often happens with art, historical, or science museums.  

Institutions guided first by literary collections or unfocused private collections will have a

more difficult time achieving intellectual cohesion.  The Bakken and Amon Carter are 

perfect examples of the success of the first approach.  Because they began early, there is 

an airtight fit between library and museum collections.  Without even asking, we know 

for a fact that what we find in the exhibits, we will also find in the library.  It is harder to 

be sure in the smaller library-museums.  If they collect literature, do the exhibits support 

that literature?  Perhaps they may if the exhibits also come from the same pool of printed 

matter.  But if their exhibits should happen to be artifacts (not including printed matter) 

do they also give us a sense of the literature in the library—its time and place, its 

historical context, or its reason for being?  

As for the Huntington, Winterthur, and the Rosenbach, a glance at their library 

and museum topics indicates that they are going several strong directions at once.  It may 

never be possible for them to achieve the tightness of institutions that began with a 

clearer view.  The three sprang from the collections and hobbies of previous owners—

collections that grew out of private interests and not from a clear sense of original 

purpose.  We cannot criticize these institutions for the splayed effect of their subject 

matter.  No focus exists besides the personalities of the former owners, their activities, 

interests, and place in time.  Still, they are more focused than huge institutions like the 

Getty, the Library of Congress, or the Smithsonian, which have collections nearly 

without boundaries.  Smaller institutions begun by fraternal organizations will have 

similar difficulties in that, while their libraries may focus on their own history and belief 
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in core universal values such as political liberty and the brotherhood of mankind, they are

the direct offspring of the interests of many personalities.  

Perhaps an ideal library-museum exists somewhere.  To create such a thing would

require laying out realistic goals from the start, but may not be possible in all cases.  A 

specific topic is easier to limit than the multiple interests of a founding personality.  We 

must allow that, while the goals of both libraries and museums have changed much in the

past fifty years, some of the older library-museums have not advanced much from their 

original visions.  Whatever the contents of the library and museum collections, we should

keep in mind that the process of finding meaning in objects and words is essentially the 

same.  Together, they lend one another context and should enrich each other.  

The Process of Finding Meaning

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Ferdinand de Saussure, a 

French linguist, analyzed the ways that meaning is acquired through language.  He came 

up with a pattern that he applied to all meaning, which can help us understand the process

of finding meaning in objects, as well.  Saussure broke the structure of meaning into three

components: sign, signifier and signified2 in which the sign represents the associative 

bond between the sound or image (the signifier) and its concept (that which is signified).3

All word meaning, he explained, is based on an arbitrary agreement of meaning in 

society.  

2Mary Klage, University of Colorado at Boulder, “Structuralism and Saussure: Ferdinand de 
Saussure” [on-line] (Boulder; Colo.: University of Colorado at Boulder, 2001; accessed 17 November 
2002); available at http://www.colorado.edu/English/ENGL2012Klages/saussure.html; Internet (updated 6 
September 2001).

3D. J. Kain, Iowa State University, “Ferdinand de Saussure from Course in General Linguistics” 
(outline); [on-line] (Ames, Iowa: Iowa State University, 20 February 1999; accessed 17 November 2002); 
available at http://www.public.iastate.edu/~dkain/crit/saustext.html; Internet (no update information).
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Society agrees that the word “rose” indicates a physical rose.  The signifier would

be the spoken word or the written letters “r-o-s-e” that stand for the flower.  Unless the 

word “rose” changes in meaning from its original intended meaning, then the signifier 

and that which is signified remain locked together in concept, and this concept is referred 

to as the sign.  If, however, the concept between the association of the word and the 

object changes, then we can say that the sign has changed.  The word itself has a new 

meaning as in, “My love is a rose.”  Context is now required to decide which meaning 

applies.  A “rose” is no longer a rose, but now represents something precious and dear.  If

a woman is a rose, is she literally a rose?  Or does she possess some quality of beauty, 

charm, or delicacy associated with the rose?

In the physical realm, if a man gives a lady a rose, is he merely giving her an 

object or is there meaning associated with it?  The physical object, like the word, also 

metamorphoses by extension.  An image of a rose may come to represent something 

other than a rose; it may become a symbol of something, as it was during the Wars of the 

Roses in England.  "Concepts of the 'meaning' of object and the way museums 

communicate about them are changing.  Objects are no longer viewed solely as things in 

themselves, but as things with complex contexts and associated value-laden 

significance."4  Therefore, an object, like a word, has an interpretation, susceptible to 

transitions.  Extending Saussure’s original theory further into the world of objects:

Later writers, like Barthes (1977), identify the langue, broadly, as the 
signified, that is to say, the body of social understanding which must operate 
through a social action of some kind.  From the langue of society issues parole, that
is the actual action, spoken sentence or performed deed, by means of which each 
society creates itself and continues its daily life.  For Barthes, these concrete 

4American Association of Museums, Excellence and Equity (Washington, D.C.: American 
Association of Museums, n. d.), 11-12.
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performances or embodiments, which he calls signifiers, have no necessary 
connection with the signified meaning which they carry (although this is debatable).
Together, the union of signified and signifier gives us a signe, that is the social 
construct which members of the group can recognize and understand.5

In our own time we have watched the Confederate battle flag (signifier) undergo a

meaning transformation as a physical object.  Originally, it identified a Rebel camp 

(signified) through arbitrary associations (sign) of the collective mind.  Later, it 

memorialized the Old South and its culture (new signified).  Of late, it has, by extension, 

come to be associated in some minds with the slavery (newer signified) practiced in the 

Old South.  Such a transition of meaning has so changed the original intent associated 

with that flag, that its public display is now considered controversial in many circles, over

a century later.  Many objects in museums undergo this same kind of transition in 

meaning.  In short, object meaning is changed by the evolving culture and possesses a 

past meaning and a present meaning.

The point of collections and museums, it is no exaggeration to say, revolves 
around the possession of “real things” and, as we have seen, it is essentially this 
which gives museums their unique role.  We must, therefore, try to understand how 
it is that objects can operate both in the past and in the present, how they work to 
create the present, what the nature of that relationship is, and why it has such 
profound significance for us.6  

Through a similar transition of meaning, the Bibliothètheque Nationale’s 

exhibition of Italian illuminated manuscripts became important.  Such an exhibition 

would not have happened in the day in which they were created, because the manuscripts 

were written principally for the content of their words and then decorated for the glory of 

God.  The original purpose of the manuscripts remains, but the passing of time has 

5Susan M. Pearce, Museums, Objects, and Collections (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution 
Press, 1992), 26.

6Ibid., 24.
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amplified their value as art and as material culture.  Library and museum collections both 

undergo this shift in value; sometimes it affects both words and objects.  

Unconsciously, other libraries have also approached this union of words and 

objects in their exhibitions of manuscripts as objects.  The Karpeles Manuscript Library 

is unique among libraries.  Although it constitutes one library of rare materials identified 

with no particular location, it operates eight museums in different cities where its archival

holdings are exhibited.  Mathematician David Karpeles began collecting historical 

manuscripts in 1978 after visiting the Huntington and founded the Karpeles Manuscript 

Library in 1983 with his wife, Marsha,7 to stimulate learning, especially among the 

nation’s schoolchildren.8  The Karpeles Library Museums in the several cities exhibit and

make available to the general public rare manuscripts on many different topics.  Each 

library is housed in a “temple of learning” of the old style and “dedicated to the 

preservation of the original handwritten letters and documents of the great men and 

women of the past who have changed and shaped history.”9  The museums seem to know 

no end of topics and have prepared creative exhibits on everything from the invention of 

the telegraph to the television program, Star Trek: The Next Generation.  

The Karpeles museums seem especially enthusiastic about developing their 

potential audience.  The Jacksonville (Florida) Karpeles Museum website says, “Whether

7Karpeles Manuscript Library, “David Karpeles” [on-line] (N. p.: Karpeles Manuscript Library, 
n.d.; accessed 23 September 2002); available at http://www.rain.org/~karpeles/david.html; Internet (no 
update information).

8Karpeles Manuscript Library, “The Karpeles Manuscript Library Museums” [on-line] (N.p.: 
Karpeles Manuscript Library, n.d.; accessed 17 November 2002); available at 
http://www.rain.org/~karpeles/trefrm.html; Internet (no update information).

9Karpeles Manuscript Library, “Jacksonville Karpeles Manuscript Library Museum: Antique Book
Museum” [on-line] (N.p.: Karpeles Manuscript Library, n.d.; accessed 24 September 2002); available at 
http://www.rain.org/~karpeles/JaxBookLib.html; Internet (no update information). 
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you are a scholar or you are just curious, the Library is here for your pleasure.  

Admission is free.”10  To their great credit, the Karpeles museums have recognized their 

role in developing scholars who may one day arise out of the sea of visitors.  Their 

Cultural Literacy Program serves public and private schools from the third grade through 

college.  They also provide Mini-Museums for schools by means of a display case 

containing a reproduction of a famous manuscript.11  

The Jacksonville Karpeles Manuscript Library Museum made a most interesting 

statement about its “Antique Book Library,” demonstrating a somewhat different attitude 

towards its visitors than some other special libraries, “The purpose of this library is to 

make available to everyone a collection of important, and in most cases rare, books that 

might otherwise be unavailable.”12  In a surprisingly populist move, the Jacksonville 

Karpeles Museum encourages the handling of these rare books (albeit with care) by the 

average visitor.  

It is the desire and expectation of the museum staff that these books be used 
by our patrons in a ‘hands-on’ manner.  To gain the best possible insight into our 
past, it is essential to involve as many of our senses as feasible while experiencing 
history.  Fingers can feel the pages laced with mildew and scuff marks, symbols 
over the last century or so.  The musty odor of air long-since trapped between the 
tattered covers is a reminder of people and times gone by.13  

10Ibid.

11Karpeles Manuscript Library, The Karpeles Manuscript Library Museums, pamphlet from the 
Karpeles Manuscript Library Charleston Museum, n.d., n.p.

12Ibid.

13Ibid.
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Learning from Objects in Context

The notes left by an author or a previous owner—the scuff marks and costliness 

of the binding—these all tell us something about the document, the author, or possibly 

the time period; they all provide valuable clues.  It is here that the print-dominated 

library-museums shine brightest.  

Perhaps the most important aspect of the examination of original 
manuscripts is the determination of the first thoughts of the author which were 
subsequently crossed out . . . or those ideas included in the first draft but later 
eliminated.  Conversely, what were the author’s second thoughts that were later 
penned between the lines?14

The union of words and objects find their highest calling in such a setting.  Original 

manuscripts and objects, by their contents, marks, and associated qualities, verify 

whether certain historical questions have been answered accurately.  

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the author of The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, made a 

name for himself developing and teaching modern detective methods.  He incorporated 

those detective skills into the lead character of his stories.  Sherlock Holmes correctly 

deduced the identities of criminals through physical clues left at the scene as well as by 

notes left behind.  This application has worked for decades in real police work, and it is 

this same dogged determination to find meaning by any means possible that separates the 

pseudo-intellectuals from the best scholars.  

Original handwritten drafts, letters and documents are not only historical 
relics, but also provide us with the ultimate reference and learning source.  Once a 
scholar or student has mastered the textbooks and various reference books in his 
field, he can verify, analyze and extend his knowledge by consulting the original 
manuscripts, written in the handwriting of the individual under study.15  

14Ibid.

15Ibid.
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One of the most bizarre confirmations of the relationship between physical clues, 

written records, and photographs occurred in the life of a scholar connected with the 

Armstrong Browning Library.  For many years, scholars had tried to guess the physical 

height of nineteenth-century poet Robert Browning.  His famous poet wife, Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning, was said to have been quite tiny—under five feet tall.  On one 

occasion, this particular Browning scholar had been trying to locate some obscure 

Browning letters with the help of one of the Barrett descendants.  This particular Barrett 

relative took the scholar to a séance one evening at the Spiritualist Association in 

Belgrave Square in London.  During the course of the séance, the medium was contacted 

by the spirit of a gentleman whom she described as “wearing a heavy cape, holding his 

umbrella upside down…5 feet 4-1/2 inches tall.”16  The medium informed the group that 

the gentleman was seeking a certain person among them  “The person he seeks,” she said,

“is writing a book using his words.  Is someone present who is writing a book with 

someone else’s words?”17  The gentleman then informed the Barrett relative that his own 

search for the letters would be fruitless, but that success would go to the scholar instead.  

In the scholar’s own words:

It was not until some years later, in September 1973, that I became curious 
about the poet’s height, when I remembered the medium’s description.  Extensive 
study revealed nothing in contemporary accounts that was so precise as 5 feet 4-1/2 
inches.  I located a photograph taken at Pen and Fannie’s [Robert Browning’s son 
and daughter-in-law] wedding in 1887, where Browning was standing next to an 
exterior doorway made of bricks.  I located the house in Sussex, identified the 
doorway, counted the bricks and measured the distance from the threshold to the 
brick immediately behind Browning’s head: 5 feet 4-1/2 inches!18

16Philip Kelley, Browning scholar and managing editor of Wedgestone Press, Waco, Tex., TD, 
personal account (loose sheet), n.d.; given to Kathryn Brogdon, 27 July 2002. 

17Ibid.

18Ibid.
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Digitization of Collections and On-line Information Banks

This union of words and objects in determining meaning has further implications 

beyond the level of the physical library-museum and beyond the individual application in

scholarly research.  One of the most intriguing possibilities for library-museums—

particularly for those with limited staff—is the prospect of digitized collections and on-

line exhibits.  Digitization advances the possibilities for an enormous increase in an 

institution’s audience.  It also increases the numbers and kinds of items and volumes 

available for public access while opening up previously blocked avenues of study.  

Digitization, to be sure, should never replace all books, manuscripts, and artifacts.  Those

give the institution its authenticity, and visitors will still want to return to the physical 

structure to verify what they have seen.19  The fact is, however, that as more institutions 

digitize their collections, the gulf between libraries and museums begins to disappear.  

“There is considerable convergence of chief goals among the different groups.  Museums 

and libraries look at ‘collections’ differently, but, in general, all of the groups have 

similar goals,”20 reports the Institute of Museum and Library Services in a recent 

examination of digitization among the nation’s libraries and museums.  Opportunities for 

library and museum collaboration become significantly greater, but so do the 

opportunities for maximization of library and museum collections within a single 

institution.  

19George F. MacDonald, "Digital Visionary: George F. MacDonald and the world's first museum 
of the Internet century." Interview by Jane Lusaka. Edited by John Strand. Museum News 79, no. 2 
(2000):38.

20Institute of Museum and Library Services, Status of Technology and Digitization in the Nation's 
Museums and Libraries, 2002 Report (Washington, D.C.: Institute of Museum and Library Services, 2002),
6.
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We may think of digitization as the “great equalizer” between small library-

museums with a tiny budget like The Texas Scottish Rite Library and Museum in Waco, 

Texas, and larger ones like the Bakken in Minneapolis, Minnesota, with a budget large 

enough to allow them physically and professionally to maximize their library and 

museum collections.  What small institutions cannot or should not attempt in the real 

world, they may achieve more easily in the virtual world.  They may not have the 

resources or the desire to achieve a complete on-site library and museum, but they have 

the power to digitize.  Digitization extends the arm, so to speak, that they may do in 

cyberspace what they could never accomplish otherwise.  When a library collection and a

museum collection integrate with one another, they produce synergy.  They draw from 

their differences as well as their similarities.  

A library-museum has the potential to create on-line exhibits drawing from the 

best of both its library and museum to create dynamic new exhibits that may be 

impossible to create in the physical facilities.  Artifacts may be viewed at closer range 

than is possible in most exhibit spaces.  At the same time, library materials may also play 

a strong role in their interpretation.  Precious few examples of this exist, but the Lilly 

Library’s on-line exhibit, “Bloomington by Gaslight: Sherlock Holmes in the Lilly 

Library,”21 comes close.  Not only has the Lilly done a splendid job of outlining the 

history of the Holmes stories and comparing them with detective works in general—it has

incorporated many graphics from actual pages of different editions of the Holmes series.  

In this case, the books serve as artifacts because the physical editions become central to 

the progression of the Sherlock Holmes history.  In this case, they may also be considered

21The Lilly Library, “Bloomington by Gaslight” [on-line] (Bloomington, Ind.: n.d., accessed 15 
November 2002); available at http://www.indiana.edu/~liblilly/holmes/index.shtml; Internet (no update 
information).
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resource materials if they belong to the Lilly’s library collection.  Apart from those 

editions mentioned, the Lilly might also have acknowledged the availability of other 

materials on Sherlock Holmes, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (the author), and detective novels

in general—assuming that it has other materials to offer.  The trend among most true 

library-museums is to keep library and museum exhibits separate even on-line, and this 

approach is not necessarily wrong.  Whether library and museum materials are used 

separately or together, institutions increase their reach through opportunities for audience 

sharing and the interchange of programs made possible between separate cultural 

attractions.22  

Libraries and museums have traditionally had different audiences, but room for 

crossover has always existed as individuals with a beginning interest in a subject become 

positively passionate about it.  Enthralled individuals are more likely than passive 

observers to search out reading materials on a topic that fascinates them.  The best work 

of a museum is to turn passive learners into active and enthusiastic ones who will visit the

library to learn more.  In fact, the more visitors learn, the more they will see in the 

museum that they never noticed before.  Their new knowledge will help them create new 

meaning out of old ideas.  

The blending of library and museum can be achieved so easily on a website.  

Wonderful stories and exhibits can be created, incorporating materials from each kind of 

collection.  These new exhibits have the capacity to become interactive, incorporate 

interdisciplinary knowledge, and link to thousands of other information banks around the 

world.  Visitors can see some things that are invisible to the naked eye, such as mutable 

22MacDonald, 73.
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configurations of scientific and medical models.23  George MacDonald, former director of

the Canadian Museum of Civilization in Gatineau, Quebec, now director of the 

Melbourne Museum in Melbourne, Australia, commented:

It isn't just generating new raw material, but often bringing forward works 
that haven't been well presented in the past or were too dense—dense in terms of 
the amount of information--for the public to understand.  I think there will be a lot 
of reprocessing of information into things like handbooks, guidebooks, and CD-
ROMs—a guide to world birds, for example, or whatever it might be.24 

The Franklin Institute Online [sic] has an intricate presentation of the human heart in its 

on-line exhibit available on the Internet at http://sln.fi.edu/biosci/index.html.  Visitors to 

the site may see graphics of preserved human hearts and explore the circulation system in

a way that would be impossible otherwise.25

Digitization of collections enables more people to “enter” a library-museum 

where the doors never close.  From anywhere in the world, visitors have no trouble with 

the expense of transportation, limited space, admission fees, or inability to see or gain 

access to what is shown.  Digitization more than pays for itself by making community 

outreach possible that would normally fall beyond the grasp of a small staff and budget.  

The Melbourne Museum poured less than one percent of its budget into on-line exhibits 

and gained three to four times the number of visitors that used to visit the physical 

museum before it closed.26  

23Ibid.,:37-8.

24Ibid., 39.

25The Franklin Institute Online, “The Heart: An Online Exploration” [on-line] (Philadelphia, 
Penn.: The Franklin Institute Science Museum, 1996; accessed 15 November 2002); available at 
http://sln.fi.edu/biosci/index.html; Internet (no update  information).
 

26MacDonald, 38.
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The great plus of informational technology is that younger audiences are growing 

up with it and older audiences are learning as fast as they can.  These younger audiences 

have already built up a substantial understanding of computer navigation and knowledge 

of the Internet:  

They bring skills that are different from the passive skills of the television 
generations.  They know how to navigate through huge databanks of information.  
And what museums have always had as their specialty is these enormous databanks,
these reservoirs of information.  Museums use their research and curatorial 
expertise to keep adding to that reservoir.  In a way, the problem became that there 
were not enough pipes leading out of the reservoir, even to the point where people 
began to question, Do we need all these curators?  Why are we spending our 
budgets maintaining curatorial staff to add information that doesn't really go 
anywhere, from the public's point of view?27

Yet, despite the lessened need for curators who have been known to “squirrel away” 

hidden information, the Internet has opened up new avenues for them.  

The authority of the curator was under rather serious threat over the past 
number of years, because the emphasis was on communications, on teamwork.  The
voice of the curator certainly got diluted through teams of eight or 10 people who 
would be working on a project. . . .  In a way, that's changing with the Internet 
because the researchers and curators are being seen once again, as they were 
decades back, as the authorities, as the ones who have the intellectual capacities and
skills to add authoritative information to the databases.  Particularly as we move 
more into the knowledge economy, they will be considered the dynamos, the 
generators of new knowledge.  That will revalidate the role of the curators in the 
museum world.  What we are headed for is an information economy in which the 
databanks of the museum become a major revenue source and surpass the 
admission revenue gained from the physical plant.28  

 
At the present time, libraries are more likely to digitize their collections than 

museums.  Librarians have always been skilled at calling up information, but now we are 

seeing a glut of information made accessible not only to librarians and curators, but also 

to the common visitor and even to novice Internet users.  As navigational tools are 

27Ibid., 36-37.

28Ibid., 38-9.
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incorporated into databases, more people will continue to access information without the 

one-on-one help of experts.29  Museums have for years incorporated other kinds of 

electronics that have allowed visitors to delve deeper into their information banks—

things like kiosks and theaters.  Libraries have been slower to use these things, as a 

general rule, but have made televisions and audio/visual equipment available for movies, 

documentaries, and other taped programs.  Most libraries have not added theaters, but we 

may think of the Internet as the IMAX movie theater of libraries and, hence, some 

smaller library-museums where the space, budget, and general atmosphere limit the 

introduction of theaters and performances.  

It will be interesting to watch new exhibits take form as library-museums learn to 

interpret their collections holistically.  We should begin to see changes as library-

museums recognize their common potential, gain understanding from one another’s 

successes, and learn to take their processes of meaning on-line in more interactive 

exhibits than they could ever create in the physical spaces.  The greatest obstacle to 

library-museums pulling off on-line exhibits and databases will be their lack of funding 

or lack of a funding category for such activities.  Library-museums will need to add a 

new budget item for maintenance of these sites and consider this part of the regular 

upkeep of the institution just as they should for exhibits.  

29Ibid., 38.
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