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DIA Director Graham Beal
talks about the reinstallation.

QUESTION: What is the phi-
losophy behind the reinstal-
lation and reinterpretation
of the permanent collection? 

ANSWER: We’re trying to
be as unambigu-
ous as possible.
We’re focusing
on a single idea in
each gallery. We
have intelligent,
culturally inter-
ested people who
come to the mu-
seum who know
they’re not spe-
cialists. In our

visitor groups that we paired
with installation teams, we had
a ... a 25-year-old teacher who
said, “I don’t know how to look
at art and I want to learn.”
Without underestimating the
intelligence of the individual,
we’re trying to help them ex-
plore.

Q: How do you create that
kind of environment for peo-

ple without dumbing down
the museum or creating an
intrusive experience? 
A: It’s a question of nothing
more than judgment and bal-
ance. I happen not to want am-
bient music in the galleries.
What I think people can toler-
ate is someone sitting down at a
device for 2 or 3 minutes engag-
ing in an interactive event that
may create some noise that
some people might find dis-
tracting. I think people can put
up with that. 

You’re balancing engaging
people who feel they need that
against the individual who’s
confident enough in a tradition-
al museum to not want those
kinds of bells and whistles. But I
don’t want the equivalent of
flashing neon lights. 

The decision to put large la-
bels in prominent places is
something that might make
some people uncomfortable be-
cause we’ve taken a place that
otherwise might have gone to a
work of art. But our research

has shown us that if you put la-
bels where we’ve traditionally
put them, which is on a wall
where you have to turn left or
right to see it, 80% of the visi-
tors miss them. But if you put it
on a wall where they see it when
they come into a gallery, not
necessarily on the main sight
line but nearby, then you’re bal-
ancing their engagement
against a more prominent posi-
tion for a work of art.

Q: There are about a dozen

high-tech features, such as
video and countless low-tech
interpretive features like flip
labels and summary panels.
Some people think that’s go-
ing too far, especially video. 
A: I would disagree, but I have
to tell you, I was not at this level
of comfort when I started. Par-
ticularly that experience with
the visitors groups was trans-
formational — to see the won-
derful conundrum of intelligent
people who self-selected to
come to a museum and then try

to make sense of what to many
of them is an alien world.

Q: When you write wall text,
how do you engage nonspe-
cialists without ignoring aes-
thetics or art history?
A: Whatever people think of the
language we are using, every-
thing is designed to make peo-
ple look back at the work of art.
We don’t want people to look at
the painting, look at the label
and then leave. We want them
to look back at the work of art.
We feel passionately that we’re
trying to get people to enter the
work and give them the hooks
to allow them to do it.

Q: Can you speak to art ex-
perts and nonspecialists at
the same time?
A: It’s not very easy, but we’re a
lot better at it than we were sev-
en or eight years ago. We’ve
had a lot of practice in special
exhibitions. That’s really what
we’re doing here: creating spe-
cial exhibitions from our per-
manent collection. …

When I started this whole
project I said that I want the
collections to be heavily inter-
preted, but I want to make sure
that we retain the unmediated
experience for the knowledge-
able viewer. 
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A CLOSER LOOK: Most galleries will have at least one interpretive element to bring viewers closer to the art. French artist Nicolas Poussin’s mas-
terpiece “Selene and Endymion” is displayed next to a panel that decodes the Greek mythology and symbols at the heart of the painting. 
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