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Civilising nature: museums and the
environment

Jennifer Barrett and Phil McManus

Abstract

Interpreting the natural environment in the cultural context of a
museum is common practice in the early 21st century. It was also quite
common in the 19th century. This chapter considers some of the key
discourses in natural history and science museums to reveal a rich legacy
of engagement with the environment. It begins with a review of a
contemporary film that portrays the wonders of the museum at night
when its history and politics come alive. Museum history demonstrates
that, far from being a mausoleum, museums are crucial sites for
environmental education and research. This paper argues that museums
shape and reflect environmental attitudes. Using Australia’s oldest
museum, the Australian Museum located in Sydney, the chapter
demonstrates the complex connections between museum cultures of
collection and display, and research and environmental issues.

Introduction

In a popular comedy movie released in 2006, a natural history museum
in a large American city mysteriously comes to life at night when there
are no visitors. The corollary, and the trope that contributes to the film’s
success, is that the museum is dead during the day. The museum is a
mausoleum — a dead boring place. It is a challenge experienced by many
people associated with museums. While museum curators and educators
promote the concept of the museum as being alive in the minds of
visitors, whether by responding to social changes or technological
changes in the form of interactive displays that engage new audiences,
the idea of museums as being places of old, decrepit and dead things is a
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difficult stereotype to overturn. Yet it is this very stereotypical
characteristic that the new night watchman in the film Nigh? ar the
museum, soon realises is indeed untrue: the natural history museum is in
fact abundant with history, discoveries, unresolved problems and
questions. Unable to be contained by the museum, the exhibits escape
and are seen on the streets of Manhattan. This generates a news item
that in turn brings in the curious tens of thousands, in the film and in
reality. Such is the mythical status of the museum and its work.

One sector of museum activity burdened by the ‘museum as a
mausoleum stereotype’ is that of relationships between museums and
‘the environment’. The stereotype of large generalist museums and
natural history museums filled with skeletons and the labour of
taxidermists does not do justice to the complex relationships between
museums and the environment, nor does it reflect the controversies
inherent in knowledge creation and dissemination. As we demonstrate in
this chapter, far from being mausoleums, or even focused on the past,
museums are playing important roles in shaping, documenting,
cataloguing and reflecting our relationship with nature.

There are three aims of this chapter. The first is to identify how
museums ate positioned in relation to the environment. The second is to
analyse how this positioning has changed over time due to changing
environmental conditions and discourses, and changes in museum
practice and context. The third is to identify how museums can engage
with environmental issues in the 21st century.

The chapter begins with an overview of museum history, particularly in
relation to the development of environmental thought and concern. It
then looks at how three Australian museums have constructed the
environment, or mediated the environment and presented it to
audiences, through examples of temporary and permanent exhibitions. It
is important to remember that these examples reflect thinking in specific
places at particular points in time. The chapter then looks in more detail
at the Australian Museum in Sydney, and demonstrates how it engages
with environmental thought and concerns, and how this engagement has
changed over time. The chapter concludes that museums have important
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