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Museums and Public History 
 
Matti Bunzl (matti.bunzl@wienmuseum.at) 
Nathaniel Prottas (nathaniel.prottas@wienmuseum.at) 
 
What does it mean to display public history? What role can a history museum play in making history accessible and 
exciting for wide audiences?  How is the work of the history museum distinct from that of the university? In this 
course we will explore the inner workings of the history museum, specifically the Wien Museum, Vienna’s city 
museum. During the course, students will be introduced the structure of the museum, from finance, to 
conservation, exhibition development, education, marketing, on-line strategies, and curatorial research. We will 
discuss how all the various departments of the museum work together and the many decisions that go into creating 
exhibitions, from graphic design and architecture to loans and public programming. Students will discover how the 
museum balances the care and protection of its historical objects with its mandate to make them accessible to the 
public.  Through site visits to the museums’ locations and meetings with a wide range of museum staff, students 
will learn what it takes to exhibit, research, and educate the public about history and consider the unique potential 
of the museum to make history relevant today.  
 
Assessment: The Course is Pass/Fail. Students are expected to complete all readings or assignments prior to class and write 
short response papers for each (one page). Students must also attend all classes and actively participate in the discussions.  
 
Learning outcomes:  

1. A critical understanding of the inner workings of a museum, from academic research, to educational offerings, to 
marketing and finance 

2. Develop a vocabulary for assessing exhibitions from academic as well as educational and visitor-oriented 
perspectives 

3. Gain insight into how museums balance care of their collections with access to the public 
4. Understand the difference between the university and museum as spaces of engagement with history 

 
Skills that will be practiced and developed: 

1. Communicate ideas and arguments effectively, in an accurate, succinct, and lucid manner in both written and oral 
form 

2. Develop visual and textual analysis skills in the context of exhibitions  
3. Work with others as part of a group in seminar or seminar discussions 

 
 
CALENDAR  
 
September 21 – The Structure of the Museum  

Museum work is a team sport. From finance, to exhibition development, to internal services, making history public 
requires more than just academic research.  
In this first session, we will discuss the complex structure of the museum, getting an overview of the various 
departments and how they work together to make history public.  
Guest Speaker: Christina Schwarz, Financial Director, Wien Museum 
 
Pre-Class Assignment: Familiarize yourself with the Wien Museum via the website. What locations does it have? What 
exhibitions and program has it offered in recent years? What is its mission statement?  

 
 
September 28 – What is a Museum, and How is it Not a University?  

Museums are spaces dedicated to public engagement with history, art, and science. While research plays a central role 
in any museum, they are primarily places for education.  In this session, we will discuss the educational mandate of 
the museum. 
Guest Speaker: Andreas Nierhaus, Curator, Wien Museum 

 
Pre-Class Assignment: Consider the following questions: What is a curator? What roles does a curator fill in the 
museum? What work does a curator do to prepare and exhibition?  
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October 5 – What is an Object? And How Do We Care for It?  

How do museums care for the objects in their collections? And how to do they ensure that their collections will be 
there for future generations? In this session, we will discuss the central role of conservation for a museum and its 
collection. 
Guest Speaker: Alexandra Czarnecki, Head of Conservation, Wien Museum 
 
Pre-Class Assignment: https://www.icomos.org/charters/venice_e.pdf 
https://icom.museum/en/news/the-icom-advisory-council-selects-the-museum-definition-proposal-to-be-voted-in-
prague/ 
 

 
October 12 – No Class (Instructors Out of Town)  
 
 
October 19 – Museum as a Place of Learning: The Roles of Museum Education  

Over the last twenty years the museum has shifted from ‘being about something to being for somebody’ to quote the 
museum theorist Stephen E. While. But the museum has long been a space of learning. How do we teach history with 
objects and what are the goals of the museum as a space of learning? How do we move beyond narrating history and 
instead create a space for exchange and experience?  
Featured Speaker: Nathaniel Prottas, Head of Education, Wien Museum 

 
Pre-Class Assignment: Carmen Mörsch, “At the Crossroads of Four Discourses,” in documenta 12 education. Between 
Cultural Praxis and Public Service. Edited by Carmen Mörsch. IAE Publication, 2009. (Attention: Read ONLY to page 21) 
  

 
October 26 – No Class (Austrian National Holiday) 
 
 
November 2 – Spreading the Word: Marketing and Fundraising  

How do museums market and raise awareness about their research and programming? In this session, we will look 
closely at marketing and fundraising for the museum, including the use of social media.  

 Guest Speaker: Florian Pollack, Head of Marketing, Wien Museum 
 

Pre-Class Assignment: Bring an example of a communication from a museum that you like. This can be a website, a 
poster, an Instagram post. Come to class ready to share and explain what you like about it.   

 
 
November 9 – Making History Work: The Inclusive Museum  

Making history public requires its accessibility. In this session, we will ask how museums create inclusive spaces for all 
kinds of different visitors. We will pay special attention to disabilities, from design of the museum to training of staff 
to program offerings. 

 Guest Speaker: Jennie Schellenbacher, Accessibility Specialist, Wien Museum 
 

Pre-Class Assignment: The “Come-In!” guidelines were developed as part of an EU-funded project, aimed at helping 
small and medium-sized museums structure their approaches to physical accessibility. The guidelines are structured 
along the “service chain” and the ways that visitors prepare and experience their visit.  
 
In preparation for this session, students should look specifically at pages 17-21 of the final guidelines report and think 
about how their favourite or most recently-visited museum approaches accessibility, using the matrix on page 21 if 
helpful. What works well and what could be improved?  
 
COME-IN! Final Guidelines - ENG version (The COME-IN Guidelines are a practical tool to make your museums and 
exhibitions accessible for all, pdf 1.8 MB) https://www.interreg-central.eu/Content.Node/COME-IN/COME-IN-
Guidelines-FINAL-English-version.pdf 
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November 16 – From Museum Theory to Exhibition Practice  

Making an exhibition is a collaborative project between curators, designers, educators, marketers, and conservators. 
At the center of this project stands the Exhibition Production Department.  From planning work flows, making 
schedules, to budgets, and de-instillation, the exhibition producer works closely with both internal and external 
players. After discussing the process of producing an exhibition, students will be invited to plan a fictitious exhibition 
project. 
Guest Speaker: Bärbl Schrems, Head of Production, Wien Museum 
 
Pre-Class Assignment: Visit an exhibition and consider it as if you were a exhibition producer. What kind of lighting is 
there? How big are the texts and in what color? What kind of display cases are present? What colors were chosen for 
the walls? Are the objects in glass or presented without protection?  What seems like it cost a lot  

 
 
November 23 – Making History Public I: Visit to the Neidhart Festsaal (Tuchlauben 19)  

Through a visit to two of the museum’s most visitor-oriented locations, we will ask how a museum makes history 
exciting and accessible to a wide variety of audiences. What choices do educators, curators, and graphic designers 
make to create spaces that invite exploration and learning? We will look at how their exhibitions were developed, 
designed, and function.  
Guest Speaker: Michaela Kronberger, Curator and Head of Collections, Wien Museum 

 
Pre-Class Assignment: Visit one of the Wien Museum’s locations (not Neidhart Festsaal or the Beethoven Museum) 
and consider how it makes history accessible and interesting to the public. What choices were made by the curators, 
educators, and designers?  Write a short response paper (one page, double spaced) with an analysis of the exhibition. 
Things to consider: texts, graphics, and object selection  

 
 
November 30 – Making History Public II: Visit to the Beethoven Museum (Probusgasse 6) 

In our second location visit, we will explore the Beethoven Museum in Heiligenstadt. We will ask how a museum can 
interpret and display a historic home. What can a home once lived in by a famous artist tell us about his or her life, art, 
and creativity? How does a museum move beyond the celebration of the cult of the artist? And how can programming 
support and augment these narratives in the exhibition? 
Guest Speaker: Lisa Noggler, Curator, Wien Museum 

 
Pre-Class Assignment: Beethoven is still moving, moving again, moving all the time. In preparation, I invite you to 
listen to the following piece of music - anyone who wants to know more is welcome to do so. But it would be 
important for me to write down those impressions that come when listening - without prior knowledge, without 
"musicological" or "historical" classification. 

 
YouTube: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nc6UhirVWJc 
Spotify: 
https://open.spotify.com/track/2dxNpJn7VugP1c7Dp5LEyS?si=cc81bcf9d6cd4b29 

 
 
December 7 The Future of the Museum 

What should the future of the museum look like? How should we balance our care of collections with care for the 
community? What work should be central to the museum of the 21st century? As a final discussion, we will brainstorm 
together and imagine the future of the museum.  

 
 


