
Barbara Fahs Charles, Staples & Charles, Ltd.: 
"Exhibition: Theatre of the Inanimate," 
published in Der Milde Knabe oder Die Natur eines Berufenen:  Ein wissenschaftlicher 
Ausblick, Oskar Pausch zum Eintritt in den Ruhestand gewidmet, Mimundus 9  
(Wien: Österreichisches Theater Museum, 1997) 
 
 

Page 1 of  1 

Exhibition: Theatre of the Inanimate 

 

Viewing museum exhibition, a nascent art, through the prism of theatre, an ancient 

one, is a useful way to understand the potential, often un-tapped, power of the 

exhibition medium.  Of all the arts that exhibition might be compared to, why 

theatre?  Despite one being “the lively art” and the other mostly inanimate, there is a 

parallelism of elements, form, talent, audience and goals between theatre and 

exhibition that is revealing.  

 

Exhibitions where artefacts are organised by theme or subject, as opposed to the 

display of individual artefacts in Kunstkammern and cabinets of curiosities, began in 

the 19th century, but have come of age only in the last few decades.1  Serious 

reviewing of exhibitions is even more recent and there is no consensus of critical 

criteria.  Theatre, however, has been analysed for over two thousand years.  The 

criteria that the Greek philosopher Aristotle established in “Poetics” provide a 

valuable framework not only for tragedy, but also for exhibition.2  Aristotle describes 

tragedy as “a representation of an action that is worth serious attention”.3  Is there a 

museum director that will not argue that his exhibitions are equally so deserving?   

Further, Aristotle states, all plays possess six dramatic elements that will determine 

their quality – plot, character, thought, diction, song and spectacle.4  Let’s look at 

each of these in the realm of exhibition. 

 

Plot.  Aristotle considered plot or action the most important element.  How a play 

develops – the imaginative structure – from beginning to end is the armature upon 

which all other elements are organised.  Equally, exhibitions must have a plot, a 

rhythm, a flow, from prologue to conclusion.  There should be points of intensity and 

points of reflection.  The context needs to be established and the characters 

introduced.  Relationships emerge.  Even tension and conflict are appropriate in 

many, if not most, exhibitions.  As in theatre, the plot of the exhibition is the 

underlying basis for sustaining the audience’s attention. 

 

                                                   
1 The Crystal Palace Exhibition in London in 1850 is often cited as the start.  At least in the 
United States the true beginnings are later, in the 1920s and 30s, with exhibitions at The 
Newark Museum and the Museum of Modern Art. 
2 “Poetics” is fragmentary and only Aristotle’s treatment of tragedy and epic poetry is 
preserved.  The translation used for this article is: T. S. Dorsch, Classical Literary Criticism 
(New York: Penguin Books, 1965). 
3 Ibid., 38-9. 
4 Ibid., 39. 
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Character.  The characters in a play move the plot forward.  In an exhibition, 

artworks, artefacts, scientific specimens, principles and people are the characters that 

advance the action.  These diverse objects5 are the most basic components of the 

exhibition vocabulary.  The goal is to give these objects voices, to create a dialogue 

among them and between the viewer and object.  Some objects inherently speak 

better than others.  Therefore the challenge to the exhibition “director” is similar to 

his stage counterpart: cast the characters carefully and block them properly; 

distinguish between the major characters that carry the action forward and the minor 

ones that add texture and context.  

 

Thought.  Aristotle described thought as where something is shown to be true or 

untrue.  Thought is also the general opinion being expressed.  Every exhibition 

conveys a point of view, not only by its commentary, but more directly by its 

selections and omissions.  A significant difference between theatre and exhibition is 

that theatre is usually based on the vision and viewpoint of one author, the 

playwright, or in a musical or opera, two, the composer and the librettist.  The 

authorship of an exhibition, especially larger ones that cross disciplines or seek to 

encompass diverse cultural perspectives, is often less clear and risks becoming 

muddled.  Still, the best exhibitions, whether the vision of an individual or 

committee, reflect a clarity of thought that the audience can readily understand.  

Susan Sontag has described Arthur Miller’s play “After the Fall” as being about “big” 

issues, but intellectually weak-minded, which “leads, as it always does, to moral 

dishonesty”.6  As museums increasingly become places for public dialogue about 

social issues, those organising such shows, and their funders, must understand the 

moral honesty required. 

 

Diction.  For Aristotle, the clothing of plot, character and thought in appropriate 

language is diction.7  Diction includes both the overall literary style of the drama, as 

well as the lines that shape the individual characters.  As a play moves from being a 

piece of literature to a performance, diction also includes the appropriate staging, 

acting, setting and costumes.  The literary opportunities of diction in an exhibition 

have barely been explored.  Scholarly style, combined with a current desire for 

                                                   
5 While technically these are not all objects, for lack of another unifying term “object” is 
used in this broad sense in subsequent text. 
6 Susan Sontag: Against Interpretation and Other Essays (New York: Anchor Books, 1990), 
141. 
7 Roger Fowler, ed.: A Dictionary of Modern Critical Terms (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1987), 60. 
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brevity, has tended to produce consistent, yet often staid, texts.  The expressive use 

of words should be considered a valued goal.8  Variety of style, rarely tested in 

exhibitions, may be a way to give the object/characters stronger voices.  Is there an 

exhibition equivalent of the Fool in “King Lear”?   

 

The staging of the exhibition together with details of three-dimensional and graphic 

design are all part of finding an appropriate visual diction or language.  As with 

words, exhibition design has tended toward a conservative, respectful middle 

ground.  But the museum equivalents of the austerity of Beckett or the frivolity of 

Moliere need to be considered.  The plot of individual exhibitions will determine how 

far this can or should be carried. 

 

Music.  In ancient Greece, music was thought to be a pleasurable addition to drama.  

In exhibitions today, music (sound) can be more than pleasurable, it can be a 

powerful component.  Museums are unique forums for engaging us, not only 

intellectually but at a sensory level.  Recordings, films, stories, textures, even foods 

and smells, should all be considered as artefactual evidence as significant as any 

traditional museum artwork or object for conveying the vibrancy of specific cultures 

and movements.  Unfortunately, this capacity to be comprehensive is rarely fully 

utilised either because of narrow divisions within the museum world (art, history, 

ethnography, natural sciences, literature, etc.) or the inherent limitations of 

presenting quality audio or video in combination with other materials in a gallery 

rather than in the controlled isolation of a performance hall.  Still to enjoy 

Romanticism through the poetry of Wordsworth, paintings of Turner and music of 

Beethoven or to savour Langston Hughes’ and Zora Neale Hurston’s writings with the 

rhythms of Eubie Blake’s piano would be an enriching experience.9  

                                                   
8 The Landesmuseum Joanneum has recently been exploring the power and poetry of 
words.  The author had the recent pleasure of working with scholars Peter Krenn and 
Leopold Toifl to develop “Zum Schutz des Landes”, the introductory exhibition for the 
Landeszeughaus in Graz, Austria.  At the suggestion of Barbara Kaiser, director of the 
Joanneum, poet Thomas Höft joined the team as the final texts were being crafted.  The 
resulting texts and captions have an elegant simplicity and scholarly accuracy that has 
been well received by school children and adults alike. 
9 Increasingly, to expand their audiences and to explore aspects of topics not easily 
conveyed within the confines of an exhibition, museums are developing related programs 
of films, performances, food festivals, discussions.  As the exhibition medium matures 
and technologies improve, more of these diverse elements should be collectively included 
within the exhibition as well as explored in special events.  “William Wordsworth and the 
Age of English Romanticism”, organised by Dove Cottage and Rutgers University, and 
designed by the author’s firm, came close to this multi-sensory goal.  It lacked music, but 
all visitors received an audio tour with sonorous readings of the key poems.  A 
combination of priceless manuscripts and major paintings, it was rejected by art 
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Spectacle.  Aristotle dismissed spectacle, the last of his six elements, as having the 

least to do with the playwright’s craft.  On today’s stage, where spectacle often 

suffices for substance, a return to more theatre and less theatrics may be in order.  In 

exhibitions, however, spectacle is only beginning to be utilized.  Settings or shock 

installations should be used cautiously.  There is always the risk of overwhelming the 

very artworks and artefacts that make the museum experience unique and the 

museum becoming a place where installation is more important than content.  Still, 

used eloquently, spectacle can add an important dimension for establishing mood or 

infusing drama.  The pile of empty shoes at the United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum in Washington DC is a powerful example of inanimate spectacle.  One pair 

wouldn’t make the point.  Hundreds do, and do it better than photographs of bodies 

discovered at the concentration camps, stacked like cord wood.  The photographs 

repulse as much as they fascinate.  The shoes invariably elicit a more thoughtful 

response.   

 
• • • • • • • • • • • • 

 

When the plays of Shakespeare were first published in one folio they were 

catalogued as comedies, histories and tragedies.10  While these traditional modes no 

longer neatly classify today’s theatre, they are useful for dividing exhibitions into 

broad categories that suggest their underlying intention.  If, when developing 

exhibitions the purpose is fully considered, then all of the parts can be carefully 

constructed to enhance the form.   

 

Comedy.  The exhibition parallel of comedy, which so relies on speed and pace and 

the parrying of words and actions, ranges from those shows organised to give pure 

pleasure to their audiences, to delight and amuse at every turn, the museum 

equivalent of “Midsummer Night Dream”, to those, such as “The Taming of the 

Shrew” which utilise more irony and bite to tell their stories.  Still, most museums, 

viewing themselves as institutions of education more than amusement, resist the use 

of wit and irony and parody unless it is inherent in the displayed objects. 

 

                                                                                                                                                      
museums as too literary and found a devoted audience at the New York Public Library, the 
University of Indiana and the Chicago Historical Society. 
10 Mr. William Shakespeare’s Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies (London: Jaggard & 
Blount, 1623), traditionally identified as “First Folio”. 
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History.  Museums that focus on history are the most numerous and typically cover a 

wide range of topics even when the context is local.  Rather than trying to be all 

encompassing, organisers of exhibitions should try to avoid epic structures and heed 

Aristotle’s advice that “plots must be of a reasonable length, so that they may be 

easily held in the memory. . . .  What is more compact gives more pleasure than what 

is extended over a long period”.11  If more of our history exhibitions could have a 

modicum of the power of “Henry V”, the museum-going public would be well 

served.   

 

Tragedy.  Most museums are inherently celebratory, not unlike Plato who would 

allow entry into his ideal Republic only “to the lyrical poet who will sing in praise of 

the gods and the virtues of good men”.12  In Shakespeare’s tragedies, however, it is 

the psychological flaws of the hero that give license to evil to prevail, bringing on 

disaster and destruction.  Tragedy in the museum context is almost never about the 

failings of an individual,13 but rather addresses the inhumanity of man against man.  

“Lest we forget” is the underlying message.  The obvious examples are museums 

about the Holocaust and exhibitions on slavery.  Yet, even these institutions, initiated 

and to a large extent funded by survivors and descendants of the victims, often 

communicate a secondary, celebratory “we are still here” message.   

 

Aristotle recognised another value of presenting tragedy that is directly applicable to 

museums – catharsis.14  When the Sixth Floor Museum opened in Dallas, Texas, there 

was a powerful cathartic release throughout the community as the citizens of Dallas 

publicly acknowledged the assassination of President John F. Kennedy.15  

 
• • • • • • • • • • • • 

 

                                                   
11 Dorsch, op. cit., 42, 75. 
12 Dorsch, op. cit., 12. 
13 One recently-built museum that had the subject matter for a Shakespearean-style 
tragedy is the Richard Nixon Library and Birthplace in Yorba Linda, California.  While the 
organisers, his long-time supporters and friends, privately called Nixon “the prince of 
darkness”, the public exhibitions are, not surprisingly, laudatory, what The Washington 
Post (10 August 1997) reports as a “masterstroke of marketing and spin”. 
14 Fowler, op. cit., 26. 
15 “A Chance to Grieve: Exhibits fill unmet need on JFK slaying anniversary” in The Dallas 
Morning News (22 November 1989) is one of many articles to recognise the cathartic 
value of The Sixth Floor Museum for the Dallas community.  For the author and others 
who worked on this project, the power of the response, locally and from visitors around 
the world, has been astounding. 
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Most of the behind-the-scene talents required to produce a play have clear equals 

within the museum world.  However, the counterpart of the most important 

position—director—is not so obvious, reflecting the inherent tension in producing an 

exhibition.   

 

Producer.  The theatre producer assembles the team, secures financial backing and 

has ultimate responsibility for the production.  The producer or producers may also 

be funders or “angels” as they are fondly called.  The museum director is the 

equivalent of the theatre producer.  The sponsors of the exhibition are similar to 

“angels” in theatre.  If they don’t response positively to the prospectus, with their 

chequebooks, the exhibition will never be produced. 

 

Production Manager.  The production manager’s match is the project manager or 

exhibition co-ordinator.  In both the theatre and the museum, this person is 

responsible for co-ordinating all of the elements needed to complete the intellectual 

and artistic product – play or exhibition – that others have created. 

 

Playwright.  The playwright or author sets the intellectual agenda.  In the museum 

context, this would typically be the curator.  But in an art exhibition, especially a one-

man show, it can be easily argued that this is the artist, or a combination of artist and 

curator.  For example, the public goes to see an exhibition of the work of Egon 

Schliele, much as it goes to see a new play by Athol Fugard, seeking to experience 

the artist’s or author’s vision.  While Fugard is often totally involved with how his 

plays are performed or “interpreted”,  Schliele’s work is organised and interpreted by 

someone else, the curator, who is generally unknown to the audience and often 

unacknowledged publicly by the museum.  Except where the artist has total control 

of the final exhibition, or when a single work of art is presented in a neutral space, 

every exhibition is an interpretation and collaboration (unwitting in many cases on 

the part of those who created the displayed art and artefacts) between the original 

makers and the exhibition developers.  

 

Technical Director.  In the theatre, the technical director is responsible for all of the 

physical aspects of the performance.  Typically, the set and costume designers, the 

lighting designer, technical engineers and the prop master work under the technical 

director.   For a museum show, his counterpart would be the designer.  Depending 

on the scale and complexity of the exhibition and the role of the curator, the work of 

the designer may require one person selecting colours and type styles, positioning 
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artworks and focusing lights, or a team of talents including three-dimensional and 

graphic design, lighting design and audio-visual production and engineering.  

Working under the technical director in the theatre is also a group of craftsmen who 

build the shows.  Similarly, the museum designer oversees the work of the 

fabricators. 

 

Director. Through his staging, his guidance to the actors and his challenges to the 

technical team, the director interprets the intentions of the playwright and shapes the 

production.  With the possible exception of the playwright, the director is the person 

who most affects the ultimate success of the performance and its artistic and 

intellectual merit.  Interestingly, this central position in the theatre is often 

unidentified in the museum.  The question of who is the director for an exhibition 

was not an issue until about thirty years ago.  Until then, and this is still true in many 

museums, the curator was essentially a one-man band, writing texts, selecting the 

artefacts, positioning them in the galleries and picking appropriate backdrops and 

colours.  If there was a designer, he functioned more as an interior decorator than as 

an intellectual partner.  Today, as exhibitions have become more sophisticated, there 

is need to recognise this responsibility.  Sometimes, a project director is officially 

designated.  Sometimes, the curator, by virtue of his subject expertise and possibly 

his securing of funding, is the official or un-official director.  Other times, especially in 

more complex exhibitions with myriad materials, the designer, through his ability to 

give unity and shape to diversity is the de-facto director.  One measure for analysing 

who is the director is to ask who directs the characters?  Who is bringing this variety 

of objects to life and establishing relationships among them?  Who decides which 

pieces go where and how they will be staged?  Who sets the overall intellectual and 

artistic tone and mood of the exhibition?   

 

When a new play is being produced for the first time, there is often a close 

collaboration between the author and the director.  And many times the play is 

considerably reworked between the first reading and opening night.  In the best of 

exhibition projects a similar relationship exists between the curator and the designer, 

as they work together to give physical substance to a work on paper. 

 
• • • • • • • • • • • • 

 

Shakespearean scholar S. Schoenbaum has written that “the plays which 

Shakespeare gave to his company found their fullest realisation not in the privacy of 
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the reader’s study, but in performance on the boards by actors for the applause of 

audiences experiencing the unique communal magic of live theatre”.16  What is the 

role of audience in the theatre of the inanimate? 

 

With the exception of the obligatory school tour, museum visits, like theatre 

performances, are leisure time activities, sometimes solo, but more typically social 

outings of couples, friends and families.  Entering the theatre and the museum is to 

go into another world, to leave one’s daily life elsewhere for a few hours.  A theatre 

audience of hundreds, if not thousands, arrives at virtually the same time and leaves 

together.  The pace, on which the audience response and success of the performance 

are so dependent, is established by the director and the actors.  Everyone is seeing 

the same play at the same time, reacting silently or fervently at the same points.  The 

communal magic is at work.   

 

In contrast, time in an exhibition is totally controlled by the audience and the magic is  

shared among small groups.  The visitor establishes the pace, lingering on some 

objects, walking past others, sharing commentary with a friend, explaining 

something to a child, seeing another visitor become totally engrossed and wondering 

what is so interesting.  The museum-goer will stay as long as he is engaged or has 

time available.   

The “willing suspension of disbelief” of theatre-goers and readers of fiction, 

however, is seldom applicable to the museum experience.  Here the visitor is an 

activist partner in the production, one who brings vast or little knowledge of the 

subject, who expects insight and truth, who comes to endorse or expand his 

understanding.   

 

Aristotle argues that poetry as it is concerned with universal truths is more worthy of 

serious attention than history which treats particular facts.17  Most museums are 

historic in nature: they collect, research and display artworks, artefacts and scientific 

specimens from the past, even if only yesterday.  The challenge to those of us who 

create exhibitions is to display not only the particularities of our subject matter, but 

also the universalities, to go beyond being historians, to be poets.  

 

Barbara Fahs Charles 

                                                   
16 S. Schoenbaum: Shakespeare, the Globe & the World (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1979), 179. 
17 Dorsch, op. cit., 44. 
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