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Ethics and Authenticity in natural history exhibits:
the public wants what the public gets
- William Lindsay, Royal College of Art

Notions of authenticity and objectivity underpin the aims of natural history displays in museums. These ide-
als present themselves at many levels, from the materiality of the objects presented to the explanatory nar-
rative that they convey. However, public perception may not always reflect the realities of the message
offered. This paper considers the extent to which these ideals are actually achieved and what this may mean
for the public for whom museum professionals aspire to the highest ethics of investigation, exhibition and
explanation.

Introduction
Susan Crane (2000), writes of her relationship to museums:

I don’t enjoy visiting museums anymore, or at least not the way I did before I began to study them.
Too close a proximity to the subject has produced a familiarity akin to contempt...The expectation
of having a particular cultural experience prevents all but the random joy of discovering some-
thing as “new”...

One museum that confounded her expectations is the Museum of Jurassic Technology (MJT), Los Angeles.
With its display of “Protective Auditory Mimicry” illustrated by a beetle that has evolved to sound like a
visually similar pebble, and the bat, Myotis lucifugus, that flies through walls by virtue of the frequency of
its sound emission, this is a fantastic (in the true sense of the word) museum experience. Presented as an
educational institution dedicated to the advancement of knowledge and the public appreciation of the Lower
Jurassic, MJT’s creator, David Wilson, comments

We’re definitely interested in presenting phenomena that other natural history museums seem un-
willing to present (Weschler, 1995)

The experience of the MIT is confounding because it creates its own world within which it is disconcert-
ingly consistent and authentic; the reality that seems out of place is that of the visitor.

Fantastic objects, such as dressed Mexican fleas, or homo diluvii testis, the supposed human witness to bib-
lical flood (in fact a Miocene fossil salamander), are not uncommon in natural history museums. The fleas
serve as whimsical self-parody to illustrate the seriousness of organized science, the salamander to illustrate
the belief system that science has nullified; both give authenticity and legitimacy to the taxonomic and clas-
sificatory systems that govern understanding of natural history collections.

However, authenticity in natural history museum exhibits can be unclear to their audiences. The mastodon
skull presented in The Natural History Museum, London (NHM) as a possible source of the myth of Cy-
clops prompts one couple’s conversation:

What is it? Is it a dinosaur? What is it? Why has it only got one eye?
- Well, it’s a... it’s, well, obviously it’s only got one eye because half the face is missing.
Authenticity and natural history
How is authenticity established in the display of natural history specimens? In art, particularly with regard
to paintings, a range of sources are cited in support of authenticity: chemical composition of paint to indi-
cate age and provenance, the structure of paint layers as a reference to the artist’s technique. Or the opinion
of a committee of experts, as in the case of the Rembrandt Research Project (RRP) and Liverpool’s Walker

Art Gallery, where authenticity and attribution come with a high impact on reputation, as well as finance:

The Walker Art Gallery’s portrait of 'Rembrandt as a young man' is possibly not a self-portrait by
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Rembrandt... based solely on a comparison of seeming differences in brush-style... Prof. van de
Wetering (chair of the RRP) himself admits that the RRP’s view is solely an opinion and a change-
able one, “which anybody can take or leave in cases where the arguments ... concern no more
than style and quality ... (Walker Art Gallery, 2005)

In the context of natural history museums three aspects of authenticity seem most prominent:
a. authenticity in the object
b. authenticity in the narrative
c. authenticity in the experience

Authenticity in the object

Real has importance in a museum context. People like to see real things, we are concerned with the preser-
vation of the real thing and conservation must guard against altering the real object. However, terms such
as forgery and fake (Jones, 1994), replica and reconstruction, original and imitation, should not be taken at
face value. It has long been a tradition in the curation, research and display of natural history that something
other than original material composition can be valid. A copy of the Mona Lisa might not satisfy the view-
ing public but Archaeopteryx, arguably the single most important specimen among the 70 million speci-
mens within the NHM, is commonly represented by a high quality glass fibre copy. In the world of art, mar-
ket price as a vector of value would be recognized as a legitimate reason for putting a painting on display,
as with the exhibition tour of the National Gallery’s ‘Madonna of the Pinks’ (National Gallery, 2004) But,
with Archaeopteryx valued somewhere between £1million — £10million, different standards must apply in
the relationship between natural history museums and their public. The source of that difference is probably
the same as that which defines our attitude to copies and imitations, and lies in issues of uniqueness and
systematization and, perhaps fundamentally, in the notion that a natural history museum experience is a
didactic experience and the museum chooses what is best for its public.

Hein (2000) described the conflicting ideals that have motivated museum collections as “a fascination with
the unique”, and “an interest in the universal... so that their [specimens] individual differences can be rec-
onciled with their generic oneness”. Uniqueness positions a specimen within an organizational system, but
this also makes it a representative of other specimens. And if the specimen is only a representation, the mes-
senger and not the message, perhaps that helps to accommodate other kinds of representations, such as
three-dimensional replicas, illustrations, and computer visualizations.

The enforcement of truth that Mufioz Vifias (2005) identifies as a goal of classical theories of conservation
is undermined in the study of natural history where a tradition of highly interventive investigation is diffi-
cult to reconcile with the conservation process in other fields. The alteration of a specimen by irreversible
preparation for study, perhaps accompanied by the inclusion of replica parts indistinguishable to the eye,
reinforces its authenticity and ‘truth’ ultimately by establishing or correcting its taxonomic position.

Natural history exhibitions are full of composite objects. Plastics, plaster, iron, synthetic hair, stuffing that
gives shape to taxidermy specimens — all contribute to the fakes on show. And, although intended to de-
ceive in order to present informative completeness, observers may still be disappointed to find out that the
specimen is not ‘real’, even although in other cases they may assign greater legitimacy to reconstructions
based on slim evidence.

Accuracy is not a prerequisite for authenticity in natural history museums; many knowingly incorrect recon-
structions can be found on display, sometimes highlighted by the corrections that have taken place. The
continued display of unalterable dinosaur reconstructions alongside those refashioned in the 1980s to lift
their tailsin the 1980s means that the public must contend with the epistemology of dinosaur studies, as well
as issues of ecological authenticity.

Authenticity in the narrative
The distinction between the natural history specimen as representative of a group and as a unique individual
may not be clear in a museum’s overall approach to the narrative it offers. Didacticism is the intention, but

‘internal coherence’ is sometimes lacking (Hein, 2000). Orphaned specimens may be displayed, discon-
nected from the narrative around them. As a consequence they may take on iconic status (Alberti, 2005)
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through deliberate intention, or by popular acclaim, as with the walrus at the Horniman Museum (2006) or
the Blue Whale model at the NHM, of through the lack of connection.

Objects do not tell their own story, especially when they become icons by default. When the narrative is the
story of life and its diversity, the exhibition of natural history specimens is problematic; the one thing that
qualifies a specimen to illustrate life is the one thing that they are singularly lacking - life.

The reconstructed plaster and metal skeleton of the giant sloth, Megatherium, isolated in gallery 30 of the
NHM is an example. Visitors are drawn to it, partly because it is unexpected. It plays no part in the narra-
tive presented by the reptiles on display alongside. But the museum is known for its dinosaur displays, mar-
keted repeatedly as the essence of a ‘good day out’ and promoted as icons. Unsurprisingly, visitors can be
overheard referring to Megatherium as a dinosaur, as they pose for their souvenir photos. ‘Large animal
skeleton’, has come to mean ‘dinosaur’, just as ‘hoover’ means ‘vacuum cleaner’. In part, Megatherium is
where it is because it did not fit into any exhibition scheme and cannot be dismantled without causing much
damage.

Authenticity in Experience

The exhibition of natural history specimens to enhance learning and understanding confers a particular
legitimacy and authenticity on them. But while the learning experience promotes one value other experi-
ences may confuse this. Hein (2000), speaking of newer approaches to display, states

Everyone loves dinosaurs...but if numbers are a clue, museum visitors are happy with cleverly
engineered models that roar and move as with the carefully researched and reassembled paleobi-
ological specimens found in traditional natural history museums.

And she notes that design and spectacle appear as central elements, sometimes pre-empting narrative order
for dramatic delivery. However, narrative order is not only pre-empted by spectacle, but spectacle can also
undermine authenticity. Numbers are not themselves a measure of quality.

Animatronic dinosaurs are the preeminent dramatis personae of the museum ‘great day out’. Elsewhere
experiences such as Weald & Downland Museum or Colonial Williamsburg place authenticity of object and
accuracy of use at the centre of their aims to give experience of history and custom. Beneath the theatricals
and boiled sweets, the aim is to convey knowledge rather than to create what Hein (2000) calls, the “self-
vindicating’ experience of the theme park. But there cannot be authenticity in the experience of a human
encounter with a dinosaur and, anyway, what experience do we wish the public to draw on to make sense of
this?

The diversity of messages now on offer in natural history museums can be seen as the antidote to the mu-
seum experience of yesteryear. But in the discordance created, this diversity may not be understood and the
‘experience’ of fantasy may distract from the rest.

Ethical perspectives

Since the objects displayed in natural history museums are not necessarily real but may be presented as
such, since they may disrupt and conflict with the intention to educate, and since the learning experience
may be reduced to a self-fulfilling TV reality show, the ethical dimension seems relevant.

Many museum organisations promulgate codes of ethics e.g. the International Council of Museums (ICOM,
2006), European Confederation of Conservator-Restorers' Organisations (E.C.C.O., 2002), and the Curators
Committee of the American Association of Museums (Curcom 1996); to be professional is, apparently, to
be ethical. Even the USA’s Central Intelligence Agency has an ethics programme, for which it was awarded
the Outstanding Ethics Program Award from the USA’s Office of Government Ethics. Clearly what is ethi-
cal - and professional — is not absolute or universal, and while “Ethics is about how we ought to
live” (Singer, 1994), ‘how’ and ‘ought’ allow considerable room for manoeuvre. Edson’s (1997) view that
public trust is the basis of museums, and upholding this is an ethical concern, is advanced by Sola (1997)
when he writes that the ICOM code of Professional Ethics could go beyond functional concerns by ‘stating
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that truth should be the basis of any message or image used’.

Museums do engage with the public on ethical issues. For example, they may justify their use of incomplete
or damaged specimens from the perspective of an ethical balance sheet. Drawing attention to the damage
that has occurred in the museum to the displayed taxidermy specimen, the museum expresses its concern for
wildlife conservation by rejecting the collection of a new specimen; no recently living creature was killed in
the making of this display

Conclusion

Assumptions are made about museums representing science: that they are truthful about their objects and
that these represent something authentic in their material, their message, and their experience. Perhaps this
is why the Museum of Jurassic Technology is so disconcerting; its authenticity comes from the sincerity
with which it welcomes the assumptions of its visitors.
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