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AMERICAN ASSOCIATION OF MUSEUMS 
An Address 

S. Dillon Ripley 

Tire follow111g article, co11trib11tcd by S. D1//011 Ripley, 
Secretary Emeritus of tire S111itl1so111m1 Institution, Wasl1111gtorr, 
DC, is tire text of a spcccJr delivered /1111c 10, 1985 to Ilic 
American Association of Museums mcctirrg when Ire received 
its 1985 award for distinguished service to 11111se1m1s. 11 
describes l11s lifelong dedication to tile devclopmerrt of 
ed11calio11 in 11111sc11ms and Iris pl1ilosop/1y of life. 

"It is, of course, a great honor to be presented the 1985 
award for distinguished service to museums. l thank my 
colleagues even as l find myself numbered along with my 
illustrious predecessors in this award whose careers l 
have admired for so many years and whose achievements 
I scarcely dared to emulate. It is a particular pleasure to 
myself to find an association in this award with such old 
friends as Albert Parr, Ted Richardson, Frank 
Oppenheimer, Ed Alexander, and, lastly, the redoubtable 
Grace Morley. All of these persons represent il collective 
voice speaking for the role of museums and the future of 
museums, which, for me, has been a constant inspiration 
and stimulus. 

"I note that all of them, in their own way, have 
emphasized the fact which I first became aware of in the 
1950s when I began attending meetings of the American 
Association of Museums (AAM) on behalf of the 
Peabody Museum of Natural History at Yale University. 
The theme that I was anxious to develop was that of 
education. As a university museum it was obvious that 
the Peabody was indeed an educational institution; in 
fact its survival was dependent on the University. As 
recently as the early 1950s, few people were aware of the 
fact that museums were, indeed, educational institutions. 
1 used to attend AAM meetings in order to join a panel 
on the subject of museum education. In those days, the 
panel meetings would be held in one of the smaller 
assembly rooms in whatever caravansary of the time we 
were meeting, with il sparse attendance. 

"Relatively few of the regular participants at the 
meetings seemed to care about the subject of education. 
Only a few of us, indeed, seemed to be among the 
converted. I could not understand why, coming from a 

university museum where the pressure was on to make 
the administration of Yale understand that a museum 
was a necessary and vital adjunct to the teaching process. 
l was at pains during my career at Yale to demonstrate to 
the budget officers of the University that having a 
museum was an essential fact of learning. Statistics 
proved that the museum department of geology and 
paleontology had granted more than half of the total 
PhD's in geology in the graduate school. The fact that the 
museum had been founded by a professor of 
paleontology, O.C. Marsh, with monies from his uncle's 
donation - the fabled George Peabody, one of the first 
American international bankers - had long since 
disappeared into the shadows of forgotten history. The 
same applied to degrees in anthropology, another of the 
two major science departments of the University. 
Without the museum, such persons, many of them now 
members of the National Academy of Sciences, would 
have gone elsewhere and flourished in other university 
museums, such as those of Harvard, Princeton, Chicago 
or Berkeley. These facts were duly noted. 

"Over the years, much of this situation has been 
corrected. All of my predecessors in this distinguished 
award have stressed, in their acceptance speeches, the 
importance of education as a facet of the museum 
experience. However, that facet of museum activity needs 
to be continually stressed. As recently as two years ago, 
the president of one of the peer universities in the 
country was heard to say at an alumni gathering: I 
simply don't understand why it is that our university 
needs to have museums among its departments. As a 
footnote, I've been led to believe that the same person has 
recently recanted on this extraordinary and ill-advised 



statement. 
"To me, however, museum education is and should 

be treated on its own merits, not as a part directly of the 
vast educational apparatus in this country, but, rather, as 
an essential and continuing enrichment in people's lives. 
Although I once spoke, in my little book, 111e Sacred 
Grove, about the importance of the academic degree as a 
kind of ticket-of-admission to higher museum 
curatorship, I did that essentially because of the 
American habit of mind. As an education-conscious 
country, derived from the democratic traditions of the 
Age of Enlightenment in Europe and Scotland, our 
educational institutions have flourished in the full 
consciousness of the need to prescribe both training and 
education for all of our citizens. 

"The thirst for education gripped all of young 
America through the early years of the 19th century and 
culminated, perhaps, with the creation of the land-grant 
colleges. It is true that by the end of the 19th century, 
museums founded essentially as collections or cabinets of 
objects began to suffer a genteel decline in public 
estimation as they became separated from the mainstream 
of the new educational forces at loose in this country. 
Research, once an enigmatic and somewhat inessential 
aspect of teaching, came to the fore in colleges and 
universities by the end of the 19th century. As such, the 
individual institutions, societies, academies and libraries 
suffered a significant loss in public esteem. As research 
became a dominant issue in which professors and 
teachers could have freedom to indulge themselves and 
thus continue a career no less meritorious for the 
aspirations that research and its opportunities represent, 
universities gradually began to swallow up the original 
concept held by the related but smaller, more cloistered 
institutions of learning such as museums, libraries and 
academies. Thus, those museums that were affiliated with 
universities tended to ding on, often unrecognized by 
their peers in the university itself, but bent on the 
sensible persuasion of those same peers that they were 
not frills in the academic tradition; rather necessities. 
This was a hard row to hoe in the 1940s and 1950s, and 
it is only recently that most universities have come to 
recognize the equality of curators with teachers in 
learning and teaching. 

"When I came to the Smithsonian in 1964, I made it 
one of my objectives that I would demonstrate to the 
professional staff in the Institution's museums and 
galleries that they were in every way equal to professors 
of different ranks and categories, that their tasks were 
equally important in demonstrating truth to the public, 
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and that the opportunities for their own research were 
and should be on a par with those possessed by 
professors. At the time this seemed like a rather startling 
thought. Some curators embraced the concept with 
alacrity, others - long since accustomed to suffering as 
academic manque - had tended to resign themselves to 
the thought that they would never make it in the 
academic paper chase. It was important, therefore, to 
reinstitute a feeling of self-respect, of dignity and 
equivalence to the higher academic hierarchy, and to give 
them, if not equivalent salaries, at least equivalent 
prestige. It had been a truism in science museums, as 
pointed out by some of my predecessors in receiving this 
award, that the discipline and research potential was 
maintained in a more efficient manner in science 
museums than in art or history museums. At the time of 
my arrival in 1964, for example, not a single member of 
the staff of the National Gallery of Art held a PhD; by 
contrast, a majority of similar staff positions in the 
Museum of Natural History were held by holders of that 
exalted rank. For myself, I do not care particularly 
whether one has a PhD or not, provided one does one's 
job with zeal and authority. But, today, most of the 
curatorial staff of art museums in this country aspire to, 
if not already having, PhD status, and by my even 
bringing the subject up may seem, to present generation 
aspirants, somewhat irrelevant. 

"Thus history proceeds, and thus the search for 
understanding of the museum role continues. I note with 
great interest that some of the awardees of this signal 
honor have commented on the importance·of learning at 
a very early age in a manner which can be stimulating to 
curiosity and what may be the acquiring of a continual 
curiosity throughout life. At least two of the honorees 
have said that their first experience came as small 
children wandering by themselves (not in classroom 
attendance) through museum halls, picking and choosing 
among the subjects and learning as their curiosity 
dictated. I could not agree more that this is a 
fundamental problem which exists today as urban life -
the presence in cities of compartmentalization in 
everything including transportation and the school 
system - dictates that the individual child has less and 
less opportunity to learn in such a satisfactory manner. 
The substitution of classroom experiences in museums is 
far less effective, to my mind, than the original, 
self-sought pilgrimage or exploratory pattern of the child 
wandering through a museum as a home-away-from­
home, wandering in search of miscellaneous learning 
and experience. Added to this, of course, is the problem 
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today that most museums have succumbed to the need to 
charge admission in some form, and thus children may 
be excluded from attendance unless as members of a class 
or guided group. It is always so much easier to control 
children with teachers or guides and thus avoid the 
possibility that rambunctious, over-eager kids might learn 
too much too soon or too much on their own. In my 
own case, I know the reverse to be true and that, as with 
Parr and Richardson for example, these individual 
experiences carry on the search for information 
throughout life. 

"What, then, of the future of museums? I continue 
to distinguish, in my own mind, the essential difference 
between education in museums and education in schools. 
In schools, it is necessary to pass a quota of class exams 
whether the criteria are good or not. It is necessary to 
achieve some sort of certificate or diploma at the end of a 
progress which now begins to cost a lot of money and 
time and, therefore, must be deemed to be important. 
Even though I often liken school learning today to an 
extended playpen, it seems to be a necessary component 
of the kind of regimented fitting-in to careers, jobs, 
marriages, and so on, which our increasingly crowded 
life demands. 

"In contrast to this system, for better or worse (and I 
do believe that in the long run more of it is better than 
worse), there is always the museum experience; which I 
feel, today as I have in the past, is an invitation to 
continued learning throughout life. I would rather learn 
something or have a vital experience of some kind every 
day than simply rest on the assumption that I have 
received a degree, whether advanced or not. I tend to 
believe, still, that most people feel this way provided they 
are given the option. That is not to say they should not 
have a disciplined kind of learning experience at various 
stages in their lives; but, there is a vast difference 
between such disciplined learning, which tends to be 
affiliated with the transfer training necessary to hold 
down a job, and real learning, which implies a 
fertilization of the mind. 

"While all would admit, today, that education is 
solemn and serious; trai11i11g and the transfer of 
accumulated facts is, indeed, a task for the 
accomplishment of anything in life, and I think that most 
people would realize that such an accumulation of facts 
is not really education. Of course, it is assumed to be 
ed11catio11 by most people, and that's where the money 
goes; that is where hundreds of thousands of people are 
involved with billions of dollars being spent each year. 
As education becomes more portentous and more closed 

in, the assumption that technology requires these skills 
for everyone to be able to bring home the bacon achieves 
a higher and higher degree of relative importance; and, I 
might add, impotence. 

"I will state, in defense of my own feelings, that this 
is not really leami11g. Learning, as I would define it, is a 
never-ending process which helps one to support the 
weight of being educated. learning must be fun, and, 
certainly, most people feel that education cannot be fun. 
If education is solemn and serious, then learning is the 
dessert with which we are able to support our lives 
through to the end. I often think that people who work 
in museums manage to have a good time, sustain a fine 
morale through their enjoyment, and that, somehow, this 
is why they are doing what they do at starvation wages 
and with a relative lack of recognition from the public. 

"It is curious that, at least in America, it is thought 
that one cannot be poor and have fun: the two don't go 
together. It is only in the past few years, perhaps since 
the Vietnam War - when many younger persons of 
successful parents have embarked on relatively 
impecunious careers making furniture, or growing 
organic vegetables, or Jiving off the land, or doing things 
with their hands - that we in America have begun to 
wake up and realize that there are not two cultures in 
this country, but simply two ways of achieving 
happiness. 

"This is what I have attempted to do, myself, in my 
own experience at the Smithsonian: to make people 
understand that life must be a continual discovery; a 
voyage in which something can be learned effectively 
every day and that, through this, true enjoyment lies. A 
life fulfilled is a life which can be described in the most 
eclectic sense as one of liaving futtr' 

Several cl1aplers i11 The Scared Grove are perti11e11t to 
HMaki11g Com1ectio11s," partic11larly six, seve11 a11d eiglit. One 
of Ripley's pri11cipal poi11ts is tl1e 11eed to make museums 
effective ed11catio11al institutions closely i11tcgrated in a 
co111mu11ity's fabric and structure. The problem of effective11ess 
is a co11stai1t for 11111se11111s. 

S. Dillon Ripley is Secretary Emcrit11s of the S111ithso11ia11 /11stitution 
in Washi11g/011, DC. 


