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Article 1: The distributed museum is already here 
by Ed Rodley  

 

The democratisation of gallery, library, archive and museum (GLAM) knowledge and 
cultural materials through the transformation of traditional museum practices, in 
particular, activities concerning audience accessibility and distributed authority within 
both the physical, and virtual institutional space is a contemporary subject of conjecture. 
Ed Rodley (2020, pp. 81-91), Associate Director of Integrated Media at Peabody Essex 
Museum, analyses in his book chapter ‘The Distributed Museum is already here it’s just 
not very evenly distributed’, two industry-sourced definitions of distributed museums by 
Proctor (2010), Balsamo and Bautista (2013), and the results of a Tate Britain study 
performed by Dewdney, Dibosa and Walsh (2013) designed to establish how digitisation 
affects museum activities.  Rodley (2020, pp. 81-91) explores several dialectic 
relationships defined by himself, Proctor, Balsamo, and Bautista regarding their potential 
for being crafted into a toolkit that could support museum practices and assist with the 
definition of what it means to be a 21st century museum.   

GLAM professionals face a number of challenges when designing a relevant distributed 
museum structure.  Rodley (2020, pp. 81-85) identifies these challenges to include 
knowledge, authority and cultural objects accessibility and dispersion, visitor 
engagement and the attraction of a wider and more diverse audience online, and in 
person.  Proctor’s distributed museum definition describes an idyllic virtual dreamscape, 
concerned only with audience agency and less with the content’s quality control; this is 
confirmed by the manner that Proctor prioritises conversations on content and 
community building online, that replaces traditional curators, creatives and philosophers 
with its audience (Rodley 2020, pp. 82-85).  Balsamo and Bautista’s empowering 
distributed museum model’s definition and practices places more emphasis on the 
delivery of content, knowledge, and experiences to its audience across all spaces, and 
not on authority (Rodley 2020, p. 83).  This model allows the museum to customise 
spaces, set their own limits, and craft individual artistic endeavours.  Elements of this 
model will be incorporated into the upcoming curatorial project.  Rodley notes that both 
models analysed share the priority of engagement with a wider and more diverse 
audience, on both a physical, and virtual basis (Rodley 2020, p. 85), however, both are 
antidotes to the subjective despondence felt by some GLAM professionals today.  

Rodley’s (2020, p. 85) analysis has revealed the current thought-leaders on the subject 
of how a museum in the 21st century should become a distributed entity, and more 
importantly on the subtle distinctions between their ideologies, that is, control.  The 
development of a museum practices framework, or a best practice guideline, that could 
be utilised by GLAM professionals to navigate the issues surrounding transitioning to a 
more distributed ethos, would be invaluable.   

The suggestion that Rodley (2020, p. 90) proposes for museums to view new projects as 
distributed museum experiments to manifest the distributed spaces, workplace cultures 
and the digital-savvy work force required, is one that all digital media professionals 
should acknowledge, and if implemented should characterise how a 21st century GLAM 
institution should operate and behave.  
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Article 2: Dark matter by Michael Peter Edson 

The advent of the internet and digitisation has exposed an underground of cultural 
activity, previously unseen, and perhaps unknown to museum professionals.  This vast 
virtual world holds an ever-increasing amount of culturally significant content and 
spotlights this content’s potential to be incorporated and appreciated within a more 
egalitarian distributed museum model.   

An article published online at Medium titled ‘Dark Matter: The dark matter of the 
internet is open, social, peer-to-peer and read/write – and it’s the future of museums’ 
on the 20th May 2014 by Michael Peter Edson (2014), co-founder of the Museum for the 
United Nations, explores a societal disconnect in how ‘culture’ is perceived by GLAM 
institutions, and the majority of their target audience.  Edson contends that this issue 
arises due to an inability to effortlessly measure the impact of cultural activity and 
debates a re-evaluation of what is considered to be a ‘culturally enriching’ memory 
institution, that is a space, exhibition, object or experience designed for a wider, and 
more diverse audience.  If this is done, a more tailored criteria will be derived that will 
match the people’s cultural needs and will encourage a greater amount of 
experimentation within a distributed museum, for example, the Rijksmuseum’s (2020) 
open licence collections.  Measurable statistics no longer dependent upon turnstile 
numbers, but within the underground internet via digital share and like statistics, could 
be collected. 

As Edson (2014) confirms, experimentation within exhibitions does occur but needs to 
be scaled up in both exhibition number and in experiencer size to satiate the needs of 
the culturally starved, and diverse masses.  He goes on to highlight that distributed 
memory institutions that are seen as open and prioritise legitimacy and new concepts; 
and who also promise a two-way empathic, and deferential relationship, for example, 
Proctor’s distributed museum model (2010), are what this ravenous crowd seeks. 

Another belief that Edson (2014) examines is that virtual experiences are not able to 
leave an impression on their audience when compared with a visitor’s physical reaction 
inside of a material exhibition.  A 2001 Smithsonian Institution Office of Policy and 
Analysis report refutes this argument as it found that more than fifty percent of those 
surveyed did not feel that an exhibition held inside a museum had met the museum-
based creative team’s learning goals.  Edson (2014) contemplates the irrepressible 
nature of this underground audience that generates its own cultural projects and its 
potential to supersede current GLAM institutions in relevance. 

The article’s main strengths include Edson’s use of both entertaining and educational 
examples, and his replacement of industry-specific terminology with plain English 
wording.  Both of these strengths will be incorporated into the upcoming curatorial 
project.   However, as his article is targeted at GLAM professionals the ideological nature 
of the conclusion that the entire industry is wrong on a stupendous scale, may not be 
received in a positive manner, limiting its circulation, and impact.  Consequently, this 
article helps to identify a need for research into an industry-wide metric that can 
measure virtual interactivity, usage, and cultural acceptance.  
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Coverpage photograph shows an exhibition space inside the Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville 
de Paris (Traub 2014), which contains a quote by author and motivational speaker Simon Senek 

(Fearless Motivation 2018). 
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