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Displaying Cultural Difference:
The North American Art Collections
at the Denver Art Museum

Erika Doss

Recently, paging through the Spring 1995
catalogue of new titles from Getty Trust
Publications, I came across a compelling

advertisement for a children's book called Make
Your Own Museum: An Activity Package for Chil-
dren. The catalogue blurb reads as follows: "This
interactive package for children, ages 6 to 12, leads
to their discovery of the pleasures and challenges of
collecting, sorting, trading, displaying, and caring
for objects. All the materials necessary to create a
small-scale model of three typical galleries are in-
cluded" (Belloli and Godard 1994).

The dust-jacket for this 30-page package (Fig-
ure 1), features a photo-montage of the various
Greco-Roman, Italian Renaissance, and modern
styles of architecture that have most frequently
been copied in the construction of "typical galleries"
from the Louvre and the Metropolitan Museum of
Art, to the Museum of Modern Art and the Whitney
Museum of American Art. It's a pictorial image that
nicely illustrates how many Western art museums,
visually and spatially, have traditionally subscribed
to the ceremonial architecture of other similarly de-
signed "temples, palaces, treasuries, and tombs,"
from the classical era to modern times (Duncan and
Wallach 1980:449). Until the later decades of this
century, art museums were deliberately designed to
look like the Parthenon or the Medici Palace, their
marbled exteriors thus asserting the same sort of
authority as that implied in buildings from ancient

Greece or Renaissance Europe. Art museums built
in the last half of the twentieth century, however,
have tended to be indistinguishable from the Inter-
national Syle or postmodern high-rises of corporate
America, architectural symbols of power and pres-
tige in an era of modern capitalism.

In addition to its pictorial presentation of these
authoritative styles of art museum architecture, the
cover of Make Your Own Museum also features five
children — three boys and two girls, from diverse
ethnic and racial backgrounds — holding onto and
closely peering over a large marble sculpture of a
Greco-Roman goddess. Perhaps unwittingly, the
picture on the front of this children's book evokes
the problems surrounding museum exhibitions and
collections today. Museums, like most of contempo-
rary public culture in America, are struggling to sur-
vive, to find support in the form of new audiences,
new publics. Hence, drawing on an image of racial
brotherhood not unlike that seen in "United Colors
of Benetton" advertisements of the early 1990s, the
picture that fronts Make Your Own Museum makes
the claim that today's art museums are user-
friendly environments with hands-on attitudes, up-
beat places that invite multicultural diversity and
youthful exploration.

But, this picture also shows what most art mu-
seums are more typically and universally concerned
with: the "collecting" and "displaying" of objects —
such as antique statues — deemed important and
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1. Cover, Make Your Own Museum: An Activity Package
for Children (Los Angeles: Getty Trust Publications,
1994).

perhaps priceless in the mainstream art world. Few
art museums encourage visitors to touch or physi-
cally interact with their collections, and certainly, no
art museum (not even the Getty!) allows school kids
to handle its precious, one-of-a-kind, ancient arti-
facts. Moreover, the object that these kids are han-
dling reveals the basic aesthetic, ideological, and
some would argue fetishistic, orientation of most art
museums, which is to perpetuate visual and histori-
cal traditions privileging Western civilization
(Sherman and Rogoff 1994).

In other words, despite the need to develop a
broader and more diverse public base, most art mu-
seums continue to carry the baggage of centuries-
old cultural, intellectual, and social assumptions
about what they are, what they do, and who they are
for. More often than not, those asssumptions are

linked to collection and display practices that up-
hold the conventional take on art history found in
textbooks by Janson and Gardner — where a
chronological look at Western art from the Parthe-
non to Picasso takes center-stage (Janson 1991,
Gardner 1991). Heightened interests in accommodat-
ing multicultural diversity—both in terms of audience
outreach and collections development and display —
are often undercut by the very stuff that art museums
own, and how those objects are exhibited.

Museums, Ivan Karp writes, possess the power
to "represent: to reproduce structures of belief and
experience through which cultural differences are
understood" (Karp 1992a: 1). Many American art
museums, by extension, tend to communicate mes-
sages of difference which support dominant (West-
ern) cultures and marginalize others, and this is
inherent in the way they are fundamentally organ-
ized and considered. The Denver Art Museum,
founded in 1893, is no exception. The primary art
museum between Kansas City and the West Coast,
the museum features the largest holding of North
American art in the thirteen-state Rocky Mountain
region. This particular collection is two-fold, con-
sisting of nineteenth and twentieth century Euro-
pean-American paintings and sculptures of the
American West, and a sizable collection of North
American Indian art dating mostly to the later dec-
ades of the nineteenth century.

This essay offers a close visual examination of
this typical art museum and its collection and pres-
entation of North American art. A particular con-
cern is the visual impact, and hence the social and
cultural meaning, that the Denver Art Museum's
displays and art exhibitions have on their audi-
ences. Inside the museum, boundaries and borders
have been drawn, with certain exhibitions and in-
stallations clearly sanctioned as superior to others.
On some floors, for instance, displays are oriented
toward adult viewers; on others, they are more ap-
parently directed toward an audience of school-chil-
dren. The fact that the objects intended for adults
are considered "fine art" and those aimed at children
have been traditionally defined by historians, an-
thropologists, and museum curators as "ethno-
graphic" craft, and that crossover between the two
groups is almost completely absent, tends to suggest
the biases at work in the visual and material envi-
ronment of the Denver Art Museum. As such, this
environment provides fertile ground for an investi-
gation of how museums shape our attitudes not only
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about material objects, or works of art, but about
ourselves.

The Denver Art Museum
The neo-medieval fortress that is the Denver

Art Museum, designed in the late 1960s by Italian
architect Gio Ponti, stands at the southern edge of
Denver's downtown (Figure 2). With a facade
sheathed in some one million silvery-gray glass
tiles, the twin towers of the seven-story structure
loom over the few acres that remain of Denver's
homage to the grand designs of the Gilded Age.
Across the street is Civic Center Park, a large grassy
common featuring bronze statues of famed Col-
oradans, a few rows of classical columns, and an
open-air auditorium outfitted in white marble. The
pastoral elegance of the park sharply contrasts with
the 'art brut' look of the museum, which Ponti de-
signed in accordance with a blunt and bare, and
briefly popular, style of modern minimalist architec-
ture called New Brutalism. Indeed, the museum's
stark exterior is sparingly dotted with only a hand-
ful of baffled windows and a few sliver-thin openings
"reminiscent of gun-ports" (Krakauer 1993:97).

The doorway into this citadel of art is equally
disquised, and entrance is gained only after crossing
through an elliptically designed steel-tube draw-
bridge. Despite its nomenclature as a public temple
of art, the Denver Art Museum's menacing exterior
may do more to keep people out than invite them in:
occasionally, visitors even mistake the art museum
for some sort of inner-city government center, or jail.
Critics Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach write that
by "performing the ritual of walking through the
museum, the visitor is prompted to enact and
thereby to internalize the values and beliefs written
into the architectural script" (Duncan and Wallach
1980:450-51). The Denver Art Museum's fortress
facade clearly articulates the museum's hierarchi-
cally determined display of art inside, and thus the
cultural and social meaning of that art, and the
meaning of the museum experience, for the average
visitor.

As products of the Age of Enlightenment, like
hospitals, prisons, and public schools, art museums
such as the Louvre and the Dresden Gallery were
originally organized in the late eighteenth century
to help modern audiences "understand" Western
history as a continuous and unproblematic stream
of objects, each a formal or conceptual advance from
the art of the preceding era (Presziosi 1993). The

2. Denver Art Museum, exterior view.

Denver Art Museum's approach is no different. The
guide to the collections states that the museum's
policy "for the past half-century has been to build a
collection representative of all major periods and
cultures in the history of art in the belief that resi-
dents of the Rocky Mountain region should have the
opportunity to understand and enjoy and course of
world culture through the visual arts" (Dnever Art
Museum 1981:5). From Paris to Denver, then, the
typical public art museum has been constructed as
a kind of three-dimensional Encyclopaedia Brit-
tanica, a compendium of the aesthetic highlights of
what was construed as an increasingly progressive,
or civilized, Western world. Any discussion of how
art museum objects were actually acquired — as
booty taken from invaded and conquered lands, or
as tribal trophies "given" to missionaries and an-
thropologists — was studiously avoided in defer-
ence to a seamless art historical narrative that
celebrated imperialism by dazzling spectators with
vast and splendid displays. As contemporary Afri-
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can-American artist and museum critic Fred Wilson
explains, "The aesthetic environment of the art mu-
seum anesthetizes the historic" (Wilson 1994).1

Providing exactly this kind of sweeping and un-
mediated art historical overview, the Denver Art
Museum is a prime example of what Duncan and
Wallach termed the "universal survey museum." In
a seminal 1980 essay examining how "the museum's
ensemble of art, architecture, and installations
shapes the average visitor's experience," they as-
sessed how art museums, as social institutions, con-
vey particular values and beliefs. Merging art
historical and anthropological methodologies in a
critical analysis of the visual and spatial environ-
ments of prominent art museums in Europe and the
United States, Duncan and Wallach drew attention
to the social and ritualistic significance of the mod-
ern museum. Physically, art museum visitors leave
the real world behind when they enter the corporeal
world of pictures and sculptures. Yet, art museums
attempt to normalize any disorientation their over-
whelming spaces may have for their guests by pro-
viding a holistic narrative, a survey, of art from the
classical past to the contemporary present. "Uni-
versal survey museums such as the Metropolitan,"
write Duncan and Wallach, "claim the heritage of
the classical tradition for contemporary society and
equate that tradition with the very notion of civili-
zation itself. In this type of museum, the visitor
moves through a programmed experience that casts
him in the role of an ideal citizen—a member of an
idealized 'public' and heir to an ideal, civilized past"
(Duncan and Wallach 1980:448, 451-52; Duncan
1991).

In the past several decades, art museums have
increasingly attempted to reckon with the biases
inherent in Enlightenment Age pronounciations of
Western progress and superiority. The Denver Art
Museum's stated mission is "to enrich the lives of
Colorado residents through: The acquisition, pres-
ervation, and presentation of art works in both the
permanent collection and temporary exhibitions;
and, the development of exemplary educational and
scholarly programs to support these works." Cou-
pled with these goals are the museum's declared
interests in ethnic pluralism:

The ethnic minority audience in Denver is ex-
tremely important to the museum. In 1989,
under the direction of Lewis Sharp, the museum
initiated a major community partnership cam-
paign designed to build a long-term relationship

with these communities. The museum has
hired a Hispanic community liaison, instituted
outreach programs, initiated cooperative pro-
gramming with the Denver Indian Center, and
has built the cultural interests of the communi-
ties into the special exhibit program and related
interpretive programs. Over the last three
years major shows have included Chicano Art:
Resistance and Affirmation, 1965-1986,1 Dream
a World: Portraits of Black Women Who
Changed America, and Contemporary Navajo
Weaving: The Gloria F.Ross Collection of the
Denver Art Museum (Denver Art Museum
1994).

Still, despite these laudable efforts and exhibi-
tions, the Denver Art Museum's permanent displays
reinforce the limitations inherent in the universal
survey approach to museum collections. Such ten-
sions between what the museum presents, and what
it claims it wants to be, become especially apparent
in its treatment of North American art.

At the Denver Art Museum, symbols and rituals
of civilization and citizenship are first announced in
the combined information booth, bookstore, and
cafeteria area that greets visitors after they cross
the museum's drawbridge entry. To the right of this
gleaming, white-floored entranceway is a fairly
large anteroom centered with a computer kiosk and
several video monitors which offer museum visitors
access to collection and exhibition information. Also
in this area are the two elevators and the staircase
that provide the primary means for traveling up and
down the museum's remaining floors. The immedi-
ate impression made by this modern version of the
Great Hall is that of a shopping mall; not surpris-
ingly, art museums have increasingly adopted those
spatial designs and commercial features most fa-
miliar to their public culture audiences. Today, the
most common visual construction for the typical
survey museum, then, is that of the modern market-
place, a place generally friendly and accessible to
contemporary (monied) citizens. Indeed, on some
occasions over the past few years, the Denver Art
Museum has featured a shiny new car on its en-
trance sidewalk, complete with its own label detail-
ing sticker price and dealership information.
Obviously attentive to the commercial expectations
of modern consumers, administrators and designers
at the Denver Art Museum have carefully manipu-
lated the image they want their museum to initially
have on their visitors. On the other hand, despite
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the mandate stated above, their attentiveness to
cultural pluralism is not so readily apparent.

Inside the museum, the survey of art history is
carried out in a deliberate six floor progression. It
seems obvious that traveling and temporary exhib-
its should be seen on the first floor, where visitors
who have come for special shows can be most effec-
tively directed — first, to look at the the art and
second, to visit the museum store or cafeteria. It
makes further sense that contemporary art dating
to the last several decades is also shown on the mu-
seum's first floor, as these objects and exhibits are
constantly being rearranged and re-installed in def-
erence to changing art world standards and tastes.
What is less clear, however, is the distribution of the
permanent collections on the remaining floors of the
museum. American Indian art, for instance, is
viewed on the mezzanine level and the third floor.
The museum's sizeable collection of Pre-Columbian,
Latin American, and Southwestern art is seen on
the fourth floor. Asian art is displayed on the fifth
floor. European art from the Italian Renaissance
through the modern era, and Anglo-American art
from the late eighteenth through mid-twentieth
centuries, is displayed on the top floor — the pinna-
cle — of the museum. Information booth volunteers
and museum guards often advise guests to start
their visit on the sixth floor, and work their way
down the art museum through "all that other stuff."
How "all that other stuff is exhibited, in particular
the "stuff of North America, seems to suggest the
ideological and political bias of the institution.

Displaying Cultural Difference
Articulating a cosmopolitan take on culture, sci-

ence, art and humanism, the Denver Art Museum
shares the general characteristics, as James Clif-
ford lists them, of other major, or "majority" muse-
ums:

1) the search for the T êst' art or most 'authentic'
cultural forms; 2) the interest in exemplary or
representative objects; 3) the sense of owning a
collection that is a treasure for the city, for the
national patrimony, and for humanity; and 4)
the tendency to separate (fine) art from (ethno-
graphic) culture (Clifford 1991:225).

On the sixth floor, then, the best of the West
consists of painted landscapes by acclaimed Ameri-
can artists such as Albert Bierstadt and Thomas

Cole. On the mezzanine and third floors, authentic-
ity is emphasized in the juxtaposition, for instance,
of nineteenth century totems and huge period pho-
tographs establishing their provenance. Art instal-
lations in both areas proclaim the exemplary status
of the displayed objects: valuable products of genius
on the sixth floor; tribal trophies on the mezzanine
level and third floor.

The Denver Art Museum's holdings of North
American Indian art now account for almost half of
the museum's entire inventory (some 40,000 ob-
jects). The collection was instigated at the turn of
the century by local heiress and painter Anne
Evans, who termed her acquisitions "barbaric art."
"Evans only collected something if she thought it
was beautiful," longtime Native Arts curator Rich-
ard Conn remarked in 1993. "And she communi-
cated her enthusiasm for the best Native American
and Hispanic art to her friends, and inspired them
to start collecting with a discriminating eye as well"
(Krakauer 1993:98-99). Denver's was apparently
America's first art museum to recognize the aes-
thetic merits of "primitive art," establishing a De-
partment of Indian Art in 1925 that aimed at
housing, cataloguing, and displaying Native Ameri-
can art "as art rather than anthropological artifact."
In 1936, Evans donated her huge collection of
American Indian and Spanish Colonial art to the
museum, and subsequent major gifts and donations
have secured the museum's reputation as one of the
leading repositories of Native American and New
World art. As the following paragraph from a 1981
history of the museum reveals, collection manage-
ment practices have especially centered on creating
a treasure house of Native American masterworks:

In its quality and depth, the Plains Indian col-
lection is without peer, but masterpieces are a
commonplace in other areas of the collection as
well. Housed in a specially designed section of
the mezzanine, the Northwest Coast display
features two rare house partitions from the
Alaskan Tlingit — a pair of superb Raven
screens of fluid, dynamic design and the famous
Shakes family Grizzly Bear screen, awesome in
its size and symmetrical, massive image. In
the 1950s the department's fine Southwest
holdings were enriched by a large group of
Navajo textiles . . . This gift brought to Denver
several of the world's foremost Classic blankets,
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3. The sixth floor of the Denver Art Museum, with attentive visitors ("strollers") viewing works by nineteenth-century
American Western artists such as Bierstadt, Russell, and Remington.

including the well-known Sheridan blanket
(Denver Art Museum 1981:65-66, 119).2

Director of the Denver Art Museum, Lewis
Sharp, formerly a curator at the Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art, views the entire musem as a local and
national treasure. He especially lauds, however, the
museum's collection of American Indian and West-
ern art. In a 1993 Smithsonian article which paid
tribute to the museum on its 100th anniversary,
Sharp said:

People are drawn to the Denver Art Museum in
large part to see the art of the American West.
And they are not disappointed. At the Met, in a
certain sense we tried to remake the Louvre.
Here at the Denver Art Museum, in marked
contrast, we're emphatically American. We
have a wonderful European collection, a very
fine Asian collection, but when it comes to the
arts of the Americas, boy oh boy, we've got it in

spades! Denver's collections of Native Ameri-
can art, Pre-Columbian art and Spanish Colo-
nial art are among the finest in the world
(Krakauer 1993:98).

Local boosterism aside, the differentiation be-
tween the displays of "art of the American West" and
Native American "collections" reveals the Denver
Art Musuem's retention of a Louvre-like model
which tends to separate fine art from ethnographic
objects. Despite curatorial intentions to exhibit In-
dian art as "art," the manner in which the museum's
vast holdings of Native American effigy pots, quilled
boxes, carved figurines, masks, rattles, cradles,
dolls, baskets, totems, bowls, and baskets are actu-
ally displayed suggests the retention of an anthro-
pological and ethnographic perspective.

On the sixth floor of the Denver Art Museum,
polished parquet floors, plush area carpets, maroon
walls, and soft lighting lend a reverential tone to
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4. The third floor of the Denver Art Museum, showing the display of "Intermontane" works of art by American Indian
artists,

intimate galleries where large, gilt-framed oil paint-
ings by Bierstadt and Charles Russell share space
with such bronze sculptures as Frederic
Remington's The Cheyenne (Figure 3). Labels cen-
ter on the individual authorship of each object and
provide minimal information: name of the artist, ti-
tle and date of the work, museum accession number.
Emphasis is on visual awe; indeed, the installation
is oriented toward viewers who want to look, and
who presumbably already know what they are look-
ing at. Displays seem permanent, lending the space
— and the art — an aura of authority and stability.
Security is dense. Visitors who want to talk are en-
couraged to do so in a separate room near the eleva-
tors called the Browsing and Video Lounge, an area
replete with overstuffed sofas and coffee-table sized
art books and catalogues. This, as the sign marking
the entrance to the comfortable, sequestered, and

generally silent sixth floor announces, is The Betsy
Magness Gallery of Western Art and American Art

Layout and installation are markedly different
in the museum's display of American Indian art,
which is organized and exhibited in terms of specific
North American geographical location and tribal af-
filiation. On the mezzanine level, the art of the
Nootka, Kwakiutl, Haida, and Tlingit peoples of the
Northwest Coast is displayed, while the third floor
features the art of other North American tribes (Fig-
ure 4). In contrast to the intimacy and coherence of
the sixth floor, the spatial configuration throughout
these two floors is fairly ambiguous, and often con-
fusing. There are no permanent walls dividing the
third floor's loft-like expanse, and the number of
niches and pockets that are used as partitions ren-
der its overall organization fragmented and mud-
dled. While this kind of layout may avoid the linear
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(or survey) ambience projected on the sixth floor, it
also lends a tone of temporality and impermanence,
and hence an aura of unimportance and powerless-
ness, to the installations and to the art.

On both floors of North American Indian art,
wall-to-wall grey carpeting, low display areas about
sixteen inches off the ground, bright flourescent il-
lumination, maps, photographs, and large-type ex-
planatory panels render an educational and
ethnographic — not aesthetic — tone. Each geo-
graphical region and tribe is introduced, for exam-
ple, via huge, uncaptioned, black and white
reproductions of nineteenth century photographs.
Framing the entrance areas on the mezzanine level
are two gigantic photos, one a picture of Northwest
Coast harpooners and the other showing the origi-
nal coastal village context for the Tlingit house
screen prominently featured on this floor.

The urge to prop American Indian art with such
ethnographic information extends, as well, to the
heavily interpretative manner in which objects are
labeled. One label copy reads, for example:

Portrait Mask, Mid-19th Century Haida
The mask represents a European ship captain
and was probably worn at potlatch dances.

Despite the abiding continuity of many Native
American cultural practices, labels used throughout
these installations place the art, and hence Ameri-
can Indians, firmly in the historical past, with no
link to the art and society of today. And such label-
ing clearly has an impact on broader cultural mis-
conceptions of contemporary Native American
invisibility. A recent description of the Denver Art
Museum in a United Airlines magazine, for exam-
ple, explained that "Denver was founded in 1859 on
the site of an American Indian encampment, so it's
appropriate that the museum would house one of
the country's largest collections of Indian art. Wan-
der through the third-floor galleries . . . for an over-
view of the native cultures that once flourished
here" (Brown 1995:60). The absence of art museum
information referencing the political and cultural
circumstances of nineteeth century Native Ameri-
can disappearance, and twentieth century survival,
thus leads audiences to these sorts of reductive con-
clusions. Further, if labels on the museum's sixth
floor emphasize artistic autonomy, those used on the
floors of American Indian art center on tribal affili-
ation and rarely recognize the contribution, or pres-
ence, of a single artist. Even when the names of

individual artists are known — often you can see
them penciled onto the sides of various objects —
they are usually omitted from label copy and other
forms of signage.

Faceless gray mannequins wearing tribal cos-
tumes, ranging from figures representing Great
Lakes Indians to tableaus including Plains ponies,
are scattered throughout both floors. While some
Native American art objects have been placed in
plexi-glass boxes, most are displayed unprotected,
clustered together and overlapping on crowded for-
mica shelves (Figure 5). Probably cued by the flea-
market look of the overall installation, one cynical
observer was overheard saying, "It makes me want
to pull out my VISA card and say 'I want this and
this and this'."3 Still, despite the plethora of physi-
cally accessible and manifestly tactile objects, secu-
rity is less intimidating on the floors displaying
American Indian art. The meandering spaces are
usually full, too, especially with boisterous groups
of children on school field trips who make extensive
use of the puzzles, Eye Spy games, coloring books,
and other "active-learning" materials provided by
the museum's acclaimed education department.

"The Denver Art Museum is respected far and
wide for having the most innovative department of
museum education in the United States," writes Jon
Kraukaer. "Telltale signs of the educators' handi-
work (Krakauer 1993:99)" are particularly evident
in the museum lobby's Kids Corner, where children
can construct Pre-Columbian jaguar masks from
paper kits, or color large sheets to look like Navajo
weavings. Several of the extremely popular "Satur-
days for Families" programs sponsored recently at
the museum have concentrated on American Indian
and Southwestern art, tempting children (ages 5 to
9) to "Try your hand at retablo painting after a visit
to our New Mexican folk art collection," and "Design
a patchwork wall hanging with inspiration from
Seminole clothing on the American Indian floor." In
a corner of the museum's third floor, museum edu-
cators have shaped a small lounge area with child-
sized chairs and tables. Here, a variety of children's
books on Indian life and art are available, along with
several different video-tapes on Native artists and
rituals. The third floor, as a sign hidden between a
window and a display of Plains Indian hide paintings
tells us, is named The L. D. and Ruth Bax Gallery.

This quick overview lends the following obser-
vations. The intended audience for The Betsy Mag-
ness Gallery of Western Art and American art, on
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5. The "market-place" mode of displaying American Indian art, third floor, Denver Art Museum.

the sixth floor of the Denver Art Museum, is pre-
sumed to be sophisticated, well-educated, and adult.
In the parlance of museum professionals, they are
"strollers," or viewers who spend time engaging
with and absorbing exhibitions. By contrast, on the
mezzanine level and third floor of the museum, the
assumption is that viewers know little or nothing
about American Indian art; they are "streakers" who
"roller-skate" through exhibits. Based on the pre-
ponderance of active-learning tools and the market-
place mode of display on these floors, it is further
presumed that the audience for these collections
consists mainly of children, or child-like consumers,
who must be grabbed or hooked with exhibits that
aim at cultural education through showmanship
and salesmanship (Perin 1992:184-86). Both floors
certainly feature beautiful objects of significant cul-
tural importance, but those on the sixth floor are
treated as autonomous works of fine art, while those
on the mezzanine and third floors are viewed as

ethnic crafts and are honed by a curatorial insis-
tence on interpretation that suggests that Native
American art cannot stand alone. Linking fine art
with adults, and ethnic artifacts with children, the
Denver Art Museum hierarchically configures both
its displays and their presumed audiences.

While numerous surveys have been conducted
about audiences and their reactions and expecta-
tions within art museum spaces it seems that cura-
tors and administrators neither fully, nor
collectively, understand their audiences. Elaine
Heumann Gurian, a museum professional for some
twenty years, admits that museum producers often
"consciously or unconsciously impose learning im-
pediments in our exhibitions for some members of
our current and potential audiences." She contin-
ues:

We do so because we possess unexamined be-
liefs about our visitors' capacity to learn and
because we want them to act in a style that
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reinforces our notions of appropriate audience
behavior. We continue to do so regardless of our
exposure to countervailing theories about learn-
ing or examples of experimentation in exhibi-
tions. We design evaluation tools that measure
only those things we wish the audience to learn
rather than those the audience is actually learn-
ing. We espouse the goals of enlarging our audi-
ences to include underserved populations and
novice learners, and yet we continue not to ac-
comodate them: we demand that they accomo-
date us and then wonder why they do not visit
our galleries (1991:176).4

The prevailing museum-audience problem at
the Denver Art Museum stems from these unexam-
ined beliefs, in particular, the dichotomy between
the audience assumed for Western Art and Ameri-
can Art on the sixth floor, and that assumed for the
exhibitions of Native American art. If the Native
American art installations at the Denver Art Mu-
seum are more clearly oriented to social interaction,
those featuring European-American and Western
art encourage personal contemplation. While there
is nothing wrong with having a variety of visual and
spatial experiences in any art museum, the museum
fails to perceive the manner in which audiences re-
ceive and react to cues about how to act, and what
to think, during their entire two or three hour visit
to the art museum. Dissonance between those cues,
from the sixth floor and then on down throughout
the rest of the museum, leads audiences to develop,
or expand upon, stereotypes and assumptions about
cultural difference, and cultural authority.

The museum also fails to recognize how audi-
ences manufacture their own meanings during art
museum visits. Cultural anthropologist Constance
Perin observes that "the relationship between exhi-
bitions and what audiences carry away is not linear,
but rather is complexly mediated by myriad factors,
not least of which are audiences' repertoires of prior
knowledge, semantic systems, and interpretative
frames. To reduce these to their lowest common de-
nominators (in concert with much of the mass me-
dia) . . . stereotypes, patronizes, and impoverishes"
(1992:184). The museum-audience relationship is
clearly more nuanced than museum professionals
imagine. Museum professionals fail to recognize
that the relationship between art museums and
their audiences is driven by viewer stereotypes
about the social and cultural significance of art and

artifact, stereotypes that are generally well in place
before visitors ever set foot in the museum. Rou-
tinely educated about art and culture by Discovery
Channel specials on Native peoples, and by Time
magazine or Artnews articles on artists and the art
market, audiences carry these bits of information
into the art museum. Trained to treat ethnic art as
hand-crafted collectibles, and oil paintings as rare
and prestigious examples of 'real' art, audiences
bring those biases with them — whether they are
"strollers" or "streakers." And the Denver Art Mu-
seum fosters those biases in the manner in which it
differently displays the art and culture of North
America.

In just a few floors, the museum does what
whole art museums have traditionally done to rein-
force notions of cultural difference. Indian activist
and museum professional Rick Hill writes: "In New
York, Indian art is shown at the Heye Foundation,
not at the Museum of Modern Art. At the Smith-
sonian, Indian art is found in the Natural History
Museum, not the National Gallery. It is artistic
apartheid by the cultural institutions of America"
(1992). Separating the culture, and the cultural ex-
periences, of North America, the Denver Art Mu-
seum reinforces an Eurocentric view of culture that
separates, and places particular values, on fine art
and ethnographic artifacts. There is no negotiation
between the floors, which are seemingly as bordered
as warring nation-states. Their only common
thread is that both feature the art of the dead: ethnic
curios of peoples whose culture has passed on the
mezzanine level and third floor; the individual pre-
cursors of modernism on the sixth floor.

But living artists are also separated at the Den-
ver Art Museum. In 1993, two temporary exhibi-
tions were featured on the museum's first floor:
"First Sightings: Recent Modern and Contemporary
Acquisitions," and "Into the Forefront: American In-
dian Art in the 20th Century." The sculptures,
paintings, and ceramics of acclaimed Native Ameri-
can artists working today, such as James Luna,
Edgar Heap of Birds, and Diego Romero, were dis-
played in the Indian art exhibit. Romero's ceramic
bowls detail his satirical gloss on Mimbres and
Pueblo pottery traditions and his obvious attention
to salient issues of contemporary Native American
identity and self-determination. The Drinker, for
example, features a loin-clothed native drinking a
bottle under storm clouds, while sitting on a mound
of buried pottery shards and a skull. Another of
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Romero's black-on-white bowls, Coyote and the Dis-
ciples of Vine Deloria, whose title references the re-
nowned Indian author of Custer Died for Your Sins:
An Indian Manifesto (1969) and God is Red (1973),
depicts two machine-gunned Indians riding in a car
with the trickster figure Coyote.

Works by similarly politicized non-Indian art-
ists, such as General Idea, David Hammons, and
Fred Wilson, were placed in the museum's "First
Sightings" exhibition of contemporary art. Wilson,
an astute cultural critic who worked in the 1970s at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the American
Museum of Natural History as an educator, prepa-
rator, curator, and guard, utilizes those insider ex-
periences in a series of mock installations
addressing "how museums consciously or unwit-
tingly reinforce racist beliefs and behavior" (Stein
1993:110). Wilson's 1992 sculpture Untitled (Atlas),
features a plaster figure whose back is weighed
down with a pile of art history tomes like The Great
Masters and Janson's History of Art, and who stands
firmly atop another text titled African Art. In terms
of political and cultural commentary, and aesthetic
punning, there are dramatic similarities between
Wilson and Romero. But in these two recent exhi-
bitions at the Denver Art Museum, their art was
separated and viewed differently. Making distinc-
tions between what is modern and what is not, the
museum thus implied that contemporary American
Indian artists were only in the forefront of their own
ethnicity. Indian artist Jimmie Durham escaped
such racial typecasting and crossed-over into the
contemporary exhibit with a biting sculptural piece
from 1992 (also untitled), but only because he has
adamantly refused to subscribe to the authenticity
of tribal affiliation as implemented in the 1990 In-
dian Arts and Crafts Act (Shiff 1992, Fine 1994).

Lewis Sharp's obvious commitment to close col-
laboration between in-house curators and educators
clearly informs the Denver Art Museum's new in-
stallations of Pre-Columbian, Spanish Colonial, and
Asian art, and provides a dramatic contrast with the
manner in which North American art is exhibited.
Dismayed by a recent Getty report that revealed
that "many people were dissatisfied with their visits
to American museums [and] that if we had been try-
ing to sell a product, we would have long since gone
out of business (Krakauer 1993:102)" Sharp made
the decision to more closely integrate the design and
display ideas of both education and curatorial staff
during the museum's 100th anniversary renova-

tion, which included re-installing its collections of
New World (Pre-Columbian and Spanish Colonial)
and Asian art. (The Native American galleries were
not included in these re-installations.)

The objects that fill these redesigned galleries
on the fourth and fifth floors are given plenty of
visual breathing room and are accompanied by dis-
creet yet detailed labels that generally do not com-
pete with the art. Additional opportunities for
visitors to access collection information are pro-
vided on wooden paddles surreptitiously tucked into
hidden slots throughout the galleries, and in video
lounges and reading areas featuring materials for
both children and adults. Further, the museum's
vast collection of Pre-Columbian objects, which in-
cludes hundreds of ceramics and stone carvings
from the Olmec, Zapotec, Colima, Veracruz, Mayan,
and Aztec cultures, is almost entirely displayed in a
series of glass cases which, in their cumulative
drama and grandeur, manage to completely avoid
the marketplace ambience of the Native American
installations on the floors below. The overall im-
pression of these newly refurbished galleries is one
of splendour and accessibility. Spaces and experi-
ences for private contemplation, art education, and
social interaction, for "strollers" and "streakers," are
all provided; an emphasis on plural interpretations
means that no single experience takes precedence
over another (Luke 1992:3). On these floors the art
of non-Western and minority cultures is treated
with visual and cultural complexity, and the mu-
seum's collusion with ethnographic stereotyping is
curtailed.

How, then, can we re-imagine the Denver Art
Museum's presentation and display of its North
American art collections? Recognizing that the mu-
seum is inherently limited by funding, by the space
it inhabits, by the objects it owns, and by precon-
ceived audience bias, how can Denver Art Museum
curators, educators, and administrators de-territo-
rialize installations that are bordered, binary, and
hierarchical?

Re-Visualizing the Denver Art Museum:
Some Ideas

Many see the "mixing it up" strategy of multicul-
turalism as an answer to museum monocultural-
ism. But pluralism alone cannot counter the
perspective of the dominant culture and, in particu-
lar, art museum insistence on cultural difference.
As artist Jean Fisher notes, the inclusion of ethnic
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artists in the New Museum's 1990 "Decade Show"
in New York, simply bolstered the sense in which
multiculturalism is increasingly viewed as "a new
variant of 'assimilation' — a means by which the
mainstream incorporates diverse cultural perspec-
tives, without essentially relinquishing control"
(Fisher 1992:45). Thus, if Denver Art Museum cu-
rators were to install a Plains Indian warshield next
to an oil painting by George Catlin, it would prob-
ably only reinforce distinctions between craft and
art and situate the Native American object as an
illustrational prop in the art historical under-
standing of Catlin's nineteenth century Western
pictures. By extension, Jimmie Durham's cross-
over into contemporary art in the above-noted "First
Sightings" exhibition, may have ultimately only re-
inforced how the Denver Art Museum actually man-
ages cultural difference. By being shown in the
contemporary exhibit, rather than in the show fea-
turing modern Indian artists, Durham became a
contemporary artist, but was also thoroughly de-ra-
cialized.

Many Native American museum professionals
argue that exhibitions and installations of Indian
art must be recast to embody salient Native ideas
regarding cultural identity and practice. Critic Dan
Agent explains that the notion of a distinct and
autonomous category of art is a Western concept,
whereas in Native cultures "art, life and spirituality
were and are inseparable" (Agent 1994:46). By ex-
tension, there has really been no tradition among
Native American cultures comparable to that of the
Western survey art museum, or a place in which art,
separate from its social, cultural, and religious con-
text, is collected and displayed. Faced with these
issues, curators at the recently opened George Gus-
tav Heye Center of the National Museum of the
American Indian, Smithsonian Institution, New
York, have attempted to create a museum environ-
ment for Native American art that is firmly predi-
cated on Native self-definition. Twenty-three
selectors, including artists, elders, and community
leaders from Apache, Cherokee, Crow, Delaware,
Kiowa, Lakota, Mohawk, Navajo, Ojibwe, Porno,
Seneca, Zapotec, and other tribes, chose the objects,
wrote the labels, and provided the catalogue essays
for the three different art exhibitions that opened
the museum in late 1994 (Hallock 1995).

Emphasizing process, community, and holism
over product, individuality, and cultural separa-
tism, the National Museum of the American Indian

has clearly honored and empowered Native peoples
by giving them a forum for self-definition. But, can
this kind of art museum environment effectively
counter the pervasiveness with which other art mu-
seums continue to stereotype and separate Ameri-
can Indian peoples and cultures? Can contemporary
art museums be developed which will render all
North American art significant without reinforcing
cultural biases? Can conversations be initiated and
installations mounted at the Denver Art Museum
which will allow audiences to reflect on the breadth
of American cultural diversity without resorting to
stereotypes about authority?

One possible alternative tq these proposals of
multiculturalism and self-definition may be found
in the "border dialectic of ongoing flux" suggested by
critic/artist Guillermo Gomez-Pena. "We now un-
derstand that we can speak two or more languages,
have two or more identities and/or nationalities and
not necessarily be in conflict with ourselves and oth-
ers," he writes. "Hyphenated, transitional and mul-
tiple identities are no longer just theories of radical
anthropologists, but familiar pop cultural realties."
Restructuring the hierarchy of cultural authority
starts, says Gomez-Pena, "from the new center, not
the old margins" (1992a: 81,87; Ferdani 1992)

In numerous performance pieces and essays,
many of which are scathingly funny and overtly sa-
tirical, Gomez-Pena reflects on social and cultural
institutions and practices. Suggesting a syncretic
model of cultural negotiation, a kind of of artworld,
and art museum, glasnost, Gomez-Pena appeals to
the formation of a hybrid state (1992a). His model
of a transcultural New World (B)order is based on
more inclusive, multivocal, fluid, and intervention-
ist social and cultural practices. In addition, and
this may be the hardest of his principles to actually
translate into the world of the art museum, Gomez-
Pena "denies all claims to the privileged possession
of any experience, whether it be ethnic, racial, or
artistic" (Karp 1992b:26). Leery of how claims to
cultural authenticity can also be used as claims to
social and political authority and oppression,
Gomez-Pena demands most of all that art museum
professionals pursue challenging, critical, and de-
constructionist exhibitions which evolve around the
constant examination, and re-examination, of their
own motives and operations.

There is no hidden or politically conservative
agenda at work at the Denver Art Museum; its mu-
seum curators, guards, and other staff members do
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not plot national security through installations
predicated on cultural separatism. Rather, the Den-
ver Art Museum, like many other art museums, is
beset by turf wars, whereby curators defend and iso-
late what they consider their collections against
others. In an excellent analysis of the 1992 Denver
Art Museum exhibit Contemporary Navajo Weav-
ing, which she co-curated, anthropologist Ann Lane
Hedlund perceptively argues that "notions of
authorship become blurred as teamwork pro-
gresses. Geertz's simple and once seemingly suffi-
cient triad — native, author, and reader — becomes
a much more complex set that also includes admin-
istrators, development officers, designers, educa-
tors, donors, board members," and, members of the
art museum public (Hedlund 1994:34). Re-imagin-
ing Denver's collection of North American art starts,
then, by dismantling curatorial and collection isola-
tion and opposition, and then deconstructing the
bordered context of the exhibits themselves. As
James Clifford reflects, any substantial re-visuali-
zation of authoritative institutional entities, like art
museums, must take into account their "complex
local histories, specific audiences, and internal de-
bates" (1991:214).

Essential in this process is community input.
Currently at the Denver Art Museum, notions of
public participation vary considerably. The mu-
seum's curators of Native American art, for exam-
ple, frequently consult with Indians about the
proper display, and the repatriation, of ceremonial
and funerary objects in the collection. Further, they
have twice asked the Western American Indian
Chamber — a civic group of Indians in Denver — to
curate and organize exhibitions of contemporary
American Indian art. One such installation, titled
Native Peoples... Our Ways Shall Continue: An Ex-
hibition of the Native Art Perspective, featured pho-
tography, paintings, and sculptures produced by
Indians working today in the Rocky Mountain re-
gion. The art ranged from traditional forms of cul-
tural production to aesthetic experimentation and
political commentary. Label copy emphasized that
"among Native Peoples, there is no division between
history and prehistory. Because of our ceremonies
and stories, the lifeline continues unbroken. We are
our ancestors." Centered on the museum's third
floor amongst the nineteenth century objects that
many viewers misconstrue as dead art by dead peo-
ple, this installation captured the persistence, con-

tinuity, and changing forms that define Native
American art.

By contrast, the sixth floor version of commu-
nity outreach seems to consist mainly of $75.00 per
ticket lectures and annual benefits sponsored by
museum curators and support groups such as The
Friends of American Art of the Denver Art Museum,
and the National Society of Colonial Dames in the
State of Colorado. For these groups and curators,
American art is restricted to European-American
cultural traditions from a long time ago. Members
of the Native American community are thus viewed
as active agents in cultural history on the Denver
Art Museum's mezzanine level and third floor, while
a passive (and wealthy) audience is sustained on the
sixth floor, along with the idea that Western and
European-American forms of art are firmly locked
into an authoritative and essentially static histori-
cal past. What is needed is curatorial recognition
that all community members can be active agents,
that all of us have the right to engage in the Denver
Art Museum's manifestation of cultural identity,
and that American art does not consist only of the
objects and products of a non-Indian elite.

Over the past few years, I have taught several
seminars on museums and multiculturalism and
have encouraged students to develop models which
re-visualize the currently bordered state of the
North American collections at the Denver Art Mu-
seum. Inevitably, immediate student reaction to
this assignment has often been rather drastic: "In
re-imagining the Denver Art Museum," one group
wrote, "we have decided to avoid the hierarchy of the
present floor plan and blow up the museum"
(Lawson, Sachs and Stifler 1993). Although intrigu-
ing, given current constraints on Utopian architec-
ture, I encourage students to pursue more viable
options. The following paragraphs give some sense
of how they have approached and challenged the
problem of cultural difference at the Denver Art Mu-
seum.

While the notion of a unitary public was dis-
counted, students generally agreed that North
American objects and their presentation should be
alike: Haida potlatch screens and cooking pots
should be paralleled by the parlor wall pictures and
kitchen utensils (cf Revere silverware) of colonial
and nineteenth century European-Americans; the
use of video centers and active-learning tools should
be everywhere or nowhere; label copy should consis-
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tently focus on artistic autonomy or be uniformly
interpretive. Their ideas did not suggest that art
museums should construct a false presentation of
North American or national consensus, but, rather,
should encourage audiences to recognize threads of
cultural similarity, rather than those of difference,
in the hopes of redirecting stereotypes regarding
artistic and social authority. At the same time, fol-
lowing Gomez-Pena's discussion of cultural ten-
sions, considerable emphasis was placed on
constructing problematic, and perhaps unresolv-
able, art museum exhibitions which experimented
with the very ambiguity of "bordered" cultures.

One group, for example, tried to negotiate cul-
tural democracy by designing a circular art museum
space, a la the Guggenheim. Another group followed
Gomez-Pena's hypothesis of the hybrid state liter-
ally, and designed a tri-partite exhibit called Ameri-
can West: Parallel Cultures. Blatantly revealing
cultural separatism in the side galleries, and allow-
ing viewers to choose how and what to enter, this
model marginalized the old borders and made a new
center, a gallery called the "American West." Ex-
plaining their conceptual organization of this art
museum, Chris Henshall and Steve Paris wrote:
"This museum space celebrates cultural entities;
the rooms do not deny culture but rather act as a
dialogue between cultures. The space acknow-
ledges the conflict between American' views with-
out enforcing notions of Euro/Anglo guilt or Native
hostility. It is a forum for communication. Instead
of attenuating the art's history, this exhibit will let
the cultures square off, not in some enraged show-
down, but rather in an egalitarian conversation pre-
viously renounced at the Denver Art Museum"
(1993).

Recognizing how the Denver Art Museum dis-
plays cultural difference and what that means in
terms of reinforcing audience biases about social,
cultural, and political authority, such proposals re-
imagine the museum on experiential and critical
terms. They re-visualize its spatial environment,
and its displays of North American art, non-hierar-
chically. They take the initial, and self-conscious,
step of critically reconfiguring the admittedly com-
plex relationships between the Denver Art Mu-
seum's curators, collections, audiences, and
exhibitions in order to create art museum experi-
ences that encourage transcultural communication.

"I see .. . exhibitions[s] as building blocks, parts
of a large edifice that includes academic, critical,

and commercial elements," writes Peter Marzio, Di-
rector of Houston's Museum of Fine Arts (1991).
While scholarship and commerce are flourishing in
America's art museums, critical considerations of
how bordered installations shape identity and as-
sert power, and how communities (not just audi-
ences) can define and create their own identities,
remain to be developed. Perhaps art museums that
embody Gomez-Pena's notion of a New World (B)or-
der can offer this critical dimension by presenting
exhibitions which transcend hierarchical configura-
tions and are chosen by curators and communities
attentive to the multiplicity inherent in American
cultural democracy.
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NOTES

1. On his work see Stein (1993) and Museum of Contem-
porary Art (1994).

2. David Halle (1993:245, n.5) credits the Denver Art
Museum with being the first American art museum to
recognize "primitive" art.

3. A similar reaction was expressed by the reviewer of
an American Indian art exhibition at the Brooklyn
Museum: "Beside the entrance was a recessed display
case which featured southwestern Indian objects, such
as pots and textiles, for sale. The case was almost
indistinguishable from ones inside the exhibition, ex-
cept that it was more crowded with objects." See Leah
Dilworth (1993:278).

4. The Denver Art Museum was one of eleven museums
included in an extensive survey conducted by the
Getty Center for Education in the Arts on visitor
experiences in the late 1980s.

5. See also Gomez-Pena's essay "The Other Vanguard,"
(1992c:64). An artist who has extensively studied lin-
guistics, philosophy, and critical theory, Gomez-Pena's
multiple media work (performance art, poetry, film-
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making) is infused with humour. In "The New World
(B)order," (1992c:64), he writes, for example, that
"Both WWEO (White Women Experts on Otherness)
and MGW (Multicultural Gabachos from Wyoming)
claim they are solely responsible for the liberation of
the veterans of LVIR (Leading Victims of Institution-
alized Racism). This group was formed by the elite
members of the various ax-minority groups who won
victim competitions at the Multicultural Olympics of
1992."
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