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CUEING THE VISITOR 

The Museum Theater and the Visitor Performance  

 

I think you could have a museum for each moodêfrom the reverent to the playfulê. 

You can't really design one museum that would meet everyone's needs all the 

time.1 

ñKathleeen Corbett 

 

Reverence and Atmospherics  

 

In his recent Museum News review of Night at the Museum, Jim Volkert notes that after the 

movie opened the American Museum of Natural History, where the film is supposedly set,  

 

êexperienced a 20 percent jump in attendance during the 2006 holiday seasonñ50,000 

more visitors than the year beforeê. [M]aybe Hollywood is onto something. Maybe 

museums could take the place of the hospital and precinct house as the favored location 

for intrigue, action and last-minute saves.2 

 

Historically, however, museums have not appeared in American movies nearly as often as might 

have been expected. When they do appear it is usually as the background for something else. 

For example, in When Harry Met Sally there is a wonderful scene by the Temple of Dendur at the 

Metropolitan Museum in which Billy Crystal teaches Meg Ryan the funny accent of the day and 

awkwardly asks her on a date using it. For most people, one suspects, this charming scene pales 

in memory compared to Meg Ryanõs faked orgasm in the Carnegie Deli. 

 

The Met also figures prominentlyñor seems toñin Brian de Palmaõs cheesy thriller Dressed to 

Kill, when Angie Dickinson gets involved in a sexual cat-and-mouse pursuit in the museumõs 

galleries. While the exterior shots were indeed the Met, the chase itself was filmed in the 

galleries of the Philadelphia Museum of Art. I understand that by the time the Metropolitan 

withdrew permission for interior shooting, the movie was too far along for de Palma to move his 

story to Philadelphia, but for most pe ople who have not been inside either museum and who do 

not carefully watch the credits, what difference does it make? Do people think museums look 

pretty much the same once you get inside, if you ever do or, even worse, that the differences 

between them are unimportant? 

 

For museum people, the suspicion that people feel that way is galling and exasperating. In a 

Booth Tarkington novel, written long before the days of blockbuster exhibitions, a curator, 

                                                
1
Kathleen Corbett, Unpublished Focus Group transcript, 1984. 

2
James Volkert, òAn Afternoon at Night at the Museum,ó Museum News, March/April 2007, V. 86, No. 2, p. 

29. 
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surveying a crowded music hall, reflects: "We poor lonely souls wandering about in our big 

galleries try to make things attractive, but really we don't compete at all. I doubt if more than a 

fifth of this audience have ever visited the museum even once; yet in general they seem to be 

rather interesting peopleê. Why don't they know what they could have from us?"  

 

Nowadays, when many symphony orchestras are struggling and many top tier museums are 

thriving, that question seems rather dated, even quaint. But many museums, especially history 

museums,3 struggle still. Perhaps, as Samuel Goldwynñor maybe it was Yogi Berrañsaid, if 

people donõt want to come, there is nothing you can do to stop them. 

 

But is that true? In the last thirty years or so, the field has devoted a great deal of effort to 

learning more about audiences and that knowledge has been reflected in a variety of changed 

museum behaviors, for a number of reasons. One of these has been the professionalization and 

rising influence within the museum field of the education and audience research and evaluation 

communities. The advocacy of the part of these groups for a more inclusive stance toward the 

public has been fed by the dawning awareness that museums are in fierce competition with 

other forms of leisure and cultural activity, at a time of continual de cline of free time.  

 

As competition for the publicõs leisure time and, of course, for financial support has intensified, 

museums have sought to reach beyond their traditional markets and attract new audiences. 

Their traditional audiences simply have less time to give, value it more highly, and face more 

choices in allocating it. The need for a more sophisticated marketing sense was all too obvious. 

But if museums were asking new audiences to spend valuable free time with them, those 

museums have needed a good reason why those audiences should, especially if they have rarely 

or never done so before. So museums had to think about and describe themselves differently, 

and they have had to work harder to understand the changing culture around them.  

 

Additional ly, as the costs of what museums do have risen and as the stakes involved in what 

they do have become higher, museums have been subjected to more intense scrutiny. 

Government funding agencies, foundations, corporations, and individual supporters have placed 

much greater emphasis on measurable results, as have the leaders of the larger organizations in 

which many museums are embedded.4 

 

Museums are not just competing with other forms of leisure ñthey are at war with each other, 

although no one talks about thi s. There are nearly 18,000 museums in this country, by current 

estimates. Is this a large number? Perhaps, perhaps not. But the number of struggling museums 

seems high, and growing as performance increasingly lags behind public expectations and the 

                                                
3
History museums and historic houses and sites are by far the most numerous category, comprising more 

than 60% of museums. 
4The less healthy by-product of these forces has been to make museums much more risk-averse, 

discussed further on. 
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rising standards of the field. Meanwhile, the well to do do even better. A relatively small handful 

of major museums soak up a huge share of the available support, important collections, and 

aggregate museum visitation.5 These well-resourced, well-endowed, and highly visible 

institutions have so many advantages in the marketplace that no one realistically expects the 

playing field ever to be entirely levelñand few would wish it to be: it is probably good for all 

museums that there are great giants out there and it  is assuredly good for society at large.  

 

But even in New England, which has few such colossi, the regionõs many small and medium-

sized museums have to work very hard to maintain themselves in the shifting cultural 

marketplace and to stand out distinctly in the cultural landscape. How can this be done? 

 

Like successive generations of museum professionals, Elaine Gurian6 has struggled with the 

perceived contrast with the publicõs high comfort level with libraries and the utility of libraries in 

their lives. Well-adapted to cultural and technological change, libraries have remained useful, 

indeed essential, to their communities and people access them with a degree of ease and 

frequency museums can only dream of.  

 

Museums certainly have a lot to learn from how that has come to be. For example, it often 

seems that while libraries build on the fact that people have had life experiences and 

accumulated knowledge and ideas before they enter, museums, even in this enlightened age, 

seem still to struggle against this reality, or at least regard it as an inconvenience.  

 

But there is another difference that may be more crucial: with the exception of schoolchildren, 

no one ever has to go to a museum. Museum going is an almost wholly voluntary activity and 

whereas the use of libraries arises out of quotidian imperatives museum-going is only rarely a 

response to practical needs.7 Indeed, people often go to libraries for information but rarely go 

to museums for that purpose. My sense is that while they go to museums for knowledge, they 

mean by that insight, not data or the acquisition of skills per se. This may be because they 

understand that exhibitions, the main expressive form of museum communication, are very 

inefficient at the latter, but quite effective at the former.   

 

Whatever the reasons, for many people museums play many roles in their lives, for others few or 

none. How can this be when museums are so numerous andñto those of us who know themñ 

so diverse? 

                                                
5As recently as a few years ago one museum, the National Gallery of Art, received six percent of the total 

private philanthropy bestowed on museumsñone museum out of thousands. 
6
Civilizing the Museum: The Collected Writings of Elaine Gurian, Routledge, London and New York, 2006, 

pp. 115-126. 
7
E.g., providing a òworthwhileó place for parents to take children; maintaining the best gift shop or 

bookstore in the community; serving as a venue for social, philanthropic, and civic groups; etc. 
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The leisure and visitor studies literature suggests that for most people, decisions about what to 

do with leisure time, usually made in a family or group context, are made at the margins, with 

small factors weighing heavily in one direction or the other. These are largely low-involvement 

decisions: when people are motivated, nothing will stop them; when they arenõt, almost anything 

willñfactors of distance, time, cost, family dynamics, subject matter, degree of planning and 

amount of commitment called for, transportation, parking, and so on. A small incremental 

difference can tip the balance. From the museumõs point of view, no impediment to visitor 

enjoyment, comfort, convenience, or comprehension is too trivial to remove, no benefit is too 

minor to emphasize. 

 

But what are those benefits? In his 1976 keynote address to the American Association of 

Museums, Nelson Graburn suggested that òmuseums and tourist experiences are part of the 

modern search for authenticity which is increasingly sought in the non -mundane, the non-

ordinary.ó Graburn theorized that museum visits arise out of one or more of three types of need: 

reverential, associational, and educational.8 Graburn wondered whether the larger, more diverse 

audiences museums have attracted seek òsenseó in terms of their own unique and idiosyncratic 

experiencesñwhich may or may not include familiarity with museums and their codes. Graburn 

wondered whether museums were creating expectations they cannot fulfill. The museum, he 

said, òis a strange place in that the subject matter slides past the walking visitor like a 

kaleidoscope, demanding attention and a change of focus at a pace not experienced elsewhere. 

In a museum, as opposed to in a church or school, the tempo of the experience is controlled not 

by the person orchestrating the event but by the visitor himself; and  thus a heavy burden of 

decision-making falls upon the visitor.ó And this is not everyoneõs idea of a good time. 

 

In fact, it seems to constitute a good time for a relatively small part of the population. In the 

1980s, Marilyn Hood studied adult leisure time use in Toledo. She identified six attributes people 

seek in their leisure choices: being with people, or social interaction; doing something 

worthwhile; feeling comfortable and at ease in one's surroundings; having a challenge of new 

experiences; having an opportunity to learn; and participating actively.  

 

                                                
8
By reverential he meant, òa personal experience with something higher, more sacred, and out of the 

ordinary than home and work are able to supply.ó The museum becomes òa place of peace and fantasy.ó 

In meeting associational needs Graburn likens museums òto the tourist sight, the spectator sport, the 

beach, the theme park, and shopping for funê. Families who go to museums as part of their sightseeing 

are able to relate to each other in their roles as couples, parents, and siblings in a more direct and relaxed 

way than within the confines of t he ordinary workaday world.ó Graburn means by educational not so 

much information gathering as sense-making activityñwhat has come to be called meaning making. To 

Graburn, òthe museum is a cultural production from which many people expect to learn something about 

their world.ó The challenge for museums, according to Graburn, òmuseum visitors participate in what 

Claude Levi-Strauss calls ômagicõ or ômythicõ thought, which is diametrically opposed to scientific thought,ó 

which is mostly what museums are about. 
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Hood identified three audience segments with distinct need profiles. Frequent museum visitors 

value all six attributes highly and perceive all six to be attainable from museums, but they value 

three most highly: having an opportunity to learn; having a challenge; and doing something 

worthwhile. In Toledo, frequent visitors, who comprised only 14% of the adult population (one in 

seven) when Hood did her study, accounted for up to half the annual patrona ge of the 

communityõs major museum. Hood puts it this way: òSome time ago, they chose to place 

museums on their leisure agendaê. They identify with museum values and understand the 

ômuseum codeõê.ó 

 

Hood reported that almost half the population, 46%, are n on-participants, whose need profile is 

the exact converse of the heavy users: they like being with people, participating actively, and 

feeling comfortable in their surroundings. They were not socialized into museum -going early, 

find satisfaction in other l eisure pursuits, and do not expect to find enough of the attributes they 

value in museums to repay the effort. Writes Hood, òThey perceive museums to be formal, 

formidable places, inaccessible to them because they usually have had little preparation to read 

the ômuseum code,õ and as places that invoke restrictions on group social behavior and on active 

participation.ó 

 

Hoodõs most interesting finding had to do with people who go to museums occasionally, 

roughly 40% of the adult population. Prior to Hoodõs work I suspect most museum people 

would have said that infrequent visitors are like frequent visitors except that they come less 

often. Hood found that they are really more like non -visitors, except they come often enough to 

be reminded that they donõt really like museums. Hood says, òOccasional participants, who value 

comfortable surroundings in their leisure places, feel that museums offer little in the way of 

comfort not simply physical comfort but a feeling of ôthis is where my friends and I belong, a 

place where I feel at ease and am able to cope with the message.õ Major museum events (family 

days and the like) may draw them in but the gains tend to be very short term; the roots of the 

relationship are shallow.ó9 

 

In focus groups and interviews with frequent museum-goers in the Washington, DC, area in the 

1980s, I encountered some individuals I would describe as compulsive or incessant museum-

goers, including at least one who went to a museum or gallery pretty much every day of her life; 

I know at least two men who do the same. They often go alone and often don't remember 

whether they were accompanied on any given occasion. They are, in a sense, both adventurous 

                                                
9
In a survey I conducted many years ago, respondents who reported that they last went to a museum with 

other people seemed to break down into two groups: those who like to go to museums with other people 

who like to go to museums; and those who belong to  organized groups that do things together, including 

the occasional museum adventure. My sense is that the latter group in effect bring their comfort with 

them, much as they might travel to unfamiliar places if they can bring their friends or family with t hem. 

There may be a gender dimension to this: museum-going may be something womenðwho tend to find 

museum tours and activities enjoyable and are notably less prone to find museums boring than men 

areñmay include museum-going as part of their socializing activities in ways men tend not to.  
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and not so adventurous: while they do not need companionship, they like places where 

unpleasant or dangerous things will not happen, but interesting and even unexpected things 

can.  

 

This group, whom I would characterize as the museum-adept, are very skilled in deriving an 

enormous amount fromñand often finding much to quarrel with ñthe museum experience. 

Museums mean a lot to them and they think about them, especially about the difference 

between the potential and the reality. 10 One reported, òI am very pleased to see [a well-mounted 

installation]êto see that we are actually taking care of something that is several thousand years 

old.ó Another added that òthere is a sense of prideó or even patriotism involved in such care. 

Said another, òPresentation is to me very, very important. It is equally important as what is on 

display.ó òIt makes the value of the treasures more meaningful when they take care of them,ó 

said one. òYou're really keeping a record of civilization, of man's ability to create.ó For these 

folks, museums are bound up with their sense of what it means to be a human being, to be 

connected to the world, to help make sense of their own experience, to experience things they 

have not experienced and otherwise would not be able to experience. They like a sense of story 

or, perhaps, coherence; it helps them to know that there is some kind of intentionality, even if its 

specific details elude them. Museums give them insight, a sense of connectedness, a different 

way of looking at things.  

 

A number of the people I talked to spoke of museum exhibitions that provided unique, once -in-

a-lifetime experiences and cited those exhibitionsñand, indeed, whole museumsñas significant 

cultural and historical events. One said of the National Air and Space Museum, for example: 

òNone of the other museums quite wows me like [it] does. This sounds maybe a little loony, but 

going to see both of those movies at Air and Space to me is about the closest thing to a 

mystical experience Iõve ever had. It was almost an experience ofêmuseum-goers merging with 

the exhibit.ó For the museum-adept, museums are a form of theater in which the human 

experience is staged for them in ways they find intriguing and helpful, inspiring and stimulating, 

seductive and, sometimes, powerful.  

 

Graburnõs reverential dimension of museum going emerged powerfully. Said one participant, 

òthey are almost sacred placesêrepositories of culture.ó Words like reverence, awe, and 

inspiration surfaced quite spontaneously as people described their feelings. Much of the 

language echoed the vocabulary of dramaturgy, speaking to the atmospherics of the museum 

                                                
10They reported, for example, that museums often donõt communicate what they are about very well. They 

deplore signs of neglect as evidence of a museumõs failure to discharge its responsibility to the objects 

and because it spoils the presentation. They actually like to see guards and other forms of security as a 

way of emphasizing that these objects are important and valuable and that we are discharging our 

responsibility to posterity; for them, these also contribute to th e overall atmosphere of òmuseum-ness.ó 

One said that the apparent lack of security at one museum òbothers meêin light of the kooks that weõve 

got around town now with the knives walking in that justêrip down through the middle of a picture that is 

irreplaceable.ó 
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experience and to its poetics. Frequent museum-goers seem to attach enormous importance to 

the quality of feeling imparted by the physical environment: the museumõs use of light, its 

openness, the sense of space and the quality of its spaces, its warmth, cleanliness, 

meticulousness, its artful installations, and, of course, the careful and attractive presentation of 

the objects themselves. Indeed, all of these are part of the museum gestalt and part of how they 

access the immersive experiences they seek. I was told often of powerful mystical or religious 

experiences in museums and similar places, of enveloping or upwelling emotions of great 

intensity. One cannot imagine a non- or occasional visitor feeling elated by a solitary, 

unstructured, or unprepared experience, but the museum-adept seem to have them all the time. 

They are prepared for such experiences and eager to have them. They reported many of them to 

me, often in vivid detail, although they could often not remember whether someone else was 

with them at the time. And they seem quite consciously to classify or typify museums according 

to the moods they evoke and the emotional needs they are capable of satisfying. 

 

While viewers of Dressed to Kill may not recognize that every museum is unique, many others do 

seem to and seem to prize this uniqueness. They seem, in much the same way that museum 

people do, to prize museums as theaters in which their emotional journeys can be staged, where 

they can experience immersion in and connection to something larger th an themselvesñwhat 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi calls òflow experiencesóñplaces where a kind of grace is offered, and 

where, at least for a time, it is possible to be liberated from drudgery, anxiety, and the tyranny of 

the mundane. 

 

Voting With Their Eyes  

 

Exhibitions can have the transformational power of art. Why donõt they exercise that power 

more often? Can it be that it is because we have not fully understood how they work as a 

medium?  

 

Maybe our dependence on text gets in the way. I once surprised myself by saying: òAs an exhibit 

developer, whenever I have recourse to text I feel I have somehow failed.ó As someone who has 

perpetrated a lot of text in exhibits, I had a lot to think about.  

 

I concluded that I must have meant that in many museums, text is the interpretive strategy of 

first resortñand all too often the strategy of sole resort ñwhen it should be the strategy of last 

resort, when you run out of ideas or time or money. Of course, text has its place in exhibitions, 

but only the place it is entitle d toñno less, but certainly no more. So why are museums, 

especially history museums, so text-dependent? Most museum people come from text -based 

disciplines, used to structuring and telling stories in words. We depend on language to 

communicate subtle ideas, levels of meaning, and emotional nuances. We are schooled to have 

cognitive experiences by means of textñtext equips us to learn highly complex subjects for 

exampleñand powerful affective experiences as well. Books transport us to other times, other 

places, other cultures, put us inside other peopleõs heads and inside their hearts, activate our 
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imaginations, transform us, move us deeply. We can live for and in books, not vicariously but 

fully for ourselves. But there is no equivalence in other media, especially exhibitions, for the 

power written language commands in books. For many visitors, words pose a barrier, not a 

pathway, to comprehension. Then, too, it is hard to surrender to the experienceñto yield what I 

call hermetic consentñwhen your connection to the objects, the space, and the story is 

constantly broken by the need to stand still and read; it is also hard on your lower back, in my 

experience. Moreover, even the minority of visitors who read exhibit texts often misunderstand 

them.  

 

Most visitors, however, read few of the texts and many read none at all. They are voting with 

their eyesñand telling us that they understand our medium better than we. A visitor to the 

Peabody Museum of Natural History said, òFirst we wonder, then we read.ó So if you havenõt 

made them wonder, our words have been wasted. In the book culture, we think of images and 

objects as illustrative of stories, not integral to them. But in exhibitions, the images and the 

object have stories embedded in them; they are, in a sense, the story, the space is the story, the 

light is the story, the physicality of the installation is the story, the juxtapositions are the story. 

The texts are ancillary, explicative but not the focus; when they are the focus, our exhibits 

become, in the cliché, books on walls, with the object providing the occasion, pretext, or excuse 

for saying something that may be entirely extraneous to them, a critique of museum practices 

that dates back at least as far as Benjamin Ives Gilman in the 1910s. 

 

And perhaps more damaging than the reliance on text per se is our tendency to organize 

exhibits in linear fashion as if they were books, typically, as Steve Lubar has noted, 

chronologically in the case of history exhibitsñas opposed to the way memory and imagination 

actually work. It may well be that in any given case that is the bestñperhaps the onlyñway to 

structure it, but that should not be automatic. Text, like any other exhibit element, strategy, or 

method, should be the best available or practicable response to a specific question raised in the 

course of developing a particular exhibit, not the default, much less the preferred solution to any 

and all problems. My best tool may be a hammer, but that doesnõt make your problem a nail.  

 

This is important because it related to the visitor resistance to text discussed above. More is 

going on than mere reluctance to read or the fact that standing up and reading when your 

lower back is screaming that you should be sitting or lying down makes it hard to concentrate 

on, much less absorb and be moved by the text in question. And it is not just that it is hard to 

stay focused on the wordsñwhich must be important, right, or else why would someone have 

put them thereñwhen what you want to do is wander around and look at stuff and  experience 

the space and maybe sit and dream for a spell.  

 

No, I suspect it is at least in part a visceral response to the recent tendency to plant exhibits so 

deep with text that you need a machete to hack your way to the story ñand having an affective 

response is all but impossible. I think that visitors are telling us that we fail to understand our 

own mediumñits rules, its grammar, its limits, its possibilities. I think they are telling us they go 
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to libraries for information; they go to museums for in sight. I think they are telling us that they 

come to exhibits to have a different kind of experience from what we often provide. I think they 

are saying that exhibitions are a form of theater in which they get to act and that we need to do 

a better job of leading them into their performance.  

 

Staging the Experience  

 

If exhibitions are indeed a form of theater in which the visitor is the actor, how can we best 

develop exhibitions that enable them to recognize and equip them to play their parts? L ike 

theater, exhibitions are a ubiquitous and venerable medium and, like theater, they can have a 

profound effect upon us at many levels. Beyond their practical and didactic functions, 

exhibitions, like theater, can change the way we feel and the way we see. 

 

We have the testimony of visitorsñand our own life experiencesñto substantiate that this 

happens at least some of the time. But we also have the testimony of visitorsñand our own life 

experiencesñto indicate that few exhibitions accomplish this and even the best d o not have 

that kind of impact on all or even most visitors. What can we do that helps us create such 

possibilities more of the time and also allows our audiencesñthose we have and those we 

seekñto recognize and access them more readily?  

 

There are at least two levels at which this issue can be addressed. One is organizational: if this is 

the desired outcome, what is the organizational structure and exhibition development process 

most likely to produce it? There has been much thought and written about how to structure the 

exhibition development so as to further certain goals 11 and it is not necessary to dilate on that 

dimension here.  

 

The other level has, I think, been less fully addressed. However well-lubricated the machinery 

governing the production of e xhibitions and however skilled and ingenious the practitioners 

involved, all aspects of the ultimate physical reality will be governed and shaped by a succession 

of decisions taken along the way. All exhibitions are compromises; choices will need to be made, 

reconciling or selecting among the ideas, insights, and feelings of the key players or balancing 

the goals of the project and the constraints imposed by the ticking clock, the limitations of 

human resources, the shape and physical characteristics of the space, the feasibility of proposed 

solutions to problems, and, of course, the dwindling budget, to name just a few. However the 

exhibition development process is structured and however clearly the responsibilities and tasks 

of its participants are delineated, there will be decisions to make and those choices will have 

consequences on every level and consciously or subliminally shape the visitor experience. How 

will the decision rules that govern those decisions be formulated and can it be done in such a 

way that those rules are explicit, defensible, and clear?  

                                                
11

Cf., for example, Janet A. Kamien, òAn Advocate for Everything: Exploring Exhibit Development Models,ó 

Curator 44/1, January 2001, pp. 114-128. 
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What follows might be called a process analysis12 or morphology designed to link the 

conceptualization of any given exhibition in its ideal state with its necessarily practically 

restricted physical manifestation. 

 

The ideas in Figure 1 might best be framed as a series of questions to be addressed by the 

exhibition development team as an exhibition moves from conception through installation, 

although not necessarily sequentially in this order:  

 

1. Mission: Whatõs the big idea? 

2. Focus: What is the name of this project? 

3. Story: What is this exhibit about? 

4. Bounding: What is this exhibit not about? 

5. Tone: Whom do we think this exhibit is for?  

6. Style: Who do we think we are? 

7. Voice: Who is the author of this stor y? 

8. Detail: Is it possible to tell the story in an authentic, richly visual fashion? 

9. Context: What frame of reference will the visitor need to make sense of the story?  

10. Look: How can the exhibition design best respond to and express the story? 

11. Critical mass: How can the space be made dense and rich enough to be compelling and 

immersive? 

12. Research: Is this story genuinely new? If not, is our take different from how itõs been told 

before? 

13. Worldview: What is the way of understanding reality that this exhibition represents and 

expresses? 

14. Physical Accuracy: How can we convey the reality in which the story takes place? 

15. Sensory cues: How can the space guide the visitor into the experience? 

16. Sealing the envelope: How can the experience feel contained in the space? 

17. Dramaturgy: What strategies are available for creating an emotional inflected journey in 

the space? 

18. Modeling: What strategies will enable the visitor to have a successful, rewarding 

experience? 

19. Debriefing: How can the visitor extend the experience? 

 

Each of these questions merits a little discussion. 

 

Mission.  There are three questions no museum visitor should ever have to ask:  

 

Á Why are òtheyó doing this?  

Á What kind of exhibit is this? 

                                                
12

I am grateful to Jane Bedno, Professor Emerita, Museum Studies, University of the Arts, for this phrase. 
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Á Have I seen this exhibit before?  

The best way to avoid this calamity is for the museum to ask and answer these questions itself:  

 

Á What is the question to which this exhibition is the answer?  

Á What is the main reason we are doing this? 

Á Why are we doing it now? 

Á Why is it here?  

Á Why this approach?  

Á How does it relate to everything  else around it?  

 

At the Yale Peabody Museum, where I used to work, the Exhibits Committee issued a publication 

that included a description of the categories of its exhibitions. 13 This typology was enormously 

useful for internal purposes, helping to struct ure and facilitate the process of conceiving and 

developing exhibitions. More importantly, perhaps, it equipped us to think about the exhibition 

program as a whole, as a program. It was useful externally as well, making clear to both the Yale 

community and  the public in general what guided our choice of exhibitions and shaped the 

form they took; it communicated our exhibit vocabulary. Thus, visitors understood the recurrent 

themes and ideas in our exhibitsñtrade-offs in nature, initiation or funeral rites i n various 

cultures, ecosystems and cultures under stressñas part of an overall pattern of interests and 

concerns, rather than the same story told over and over again.  

 

Focus. As Peter Liebhold noted recently,14 the naming of exhibits is usually the most po stponed 

and neglected stage in the process. This struggle for the title is, however, one of the most 

important, for two reasons. For the visitor, the title can help make clear how the exhibition was 

conceived, how its contents were selected, how its emphases were chosen, and how it was given 

a context. In the title the museum states what it thinks is interesting, relevant, and appropriate; it 

is also where the museum first expresses the exhibitõs tone, style, and voice. The title provides 

the first cues that will enable the visitor to play his part in the unfolding drama, to sense what 

moods and feelings might be possible.  

 

But it may be that the struggle for the title is even more important internally. By requiring that 

the exhibit team focus on what the exhibit is really about, the struggle clarifies the decision rules 

that make it possible not just to select objects, context, and emphasis, but to devise a tone, 

style, and look for the exhibit. The struggle establishes a basis for figuring out what needs to be 

included and what has to be excluded, and for shaping the presentation as a whole. The 

                                                
13

The seven categories are: Showcase Exhibits, Explanatory Exhibits, Exhibits of Conscience, Science at Yale 

Exhibits, Regional Exhibits, World Culture Exhibits, and Experimental Exhibits. Cf., Guidelines for the 

Development of Exhibits, Peabody Museum of Natural History, Yale University, New Haven, CT, 1995. 
14
Presentation to graduate American Civilization seminar, òMuseum Interpretation of the American 

Experience,ó Brown University, February 14, 2007.  
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struggle also helps mold the team together, teaching it how to work together and establishing a 

vocabulary and rhythm for the project.  

 

Story. For the visitor to pl ay his role, he has to recognize that there is a story to be part of, to 

connect with. For this reason, the most successful exhibits have strong and clear storylines; the 

story has a shape and structureñusually a beginning, a middle, and an end, more or less in that 

order, though not necessarily and not always; indeed, there may be benefits to be derived from 

playing with sequence, juxtaposition, chronology, and so on. Beyond this, successful exhibits are 

permeated by and layered with story; everywhere you look, everywhere you go, there is 

something to immerse yourself in, something to go deeper into, something to surround and 

support and involve you. Most interesting of all, the stories are all true, or at least we think so. 

They are also, hopefully, unique, stories that have never been told before, or at least never told 

in this way. And the fact that these are new stories or old stories told fresh both attracts visitors 

and engages them, intellectually and emotionally. 

 

Bounding.  This might also be called constraining the project. Everything should be there that 

needs to be there but nothing that doesnõt, for several reasons. Figuring out what is not the 

story is not just an important intellectual step; it is critical in resource allocation. From the 

perspective of the development process, bounding concentrates energies and resources and 

liberates them. For this reason, it may even be better to have fewer people and less time, less 

space, and less money than you think you need. For example, unless the goal is to overwhelm 

visitors with the sheer vastness of the story and inundate them with technique, it is usually 

better to shape the space to fit the story than to expand the story to fill a space: what you lose 

in scope is more than gained in a sense of energy and intensity. Quality control is also an issue. 

Focus helps ensure that there are fewer seams for visitors to encounter along the way, fewer 

barren patches, fewer mere displays of virtuosity for its own sake, fewer incongruent elements. 

 

Otherwise, per Parkinsonõs Law, you will fill all the available space whether your story calls for it 

or not. Bounding helps the visitor: whatõs been pared away, quite as much as what remains, cues 

the visitor to the contours of the story, conveying a sense of its unique  shape and structure, 

establishing its limits and facilitating orientation. To understand the topography and geography 

of the story is a key step in engagement and immersion: you wonõt surrender unless you are 

comfortable, until you feel you know where you  are.  

 

Tone. As in conversation, the tone we use in an exhibit is a function of the situation, the nature 

of the relationship we have or wish to have, the desired outcome, the story we have to tell, and, 

most importantly, whom we think we are telling it t o. If visitors are to assume their roles, they 

must recognize themselves in the tone we use. The Peabody Museum used a warm but dry tone, 

for example, like The New Yorker used to be, witty but not flip, somewhat conspiratorial, and 

without academic testosterone; the voice was concerned but not zealous, both interested and 

disinterested, but never uninterested. 
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Style. Loren Baritz15 once defined style as point of view. While tone has to do with who we think 

our audience is, the role we are cueing the visitor to play, style has to do with who we think we  

are, the kind of theater we are trying to presentñSteppenwolf or Royal Shakespeare 

Companyñour sense of our place in the scheme of things. Even establishing that you have a 

point of viewñlet alone making explicit what it isñcan be a huge step, with both internal and 

external benefits. Internally, it opens up the process, making it easier for others to participate in 

enabling that point of view to find its fullest and best expressive form. Externally, of course, itõs 

even more important, cueing the visitor as to who is doing the talking, where he is coming from, 

and why the exhibition looks the way it does.  

 

Voice. Voice is related to style but refers specifically to the subject of authorship. The point of 

view that shapes the style comes from someoneñan individual, a department, a group or team, 

a role or function. Who is that? The visitor needs to know, in order to be able to interpret and 

incorporate what is happening in the space. The idea of the museum as a whole as author or 

voice only takes the visitor so far in his or her performance. 

 

Detail.  Detail distinguishes the way museums tell stories from the way theme parks do, for 

example, or from the way virtually all of television does, except Ken Burns. Detail helps ensure 

visitors will never experience déjà vue, will never mistake this story for one they have heard 

before, will not have to wonder if they have seen this exhibit before. Specificity of detail also 

provides visitors with an irritant and a stimulu s to go further and, most importantly, a method to 

do so. Each detail builds a framework for gaining more insight. Success is cumulative; curiosity, 

resourcefulness, and intelligence are rewarded. 

 

Context.  It is a little much to expect the visitor to do h omework before making the visit, 

although, of course, some will. It is also, it seems to me, unrealistic to expect advance organizers 

or orientation fully to familiarize the visitor with the frame of reference necessary to interact 

effectively once in the space; the space has to help. The design and organization of the exhibit 

itself must provide a supportive context; see Modeling below.  

 

Look. Exhibits should look like what theyõre about. This idea is so simple-minded that for years I 

hesitated to express it, but it apparently is not self -evident. All too often exhibits look like 

something other than what theyõre about or they look like nothing in particular.  

 

This is not helpful, for two reasons. The first is that tone, style, look, all help visitors figure out 

how to act and how to access the experience. Indeed, they help visitors recognize the 

experience as new and different at the earliest possible moment. At the Peabody Museum we 

tended to use a lot of visual puns but a lot of what we did was more sugg estive or allusive than 

literal. Other strategies are available, of course, but the point is that in order to enable visitor 

                                                
15

Personal conversation, Spring, 1966. 
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engagement, the way the exhibit looks should reflect the uniqueness of the story it is telling, 

better enabling visitors to play th eir roles. 

 

Beyond this, every museum should have a visual language within which it works. Just as every 

exhibit should be part of an overall program, its look should be within the boundaries of the 

museumõs visual language. Of course, if exhibits resemble each other too closely, it becomes 

dangerousñfor the individual museum and for the field at large; after all, if visitors start getting 

déjà vue over and over again, that canõt be good. To involve visitors in trying to figure out if 

theyõve seen an exhibit before is to waste their time and squander our opportunity. But a 

capacious visual language will allow for substantial design variation and flexibility but still work 

over time to build visitor trust, self -confidence, and ease of use. 

 

Critical mass. Critical mass has to do with the visitorsõ ability to stay focused and surrender to 

the experienceñto give what I call hermetic consentñand is related to detail, research, and 

compression. It seems to me that it is more a function of the density of the experi ence than its 

size. As discussed above, it may be that the larger the exhibit, the harder it is to achieve critical 

mass, in part because it can be more difficult for the envelope to be sealed.  

 

This may be merely a matter of taste on my part but my sense is that it is an element Obviously 

there are exceptions to thisñsuch as cases in which the objects or the visitors will need lots of 

spaceñbut in general I like a dense, as opposed to a cluttered or a sprawling exhibition space. 

Why?  

 

Compression, like detail, distinguishes the way museums tell stories from the way theme parks 

do. For me, dense, rich, and textured exhibits are more seductive, full of emotional energy. 

Visitors get the sense that something is going on here worth getting involved in, lots t o see, lots 

to know, lots to feel, lots to connect to. Compression makes it less likely visitors will lose their 

train of thought or break contact with the story, in the first place, and, secondly, more likely they 

will come back, since the story will continue to nourish, inspire, amuse, reward. 

 

It is worth distinguishing compression from the encrustation of exhibits with layer upon layer of 

text and other interpretive paraphernalia. I liken the difference to the difference between muscle 

and armor: armor doesnõt make you stronger; it just makes you less vulnerable to projectiles. In 

fact, the more armor you are carrying, the more muscle you need.  

 

Research. Research is how you build muscle. Every exhibit is telling a new story, isnõt it? It is 

certainly much easier to persuade visitors that the museum is telling a story for the first time if 

that is in fact the case. A healthy exhibit program needs a strong research base. 

 

The reverse is also true: an ongoing research program needs to generate exhibitions. Exhibitions 

are one of the main expressive forms the inner life of museums can take. The industry trend 

toward farming out research and story development is pernicious, if inescapable in the current 
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climate. All too often the result feels imported, recycl ed, derivative. The experiences rarely feel 

unique, original, or heartfelt to the visitor.  

 

Worldview.   Worldview stands for the spiritual, intellectual, emotional, perceptual context in 

which the story takes placeñdifferent from point of view, which is th e interpretive perspective 

from which the story is told, Ionesco, Beckett, or OõNeill, Shakespeare or Moli¯re. The visitorsõ 

encounter with an alien worldview can be disturbing, intriguing, but, perhaps, not wholly 

unexpected. In a sense itõs exactly why people go to museums, to encounter something 

different, even challenging, in a low-risk setting. John Kemp of Plimoth Plantation argues that 

this is an essential stage in the visitor performance: why would you be curious if you were not at 

least a little surprised, irritated, challenged, perplexed by what you encounter? 

 

Physical accuracy. Authenticity is another characteristic that distinguishes museum storytelling 

from what theme parks or television do. In fact, visitors take the authenticity of what museu ms 

offer for granted with a credulousness that puts a terrifying burden on museums ñand one they 

often fail to meet. This would not be so unfortunate were it not that museums have done a poor 

job of explaining what it is they think they are doing when they create an exhibition. Whatever 

the cause,16 one of the more unfortunate consequences of this failure is that much of the public 

takes what museums mean to offer in a contingent, speculative, or provocative spirit with a 

terrifyingñand humblingñliteral-mindedness. When museums lose sight of this they can get 

embroiled in controversy, and usually a not very productive kind of controversy at that.   

 

Museums have been especially derelict in addressing the subject of de-contextualization and re-

contextualization. In museums every object is wrenched out of its original context and imbued 

with new meanings, subjected to a òdouble mystification,ó in Nelson Graburnõs apt phrase.17 But 

it should not be the visitorsõ job to sort out whatõs genuine and what is spuriousñitõs ours. Our 

task is to enable visitors to get into the story as quickly and deeply as possible and to stay there 

until theyõre done, confidentñand therefore not distractedñin their sense that they know the 

rules of the game. As a general rule, anything that needs to be explained away by an interpreter, 

                                                
16

Some of those possible reasons include the non-self-reflexive character of the museum community; the 

belief that this credulity benefits museums in various ways; our assumption that the issue is not of interest 

to visitors or is beyond their intellectual capabilities; and the indifference of the media to this issue and 

the paucity of penetrating lay exhibition criticism.  
17Umberto Eco cites an example in Studies in Hyperreality:  

 

In the fusion of copy and original. . .the great exhibit that reproduces completely the 1906 drawing room 

of Mr. and Mrs. Harkness Flagler [an exhibit in the Museum of the City of New York] is exemplaryê.ê  

Now that real fake, the 1906 home, is maniacally faked in the museum showcase, but in such a way that 

it is difficult to say which objects were originally part of the room and which are fakes made to serve as 

connective tissue in the room (and even if we knew the difference, that knowledge would change 

nothing, because the reproductions of the reproduction are perfect and only a thief in the pay of an 

antique dealer would worry about the difficulty of telling them apart). 
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guide, or label, or that has to be screened out by the visitor is a problem, an intrusion. When 

Plimoth Plantationõs interpreters wore polyester, it doesnõt much matter what they said. These 

things may only register subliminally, but they register. 

 

Sensory cues. Itõs not enough to remove distracters; there have to be attractors as well. Sensory 

cues do that. Sensory cues reinforce the story on both the conscious and the unconscious level, 

like the macawõs cry on a movie sound track; at the Peabody Museum, in fact, soundtracks 

accompanied several of our exhibits. The point is that when the subliminal message jibes with 

the overt one, the visitorõs imagination is disencumbered, triggering the process I call hermetic 

consent. 

 

Sealing the envelope. Sealing the envelope has to do with the exclusion of distractions that 

interfere with visitor concentration. As with closing the doors, dimming the lights and drawing 

the curtain in theater, visitors to an exhibit need to cross an emotional and physical threshold 

and enter into a setting where what belongs inside doesnõt leak out and what belongs outside 

doesnõt seep in. They pass through a force field as they enter and a decompression chamber as 

they leave. Something announces that a new experience has begun; something will announce its 

end.  

 

Dramaturgy. A common failing of exhibits is that they are uninflected, offering little emotional 

variation or movement as the visitors move around their stage. The use of dramaturgy in 

museums is a nontrivial task, as it requires us to imagine the entire visitor performance, not just 

his physical transit through the space. The visitorsõ performance should feel like an emotional 

journey that, like the story itself, has a shape, a beginning, a middle, and, especially, an end. 

What are the colors, light values, materials, textures, sounds, graphics, and other elements at 

your disposal to shape that performance? 

 

Modeling. Once visitors have crossed the threshold and the dramaturgy has begun to show 

them what kind of performance is possible, something else has to show them how to be 

successful, how to gain access to the experience, how to perform.  

 

I would emphasize the phrase, òOnce visitors have crossed the threshold.ó Over the last three 

decades, the museum field has appropriately given much emphasis to the pre-entry phase: 

orientation, advanced organizers, way finding, and so on. But for many visitors, that attention to 

the pre-entry comes too soon, like telling children about sex before they have become curious. 

Better too soon than too late in both cases, but there needs to be increased emphasis on 

equipping visitors once they are within the environment and likely to need support.  

 

For an example taken from living history, at Plimoth Plantation, visitors viewed the orientation 

film at least fifteen minutes prior to arriving in the Pilgrim Village and might not have been 

particularly helpful in schooling visitors in successful technique in navigating a first person 

environment. For this and other reasons, the Village came to be staffed so that the first 
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interpreters visitors encounter are also the ones most skilled in subtly instructing people on to 

how to function effectively in such a settingñthey train visitors to be successful.  

 

What are the analogous strategies in static exhibits? Here are some obvious ones:  

 

¶ Present things in enabling order, that is, present first those things needed to make sense 

of the things that will come later ñvocabulary, geography, concepts, and so on; 

¶ Display things the way you want them to be seen or understood, perhaps as they were 

used for example, or juxtaposed with related objects or images; 

¶ Use visual explanationñòTufte-izationóñwherever possible.  

 

None of this has anything to do with dumbing down  information or even using overly simple 

language, much less childish or silly explanations. It is not unreasonable to expect visitors to be 

capable of playing their role, but it is unreasonable to expect them to do so without offering 

guidance, if not dir ection, without equipping them. We cannot expect visitors to study ahead of 

time, nor should they need to, but we can entice them to study afterward, so you should be 

thinking aboutê. 

 

Debriefing. Once as I was driving my parents to the airport after their visit to Plimoth 

Plantation, they peppered me with questions. Why, I asked, didnõt you ask the interpreters these 

questions? Because, they said, we didnõt know how to ask and we didnõt think of the questions 

at the time. So I wondered what happens to the visitors I wasnõt driving to the airport? 

Obviously, we needed to equip them to perform better on site, as discussed above, but we also 

needed to devise strategies to enable them to extend the performance later. This involved, for 

example, equipping visitor services staff to get more involved in the visitor exiting process, a 

shift from the former emphasis on the entering visitor. 

 

Static exhibits raise similar concerns. Even a well-executed exhibit may be hard to decode, 

however sophisticated the visitor, however much human intervention or interpretive 

paraphernalia may be available on the exhibit floor. Visitors donõt make connections we thought 

would be obvious, or they make connections we didnõt anticipate, developing interpretations 

from life experiences or points of view we have no way to know about and that, from our 

perspective, may not be germane. Graburn characterizes the visitor mind frame as òmagical 

thinking,ó while museums ordinarily engage in the scientific kind. So how do we enable the 

visitor to connect the two, and to identify, process, and move on from ñor more deeply intoñ

the experience he has just had?  

 

For most museums, thatõs pretty much the gift shop, and thatõs fine, but there is much more that 

can be done. Maybe we, too, need to be more involved in the visitor exiting process, and to find 

other ways to shift our focus from the front end to the back end of the visitor experience. Public 

programs, publications, podcasts, DVDs, websites, newsletters and e-mail blasts, membership 

desks, and other kinds of exit encounters are among the strategies, but there are many more. 



TELLING TIME, Ch. 4: CUEING THE VISITOR: The Museum Theater and the Visitor Performance   
© Ken Yellis  Revised 3/22/08 1:06 PM   Not to be reproduced or quoted without permission  
 C:\ Users\ Ken\ Documents\ Active\ Telling Time\ Cueing the visitor\ Draftchapter.doc  
 Page 18 of 31 
 

 

It is perhaps worth adding  that while the analogy to theater may be problematic, it may 

nevertheless be instructive in terms of how members of the exhibition development team can 

understand their rolesñand in terms of who gets pride of place in the process. For example, if 

the curator or subject matter specialist is the playwright, is the designer the director of the 

production or merely the set designer? Is the museum director (or Exhibits Committee) the 

dramaturge? One would think that in any case the process would need to establish some 

equilibrium between the designer and the visitor ñor the visitor avatarñon the one hand, and 

the developer and the curator to ensure that  the poetics of the vision and the pragmatics of 

creating the physical exhibition reach some kind of reasonable accommodation. 

 

Small is Beautiful ñExhibition Size and the Visitor Performance  

 

Perhaps we need to think in terms of two different media, someth ing for which the traditional 

term exhibitions seems to fit and something much larger that might be called cultural 

productionsñakin to fairs, perhapsñthat need to be thought of quite differently.  

 

While cultural productions may have important and worthwh ile social outcomes, in terms of the 

experience of the individual visitor, they present a variety of issues. For example, their distant 

boundaries can make them hard to see, literally and conceptually, there is the risk that however 

well done they are, their impact will become diffuse. The visitor knows he or she has experienced 

something but at some level remains unsure what it was, overwhelmed, not immersed: museum 

fatigue sets in.  

 

The visitor may also feel cognitive dissonance, the sense that somebody with a lot of money and 

time on his hands thought this subject was a lot more important than the evidence seems to 

support. As in filmñStar Wars, Terminator II, or the original Die Hard come to mindña sense of 

humor or wit can ease this feeling but the sense of disproportion will not entirely go away.  

 

From the perspective of the individual visitorõs experience, the biggest problem with very large 

exhibits is waste in a different sense: the bigger and more spread out it is, the more stuff thatõs 

in it, the likelier it becomes that the moving or humorous moments, the insights, the evocative 

or powerful objects, the design grace notes, the carefully worked prose will be missed or lose 

their impact and that the narrative thrust will be lost. Visitors lose their  way, in space or in terms 

of the story; overwhelmed and fatigued, they break off contact, perhaps intending to return and 

sometimes even doing so, but often not. The golden moment for engagement has been lost.  
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Figure 1: An Exhibition Morphology 
 

1. Mission 
2. Focus 
3. Story 
4. Bounding 
5. Tone 
6. Style 
7. Voice 
8. Detail 
9. Context 

10. Look 
11. Critical Mass 
12. Research 
13. Worldview 
14. Physical Accuracy 
15. Sensory Cues 
16. Sealing the Envelope 
17. Dramaturgy 
18. Modeling 

19. Debriefing 
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CƛƎǳǊŜ нΥ ¢ƘŜ wŀōōƛΩǎ vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ 

 

¶ What is the soul of the museum? 

¶ How might the building and its spaces be configured to produce 

satisfying, rewarding, stimulating and coherent visitor experiences? 

¶ What types of exhibits best suit the stories the museum seeks to tell, the 

themes it wants to sound, and its ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ? 

¶ Can the museum encounter be a transformative experience and can the 

museum prepare the visitor for that transformation? 

¶ What sort of cultural, civic and social resource can the museum be? 

¶ How can the museum visit be filled with joy and enlightenment, 

reflection, introspection, and contemplation, awe, admiration, and 

wonder, curiosity and excitement? 
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Figure 3: Collection-Museum-Visitor Typology 
 

Collection as evidence            Museum as laboratory Visitor as witness 

Collection as a puzzle              Museum as Holmes   Visitor as Watson 

Collection as example             Museum as master Visitor as apprentice 

Collection as resource            Museum as repository Visitor as explorer 

Collection as summation       Museum as gatherer Visitor as inheritor 

Collection as memory            Museum as guardian Visitor as acolyte 

Collections as holy                  Museum as cathedral Visitor as worshiper 

Collections as wellspring       Museum as visionary Visitor as hungry soul  
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Two Case Studies from the Peabody Museum of Natural History  

 

In 1993, Mixed Blessings: The Complex Social Life of Cliff Swallows, was awarded Honorable 

Mention for Interpretation of Research by the Curators Committee of the American Association. 

The exhibition barely alluded to the fabled arrival of cliff swallows at the Mission San Juan 

Capistrano every March 19. It told, instead, the story of the immense cities these hard-working 

birds build on cliffs and other natural and manmade structures from Mexico to M aineñthereõs 

one in the Bangor airport. In these colonies what Darwin called òthe dreadful, but quiet, war of 

organic beingsó rages ceaselessly.  

 

Mixed Blessings started innocently, with a flock of 150 sculpted swallows guiding visitors up the 

stairs to the installation on the third floor. Once there, however, visitors found a graphic display 

and frank discussion of the high price cliff swallows pay for sociality: predation, parasitism, 

savage fights, fierce competition for nests, routine interference with each otherõs nests, including 

invasions to remove or destroy eggs, lay or transfer eggs, or force copulation. For example, they 

found a voracious bull snake predating the colony, devouring eggs, nestlings, and even adult 

swallows. They witnessed the victimization of cliff swallows and their nestlings by a particularly 

nasty ectoparasite, the bloodsucking cimicid swallow bug. Supposedly parasites rarely kill their 

hosts but swallow bugs apparently never got the memo.  

 

Cliff swallow parenting is a desperate race against time; if the parents miscalculate, they lose the 

race and nestlings die. Sometimes the birds re-occupy a colony previously abandoned because 

of swallow bug infestation. They do this because nest-building is an arduous process involving 

long and frequent flights to gather the dabs of mud of which the nests are constructed. 18 By not 

having to build new nests the swallows save a significant amount of time and this, in turn, allows 

them to start their families weeks earlier, increasing the chance that their young will be strong 

enough to make the epic migration to Argentina at the end of the summer.  

 

The risk is that once the nest has been re-occupied the swallow bugs, who may have been 

dormant for a year or more, storm back to voracious li fe. With adult and baby swallows as an 

abundant  food source, the bug population metastizes. Swallow bugsñmimicked by sesame 

seeds in our exhibitñspread rapidly, crawling along the cliff face or hitching rides on birds who 

invade each otherõs nests. When the infestation gets too intense, the birdsõ have to abandon the 

nest, leaving any chicks too weak to fly behind, to be finished off by the bugs or to fall out of 

the nest to get picked off by scavengers. 

 

Another negative aspect of life in a large cliff  swallow colony is what biologists call reproductive 

interference. Males invade other nests to force copulation with neig hboring females or do so 

while gathering mud for nest -building; this increases the chances that their genetic material will 

be passed on while putting the burden of raising the offspring on someone else. For the same 

                                                
18

Cliff swallows are also commonly known as mud daubers; they are closely related to barn swallows. 




