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Museum...Study the Past for the Future
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Every year, such

global museums as

The Louvre — the world’s
largest art collection,
Smithsonian — the world’s
largest museum groups,
British Museum — the center

of the world’s civilization, etc.

have created great interest
and inspiration to millions
of students and people
worldwide, not limited to
domestic citizens.
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Long lines of people waiting to view or month-long
reservation statistics of those museums reflect the success of
museum management resulting from distinct and farsighted
objective and vision, multidisciplinary knowledge synchroniza-
tion, community organization network connection with
museums, management of resources, technology and capital,
etc. to drive those museums to be lively, inflame the thirst for
knowledge of mankind, and more importantly, connect the
past imagination to the present and the future.

However, for the Thai society, the status of Thai
museums during the past decades has not differed from the
definition in the Dictionary of the Royal Institute, “Things
collected for the benefits of education such as antiques,
artifacts.” This corresponds with acknowledgement and
understanding of most Thais that see that museums are
“the place to keep rare things” or places for relaxation visit
during spare time.

If any museum is a place of the past without any linkage
with present and future in the globalization period, such
a museum should be deprived of people. There might be
only some foreigners and tourists who would visit it.

Learning from World-class Museums

In the past decade, the world society has intensely
entered into the globalization period, resulting in changing
learning culture of people in various societies. Attempts have
been witnessed in materializing learning reform in many
countries. They all shared a significant common focus; that is
to develop ideas and practices in education management to be
broader than studying in schools. Many countries put prime
concern on the development of such learning sources as
museums as a linkage of past, present and future for the
society.

A significant concept in designing modern museums is
to realize the diversified nature of learning of each man. Some
groups of people may have hardship in learning from previous
environment in schools, have no chance to study in the system
or have been away from educational institutions. With such
learning sources as museums that are open around the clock
providing services in study and research by visiting various
displays there. This not only creates entertainment but also
stimulates spectators’ awareness and quest to learn from real
objects, leading to creativity, imagination and satisfaction in
trying to search for more knowledge by themselves.

By this token, a museum is a cultural organization
with academic role and a driving force of a learning society.
For example in England, there are over 2,000 museums
throughout the country. The British government stipulates
education as the first principal duty of these museums, in
addition to other educational institutions with their direct roles.
A museum is defined as an institution established to collect,
preserve and display objects of scientific and cultural
significance for the benefits of education and entertainment.




According to a research on “Museums: A Potent Source
of Learning...A Case Study from England” of Suthasinee
Vacharabul, supported by Office of the Education Council,
in December 1998, the Minister of Culture, Communication
and Sports of England established “The Council of Museum,
Library and Archives” to make all museums, libraries
and archives in England to truly and efficiently serve as
learning sources and centers, which will be a part in promoting
lifelong learning. Three steps have been laid out to lead to
success:

Firstly, a museum must be an organization everyone can
have access to and play a part in various jobs.

Secondly, a museum must organize new and interesting
activities with diversified topics to stimulate spectators’ interest.
Spectators must also be diversified and new.

Thirdly, a museum must find methods to stimulate better
changes in society.

Prior to the establishment of the Council, a survey found
that some groups of people including most educational
institutions do not like to use the service of museums and/or
when visiting a museum, knowledge is not sufficiently earned.
For example, in London, there are about 2,200 primary and
secondary schools but only 10% of them visit museums.

The problem is from 3 major causes i.e. the being
an institution of a museum, the perspective regarding
museums and environment.

The being an institution of a museum refers to rules
and regulations of a museum unfavorable to spectators,
unclear policies, attitudes and practices of museum personnel,
lack of preparation for sufficient services in terms of facilities
and equipment, care for the less privileged, lack of knowledge
regarding exhibition and display organization. Above all is
the lack of coordination and linkage to society to realize of their
cooperation and participation in museum operation.

The perspective regarding museums, by seeing that
a museum is not related with life and it satisfies only a certain
group of people but not some others e.g. less educational
privileged. People with this kind of perspective are prevalent
in a society.

Environment, this problem including the fact that
spectators cannot enter museum buildings and do not have
access to information, distant location from communities,
inconvenient communication and degeneration of museums.
In addition, displays of museums cannot create incentives in
visiting them.

These three problems need to be hastily fixed by
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the newly established The Council of Museum, Library

and Archives by assigning policies to museums to find
methods to attract more people to use museum services.
Certain issues must be taken care of e.g. society participation,
easy access to museums of the public, rule adjustment,
making museum environment to be more interesting, the
introduction of information, communication and technology
(ICT) into services. Museums should also join activities of
communities where museums are located so that they
integrate as a part of communities, not so segregated as today.
The displays must take into account and reflects cultural
diversification. More importantly, museums must talk to or
work with people under restraint by the society e.g. the less
privileged, laborers, the elderly or the disabled to acknowledge
problems and organize services in harmony with their needs
so that museums can be an organization ready to serve

all groups of people.

After the adjustment and changes of museum operating
methods, more people use museum services as a learning
source. Museums can stimulate new things beneficial to
the learning of a society. For example,

® A museum can draw instruction from class rooms to
real experience, a learning of life for life.

® Learners especially children and youths learn about
local communities and participate in major
national projects.

® |t stimulates adults who are unfamiliar with education
in the system to have a chance to use a museum as
the first step to learning.

® A museum is a learning source for students and adults
specially interested in self study.

® |Individuals and families have a chance to join
extra-system learning activities in favorable environment.

® Close coordination between museum and community
is created for the benefits of new service development
for diversified groups of spectators.

® Those who lack incentive, students and adults can
independently learn in a situation of lifelong learning.

“Entertaining Museum”...Thailand’s New Learning Source

As for Thailand, according to the survey of The National
Discovery Museum Institute, Thailand has over 400 museums
all over the country, among which a handful of service users
are found. Many museums are almost deserted. Most of the
very few service users visit museum displays for relaxation
rather than for knowledge and study.
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This may be partly because a lot of Thais think that
a museum is the place to store rare old objects and put them
on display for pleasure. Concurrently, it cannot be denied that
the design or presentation of a museum is a major part leading
to such acknowledgement. Most displays focus on object
arrangement with short explanation. Each object is put in
glass cabinet, which is not interesting, lacks movement,
thereby making the public uninterested to use museum
services.

“I'd like to take my children to museums. It's OK for me
to read them the descriptions and explain by myself because
| realize the value of objects and history. However, the warm
and stuffy atmosphere of most museums, especially those in
provinces and districts, is a major obstacle that makes me
and my kinds unable to stay in there for a long time. More
importantly is the lack of art in presenting knowledge, the lack
of public relations. That's why very few people visit our
museums,” said Mr. Teeraparb Lohitkul, Thailand’s famous
feature writer, another person who likes to study for knowledge
in museums, regarding problems of museums in Thailand
unable to attract spectators. (San Patirup, Volume 79,
November 2004, page 19)

However, after the National Education Act B.E. 2542
is effective, museums in Thailand have adjusted to illustrate
more roles as learning sources. According to Section 25
in this Act, “The State shall promote the running and
establishment, in sufficient number and with efficient
functioning, of all types of lifelong learning resources, namely:
public libraries, museums, art galleries, zoological gardens,
public parks, botanical gardens, science and technology parks,
sport and recreation centers, data bases, and other sources
of learning.”

For example, the Bangkok National Museum, Thailand’s
first museum, has more than 12,000 items of antiques and art
objects on display in 3 parts of the display i.e. Thailand’s
national history, archaeology and fine art. Previously, the
Museum only provided document to support the visit, visit
lecture on important dates and visit arrangement of special or
temporary exhibitions 2-3 times annually. Nevertheless, during
the past few years, the Museum has changed to organize more
knowledge promotion activities e.g.

® Training of social study high-school teachers on

history, art and archaeology to understand the
benefits from museums.

® Lectures in the project “Knowledge Dissemination to

the Public” by inviting curators, experts and qualified
lecturers to give knowledge about antiques, ancient
remains, history and interested topics of spectators.
They will be taken to visit specific exhibitions both
inside and outside the place once a month.

® Training of “Museum Youth Volunteers” by training

groups of 40 high-school students so that they can
explain and lead groups of museum spectators.
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® Joining activities with the Ministry of Education in the
Projects “Taking our younger to visit Thai treasures”
and “Story telling in the museum” by bringing less
privileged students and youths to visit museums as
learning sources.

In addition to the adjustment of existing museums,
the running of museums to be major learning resources, which
is a principal movement, was when the cabinet approved the
establishment of The National Discovery Museum Institute on
January 13, 2004 as a major organization in taking care of the
establishment of a large and modern The National Discovery
Museum. This is aimed to make this museum a more complete
learning source than existing museums, which can enhance
knowledge of the public and creating new knowledge through
continuous research, compared to the world’s leading museums.

From the brainstorming of academics and gurus under
the leadership of Associate Professor Dr. Srisakra Vallibhotama,
an archaeologist who has served as a pilot taking charge of
the content of the museum, a preliminary conclusion was
that this museum would present the background of Thailand
and the Southeast Asia. This is to allow people to know and
understand their background as such is still lacking among
Thais. The presentation will be divided into 4 small museums
i.e. Thailand’s history museum, Southeast Asia’s natural history
museum, Southeast Asian people and land, and Science,
Technology and Society Museum, which will be 3 displayed in
3 adjacent buildings i.e. the old building of the Ministry of
Commerce, the Ministry of Defense and the Royal Thai Survey
Department. The first small museum is expected to be
completed by 2006.

Professor Dr. Chai-anan Samudavanija, Thailand’s
leading academician, appointed to take care of the initial
phase of Chairman The National Discovery Museum Institute,
defined the abbreviation or nickname of the new museum in
his article on “Museum” as “entertaining museum”. He
explained that “museum” means diversification, not in terms of
number of one object. The term “museum” thus means
having many diversified objects. However, the new museum
does not focus on immobile placed objects with diversified
objects but a place where people can come in and discover
the knowledge by themselves through interestingly integrated
display of medias. The focus will be put on the starting point
with entertainment while visiting. There will be activities with
small but good library to allow people interested to study in
depth to do some research. lItis called “entertaining museum”
because people will be entertained with diversified things,
which will create new “learning source” and “learning process”,
thereby well supplementing the learning in schools.

A New Direction of Thai Museums?
Whether we call “a rare object collection center” as
a museum or an entertaining museum, a significant clue to

the beginning of developing museums is not in constructing
beautiful and large buildings or collecting or displaying objects
in quantity and more interesting but in how to create meaning
to objects and things can lead to what learning to satisfy the
objectives.

If compared to world-class museums such as The
Louvre, Smithsonian and British Museum, rich in objects
obtained from confiscating from their colonies hundreds of
years ago, Thai museums are really tiny in terms of quantity
and quality of objects and history or civilization.

If so, where should the interesting aspect of Thai
museums be?

The answer should be in the direction, which Srisakra
Vallibhotama and the Chairman of Academic Subcommittee of
The National Discovery Museum Institute said, “The heart of
the National Discovery Museum is to create knowledge that
will stimulate learning process among people in Thai society,
to know themselves, their nation, and the world to live in this
world in balance.” This can be done by creating meaningful-
ness to the displays to create right conscience and under-
standing about being Thai or people in Southeast Asia, to find
the greatness of races in Southeast Asia, which may not be
power of object but the delicateness e.g. favorableness to
surrounding nature, life style with balance among body, mind,
spirit and environment. Stories will be accompanied by various
multimedia e.g. picture, light, sound and object spectators can
touch to reflect the subtlety of thinking methods and the way of
life of races in different times.

With this objective, the mission of creating the Museum
Institute to be acceptable will need knowledge of academics,
local sages and gurus in various fields. To create knowledge
base and cooperation network from local communities to
regional ones requires participation from all parties in society.
Everyone must be allowed to own in ideas and cooperative
support in various aspects to the best of one’s ability.

It is highly hoped that The National Discovery Museum
or shortly called according to the definition of Prof. Dr. Chai-
anan Samudavanija as “entertaining museum” which has been
established and will be completed soon will be a new learning
resource of Thai society, ready for all interested people to study
and increase their knowledge with pleasure. This will make
museums a true learning source, which is a part of lifelong
education and learning.
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