Introducing popular social activities into the museum:

Role Playing Games at the Museum of Byzantine Culture

Introduction 

Putting into practice the guidelines proposed by international organizations such as the International Council of Museums, today’s museums seek new ways to approach their public so as to provide further opportunities for the understanding, appreciation, and enjoyment of cultural heritage.
This paper discusses the way popular social activities developed in a different context can function in an archaeological museum environment, using as a case study a Role Playing Game organized at the Museum of Byzantine Culture in the framework of the European Heritage Days 2007 celebration. 

Awarded the Council of Europe 2005 Museum Prize for achieving a ‘perfect balance’ between its different missions to preserve and study the remnants of Byzantine past in Northern Greece, as well as to offer its visitors the chance to contemplate, learn about and enjoy Byzantine culture, the Museum has put special emphasis on its educational role. Since its permanent display was completed in 2004, the Museum has sought to further develop this role, by organising a variety of events that actively involve the local community and are addressed not only to children but to adults as well. At the same time, the Museum’s communication strategy aimed to “alter” the public’s perception of archaeological museums as formal, elite directed institutions, presenting interest only for a highly specialized public. Its ultimate objective was to show that learning can be combined with entertainment and that museums can offer worthwhile and enjoyable experiences.
Towards this end, the Museum of Byzantine Culture has set out to organize thematic events that aspire to promote original ways of presenting different aspects of the museum collections.
The goal has been to attract a broader audience, a public that otherwise would not visit a museum. It appears that a large part of the public who are not frequent museum-goers, assume that there is nothing there for them. Cultivating a “visitor-friendly” image of itself, the Museum of Byzantine Culture attempted to extend its enterprises so as to provide for the needs and interests of a wide range of people. 
One large group of visitors the museum sought to attract has been the returning visitors. By organizing events that touch upon everyday experiences of the audience, the museum intended to involve the local community into the museum’s practices. It aspired to be a dialogical space in which dynamic processes of making meaning and building relationships are facilitated in community. 

These ideas reflect constructivist theory, which, within the museum field, was best expressed in the writings of George Hein
. Rejecting concepts of the autonomous and isolated self, and “individualistic ontology”, the constructivist epistemological model treats the world as being comprised of human relationships, “a world that coheres through human connection rather than through systems of rules”.
 The museum is developed into a space where the community is free to explore and reconnect with artifacts as a part of daily living. 

According to the constructivist conception, artifacts on display are not important by themselves. Meaning making by museum visitors is not only mediated by museum objects and their presentation but also by the visitor’s culture, previous personal experience, and condition of their visit.
 Therefore, the museum, in order to create the right setting for a visit and to facilitate the public’s opportunities to reach their own understandings of an exhibit, should base its practices on the shared or overlapping experiences that tie the artifacts, ideas, and stories to the visitors’ needs, interests and everyday life. 
The Role Playing Game. “550 a.d: Mystery in Thessaloniki during the years of Justinian”
It was in this framework that the idea of organizing a Role Playing Game was born. The celebration of European Heritage Days 2007 offered an excellent occasion. European Heritage Days were officially launched by the Council of Europe in 1991, aiming, among other things, to raise the awareness to the richness and diversity of the European culture and to encourage a more active involvement in the safeguard and enhancement of European cultural heritage.
 Following the common principles proposed by the Council of Europe, each year during a weekend in September museums and sites offer special activities and events organized around a special theme, varying in each participating country.
Under the title “Open the door and let me in: House Stories”, defined by the Greek Ministry of Culture as the theme for two subsequent years (2007 and 2008), the entire culture of home, but also of everyday life could be accommodated. 
Taking advantage of the popularity Role Playing Games have among adolescents and young people, the activity attempted to combine learning with a more “active” tour of the permanent collection. Role Playing Games as a practice seemed to concentrate all the characteristics the Museum wished to raise in order to promote its accessibility and popularity. Originating in the 1970s, when the first games were launched into the market, Role Playing Games represent a significant part of the games industry. They constitute a popular social activity with a large and keen public consisting of players from almost every age group, from children and adolescents to middle age people. Role Playing Games are played in teams (or “parties”), who collaboratively create stories set in different historical or imaginary backgrounds. Coordinated by a central narrator or ‘game master’, the players assume a character and are called upon to improvise and interact with other members of their team. Their decisions shape the direction and outcome of the story. The game does not conclude by presenting winners and losers; working together as members of a team, the players develop a sense of collaboration and share an experience. 

Transferring the game from around the tabletop, where everything is described and imagined, to a real setting in the museum was a challenge. The Museum consulted two RPG players’ groups active in Thessaloniki, selected members of which would devise the story, the script of the game to be played. However, not aiming to provide mere entertainment, the story had to present historical and archaeological accuracy. Therefore, archaeologists working in the museum were mobilized to provide the script-writers with all necessary information and bibliography that was required in order to document the artifacts selected for inclusion in the story. The organization of the Museum’s exhibits in thematic groups, which seek to allude to the objects’ original function and context, facilitated the setting of the game in different ‘locations’ within the Museum.
The story that was devised was entitled “550 a.d: Mystery in Thessaloniki during the years of Justinian”. For reasons of historical accuracy, the game was played in only 4 out the 11 rooms of the Museum, rooms that present a historical coherence, as they are all dedicated to the Early Christian era. 218 players, organized in small groups of 5 to 7 persons, took part in the game during the two-day celebration. For approximately two hours, the participants ‘traveled’ in time to go back to 6th century Thessaloniki, namely during the reign of the Byzantine emperor Justinian. Assuming the characters of visitors to the city, the participants set out to solve the mystery of the disappearance of a precious artifact. In order to gain the information needed to resolve the case, the players had to search the exhibits for clues, solve riddles associated with certain artifacts on display and interact with the narrators. The latter supplied full descriptions of the ‘locations’ visited and assumed the roles of various non-playing characters whom the participants could ‘interrogate’. In the course of the game, the players were guided through an Early Christian church, the ‘agora’ (marketplace) of Thessaloniki, an Early Christian house and the cemetery outside the city’s walls, as they are presented in the museum’s thematic rooms dedicated respectively to the Early Christian temple, to the everyday public and private life and to the burial customs from 4th to 7th c. This way, at the conclusion of the game the visitors had acquired an overall impression of the entire Early Christian era.
Reception. A visitors’ survey
In an attempt to evaluate the project, the Museum of Byzantine provided the participants with questionnaires, which they had to fill in at the end of their visit.  Through a series of open questions, in order not to influence the answers, the museum aimed at finding out mainly what attracted the visitors to participate in the game, what they most liked and what they disliked in their experience. The participants’ answers, in their own phrasing, indicate that most of them joined the activity out of curiosity, intrigued by the opportunity to have a new experience (39,7%); a 16,9% were attracted by the chance to combine learning with entertainment, a 4,2% stating their interest in “visiting the museum in a different way”, while other answers emphasized on one of the two (learning 6,9%, interest in the historical period/in the museum 11,1%, entertainment 6,3%). Only a 6,9% of the participants were actively involved in Role Playing Games previously.
What the participants mostly liked in their experience was that the museum was transformed into the setting of a plot (22,8%), the interaction with the narrators (22,8%), and their active part during their visit (17,9%). The originality of the idea appeared as an answer to both why they decided to participate (4,8%) and to what they liked in the experience (6,8%). Apart from organizational problems such as having to put up with noise generated by “regular” visitors (5,8%), what the participants thought the activity lacked was an even greater level of action and/or interaction (16,9%) and a more “theatrical” presentation, using visual aids, costumes and artifacts’ replicas (4,8%). A 2,1% mentioned their lack of familiarity with Role Playing Games as a drawback that held them from “opening up” and working together with the rest of their team.


Examining the questionnaire results, what can be noted as the project’s success is the participants’ appreciation of the activity’s interactive character. While not familiar with the Role-Playing Games in their majority, the visitors interacted with each other or with the narrator and acted as members of a team. Although transferred into a distant past, the players were encouraged to act as themselves, borrowing reactions, emotions, ideas of their everyday life. These shared experiences seem to have created a sense of bond within the members of the “group” as well as with the museum space.  


The emphasis on experience seems to accommodate the constructivist conception of learning, an approach that could summarized in Dewey’s comment that experience is educative, unless it “distorts or arrest the growth of further experience”.
 The participants appear to acknowledge the originality of the experience, namely seeing the museum in a different way and combining learning with leisure. In accordance with the recent broadening of the definition of “learning” within the museum, contemporary practices seek to include notions such as enjoyment, satisfaction and other outcomes from experiences. This alternative way of visiting the museum managed to alleviate the didacticism inherent in an archaeological museum’s educational mission, as well as to shake off any stereotypes of a detached and elite-directed museum policy. 
Museums versus popular culture


One could not evaluate the project without integrating it within the general tendencies that lately seek to raise the museums’ popularity, attracting a wider public. During the last years for numerous institutions in North America and Western Europe the options to ‘do business’ are more than one might imagine at first. They range from admissions –higher ‘donation’ fees, increased revenues from new members- to increased sales revenues in museums shops. Sales revenues can take other forms: mail order catalogues, licensing of products, publishing of books and videos, theatre or movie revenues, rental of museum facilities, restaurants or cafes, catering and even selling mailing lists.
 
Although most of Europe's museums remain public institutions largely financed by the state, government subsidies to most of them are less generous than they once were. This means that museum directors are obliged to pay attention to the market, accommodating sponsors and donors. In North America, where museums cannot rely on much direct financial help from government, finding a sponsor appears more crucial.
  
It is more than obvious that these museums tend to transform themselves into an extension of the entertainment and recreation industry.
 Seeking to attract a wider public, they are forced to be directly connected to the market. They reproduce tried and commercially successful formulas used by generators of popular culture; or they introduce aspects of popular culture either to appropriate its public or simply to be original. This current situation has forced many thinkers into questioning whether the introduction of popular culture into the museum can exist without compromising scholarly integrity or to which extent marketing techniques are permissible. 

Eleanor Heartney, famous American art critic, writing already in the 1970s raised an interesting point discussing the difficulties museums encounter when applying alternative methods of collection presentation, seeking to attack a wider public. She does not hesitate to relate these ideas with practices applied by such organizations as Disney. 
It is no longer enough to array precious objects straightforwardly in a glass case and expect them to be self-explanatory. Today, objects are presented theatrically, and long lines at these museums attest to the popularity of this approach. Audiences are happy. Museum budget directors are happy…so is there any reason to be uneasy about the Disneyfication of the museum? ...This focus on heightened realism seems to go hand in hand with a tendency to compromise authenticity. In some displays, fabricated props are all but indistinguishable from actual historic items.
  
The Role-Playing Game the Museum of Byzantine Culture introduced appears to have utilized several of the practices Heartney decries: theatricality, interaction, a heightened sense of realism with the use of props. Undeniably, Role Playing Games are part of what is generally called “popular culture” or “mass culture”. It is a cultural production characterized and defined by its aim to satisfy the needs and taste of, and ultimately be consumed by, a mass public. 
 However, while Role Playing Games constitute, indeed, a thriving hobby industry with a wide variety of consumer products as rule books, literature, computer games, collectible card games and so on, a very important aspect of them involves the players’ creativity, imagination, communication skills, decision-making. It was precisely this aspect the Museum wished to promote when introducing a Role Playing Game into its practices. As a form of interactive and collaborative storytelling, which engages imagination, improvisation and interactivity within the players, could turn a museum visit into a singular experience the public shares. 
Presenting a museum collection in alternative ways is not in itself reprehensible. Nor is there is anything to blame in a museum seeking to attract and satisfy its visitors. Popularity does not necessarily imply a requirement to drop high standards of scholarship; it does not preclude historical accuracy. In order to distinguish itself from a theme park, the museum should reconcile both the requirements of scholarship and leisure, which does not result in mere entertainment.

Despite what Heartney claims, museums have not been assimilated into commodity culture. In reality, they still concern only a small part of the public. Visitor researches indicate that in Western Europe and in North America museums are visited by a 22 per cent of the total population.
  One might speak of a still existing elitism, but in a novel version. The imaginary line between high and low culture, although somewhat blurred today, still exists; there is always an intellectual or aesthetic judgment separating what can be included in a museum collection from what has no place in it. This notion can be distinguished in the way museums handle works, the way they acquire them, the way they write about them.

Greek museums at the age of commercialization 
Should one focus on Greek museums, however, it would be easy to figure out that their character is in stark contrast with the dominant model of museums described above. Directly dependent from the Ministry of Culture and founded in the model of the National Archaeological Museum that was established in mid 19th century, the Greek archaeological museums seem somehow inflexible in the way they treat their collections. Reading the mission statement of the Museum of Byzantine Culture, one notices the emphasis in placed not on the public but on the protection and study of antiquities:  

..its responsibilities include issues of acquisition, acceptance, guarding, conservation, recording, documentation, research, study, publication and most of all exhibition and presentation to the public of artifacts of the Early Christian, Byzantine, Medieval and Post-Byzantine era.
 

Another aspect that should be accentuated about Greek state museums is their non-profit character. As regional departments of the Greek Ministry of Culture, they are exclusively financed by the State. Of course, Greek museums are not completely unaffected by the general tendency towards private funding: recently, a Sponsorships’ department has been founded within the administration structure of the Ministry. How things are going to be in a few years time, we are not in a position to know. Until now, however, the museums’ priority does not seem to maximize their profit. The general entrance fee for most museums is relatively low; large groups of visitors (students, teachers, artists etc) enjoy free entrance to all state museums, while every Sunday during the winter the entrance is free for everyone. Furthermore, despite the recent attempts for the museums to connect more to the market, the museum shops have a limited range of merchandise to offer, mainly survey books and exhibition catalogues as well as few copies of artifacts on exhibit.
When attempting to widen their access, museums do not necessarily need to compromise what can be characterized as their standards. The public still expects a high degree of intellectual authority from a museum and generally receives it. They may use artifacts or practices to explore some everyday or even low-cultural themes; that, of course, should not, by any means, result in any concessions to commodity culture, or to commercialism. On the contrary, any museum should and can be raised as a force of resistance against commercialization, and its transforming into a spectacle, into a theme park.  

Greek archaeological museums do not seem, for the moment at least, endangered. Their state, non-profit character protects them from any concession into trivializing culture. However, we think that an addition should be made in their hierarchies; without neglecting issues of protection or study of the antiquities, as these are expressed in their mission statements, Greek museums of today should be orientated more to a wider public. 

In the case of the Museum of Byzantine Culture, we have attempted to provide the visitor with an original way to go through the museum and see aspects of its collection. Our aim has been to persuade more people to visit the Museum, offering them an original experience. Thinking that scholarship and big audiences are not necessarily alternatives, we believe that the museum should redefine its social role in Greek reality, so that it will concern more and will be part of everyday life for more people. 
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