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MUSEUMS IN THE 
DEVELOPING W O RLD: NEW MODELS 

FOR MA NY NEEDS 

T he examples of buildings 
e.xPlored in the theme of this 
issue of MIMAR reveal some of 
the complexities ' of the 

museum machine. They also suggest that 
the qualities essential for the architect to 
deal successfully with these complexities 
in the developing world would be 
desirable qualities anywhere. Can the 
architect build a public edifice, if not a 
veritable 'monument', that is truly 
meaningful in terms of local cultural 
values? Can he or she make it welcoming 
and functional for both curators and 
conservators as well as for the visitor 
public? Was the new museum economical 
to build and will it be cheap and practical 
to maintain? The articles in this issue also 
suggest how, in any developing society, 
such questions need to be adapted or 
inflected. 

Before considering these shifts of 
perspective, however, it would be helpful 
to remind ourselves that in the West the 
museum and the cultural centre "have 
become powerful foci of civic architecture 
and awareness ... they represent the kind of 
opportunities for civic display and formal 
experiment that the town hall offered the 
last century." 1 These roles set the stage 
for museum developments elsewhere, 
whether these are simply echoes and 
mimicry on the part of urban elites or 
thoughtful responses that include a radical 
search for different uses and other 
settings. 

At this latter level, the debate is more 
about ends than it is about means. It is a 
debate that goes beyond the architect, 
although he or she may well choose to 
take part in it. For even if the latter co
operates very closely with the client in the 
programming process, the purposes for 
which the museum programme is drawn 
up are already defined by the time the 
architect comes on board. 

Be that as it may, a special challenge 
faces architects in societies where visiting 
a museum is a long way from being a part 
of everyday cultural activity, as is the case 
- albeit only recently established - in 
the West. Still perceived as elitist if not 
alien, the museum is an institution that 
dares the architect to produce for it a 
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building whose very appearance helps to 
reduce the communication gap. 

Museums everywhere must conserve 
collections; they must increase knowledge 
by the study of these collections; and they 
must communicate both instruction and 
delight, both knowledge and its enjoy
ment, by displaying objects from those 
collections. Museum buildings serve these 
inter-related functions. All three 
functions, together with the simple matter 
of building maintenance, may present 
certain specific problems in non-Western 
contexts. 

Sir Bernard Feilden pointed out some 
years ago that most new museum 
buildings everywhere are inadequate from 
the conservation point of view "because 
the architect very seldom treats 
conservation as an essential issue."2 High 
temperatures and strong light, high 
relative humidity or wide fluctuations 
thereof, dust, insects and other pests, 
make adequate conservation an even more 
difficult task in most developing countries. 
Those responsible for this basic custodian
ship function of the museum are, unfortun
ately, often armed with only meagre 
resources to fight daunting battles. The 
architect· needs to give them extremely 
resourceful design which allows for climate 
and light control (particularly in storage 
areas), for active and passive security of the 
material, and for public circulation. 

Naturally, in these conditions, 
maintenance of the building is more 
difficult as well; hence the choice of 
materials is crucial, determining not only 
the building's cost in the first place but 
also its lasting attractiveness. Initial 
construction expenditure should not be so 
lavish that it starves the museum of 
resources to resist the ravages of an 
intemperate natural environment and to 
assume a dynamic educative and 
communicative role in a severely 
competitive cultural context in which 
the museum is hard put to stake a claim 
against other sources of instruction and 
entertainment . In developing countries 
therefore it is even more imperative that 
the architect know how to reign in his 
own creator's ego. It is here that the issue 
of local materials arises. Why make a 

museum simply look 'ethnic' if that look 
is achieved at high cost and by counter 
means? Local materials such as adobe, and 
the know-how involved in their applica
tion, are part of a heritage that deserves 
also to be preserved both for commodity 
and for delight - its cheapness and its 
immediate significance to the local 
community itself. 

If the museums built by the educated 
elites of non-Western societies are intended 
for the enjoyment of these groups alone 
then the issues of why museums accumulate 
knowledge and how they communicate it 
are no issues at all, since these social strata 
share an international culture to which the 
coded language of the museumis perfectly 
familiar. It makes little difference if a new 
museum is in Boston or Bombay ... In both 
places, the architect had better remember 
to provide an appropriate space for 
corporate cocktail parties and benefit 
dinners that will help the museum balance 
its budget! 

It is only if the museum seeks primarily 
to be accessible to a wider cross-section 
of the population that special problems 
must be addressed. Radical museum 
thinkers in the West have already pointed 
out that even in the most apparently 
'democratic' museums, access is still 
"highly structured, predetermined, and 
controlled by museum professionals so as 
to be 'correct', 'safe', 'understandable', 
and 'educational'." The solution recom
mended is to increase direct access to the 
collections and intellectual resources of 
the museum, principally by opening up 
museum storage areas themselves to 
the public.3 

Thus for the new wing for the Crafts 
Museum in New Delhi, the architect 

1 Peter Davey, The Architectural Review, 1088, October 1987, 
p.27. 

2 Museums: the right places for conservation?, dialogue between 
Bernard M. Feilden and Giovanni Scichilone, in the 
international quarterly journal Museum, published by 
Unesco, 1982. 

3 Michael M. Ames, De-schooling the museum: a proposal to 
increase public access to museums and their resources, in Museum, 
Unesco, no. 145 , 1985. 

4 See Charles Correa's most thoughtful article India: from 
a philosophy of ages, architecture for today in Museum, 
Unesco, no. 164, 1990. The issue is devoted to museum 
architecture. 
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Charles Correa was asked not only to 
extend his limpid metaphor of the typical 
ceremonial pathway but also to devise an 
open storage system for the museum's 
textile collection that would allow 
scholars, craftsmen themselves as well as 
the visitor to see each piece in the only 
relevant context - that of the whole -
using the museum as a general reference 
point. Such access to the whole is 
particularly important when, as in most 
developing country situations, museums 
do not own huge collections based on 
long centuries of accumulation from 
countries the world over. Sharing what 
is available poses special challenges of 
interior design, of interpretation and 
legibility.4 

Interpretation is an acute issue when it 
comes to sacred objects which have been 
disembedded from their traditional 
matrices. The problems raised in this issue 
with respect to African 'art' are posed 
throughout Asia as well. Transposing or 
re-creating the magic and mystery of the 
sacred object in its original context is a 
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challenge, admittedly less for the architect 
per se than for the interior designer. But 
in poorer countries the two roles are more 
often that not combined. Finding the 
most appropriate 'scenography' is a 
problem for all categories of objects, not 
just the sacred. It applies to historical 
displays as well as science exhibits. In the 
Bengali language the museum is referred 
to as the jadughar or 'house of magic'. 
Making it magical to the local population 
is the real design challenge to the curator 
and designer, who together must be able 
to relate to a different visual epistem
ology, as it were, by adapting to different 
patterns of acquiring and appreciating 
visual information. 

This line of reasoning, when taken to 
its logical conclusion, draws the museum 
out of and beyond its walls, using the 
language of the object and the display 
board to communicate with and mobilize 
those sections of the urban population 
who would never think of visiting a 
museum and the rural population who 
would never get to the urban centres 
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where museums are built. In India, the 
National Council of Science Museums' 
fleet of 'museobuses' makes science 
meaningful to thousands throughout the 
length and breadth of the sub-continent. 
In a novel experiment, Bangkok's Science 
Museum has actually begun to create 
small units, constructed in the local 
vernacular, in the compounds of rural 
temples, harnessing the persuasiveness of 
religious faith to the cause of propagating 
scientific knowledge. The fact that these 
initiatives have come mainly from 
museums of science and technology 
proves the latter's greater pragmatism 
rather than any kind of necessity; for on 
the other side of the world, in Ecuador, 

Below: Taking museums to the people -
Bangkok's Centre for Educational Museums 
has built single structures within the grounds 
of rural Buddhist temples to convey informa
tion about science and technology to people 
who would not normally visit a museum. 

PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY OF THE 
CENTRE FOR EDUCATIONAL MUSEUMS 
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the museobus created in 1985 by Quito's 
Museo del Banco Central (with the help 
of Unesco's International Fund for the 
Promotion of Culture) carries essentially 
cultural material to the country's villagers. 

A step further along this path is the 
Museum of Simple Technology opened 
in 1987 in Madras, India, by a group 
devoted to disseminating scientific and 

Below: The Museum of Simple Technology, 
Madras - a 'self-propagating communication 
vehicle', to illustrate techniques of building 
for unschooled people in nearby villages. 
The museum itself - a cluster of small 
huts - was built using traditional dry mud 
techniques with roofs of bamboo matting, by 
local craftsmen (basket-makers) who had 
never worked in the field. The structures 
were worked out using life-size prototypes 
rather than architects' drawings. As a result, 
each dome differs slightly from the next. 

PHOTOGRAPHS: YONA FRIEDMAN AND EDA 
SCHAUR, COMMUNICATION CENTRE OF 
SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE FOR SELF-RELIANCE 
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technical knowledge in order to promote 
self-reliance among disadvantaged groups. 
This 'museum' presents prototypes of 
simple artefacts together with visual data 
concerning them; its buildings - a clus
ter of hut-sized units - are designed to 
demonstrate the simple building techniques 
that people themselves can use to improve 
their own habitat. The concept is based on 
a marriage of traditional building craft 
skills and contemporary engineering 
ingenuity. 

It is indeed a wide range of options that 
will determine the future development of 
museums in the non-Western world and 
the types of structures architects will be 
called upon to design. They will be 
mustered into service by latter-day 
Pharaohs, who see the museum as a 
symbolic monument, the shrine of a new 
civil religion that marks national identity, 
or national glory both past and present; 
by the burgeoning urban middle classes 
who increasingly frequent these houses of 
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the Muses that help anchor a sense of 
cultural identity and purpose; by people 
in the vast village hinterlands who will 
seek to share in the knowledge and new 
ways of seeing that the language of the 
museum has developed. While following 
universal ground rules, museum 
development will need to strike out 
imaginatively in many directions. This 
means a collective search for new models. 
The architect has a major responsibility 
in contributing to this search. _ 
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