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Prologue 

 
Visitor and audience research in museums is a rapidly growing area (Falk & Dierking 2013) 

that began with the �turn to the visitor� (Hooper-G reenhill 2006: 362). Presently visitor 

research is becoming increasingly important in academia although it is often not yet 

sufficiently considered by exhibition makers when designing exhibitions (Reussner 2010).  

Visitor research is conducted by various disciplines, mainly sociology, socio-cultural 

anthropology, psychology and educational science. 

The visitor research presented in this thesis Affordances, Appropriation and Experience in 

Museum Exhibitions: Visitors� (Eye) Movement Patterns and the Influence of Digital Guides 

was part of the German interdisciplinary cooperation project Wissen & Museum: Archiv � 

Exponat � Evidenz (Knowledge & Museum: Archive � Exhibit � Evidence , 2009-2012) 

between the Ludwig-Uhland-Institute for Empirical Studies (LUI) and the Institute for Art 

History at the University of Tuebingen, the German Literature Archive (Deutsches 

Literaturarchiv, DLA) in Marbach a. N. with its affiliated museums and the Knowledge  

Media Research Centre (KMRC) Tuebingen, an extra-faculty research institute that is part of 

the Leibniz Association. The project was funded by the German Federal Ministry of 

Education and Research. It consisted of four sub-projects respectively: �Spaces of Literature� 

conducted by Thomas Thiemeyer and advised by Bernhard Tschofen (LUI); �Materials of 

Literature� conducted by Felicitas Hartmann and adv ised by Anke te Heesen (LUI);  

�Iconicity of Literature� conducted by Yvonne Schwe izer and advised by Barbara Lange (art 

history); and finally �Presentation Practice and Ev idence Attribution� conducted by myself 

and advised by Stephan Schwan (KMRC). My subproject integrated socio-cultural 

anthropology and psychology. 

The goal of this interdisciplinary cooperation project was two-fold. On the one hand the aim 

was to gain knowledge about museum transformations, from the archival material to the 

exhibit at the German Literature Archive with its affiliated museums. We sought to create an 

exhibition and generate knowledge about exhibitions that was newer than each discipline 

could provide and that was generalizable to all exhibitions. A second aim was to train 

scientific and museum staff at the same time. Each scientific staff member was also a trainee 

at the literature museums in Marbach. Hence each one of us was working between different 

disciplines and between academia and museums as well. 

Thus it was a challenging interdisciplinary project. This project was characterized by the 

exchange between the disciplines and by (re)drawing boundaries between all the disciplines 
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that are part of so-called museum studies. Each of the staff members as well as the 

supervising professors were open to and interested in the knowledge and practice of the other 

disciplines. 

This project ultimately resulted in the exhibition �1912 � Ein Jahr im Archiv� (�1912 � One 

Year in the Archive�) and the final conference �Prä senz � ausstellen, erfahren, erforschen� 

(�Presence � Exhibiting, Experiencing, Researching� ) in 2012. For further information about 

the project see http://www.wissen-und-museum.uni-tuebingen.de/. 

My tasks included conducting visitor studies in the temporary special �South Sea Oases: Life 

and Survival in the Western Pacific� exhibition (or iginal title: �Südsee-Oasen: Leben und 

Überleben im Westpazifik�) at the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart and in the permanent �nexus� 

exhibition at the Museum of Modern Literature (LiMo) in Marbach a. n. This visitor research 

sought distinct, recurrent and systematic eye movement patterns in museum exhibitions and 

described them on the micro level in order to provide design suggestions for exhibition 

makers. Therefore it applied, among other methods, a recent approach in visitor studies: 

mobile eye tracking. Additionally it examined the influence of digital guides. Furthermore, as 

part of a minor aim, it investigated the differences between experts and novices. 

This thesis was developed within the interdisciplinary project Knowledge & Museum with its 

openness, interests, aims and challenges. Hence, it will challenge its readers and ask them to 

be open and interested in something different from traditional anthropology. It aims to 

contribute to the application of new methods both in visitor studies and socio-cultural 

anthropology, and to initiate a new cognitive science approach in visitor studies by combining 

psychological and anthropological theories and methods. 
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Abstract and Thesis Outline 
 
This thesis Affordances, Appropriation and Experience in Museum Exhibitions: Visitors� 

(Eye) Movement Patterns and the Influence of Digital Guides emerged of the BMBF-project 

Knowledge & Museum. My task within this interdisciplinary project was to conduct visitor 

research in the permanent exhibition �nexus� at the  Museum of Modern Literature in Marbach 

a. N. This task was complemented and extended by visitor research in the temporary special 

exhibition �South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in t he Western Pacific� at the Linden- 

Museum in Stuttgart. 

Visitors are usually not allowed to physically touch the exhibits in an exhibition but they are 

encouraged to �touch� the exhibits with their gaze instead. They are invited to view exhibits. 

They are invited to read labels and other information panels. 

Based on such fundamental principles, the main aims of this project were to gain new 

knowledge about visitor eye movement behaviour1 and accompanying cognitive processes 

surrounding the particular affordances of exhibition design and hence particular appropriation 

strategies. To accomplish this, I applied a new method in visitor studies and   socio-cultural 

anthropology: mobile eye tracking (MET). Previous visitor movement behaviour research has 

mainly been conducted by observation. By using MET, new insights can be gained into the 

micro level of visitor movement behaviour. Furthermore using MET allows us to seek the 

emic point of view in its very literal sense, which is the anthropological agenda as established 

by its founder Malinowski in 1922. The new MET method was combined with cued 

retrospective reporting to gain knowledge about the goals of visitors� that underlie their 

attentional behaviour and thus the meaning of their movements. Thus MET works as a 

complementary method. The digital guides that were provided in these two exhibitions � an 

audio guide and a tablet like medium � were investi gated in regard to their influence on visitor 

movement behaviour. Thus I will provide new insights into the museum experience with and 

without digital guides. Furthermore, it was a minor aim to investigate the differences between 

experts and novices. 

The overarching aim of my research was not a simple evaluation of curatorial messages being 

transferred by the exhibits and exhibitions and received by the visitor, although this was the 

initial idea in exploring the field. Contrarily I chose to rely on complex basic research about 

 
 
 

�� In the following text I will refer to (eye) movement patterns or (eye) movement behaviour always as movement 
patterns or movement behaviour, whereas I imply that the eye is always included in these movements. 
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visitors� eye, head and body movement behaviour and their accompanying cognitive 

processes. 

Eighteen distinct, recurrent and systematic movement patterns could be identified by applying 

MET in the �South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in t he Western Pacific� exhibition at the 

Linden-Museum in Stuttgart, which could be classified according to their appearances and 

possible utilities. These are unique and innovative results, which make evident the fact that 

visitors� movement behaviours are more complex than just stopping and attending to 

particular exhibits. Rather movement behaviours comprise several unconscious movement 

patterns that serve the exploration of exhibitions and exhibits in a detailed manner from the 

visitors� own perspective. The distinctness of these movement patterns was successfully 

confirmed firstly, with a completely different method, systematic observation, applied in the 

same exhibition and secondly, in a completely different exhibition, the �nexus� exhibition at 

the Museum of Modern Literature in Marbach a. N., again with MET. In sum, after applying 

these confirmation methods, 26 movement patterns and sub-patterns were found altogether in 

both exhibitions. 

Note that the two exhibitions are quite different as the descriptions of them in Chapter 3 will 

show. They are different because of their subject matter but also in many other aspects. Due to 

these differences these exhibitions provided a great range of typical exhibition situations, 

which led to the identification of this relatively large number of movement patterns (i.e., 26). 

Nevertheless the comparability between both MET studies is given because both exhibitions 

avoid directing visitors down a single or main pathway. Instead both exhibitions allow 

explorative free viewing, which was the requested task of the visitors included in this study in 

order to elicit their eye movement patterns. 

My research focuses on the influence of exhibitions� affordances on visitors� eye, head and 

body movement behaviours. These affordances are created by the selection of exhibits and 

digital guides and their presentation and design. For example, exhibits can be presented 

freestanding or in display cabinets. The design of the display cabinets may vary from being 

only viewable from the front side to being display cabinets made completely of glass that 

even have glass shelves. The presentations and designs of exhibits can be homogenous or 

heterogeneous. They can be presented hanging or lying on a shelf or a platform. 

The influence of digital guides like the audio guide at the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart and the 

tablet-like guide at the Museum of Modern Literature were examined. The main finding was 

that digital guides direct movement patterns and focus attention in a straightforward   manner. 
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Hence the usage of digital guides leads to more and to broader ranges of different movement 

patterns; thus visitors using digital media tend to be more actively engaged visually and 

cognitively when visiting museums than visitors who were not using digital guides. The main 

difference between audio guides and tablet-like guides is that audio guides allow a dual or 

parallel way of appropriation by viewing exhibits and listening to the audio guide at the same 

time, whereas tablet-like guides without the audio guide function only allow a successive but 

extended way of appropriation shifting between exhibit/exhibition and guide. 

Besides the exhibitions� affordances and their influence on visitors� eye movement 

behaviours, investigating the difference between general content experts (socio-cultural 

anthropologists and literary scholars/Germanists) and novices was a minor aim; hence visitor 

characteristics were not collected and investigated. The comparison between experts and 

novices showed that individuals of both groups behave and process similarly when viewing 

exhibitions, although experts are more active visitors than novices. These results may reflect 

the selection of experts in this study, because they were not experts on the particular 

exhibition theme or the material culture that was exhibited. After a final review of the 

findings, it can be concluded that differences between visitors are primarily determined by 

digital guides rather than by expert status. 

The results of this basic research, firstly, demonstrate that visitor movement behaviours are 

much more complex than previous visitor research studies have concluded. It provides 

evidence that 26 movement patterns including variations are used to view exhibits and 

exhibitions in detail from the visitors� own perspective, and highly welcomes further research 

on these identified movement patterns, especially cross-cultural research. Secondly, this 

research will inform the influence of digital guides on visitor movement behaviour. Thirdly, 

findings from this research can help inform exhibition makers about exhibition design on a 

micro level and suggestions from these findings can be drawn to support use of visitor-centred 

exhibition designs. In order to present the benefits of visitor-centred exhibition designs, 

anthropological and psychological theories and methods are combined in a way that creates a 

new cognitive science approach to visitor studies. Finally yet importantly this thesis shall 

enable visitor researchers and socio-cultural anthropologists to decide whether MET could be 

advantageous and applicable for their field research. 

The research and relevant background, theoretical terms, and concepts were outlined as 

follows: 
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Chapter 1 introduces visitor research in general and in socio-cultural anthropology, its 

methods and previous findings about visitor circulation behaviour and use of digital guides, as 

well as (my) reasons for conducting visitor research as a socio-cultural anthropologist. This 

chapter describes MET as a new method and introduces the research questions and aims in 

detail. 

Chapter 2 introduces three main important terms and concepts that are helpful to investigate 

visitors� movement patterns and the influence of digital guides: �affordance� (Gibson 1979), 

appropriation, and museum experience. This chapter looks briefly at museums as a research 

area in general, and in particular, ethnographic and literature museums. 

Chapter 3 provides a detailed description of the research settings. The �South Sea Oases: Life 

and Survival in the Western Pacific� exhibition and  its audio guide at the Linden-Museum in 

Stuttgart. The �nexus� exhibition and its multimedi a museums guide called the �M3� at the 

Museum of Modern Literature (LiMo) in Marbach a. N., including floor plans, photographs 

and original texts of the exhibitions. 

Chapter 4 describes the results of the first MET study conducted in the �South Sea Oases: 

Life and Survival in the Western Pacific� exhibitio n at the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart. 

Eighteen distinct, recurrent and systematic movement patterns are identified and described in 

detail. Additionally, this chapter provides the frequencies of the movement patterns at four 

selected sections demonstrating the level of frequencies and hence level of affordances� 

perception (primary, secondary, tertiary and no frequencies). Furthermore it focuses 

exemplarily on movement behaviour and accompanying cognitive processes of experts and 

novices. 

Chapter 5 describes the results of the systematic observation study conducted in the �South 

Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the Western Pacific� exhibition at the Linden-Museum in 

Stuttgart at four selected sections. It describes the confirmation of the movement patterns and 

the investigation of the audio guide�s influence on these patterns. Furthermore this chapter 

provides examples of cognitive processes reported by a subset of visitors that were 

additionally interviewed directly after they were observed. 

Chapter 6 describes the results of the second MET study conducted in the �nexus� exhibition 

at the LiMo. It proves most of the movement patterns identified in the �South Sea Oases: Life 

and Survival in the Western Pacific� exhibition at the Linden-Museum in a completely 

different  exhibition  and  thus  provides  first  evidence  for  possible  generalizability  of   the 

research findings.  Additionally further movement patterns  were  identified  in  the �nexus� 
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exhibition. Furthermore it compares exemplary descriptions of movement behaviour and 

accompanying cognitive processes of one expert and one novice who did not use the digital 

guide M3 with one expert and one novice who did use it. 

Chapter 7 critically reflects on the methods applied in this research by emphasizing their 

limitations, potentials, and prospects as well as by describing exemplarily the reactions they 

triggered in the social environment of the research, such as in participants, project partners, 

colleagues, museum staff and the press. 

Finally, in Chapter 8 the research results will be summarized (Chapter 4-6) and linked to 

research results from previous studies (Chapter 1) and the theoretical terms and concepts 

(Chapter 2). Based on the specific exhibitions (�South Sea Oa ses: Life and Survival in the 

Western Pacific� and �nexus� presented in Chapter 3), I answer the research questions, 

provide a list of all 26 identified movement patterns, and discuss which conclusions or design 

suggestions can be given. Furthermore, I will anticipate the future of digital guides in 

exhibitions, MET in visitor studies, the new cognitive science approach in visitor studies and 

future visitor research. 

Please note that small parts of some aspects of this thesis were already published due to the 

expectations of the Knowledge & Museum project. Single aspects of Chapter 1 were already 

published by Eghbal-Azar, Merkt, Bahnmueller and Schwan (2016) and Eghbal-Azar & 

Widlok (2013). Eghbal-Azar & Widlok (2013) dealt with parts of the methodological 

reflection also covered in Chapter 7 in my expanded discussion concerning the pros and cons 

of MET in visitor studies and social sciences generally. Furthermore this publication  

contained single movement patterns discussed at length in Chapter 4 and 6. In addition, parts 

of the research procedure, especially the instruction for the participating visitors in both MET 

studies, and a simple version of both MET study sample tables were already included in 

Eghbal-Azar & Widlok (2013). Similarly, parts of the �nexus� exhibition description were 

already published in Eghbal-Azar (2013). These publications also include the publication of a 

few figures mentioned in the respective chapters. 
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1. Introduction: Behaviour of Museum Visitors and Methods in Visitor Studies and 

Socio-Cultural Anthropology 

This first chapter will introduce the research aims and relevant visitor research in 

anthropology and other disciplines. It will firstly introduce the wider scope of this research 

and provide reasons why socio-cultural anthropologists should conduct visitor studies. 

Secondly, it will describe the main methods in visitor studies and socio-cultural anthropology 

and it will introduce the recent method MET. Thirdly, it will describe how museum visitors 

move through exhibitions and how they use digital media. Finally, the first chapter will 

describe gaps in knowledge about museum visitors � hence what we still need to know about 

their movement patterns and their use of digital guides in museum exhibitions � by 

introducing the research questions, aims and applied methods. 

 
 
1.1. Visitor Studies in Socio-Cultural Anthropology?! 

 
Museums are becoming increasingly important due to their increasing number (Falk & 

Dierking 2013, Te Heesen 2012) as well as their function as informal learning settings 

(Schwan 2015). Thus museum visitor studies are becoming increasingly important as well, 

especially since the �turn to the visitor� (Hooper- Greenhill 2006: 362). Due to this turn 

museums focus more on their visitors. Before this turn museums focused more on their 

objects, which raises several questions: Why should socio-cultural anthropologists conduct 

visitor research? Why should visitor research be conducted in a literature museum? Why 

should visitor research even be conducted at home in Germany? 

The anthropologists Mary Bouquet (2001) and Eric Gable (2010) provide some answers to 

these questions. In 2001 Mary Bouquet describes how academic anthropology is recently 

interested again in museums. This is demonstrated in the book Academic Anthropology and 

the Museum: Back to the Future, which she edited. Bouquet believes the �(re-) inv ention of 

museum anthropology� (Bouquet 2001: 1) started with  the academic involvement in post- 

colonial museums and the reshaping of ethnographic museums �at home�. Another reason for 

the revival of academic interest in museums is provided by Gable�s (2010) argumentation in 

his article Ethnografie: Das Museum als Feld (Ethnography: The Museum as Field). He 

quotes Laura Naders (1972) that anthropologists need �to study up�. Usually and formerly 

socio-cultural anthropologists rather studied the underprivileged. This is part of the political 

agenda of socio-cultural anthropologists who themselves feel on the edge of their homeland 

society. Hence, according to Gable, �to study up� a lso includes socio-cultural research in 
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museums. According to Gable (2010) and Bouquet (2001) this also means studying other 

museums besides ethnographic ones, like art and science museums for example. 

As I will show in Chapter 2, literature museums like the LiMo work similarly to art museums. 

Hence I follow Gable�s recommendation �to study up�  by conducting research not only in an 

ethnographic museum but also in a German literature museum. However, since I focus on 

visitors who are commonly not seen as high-ranking within the museum hierarchy (Gable 

2010) and I do not focus on museum work �behind the  scenes� like the anthropologist Sharon 

Macdonald (2002) did, my work is still intermingled with that old political agenda of 

speaking for the underprivileged. 

Of course, at this point we have to differentiate between Germany and Anglo-Saxon countries 

like Britain, USA and Australia, for example. Whereas in Anglo-Saxon countries visitor 

research has a longer tradition and hence a greater amount of visitor studies were conducted 

that have a greater impact, visitor research in Germany is still marginalized. Furthermore, 

Gable (2010) describes how socio-cultural anthropologists increasingly study museums at 

home, which is in my case Germany. Thus I want to briefly illuminate the German context of 

my visitor research. 

In Germany in 2012, the project Knowledge & Museum presented its results at the conference 

�Präsenz � ausstellen, erfahren, erforschen� (�Pres ence � Exhibiting, Experiencing, 

Researching�) and with the exhibition �1912 � Ein J ahr im Archiv� (�1912 � One Year in the 

Archive�). At the same time the �Zeitschrift für Et hnologie� (German �Journal of Cultural 

Anthropology�) presented reviews of ethnographic ex hibitions or exhibitions with 

anthropological issues by socio-cultural anthropologists for the very first time. The editor of 

the �Zeitschrift für Ethnologie�, Markus Schindlbec k, introduced this new section with a 

reference to the relevance of such reviews made by experts and marked this with the recent 

changes from regional-oriented to issue-oriented exhibitions and from exhibits as main actors 

to exhibits as requisites (Schindlbeck 2012: 239-240). 

If it is time for exhibition reviews by anthropologists, it should also be time for 

anthropological (museum visitor) research in such exhibitions. If it is time to introduce 

reviews of anthropological or ethnographic exhibitions, it should also be time for introducing 

new methods in anthropological (museum visitor) research like MET, too. If there are new 

times of presentation in such exhibitions, there are new times of presenting anthropological 

research in academy as well as in museums like additional MET video examples on a DVD. 
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Anthropological or ethnographic exhibitions are important to the field of anthropological 

public relations, especially for novices. It should be the main aim to create such exhibitions 

carefully for visitor needs, characteristics, interests and behaviour (of movement and use of 

digital guides). Hence it should be the main aim to transform anthropological knowledge of 

the world into incorporated knowledge at home in Germany. Like the Linden-Museum (2009) 

once mentioned on its website: World tours start at home. 

If world tours start at home, then what about anthropologists conducting (museum visitor) 

research also at home in Germany? What about those conducting research at home in German 

literature museums, or at home in German ethnographic museums? What about the world 

beyond Europe? 

In 2012 at home in Germany, a new ethnographic museum was planned to open in Berlin: the 

Humboldt Forum. The ethnographic museum shall move from Dahlem into the middle of the 

city next to the Museumsinsel. The Humboldt-Forum does not want to be a classical 

ethnographic museum. It comprises space for and exchange between the academy, the library 

and the museum (Humboldtforum 2015). This shows an altered awareness of the potential 

impact of ethnographic museums and their messages in Germany. 

In 2012 at home in Germany, the municipal ethnographic museum of Cologne, called the 

Rautenstrauch-Joest-Museum � Cultures of the World,  was awarded with the museum award 

of the European Council for �their innovative conce pt and their cross-cultural approach� 

(personal communication with Klaus Schneider, director of the Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum 

on 19th October 2015). 

If new ethnographic museums can have an important impact in our society, then new 

anthropological (museum visitor) research may certainly have an impact, too. And from the 

new anthropological reviews of ethnographic exhibitions to the new ethnographic museums 

and innovative research: if the academy is focusing on museums again, then we should also 

focus on the museum visitors. Even in cross-cultural studies worldwide we should be doing 

this. 

This research is situated in this broader context of changes in German museums and German 

museum studies as well as my personal interest in making (ethnographic) exhibitions in 

Germany more suitable for their visitors. 
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1.2. Main Methods in Visitor Studies and Socio-Cultural Anthropology 
 
Currently what are the traditional, mainly applied methods of visitor research and socio- 

cultural anthropology? In a German introductory book on methods in anthropological 

fieldwork Bettina Beer (2003) characterizes anthropological research as being conducted in a 

field and does not perform studies in a laboratory that are conducted by applying purposefully 

a variety of quantitative and qualitative methods. Several authors present methods such as 

participant and systematic observation, linguistic analyses, different kinds of interviews and 

questionnaires, the extended-case method, cognitive field tests, ethno-demographic methods, 

photography, video and documentation. These are probably the most often applied methods in 

anthropological research with participant observation established by Malinowski (1922) being 

the most famous one among them. 

To properly conduct visitor studies we firstly have to distinguish evaluation from research. 

Evaluation is conducted for a single institution or project and can be differentiated as front- 

end (before producing an exhibition), formative (while in production) and summative (after 

the production of an exhibition) evaluation. Whereas research on visitor studies means rather 

basic research that provides new transferable insights and generalizable results that are 

publicly available (Bitgood & Shettel 1996). 

Nevertheless although one might want to distinguish between research and evaluation, both 

approaches apply the same methods (Bitgood & Shettel 1996). These methods comprise 

mainly three forms: interviews, questionnaires and observation. These methods can be applied 

quantitatively or qualitatively. In their summary of visitor study�s methodology, Yalowitz and 

Bronnenkant (2009) express the dominant view when they stress that the main method 

regarding visitor studies is still observation, no matter how observation data are collected  

(e.g., by the paper-and-pencil technique or through videotaping or other tracking 

technologies). This principle probably applies to social research more generally since many 

social scientists, especially anthropologists, who are conducting field research all over the 

world continue to apply the paper-and-pencil technique for observation in the field. 

Typically, visitors� behaviour is investigated by � timing and tracking� studies (Yalowitz and 

Bronnenkant 2009). In these studies, trained observers unobtrusively watch visitors make 

their way through an exhibition and record which elements they stop at and for how long. 

More advanced methods have introduced automatic user tracking, partly combined with 

continuous recording of physiological measures such as skin conductance and heart rate in 

order to determine the intensity of emotional and cognitive reactions across an exhibition 
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(Tröndle, Greenwood, Kirchberg & Tschacher 2014). M y research as well as research by 

Tröndle et al. (2014) demonstrate the current trend  of an integrative methodology or multi- 

angulation of methods in visitor studies. 

The application of these methods in visitor studies shifted from formerly  behaviouristic 

studies into current constructivist studies acknowledging that visitors are actively engaged in 

constructing meaning, hence learning. This approach requires more elaborate research 

strategies as well as spending more time and money on research and it gives preference to 

social scientists like socio-cultural anthropologists to study museum visitors (Hooper- 

Greenhill 2006). Hooper-Greenhill (2006: 374) highlights the work of the social 

anthropologists Macdonald and Katriel as examples of research that is aiming at �deep 

understanding rather than the improvement of practice�. This characterization also describes 

my research agenda, which is detailed below. 

In sum, museums can act as a novel field of study for anthropological research that seeks the 

field instead of the laboratory, pursues deep understanding and engages in long-term research. 

Visitor studies can benefit from anthropological approaches, methods and theories just as 

anthropology might benefit from having new methods like MET applied to visitor studies. 

 
 
1.3. (Mobile Eye) Tracking Studies 

 
Yalowitz and Bronnenkant (2009) provide an excellent overview about tracking studies in 

museums but they do not mention MET technology. A famous study by Tröndle et al. (2014) 

applied body tracking to investigation the locomotion or circulation of people through a 

gallery. However their study does not document the exact eye movements. Milekic (2010)  

was one of the first authors who claimed that �eye-  and gaze-tracking technologies have 

matured enough to be considered for use in a physical museum/gallery setting� and that �eye- 

tracking technologies can play a vital role in museum studies�. Nevertheless few papers have 

been published on this new method as it can be applied in visitor studies (Mayr, Knipfer & 

Wessel 2009; Filippini-Fantoni, Jaebker, Bauer & Stofer 2013; Krukar & Conroy Dalton 

2013; Krukar 2014). 

What can we learn from new methods like MET? Mayr et al. (2009) conducted the first 

exploratory MET study in �a small exhibition about nanotechnology� (191-192) that had been 

created solely for this study at the Knowledge Media Research Centre (KMRC). 
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Before summarizing the results of Mayr et al. (2009) and my own experience, I will provide 

some background information about MET because this method might be unknown to most 

readers: 

As a first step towards understanding MET technology and the kind of data that it provides, 

some background knowledge about visual perception in action is essential. The way we 

perceive everything visually differs depending on the context, for instance the physical world 

appears differently when seated in an armchair reading a book or when sitting in front of a 

screen watching videos or looking at images. Seeing the world while being engaged in bodily 

action involves more parts of the brain than seeing them while at rest does. These processes 

are connected especially to the executive areas of our working memory (Baddeley 2007) and 

to our procedural long-term memory (Land & Tatler 2009). 

According to Land and Tatler (2009: 221-223 & 4-5), four different neurocognitive systems 

are involved: 

- The visual system processes bottom-up information about the environment; 
 
- The motor system executes actions within this environment; 

 
- The gaze system decides which information is important or needed for the task; 

 
- The scheme control system applies top-down agendas of where to look, what to look for and 

what to do. 

The perception of museum visitors is therefore a clear case of what is now called embodied 

knowledge in anthropology (Scheper-Hughes 1994, see Chapter 2). 

The implicit or procedural knowledge involved in visual perception in action is stored in 

schemata and scripts and it is largely unconscious in nature so that agents themselves find it 

hard to verbalize and manipulate their behaviour (Land & Tatler 2009; Schank & Abelson 

1977 for �scripts�). 

The discussion of visual perception relies on three important technical terms which are also 

important for our assessment of MET, namely "fixations", "saccades" and "scan patterns". 

Our vision consists of so-called eye movement patterns (or scan patterns/gaze patterns) that 

are made up of combined �saccade and fixate� strate gies. Fixations are very short �stops� of 

eye-movements. The duration ranges from 150 ms to 600 ms (Duchowski 2003: 49)  

indicating what someone is probably (but not certainly) paying attention to. Saccades are very 

rapid eye-movements that occur between fixations spontaneously and can vary in duration 
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from 10 ms to 100ms (Duchowski 2003: 44). When performing saccadic movements we can 

hardly perceive anything; we are basically �blind�.  Hence, eye-movements are not performed 

smoothly but in an apparently zigzag fashion that seems to be very unsystematic at first (Land 

& Tatler 2009). Eye-tracking technology records these movements; it is the first task of MET 

data analysis to distinguish fixations from saccades and then to investigate correlations 

between the observed patterns, meanings and goals of attention (Holmqvist, Nyström, 

Andersson, Dewhurst, Jarodzka & Weijer 2011). 

Whereas stationary eye-trackers require participants to be seated in front of a screen, METs 

can be mounted on the participant�s head while they move around, freely engaging in various 

tasks. There are a number of head mounted eye-tracking devices available. We have used the 

ASL MobileEye (2006 model) at the Linden-Museum (see below, Figure 1 and 2) and the 

Locarna PT Mini (2010 model) at the Museum of Modern Literature in Marbach a. N. (see 

Chapter 6, Tables 67 and 68). Many of the following points refer to MET technology in 

general, although many new technical developments have occurred in the meantime. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 1: Calibration of the ASL MobileEye (copyright by Kira Eghbal-Azar) 
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Figure 2: The ASL MobileEye designed in 2004 and applied 2010 at the Linden-Museum in 

Stuttgart (photograph by Kira Eghbal-Azar with kind permission from the Linden-Museum in 

Stuttgart) 

 
All of these devices generally work with two cameras (see Figure 1): a scene camera records 

the scene and the environment from the participant�s perspective, and an eye-camera records 

his or her eye movements usually by using a harmless infrared light, a technique called �dark 

pupil tracking�. The two cameras are mounted on fra mes of a pair of eyeglasses, but most 

devices only record one eye of the participant. These glasses sometimes are mounted on a cap 

or even on a helmet. As Figure 1 and Figure 22 show, some devices needed to be fixed in a 

very stable manner on the participant�s head. However, the current trend is to produce MET 

devices that are worn like regular glasses by the participant and that can track both eyes (so- 

called binocular eye-tracking). These devices reduce the parallax error caused by our 

binocular vision, which is more pronounced when relying on MET technology that tracks  

only one eye, as advertised by SensorMotoric Instruments and Tobii on their websites in 2015 

(SensoMotoric Instruments 2015, Tobii 2015, Holmqvist et al. 2011: 60 for parallax error). 

Both separately recorded videos have to be brought together and processed into a single video 

by a computer, whereas the calibration of the cameras is essential. Accordingly, self-

calibrating or 

 
 

�� These two figures were already published in Eghbal-Azar & Widlok (2013). 
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calibration free eye trackers have become another trend in MET technology (Duchowski  

2003: 227). Processing3 synchronizes the two recordings so that we receive a single video  

with a marker (a fixation cross or circle) that is permanently shown while we watch the 

recorded scene from the participant�s perspective. This video indicates eye-movements in 

action  by using  the  eye  camera  together  with  the  picture  of  the  three-dimensional space 

through which the participant is moving (Mayr et al. 2009 and the manuals of MET devices: 

ASL MobileEye 2006 and Locarna 2010). This process makes MET rather complex to use in 

field research, and some preparatory training with this technology is necessary (Holmqvist et 

al. 2011: v-vi, 1). Holmqvist et al. (2011) provide the first guide available for eye-tracking 

beginners. It provides comprehensive information collected over many years and across many 

eye-tracking studies but with the clear focus on remote (stationary) eye tracking for 

experimental lab conditions. 

One of the reasons eye tracking has not yet played a role in the social sciences is that in its 

stationary version it requires a typical experiment-like setting, cutting out the social context 

and the context of agency. With MET becoming more readily available this limitation is less 

severe today. 

Although MET devices have been commercially available since the 1980s, they did not 

become realistic to study people �outside the labor atory� until a decade later. While remote 

eye tracking in labs is still favoured (Land & Tatler 2009: vii & 9) �the role of vision during 

action can usefully be studied only during the performance of action itself, preferably in 

conditions that are as unconstrained as possible� ( Land & Tatler 2009: vii-viii). As mentioned 

above, visual perception in action works differently than sedentary studies performed in front 

of computer screens. So far, MET has been commonly applied in research conducted by 

biologists, psycholinguists, psychologists and cognitive scientists (Land & Tatler 2009) and is 

only rarely used for examining visitors� eye movement behaviour. With MET we can �grasp 

the (visitor�s or) native�s point of view, his rela tion to life, to realize his vision of his world� 

(Malinowski 1922: 25, emphasis in original, brackets by the author) in its very literal sense.  

To grasp the meaning of this emic view we have to combine other methods like cued 

retrospective reporting. Thus MET can work as a complementary method to other approaches 

 
 
 

3 Earlier on data analysis only could be done after synchronizing the videos; currently data analysis is even 

possible online while recording takes places (for example Pfleger Vision MET model in 2015). 
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and, when used in this way, it can be appropriate for socio-cultural anthropologists who are 

conducting field research to use. 

 
 
1.4. Museum Visitors� Movement Behaviour 

 
Immediately following the �turn to the visitor� in museums (Hooper-Greenhill 2006: 362), 

visitor behaviour became defined as a process of actively engaged in meaning-making, hence 

learning (Falk & Dierking 2013). The initial prerequisite step to make meaning out of 

exhibitions is to move through them. How do visitors move around in exhibitions? A 

considerable amount of empirical research about visitors� movement patterns in and 

circulation through exhibitions has been carried out since the beginning of tracking studies; 

however without applying MET. 

To date, visitor research has introduced a distinction between the attracting power of an 

exhibit � defined as the number of visitors who not ice it, approach it and stop in front of it � 

and the holding power of the exhibit � defined as t he mean time spent in front of the  

respective exhibit. Accordingly, researchers generally assume that a longer holding power 

indicates a more elaborate processing of the exhibit (Robinson 1928; Boisvert & Slez 1995; 

Serrell 1998). 

Further research results about visitor circulation in exhibitions are partially contradictory: 

Some studies suggest that the disparities between research studies of different exhibitions may 

be attributed either to the design factors of the exhibitions, or to visitor characteristics. 

However, they may be attributed to the interaction of design factors and visitor characteristics. 

Hence the visitors� own agenda plays a crucial role (see Falk, Moussouri & Coulson 1998). 

Visitor behaviour has been characterized as �free-c hoice� (Falk & Dierking 2002; Kirchberg 

& Tröndle 2012), and accordingly, most visitors do not �work through� an exhibition in a 

comprehensive manner but instead focus on a small subset of exhibits. 

By observing visitors in a British Science and Industry Museum, Morris Hargreaves McIntyre 

(2004) identified four different types of visitor behaviours, which differ both in completeness 

and elaborateness of the visit: browsers, followers, searchers and researchers. In short, 

browsers browse through the gallery with �little or  no agenda� and want information about 

selected objects; followers want the museum to provide a narration that they can follow; 

searchers already have knowledge about the exhibition theme and want to view all of it; and 

researchers are the experts. In this line from browsers to researchers each type of visitor can 
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change into the next type (e.g., browsers can become followers and so on) and the proportion 

of these types concerning the whole population is diminishing. 

According to Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2004) going through an exhibition in a systematic 

approach means paying attention to nearly all of the exhibits presented. This attentiveness was 

observed for less than 10% of the visitors, whereas the vast majority showed a much more 

selective behaviour. Similar results have also been reported by Serrell (1997): In several 

observation studies in museums and galleries, she found that only a minority of visitors are 

�diligent visitors� who stop at more than half of t he available exhibits. Instead, museum 

visitors showed a highly selective pattern of attention, stopping at only a fraction of all 

exhibits, and closely inspecting an even smaller number of them. Thus most visitors only 

spend about 20 minutes in one exhibition. 

Additionally, it has been shown that during the course of an exhibition, visitors tend to be 

increasingly selective and, at the same time, less involved with the exhibition�s content. This 

phenomenon has been described as museum fatigue and is experienced by museum visitors 

after only 20-30 min. (Bitgood 2009, Davey 2005). 

Regarding these findings visitor researchers asked which strategies lead to such behaviour. 

Falk & Dierking (2000: 117) conclude that visitors or at least most of them are applying 

�poorly developed� strategies of appropriating exhi bitions properly. In contrast, the  

interaction approach represented mainly by the American psychologist Bitgood and the 

American cultural anthropologist Rounds conclude that visitors use appropriate strategies 

regarding an exhibition visit. Bitgood and Rounds apply principles or rules derived from the 

Rational Choice Theory (RCT) on visitor movements/circulation. 

Bitgood (2006; 2013) applies the General Value Principle derived from RCT in visitor 

circulation through exhibitions. Thereby the value of an exhibition visit is the result of an 

unconscious choice between its benefits and its costs (the General Value formula: 

benefits/costs = value). Therefore, visitor circulation is characterized by the �economy of 

movement� which means minimizing or �saving� steps in order to save time and physical 

energy hence minimizing the costs. Accordingly, visitors tend to pay attention to only one 

side of a gallery and also tend to walk along the main track, avoiding aisles and backtrack. 

Exceptions are attributed to other motivations like following a group, landmark objects that 

trigger more attention, high-interest versus low-interest topics and crowding (i.e., too many 

people at one place that visitors want to avoid). 
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Similarly the American anthropologist Jay Rounds (2004) deduces behavioural rules from a 

special case of RCT namely Optimal Foraging Theory (OFT) as well as from Decision Theory 

(DT) and Information Foraging Theory (IFT). Derived from these three theories the following 

formula is applied to exhibition visits: the lower the costs of the exhibit search, the greater the 

benefits of the exhibition visit wherein exhibits of interest are like food for the hunter- and 

gatherer-visitors. From DT, Rounds deduces the landscape analogy and defines the exhibition 

landscape as the �interest landscape� of the hunter -and gatherer-exhibition- visitor. This 

�interest landscape� has two axes: the horizontal a nd the vertical axis. The horizontal axis 

arisen from the arrangement of exhibits whereas the vertical axis arises from the individual 

interest of the visitor in a single exhibit. Hence the exhibition visit is characterized by the 

interaction between those two. That is why it is so difficult to arrange exhibits in an equally 

interesting way for all visitors. 

Rounds (2004) defines his rules as being non-explicit, unconscious and hardly communicable 

by the visitor but rather as being rules in the sense of scripts and schemas. He stresses that 

they are not specific to the exhibition context but rather are learned in other landscapes that 

are similar to exhibitions. He declares that these rules are applied as an interaction between 

the changing environment and changing individual needs. 

Rounds classifies his behavioural rules as three types: search rules, attention rules and quitting 

rules. Search rules are defined as an �initial scan ning mechanism� (2004: 401), attention rules 

are defined as a �stop searching (for the moment) a nd start attending� (2004:  403)  and 

quitting rules are defined as a �stop attending to a given exhibit element and resume the 

search� (2004: 405). Unfortunately these rules are not yet empirically proven. Note that I also 

do not test Rounds rules in detail, just as I did not analyse complete tours through exhibitions. 

However Rounds states that, in order to prove these rules, the complete visit/the complete 

circulation within an exhibition must be examined. These rules are difficult to operationalize; 

for example, the search rule �Follow your nose� mea ns �If it smells good, check it out. If it 

doesn�t, keep moving� (Rounds 2004: 404). How could  this rule be operationalized? 

Furthermore, proving these rules are accurate would additionally require methods that elicit 

unconscious behaviour. 

Rounds (2004: 394) thinks that applying these rules is the appropriate strategy for �wide but 

shallow� learning that is experienced in museums ra ther than �narrow but deep� learning 

experienced in school (more about the museum as a learning environment in Chapter 2). 
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In sum, the interaction approach by Bitgood (2006) and Rounds (2004) states that, since 

visitors do not have control over the benefits offered in exhibitions (i.e., the design of the 

exhibition and the level of information provided), they concentrate on their �costs� in order to 

arrive at an optimal visit. 

I want to shed light on some critical aspects of this approach. In particular, �saving steps� as a 

principle does not explain every phenomenon encountered in exhibitions. Moreover, it does 

not account for the most important and distinguishing feature that characterizes a museum 

exhibition visit in contrast with other forms of information gathering, like watching a movie  

or reading a book: �strolling and viewing� is the c lassical way of appropriating exhibitions 

(�gehen und sehen� Korff & Thiemeyer 2008: 137, cf.  Korff 2003). �Strolling and viewing� is 

the ability to go off and to explore in multiple possible ways and from a number of 

perspectives. This approach is what makes museum exhibition visits such unique experiences 

and it is arguably the feature that attracts visitors to museums over other forms of mass media. 

The agendas that we have set for ourselves during a visit influence our attention (Falk, 

Moussouri & Coulson 1998) and may override the time that we devote to a particular object 

as well as the �cost� factor more generally. Altern ative explanations of visitor behaviour will 

have a better basis for discussion after good data is collected on the time spent on particular 

objects, the fixations associated with an exhibition visit and data from other sources, which 

together allow for a triangulation of methods as George E. Hein (1998) proposed long ago. 

That is why, in my study, I triangulate MET with cued retrospective reporting and systematic 

observation. 

Furthermore, the definition of value as serving interests and curiosity necessarily leads to 

differences between different visitor groups; for example experts and novices probably have 

different interests and motivations when they view an exhibition. Thus experts and novices 

probably have different agendas when visiting these museum exhibitions. Moreover, defining 

value in this way precludes other values, such as the social acts of exhibition visits for 

example when visitors discuss objects and issues amongst each other. 

The attribution of exceptions on landmark objects or high-interest versus low-interest topics 

also neglects differences between different visitor groups as well as between exhibition 

makers and visitors. The curatorial agency is insufficiently considered at all, and probably is 

also hardly verbalizable by the curators themselves sometimes. 

Last but not least, the �General Value Principle� i n particular and hence RCT in general is not 

falsifiable  because  everything  can  be  subsumed  under  costs  and  benefits.  The     critical 



 

rationalisms by Popper declared that verification does not exist at all and only falsifiability 

counts (Popper 2007). Thus what is the rationale or insight value of a theory that is not 

falsifiable? 

Furthermore, as a socio-cultural anthropologist, I must criticize Bitgood and the research he is 

summarizing as being focused on Anglo-Saxon exhibition and visitor cultures. I mistrust these 

research results and Bitgood�s explanations as well as Rounds� deduced behavioural rules; I 

doubt that they are universally applicable to all museum visitors on this planet. What about 

people having a geo-centric perception of their environment instead of our ego-centric one? 

This critique applies to my own research too, and my results (see below) have to be re-tested 

in other cultural settings as well. 

Nevertheless what we can learn from the interaction approach is that orientation plays a 

crucial role in visitor movement through exhibitions. For example, orientation plays a major 

role for Rounds� search rule and for the saving steps principle stated by Bitgood. No wonder 

orientation is a basic need prior to and serving the physiological needs of human beings 

(Maslow 1954). It will be interesting to discover how and how often visitors apply movement 

patterns for orientation in exhibitions. 

In sum, since decisions for movement patterns are unconscious and hardly communicable an 

empirical test is difficult. Hence research on movement patterns using MET combined with 

cued retrospective reporting is probably the best available method for recording unconscious 

reasons for movement behaviour with the cue of one�s own viewing behaviour. 

 
 
1.5. Digital Guides in Museum Exhibitions 

 
So far, we have concentrated on general visitor behaviour without considering the use of 

digital media/guides. Without using digital guides, the movement behaviours in exhibitions 

usually require less eye-hand-coordination, whereas digital guides require more eye-hand 

coordination. Thus using digital guides presumably must influence the movement behaviour  

of visitors. Building on this fundamental concept, I will describe the state of art surrounding 

digital guides in museums exhibitions in this section and analyse the movement behaviour 

influenced by using digital guides in Chapters 5 and 6. 

Since Bourdieu, Darbel & Schnapper�s comparative studies presented in The Love of Art 

(1969/1997), museums are defined as mass media themselves. However this thesis does not 

focus on museums as mass media. It rather focuses on digital media applied in museums. 

14 
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Media in museums can comprise labels, text panels, dioramas, hands-on exhibits, and new 

digital guides etc. In the last two decades, various types of digital guides have gradually 

supplemented museum tours, and been offered by museum staff and human interpreters. Such 

digital guides come in many forms, ranging from traditional audio guides that provide 

explanations in purely oral form (and are widely handed over by museums and already 

expected by the visitors) to multimedia presentations on smartphones or tablets that include 

both oral and written text, pictures and videos (Proctor 2011, Tallon & Walker 2008, Tallon 

2006). 

According to Tallon & Walker (2008: xviii) these new digital guides are defined by three 

characteristics: they are �mobile� (accessible at a ny place and any time), �digital� (electrical- 

based) and �personal� (controlled by the visitor in  her/his unique connection with the guide). 

Nevertheless, there is no consistent conception of whether these digital guides applied in 

museums are exhibits themselves or not (Kirchberg 2006). Sometimes digital guides solely 

provide information, sometimes they are part of the exhibition design and sometimes they 

become exhibits themselves (Noschka-Roos 2006). 

Given the variety of digital guides and despite the huge application of audio guides, hardly 

any available research about digital guides exists so far. Tallon (2006) attributes this fact to 

the economic reasons of the companies producing the guides and to many prejudices about 

digital guides in museums. These prejudices range from audio guides leading to zombie-like 

behaviour to preventing the aesthetical experiences that traditional ideology imagines 

museums to provide (Tallon & Walker 2008 quotes Alfred Hickling �Block Beuys�, 

Guardian, November 29, 2004). That is why basic research about visitor experiences with 

digital guides has begun only recently. For example, one study by Eghbal-Azar, Merkt, 

Bahnmueller & Schwan (2016) used statistical methods to examine the anonymous user data 

recorded by the content management system of the multimedia guide �M3� in the �nexus� 

exhibition at the LiMo. They assessed which characteristics are influential in exhibit selection 

within the �M3� (for more information read Chapter 6). Until research like this, research  

solely focused on percentage of usage of provided digital guides and time spent in exhibition 

(Tallon & Walker 2008, Falk & Dierking 2008). 

Despite the prejudices articulated by art critics and the press, mobile museum guides offer 

several desirable features from the perspective of the visitor. Most importantly, they allow 

customization of information and explanation according to the individual needs of the visitor. 

Customizable options include selection of language, mode of presentation for people with 
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seeing or hearing disabilities, provision of orienting maps and navigation help, display of 

relevant additional material for scrutinizing and in-depth exploration as well as provision of 

games and simulations to increase interest and motivation (Proctor 2011, Tallon & Walker 

2008). 

However, these desirable features of mobile museum guides can also challenge visitors. In 

addition to �museum fatigue�, �technology fatigue� is a great issue due to several usability 

difficulties like multimedia guides being too heavy, interfaces being too difficult to handle or 

audio guides feeling uncomfortable around the visitor�s neck. In the end both types of fatigue 

can merge into a special kind of cognitive overload due to too much information provided by 

the mobile museum guide (Filippini-Fantoni & Bowen 2008). 

Relevant preliminary findings about tablets are currently scarce and more is known about the 

well-established audio guides. Smith & Tinio (2008) found that visitors seek a balance 

between guidance and freedom in audio tours regarding art exhibitions; howsoever these 

audio tours are provided technically. They stated that visitors usually listen to the complete 

audio guide spot. Therefore, I assume that the length of an audio guide spot probably 

correlates with the dwell time at an audio guide spot. Furthermore they state that audio guide 

usage is characterized by the possibility to view the exhibits and listen to the audio guide at 

the same time whereas otherwise the attention is separated between exhibits and label. 

Bitgood (2010) also stresses this parallel way of appropriating by looking at an exhibit and 

listening to the audio guide at the same time as the main advantage of audio guides that do not 

shift attention by coupling the gaze. 

How is this coupled gaze guided? Franklin, Becklen & Doyle (1993) report on the impact of 

different information provided for exhibits. They conclude that it leads to different cognitive 

processing but not to different guidance of viewing behaviour. 

What about other digital guides like multimedia guides in the form of PDAs, tablets, IPhone, 

etc? Do they separate again between viewing exhibits and the multimedia guide? As Tallon 

(2006) adds for consideration label reading also interrupts viewing the exhibit. Filippini- 

Fantoni & Bowen (2008) summarize research about these new digital technologies, which 

finds evidence for both focusing on the screen instead of the exhibit and processing the 

exhibits more elaborately. Furthermore Schwan, Zahn, Wessel, Huff, Herrmann, & Reussner 

(2008) found that the design of displays influences the learning outcomes in exhibitions and 

digital guides like tablets can lead to more intense involvement with the exhibition�s content. 
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In sum, so far several studies and evaluations have demonstrated that the use of mobile guides 

substantially prolonged visitors� stay in the exhibition by increasing exhibits� attraction power 

(i.e., more visitors paying attention to the exhibits covered by the mobile guide) and holding 

power (i.e., visitors spending more time in front of exhibits covered by the mobile guide) 

(Kuflik, Stock, Zancanaro, Gorfinkel, Jbara, Kats, Sheidin & Kashtan 2011; Lanir, Kuflik, 

Dim, Wecker & Stock 2013). In addition, visitors using mobile guides not only frequently 

reported higher satisfaction with the exhibition, but also indicated they noticed details that are 

more relevant and developed a better understanding of the exhibits (Belotti, Berta, De Gloria 

& Margarone 2002, Helal, Maxson & Ancelet 2013, Kuflik et al. 2011, Mann & Tung 2015, 

Webb & Mann 2014, Viehöver 2006). 

While �holding power� allows for a crude estimate o f elaboration, some observation schemas 

make finer differentiations with regard to visitors� behaviour in the face of a particular exhibit 

(Boisvert & Slez 1995, van Schijndel, Franse & Raijmakers, 2010). For example, in the 

context of science museums, Boisvert and Slez (1995) distinguish between (i) involved time 

when the visitor stands in front of an exhibit but does not read directions or interact with it, 

(ii) positive interaction when the user reads labels or uses an exhibit in a way it is intended to 

be used, and (iii) instructional time when a visitor has an exhibit explained or discusses the 

meaning of an exhibit. Thus, according to Boisvert and Slez (1995), looking at an exhibit 

involves several steps that increase cognitive elaboration, with prior steps being necessary 

conditions for the following ones, and with the possibility of stopping at every point during 

the process. Hence, it is only on the third level of Boisvert and Slez�s taxonomy that a visitor 

may decide to access additional information via digital guide. 

What exactly happens on this third level? Regarding the variety of technologies, their 

prototypical existence and the few studies so far, it is hardly possible to find or conclude 

generalizable research findings overall or regarding ethnographic or literature exhibitions in 

particular. Unsurprisingly, to the knowledge of this author, no visitor study so far has 

investigated the influence of digital guides on eye movement behaviours and accompanying 

cognitive processes. Hence this thesis is presenting the latest state of art. 

 
 
1.6. Research Questions, Aims, Applied Methods and Outline 

 
This chapter described (my) reasons for studying visitors as a socio-cultural anthropologist, 

the main methods in visitor studies and socio-cultural anthropology and the results    of visitor 

studies,  namely  the  visitors�  movement  behaviour  and  their  usage   of  digital        media. 



 

Throughout this chapter, it should be clear that we already know a lot about visitor movement 

circulation through a gallery on the macro-level, but less about smaller eye movements on the 

micro level. How do eyes move around in exhibitions? What movements of the head, the 

trunk and the whole body do they entail? The answers to these questions will be provided in 

Chapters 4 to 6, whereas a complete list of all movement patterns identified by this research 

will be provided in Chapter 8 in Table 17 paragraph 8.2.1. Visitors� Movement Patterns: The 

Complete Master List. 

Furthermore, we know very little about the use of digital guides in exhibitions, and even less 

about how they influence visitors� movements and cognitive processing. How does the usage 

of digital guides influence movement behaviours and cognitive processing? Do different 

digital guides like audio guides and tablets influence the visitors� behaviours and cognitive 

processing differently? The answers to these questions will be provided in Chapter 5 (audio 

guide) and Chapter 6 (tablet-like guide). 

As Hooper-Greenhill (1994: 69) already correctly stated �Research and evaluation are often 

confused�. Accordingly, I must clarify that the vis itor studies presented in this thesis belong 

to basic research providing new insights into visitor movement patterns and use of digital 

guides that are transferable between different kinds of exhibitions rather than to the evaluation 

or assessment of the presented exhibitions. Hence the objective of this thesis is not to evaluate 

whether the visitors �got the message� of the exhib itions, although I will provide some 

incidental hints about this later. Additionally the objective of this thesis is not to evaluate the 

digital guides provided in these exhibitions, although I will provide some incidental hints 

about this as well. The objective is to provide a detailed description of movement patterns and 

the associated cognitive processes as well as the use of digital guides. Through these 

descriptions, this thesis will provide new innovative results about museum visitor behaviours 

on the micro-level of eye movements thus filling the gaps in the current literature. In the end, 

building on this empirical basis, design suggestions are presented for creating visitor-centred 

exhibitions in hopes that exhibition makers can gain useful information about which design 

option they want to choose. 

Therefore this thesis has several aims led by a new cognitive science approach in visitor 

studies that combines anthropological and psychological theories and methods: 

1. Chapter 2 aims to introduce three main concepts and terms: firstly, the �concept of 

affordance� by Gibson (1979); secondly, the latest notion of appropriation of 

museums by visitors;  and  thirdly,  the  widely applied  term  of  museum experience. 

18 
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These three concepts and terms shall help to understand the results of this research and 

contextualize them within the latest theoretical concepts. Furthermore the field of the 

respective museums and their exhibitions, namely ethnographic and literature 

museums, will be introduced in general. 

2. Chapter 3 aims to describe the research fields. It provides a detailed description of the 

two exhibitions �South Sea Oases: Life and Survival  in the Western Pacific� at the 

Linden-Museum in Stuttgart and the �nexus� exhibiti on at the LiMo in Marbach a. N. 

through floor plans, laying lists, photographs of each exhibit and original texts of the 

exhibition and their guides. These descriptions provide bases for the reader to 

contextualize the results within their research setting and transfer the results to other 

exhibitions. 

3. Chapter 4 investigates distinct, recurrent and systematic movement patterns due to 

particular �affordances� (Gibson 1979) in the exhib ition design or the exhibit 

characteristics that are identified in the first study in the �South Sea Oasis: Life and 

Survival in the Western Pacific� exhibition at the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart. 

Therefore the recent method of MET will be applied and combined with cued 

retrospective reporting to determine the goal of visitors� attention and the meaning of 

the movement patterns without focusing on learning outcomes but instead focusing on 

learning processes. A minor aim was to investigate the differences between experts 

and novices. 

4. Chapter 5 validates the identified movement patterns found in the first MET study by 

applying a completely different method, namely systematic observation, to study the 

same exhibition. This validation is performed to triangulate the study. Another 

substantial aim is to analyse the influence of digital media on these movement 

patterns. In this case the digital medium is an audio guide in the �South Sea Oases: 

Life and Survival in the Western Pacific� exhibitio n. According to Tallon (2006: 5) 

future research about audio guide should investigate whether �audio tours allow the 

viewer to be active�. Hence, I will analyse careful ly whether audio guide usage leads 

to more active behaviours in the sense of more quantitatively performed eye 

movements that can be identified. 

5. Chapter 6 uses MET to validate the movement patterns found at the Linden-Museum 

in Stuttgart exhibition in a second, different exhibition � the literature exhibition 

�nexus� at the LiMo in Marbach a. N. It investigate s whether these patterns are 

transferable in a different exhibition setting. In comparison to the influence of audio
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guides on the distinct, recurrent and systematic movement patterns, I will also 

investigate the influence of the tablet-like multimedia museum guide �M3� in the 

�nexus� exhibition at the LiMo with regard to the d ifferences between these two  

digital guides. Furthermore, I will look for further distinct, recurrent and systematic 

movement patterns that are linked to this different exhibition with its different guide. 

Investigating the differences between experts and novices is a minor aim also 

discussed in this chapter. 

6. Chapter 7 critically reflects on the applied methods concerning their potentials, 

limitations and prospects in visitor studies and in socio-cultural anthropology as well 

as in regard to the reactions they trigger. Besides MET, cued retrospective reporting 

and systematic observation, I wrote field diary notes during the whole research 

process; I conducted interviews with the curators and documented the exhibitions. All 

methods were connected into a multi-angulation approach. The combination of these 

methods is truly a new cognitive science approach in visitor studies and socio-cultural 

anthropology requiring more effort of time and money. Thereby I also hope to this 

thesis will help anthropologists and other social scientists engaged in field research 

make an informed decisions about whether and how to apply MET-technology in their 

future research studies.  

7. Chapter 8 summarizes the research results; concludes with a discussion about the 

application of the theoretical terms �affordance�, appropriation and museum 

experience; and presents a master list of all 26 movement patterns that were identified 

in both exhibitions. Furthermore it presents conclusions about the influence of digital 

guides in exhibitions. This chapter also summarizes design suggestions based on this 

visitor research and anticipates the future of digital guides in exhibitions. It anticipates 

the future of MET in visitor studies and socio-cultural anthropology, this new 

cognitive science approach in visitor studies and future visitor studies. 



21  

2. Affordances, Appropriation and Experience in Museum Exhibitions 

 
What theories, concepts and terms could help to investigate these research questions? What is 

the field of museum exhibitions? This chapter will introduce the �theory of affordances� by 

Gibson (1979) as the main theory that forms the basis of my research questions and aims as 

well as the widely applied key terms like �museum experience� and �appropriation� (although 

the term appropriation is used here from a visitor perspective rather than from the traditional 

museum perspective regarding the objects). Finally, the field sites, museums and museums 

exhibitions in general as well as ethnographic and literature museums in particular, will be 

introduced in preparation for the detailed description of the two respective exhibitions: the 

�South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the Western Pacific� exhibition at the Linden- 

Museum in Stuttgart and the �nexus� exhibition at t he LiMo in Marbach a. N. presented in 

Chapter 3. However, as one chapter is not much for all these issues, this chapter can only give 

a flavour of them. 

 
 
 
2.1. Affordances in Museum Exhibitions 

 
The term �affordance� is a derivation of the verb � to afford� which means �able to have or 

do� and was coined by the ecological psychologist G ibson (1979: 127). Hence, for example a 

chair is perceived as to be �sit-on-able� (Gibson 1 979: 128). Gibson�s �theory of affordances� 

(1979) established a new ecological approach to visual perception at his time. Gibson   (1966: 

285) defined affordances as �properties of the envi ronment relative to an animal� and thus 

affordances lead the behaviour of the animal (Sheehy 2004). 

 
Gibson�s theory of affordances is based on �the fou ndational Gestalt perceptual principles of 

figure/grounds� and �direct perception� (Jenkins 20 08: 36) as well as �direct knowing� 

(Jenkins 2008: 37). It is derived from the particular concepts of the Gestalt psychologists 

Koffka (1935: �demand character�) and Lewin (1969: �invitation character�). Koffka   (1935: 

7) defines his concept of �demand character� as fol lows: �Each thing says what it is�.a fruit 

says �Eat me�; water says �Drink me�; thunder says �Fear me�; and woman says �Love me��. 

Furthermore Gibson (1979: 138) summarizes the sentiment as follows: �The postbox �invites� 

the mailing of a letter�. The concepts of Koffka an d Lewin implicate a strong interdependency 

or interaction (Jenkins 2008: 36, 38) or �complemen tarity� (Gibson 1979: 127), �reciprocity� 

(Jenkins  2008:  34) or �relationship� (Norman  201 3:  11) between  the  environment  and the
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perceiver. This interdependency was originally defined to be so strong that the character of 

environmental objects can change if the needs of the perceiver change. Although Gibson also 

takes the interdependency between environment and the perceiver into account, he states that 

the character of objects always exists, whether it is perceived or not and even if the temporary 

needs of the perceiver change: 

 
�The affordance of something does not change as the need of the 

observer changes. The observer may or may not perceive or attend to 

the affordance, according to his need, but the affordance, being 

invariant, is always there to be perceived. An affordance is not 

bestowed upon an object by a need of an observer and his act of 

perceiving it. The object offers what it does because it is what it is� 

(Gibson 1979: 138-139). 

 
Furthermore Gibson�s theory of affordance does not rely on phenomenology like previous 

Gestalt principles: 

 
�For Koffka it was the phenomenal postbox that invited letter-mailing, 

not the physical postbox. But this duality is pernicious. I prefer to say 

that the real postbox (the only one) affords letter-mailing to a letter- 

writing human in a community with a postal system� (Gibson 1979: 

139). 

Thus, Gibson integrates the cultural system as one part of the all-embracing environmental 

system and does not separate between nature and culture as he does not separate between 

object and subject. Like the Gestalt psychologists he wants to overcome false dichotomies and 

perceives them as being polarised (Jenkins 2008: 39), hence according to Gibson (1979: 129): 

�An affordance cuts across the dichotomy of subject ive-objective and 

helps us to understand its inadequacy. It is equally a fact of the 

environment and a fact of behaviour. It is both physical and psychical, 

yet neither. An affordance points both ways, to the environment and to 

the observer�. 

Hence exhibition visits that are part of our cultural system (at least for some parts of our 

society) are also part of the environment. Moreover Gibson (1979: 129) himself compares 

architecture with ecology: 
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�In architecture a niche is a place that is suitabl e for a piece of 

statuary, a place into which the object fits. In ecology a niche is a 

setting of environmental features that are suitable for an animal, into 

which it fits metaphorically�. 

Consequently the theory of affordance can be applied to architecture and design. Norman 

made �affordances� known for the very first time in  the history of design in the first edition of 

his book formerly named �The Psychology of Everyday  Things� (1988) now renamed �The 

Design of Everyday Things� (2013). Norman (2013) wa nted to overcome bad or poorly 

developed design by understanding human perception and behaviour because he believes that 

the users are not to blame. That is why he seeks a human-centred design. Hence the theory of 

affordance can be applied in exhibition design and thus visitor studies as well. Gibson (1979: 

137) himself even provides examples for design factors: 
 

�Note also that a glass wall affords seeing through  but not walking 

through, whereas a cloth curtain affords going through but not seeing 

through. Architects and designers know such facts, but they lack a 

theory of affordances to encompass them in a system�. 

By conducting interviews with the curators of the respective exhibitions, I learned that both 

curators more or less know about the influence of design factors on visitors� behaviours but 

they lack a comprehensive system of design factors and their affordances. This thesis aims to 

provide such an often-lacking conscious system based on the theory of affordances for 

exhibition designers and curators. It aims to overcome bad or poorly developed exhibition 

design because, as I demonstrated in Chapter 1, the visitors are not to blame. That is why I 

seek visitor-centred exhibition design. 

Therefore I want to transfer Gibson�s definition of affordances as being �properties taken with 

reference to the observer� (1979: 143) into �exhibi tion design properties with reference to the 

visitor� as Chemero (2003: 187) would have put it a nd introduce some examples of possible 

affordances, thus �perceived action possibilities� (Jenkins 2008: 34), in exhibitions. 

Starting with Gibson�s examples of a chair and a glass wall, I must note that within an 

exhibition chairs have to be differentiated into �e xhibited chairs� and �provided (most often 

folding) chairs� for visitors. Both types of chairs  can be perceived as �sit-on-able� and 

therefore �exhibited chairs� are often exhibited be hind a string or covered by a sign: �Don�t 

touch�.  The  string/the  sign  changes  the  affor dances  of  the  exhibited  chair.  In   contrast, 

provided chairs are actually meant to be  �sit-on-a ble�.  If  we  combine  Gibson�s theory     of 



 

affordance with Barker�s (1968) �behaviour setting theory�, it becomes clear that behaviour 

onto affordances is context-dependent. Note that Barker�s concept also was based on Gestalt 

psychology, as he was a student of Kurt Lewin (Jenkins 2008: 35). 

Gibson�s second example, the glass wall, is most common in exhibitions in the form of glassy 

display cabinets. As Gibson correctly concludes, visitors do not perceive them as �walk- 

through-able�. They are �see-through-able�, althoug h from a defined distance. Do visitors 

treat these glass walls as a limitation of perceiving? To what extent do glass walls restrict 

movements and for whom? I will show in Chapter 4 that glass walls are not limiting 

perceptions but rather lead to more and a broader range of movement patterns especially for 

experts. 

Norman (2013: 11), who also refers to the glass example, defines the limitation of walking 

through glass as an �anti-affordance � the preventi on of interaction�. According to Norman, 

the glass limitation of movement may not be perceived; hence birds and human beings 

sometimes crash into windows and glassy doors. Thus Norman elaborates on the theory of 

affordances for designers by introducing a further term: �signifiers�. Signifiers are needed 

when affordances are not perceivable. Then signifiers tell us what we can do and where. Thus 

the string around or the sign attached to the exhibited chair mentioned above is rather a 

signifier. 

Furthermore, in regard to exhibitions, we have to differentiate between front-glass display 

cabinets that are see-through-able only from one side and display cabinets entirely made of 

glass that are see-through-able from all four sides or at least more than one side. Do these 

different display cabinets afford different movements? What about glass shelves within such 

display cabinets? Which further affordances do they evoke? I will demonstrate in Chapters 4 

and 6 and I will summarize in Chapter 8 that there is a difference between front-glass display 

cabinets and display cabinets made completely of glass. The action possibilities multiply with 

multiple glass walls and shelves. 

In contrast to glass walls of display cabinets, some exhibits are presented freestanding without 

glass walls around them. Most often these freestanding exhibits are presented behind strings 

or on a platform. Presented on a platform exhibits can be approached closer than behind a 

glass wall or a string. Which further movements do they afford? What are the differences in 

visitor�s movement patterns between display cabinets with glass walls and freestanding 

exhibits on platforms? I will demonstrate in Chapter 4 that some movement patterns are only 

occurring at freestanding exhibits. In contrast other movement patterns that firstly seem to be 
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characteristic for freestanding are even more often performed at display cabinets due to the 

limitation of the glass wall that seems to provide security in movement. 

Whether exhibits are presented in display cabinets or freestanding, they can be presented in a 

homogenous way with similar kinds of exhibits or in a heterogeneous way with different 

kinds of exhibits. How does a homogenous or heterogeneous presentation afford movements? 

Are there differences in movement behaviour between these two forms of presentation? I will 

demonstrate in Chapter 4 that museum fatigue is a matter of homogenous presentation and 

that heterogeneous presentation leads to more active movement behaviour and a deeper level 

of cognitive processing. 

Whether exhibits are presented in display cabinets or freestanding, they can be presented 

hanging or lying. How do lying or hanging exhibits afford movement behaviour or rather 

which movement behaviour possibilities do they entail? These questions will be answered in 

Chapters 4 to 6. At this point, I want to mention that hanging exhibits lead to one particular 

movement pattern that is performed to view the exhibit from different perspectives no matter 

if it is put in a display cabinet or freestanding. 

Thus, Gibson�s theory of affordances is still up to date in research about visual attention, 

although it is from the late 1970s. Duchowski (2003: 6) summarizes Gibson�s work as still 

relevant to the design of eye tracking research as Gibson�s work is relevant for the aspect of 

�how� to perceive the world. This �how to perceive�  the environment is also stressed by 

Gibson (1979: 128) himself instead of �where� one l ives in the environment. 

 
Although Gibson�s theory of affordances is still considered current, two major critiques have 

been offered against it: Firstly, it lacks a clarification of how �direct perception� works 

(Jenkins 2008: 37). Secondly, learning is not sufficiently considered (Gibson 1966: 285, 

Jenkins 2008: 39). Nevertheless, Gibson�s theory of affordances is striking and innovative 

because previous and current psychological theories of information processing lack a 

particular psychological explanation of their own that is not borrowed elsewhere like the 

computer analogy (Jenkins 2008: 38-40). 

 
Taking Gibson�s theory of affordances into account is not new in visitor studies: Wineman & 

Peponis (2010) and Tröndle (2014) applied it. Trönd le (2014: 14) finds evidence �that the 

affordance of the museum environment strongly affects visitor movement� through an art 

gallery. Thereby �Positioning seems to have more im pact than the artist�s reputation or the 

image itself� (Tröndle 2014: 13). 
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Nevertheless, these two examples apply affordances differently than I do. Wineman and 

Peponis (2010) mentioned the term explicitly in the headline of their article (Constructing 

Spatial Meaning: Spatial Affordances in Museum Design) but they neglected to explain the 

theory of affordance more deeply and hence missed the chance to appreciate the whole value 

of the theory of affordance for visitor movement behaviour. Anyway, their research of 

movement behaviour is concerned with the macro-level of circulation or locomotion through 

an exhibition rather than on the micro level of eye movements at particular exhibition 

sections. 

 
Tröndle (2014) not only mentions the term explicitly in the headline of his article Space, 

Movement and Attention: Affordances of the Museum Environment but also explains the 

concepts of Lewin (1936), Barker (1968) and Gibson (1979). Like Wineman & Peponis 

(2010), he applies these concepts to the macro-level of circulation or locomotion through an 

art gallery rather than on the micro level of eye movements at particular exhibition sections. 

Furthermore he uses body tracking instead of MET, hence the exact eye movements are 

missing. His results rely upon only one single study, which makes it difficult to draw any 

generalizations. Finally, yet importantly, my research is based on further theoretical terms 

beyond affordances like the terms “appropriation” and “museum experience”. 

 
 
 
2.2. Appropriation in Museum Exhibitions 

 
Usually, if one speaks about appropriation concerning museums and especially about 

archaeological or ethnographic museums, one speaks of the cultural appropriation of objects 

by the museum. Hence, ethical concerns have to be considered carefully (Young & Brunk 

2012). 

For example, if you conduct a Google search for “appropriation in museums”, you can find 

434,000 results and about 42,600 papers and books linked via Google Scholar (received on 07 

October 2015). Ordered by impact the very first Google Scholar result is the book Museums 

and the Appropriation of Culture edited by Susan Pearce, the Professor Emeritus of Museum 

Studies at the University of Leicester, in 1994. Several authors contributed papers to this book 

commenting on various aspects of appropriation of culture by museums. In particular, Mary 

Beard and John Henderson (1994) comment on the multiple forms of appropriation by the 

museum  concerning  the  objects  and  their  histories.  Their  comments  are  based  on     the 
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exhibition The Exhibition? curated by these two authors themselves. This exhibition calls into 

question the appropriation of culture by museums. I chose this article as an example because 

the authors work through the term appropriation in their exhibition and thus in their article. In 

the end Beard and Henderson (1994: 40) ask “Are visitors passive consumers who put 

themselves at the disposal of regimes of display? Do museums occasion particular sets of 

cultural behaviour?” However like many others, they do not shed light on the multiple forms 

of appropriation of the museum by visitors. 

In this thesis, I want to shift our attention to the active appropriation of museums or rather 

exhibitions and their exhibits by the visitors. This aspect has been widely neglected so far and 

rather seldom considered and defined as a performative act of further appropriation. What do I 

mean by appropriation of exhibitions and their objects by visitors? I want to label the “rolling 

and strolling” (Korff & Thiemeyer 2008) of visitors through exhibitions and the 

accompanying cognitive processes as a kind of further appropriation that is based on the 

previous appropriation by the museum. It entails the collecting of objects, the selection for 

display in exhibitions and the presentation practice or design of exhibits in exhibitions as 

Beard and Henderson (1994) described it. By “rolling and strolling” through exhibitions 

visitors are appropriating exhibitions with their entire body (trunk, head and eyes) and person 

including their physical, psychological and cognitive knowledge. Anthropology calls this 

“embodied knowledge” (Scheper-Hughes 1994) or “embodiment” (Csordas 1990). 

In regards to embodiment, we have to refer also to the concept of “habitus” by the French 

sociologist and anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu (1977). Originally the term habitus was the 

Latin translation by Thomas Aquinas of Aristoteles’ term ‘hexis’ which can be described as a 

disposition to a certain activity or character. The term was also applied by Durkheim and is 

nephew Mauss (Wacquant 2011). 

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is based on Mauss’ (1973) concept of habitus as illustrated in 

his essay Techniques of the Body. According to Mauss, the habitus is learned and differs 

“between societies, educations, properties and fashions, prestiges” (1973: 73); hence, habitus 

also differs between sex and age (1973: 76-77). Mauss and Bourdieu differentiate between 

habit and habitus in similar ways (Crossley 2013). Bourdieu (1977: 218, note 47) thinks of the 

“habit as a mechanical assembly or performed programme”. Hence, a habit is “mechanical 

behaviour” (Crossley 2013: 139) or rather a “mechanical concept” (Crossley 2013: 140), 

whereas  the  habitus  is  rather  a  learned  body  technique  like  swimming  (Mauss     1973). 
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Furthermore, according to Mauss habit refers to differences between singular persons whereas 

the habitus refers to differences between social groups (Crossley 2013). 

Hence Bourdieu describes the habitus as a class-specific practice connected to the social sense 

(“le sense pratique”) which encompasses all other senses of the body and beyond of the social 

agent. Thus, habitus is embodied by the social agent and is complementarily practiced by its 

body in the way someone walks or talks (Bourdieu 1977 and 1990; Schwingel 1995/2003). 

The habitus is formed by the incorporated or embodied dispositions of perception schemata, 

cognition schemata (everyday knowledge, ethos and taste) and behaviour schemata. The agent 

is socialized or enculturated in this schemata and the social agent is constantly reproducing by 

applying his/her socially learned and determined habitus in his/her social practice (Schwingel 

1995/2003). Thus, the habitus is experienced by the social agent as something naturally given 

(Bourdieu 1977 and Bourdieu, Darbel & Schnapper 1969/1997). Hence, the habitus and the 

social “field” are not taken as dichotomies but as being complementary to each other 

(Schwingel 1995/2003) similar to how Gibson and the Gestalt theorists (mentioned above) 

consider polarised parts instead of dichotomies concerning the subject and its environment. 

However, habitus does not determine the social practice itself but rather the limits of optional 

ways of practice. To put it differently, the habitus determines how the social practice is 

individually performed. The access to the different forms of “capital”, which are economic, 

social, and cultural capital, defines the lived way of social practice. Hence, habitus can 

validate itself and the class specific field or transform itself into other kinds of habitus and 

hence transform the field as well (Schwingel 1995/2003). 

Bourdieu et al. (1969/1997) in The Love of Art present a famous example of the habitus or 

more precisely “cultural practice” determined by the access to cultural capital. Bourdieu et al. 

(1969/1997) conducted comparative visitor studies in France, Greece, Holland, Poland and 

Spain. They conclude that across all these nations higher social classes who already possess 

more cultural capital through schooling visit museums more often, despite the fact that they 

are public institutions. Like museums, schooling also reproduces the social class inequality in 

education, and through the habitus of their social class. Hence, The Love of Art, thus taste, is 

learned “by habit and exercise” (Bourdieu et al. 1969/1997: 109) that leads to a second 

“cultivated nature” (Bourdieu et al. 1969/1997: 110), hence nurture. Thus museum visitors 

usually learn how to move and appropriate through exhibitions “by habit and exercise” of  

their higher educated social class. 
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The habitus is automatically performed; normally the habitus is not put into question and is 

rather unconscious because it is experienced as something naturally given (Schwingel 

1995/2003). As has been mentioned movement patterns are also automatically performed and 

are unconscious to the performer. Thus movement patterns can be considered part of a 

museum visitor’s habitus and thus as a particular kind of embodied appropriation of 

exhibitions. Therefore, future research has to prove whether the movement patterns of visitors 

identified in this research are culturally different. 

Embodiment is not only considered by social scientists but also by cognitive scientists 

(Gallagher 2005, Varela, Thompson & Rosch 1991, Gibbs 2006). According to Gibbs   (2006: 

1) “Embodiment in the field of cognitive science refers to understanding the role of an agent’s 

own body in its everyday, situated cognition”. This current thinking of interdependent mind- 

body relationship wants to overcome the distinction between body and mind rooted in the 

ancient Greek philosophy that is still common in “Western” sciences. The embodiment 

approach wants to overcome the stimulus-response theories and stresses the interaction of the 

body, the mind and their environment. Hence, perception relates to the actual behaviour while 

something is being perceived.  This idea is not  new.  Former leading thinkers  include the 

philosopher John Dewey in the 19th  century and the psychologist James J. Gibson in the   20th
 

century mentioned above (Gibbs 2006). John Dewey (1896: 137-138) claimed that: 
 

“In a certain sense, it is the movement which is primary, and the 

sensation which is secondary, this movement of the body, head, and 

eye movements, determining the quality of what is experienced. In 

other words, the real beginning is with the act of seeing; it is looking, 

and not a sensation of light”. 

This qualifies previous statements about eye movements and perception described in Chapter 

1. Hence eye movements and cognitive processes about the perceived objects are more 

intertwined than previously assumed. Gibbs (2006: 64) puts this more directly: “Object 

perception is not an event that happens to us; rather it is something that we do by looking at 

the object”. Hence, perception is rather actively conducted by means of eye, head and body 

movements. Thus, eye, head and body movements are part of an active appropriation of 

exhibitions and exhibits. 

In sum, when I say “appropriation of exhibitions by visitors”, I mean the active embodied 

appropriation of exhibitions by the visitor who performs particular movement patterns. Thus, 

this  appropriation  mediates  between  the  affordances  of  exhibitions  and  the      exhibition 
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experience. This appropriation is connected with the exhibition’s affordances or  rather is 

based on them and leads to a particular exhibition experience. Hence, my term of 

appropriation is complementing the interconnected triad of affordance, experience and 

appropriation. 

How exactly do museum visitors actively appropriate exhibitions? What kind of movement 

patterns do they apply for this active appropriation? Before I present my research results in 

Chapter 4, 5 and 6, here some previous classifications of movement patterns by other 

scientists shall be introduced as a useful point of departure. 

The cultural scientist Aleida Assmann (1995) and the sociologist Heiner Treinen (1988) 

already identified two major movement patterns: the “long gaze” (der “lange Blick“) by 

Assmann and “cultural window shopping” (“kulturelles window shopping”) by Treinen. 

Whereas Aleida Assmann’s term belongs to the general reception of objects in the world, 

Heiner Treinen’s term actually refers to museum visitor behaviour. Nevertheless, both terms 

belong to the same state of consciousness that characterizes museum visits: aesthetic 

contemplation. 

Aleida Assmann (1995: 240-242) differentiates between the “quick look” and the “long gaze”. 

Assmann bases these two different ways to look at the world upon the idea that the world can 

be read as a text. The “quick look” at the world means “reading” the signs of the world and 

hence transforming the world into knowledge about the world. The “long gaze” is defined as 

staring (“gazing”) contemplatively at the materiality of the world without reading it and hence 

without transforming it (into knowledge). It is characterized by “suddenness” 

(“Plötzlichkeit”), subjective un-knowing and “ecstasy” (“Ekstase”) (Assmann 1995: 248). 

Hence, the “long gaze” can be described as a “fascinated gaze” (“faszinierte(r) Blick”) 

(Assmann 1995: 249). 

Treinen’s (1988: 33) term of “cultural window shopping” is an exemplary movement pattern 

of what he calls “active snoozing” (“aktive(s) Dösen”). According to Treinen (1988: 33), most 

museum visitors are looking for amusement (“Zerstreuung”) in museums compared to 

watching television. Hence, “active snoozing” lets visitors stroll around exhibitions like they 

stroll around towns where they are “Window Shopping” in the malls. It seems the only 

difference is the cultural aspect of museums. Visitors consequently do not learn much new 

knowledge just by “cultural window shopping” museum; instead they search for the 

confirmation of their previous knowledge. Thus, Treinen is critical with the notion of 

museums as learning settings. 



31  

Further movement patterns were already identified by the pioneering exploratory MET study 

of Mayr et al. (2009). Firstly, they (2009: 116) already reported behaviour that “serves as 

initial selection of information and visual search” and that “During early processing stages, 

pictorial information or text is quickly skimmed and scanned, so that a viewer gets the gist of 

a scene very quickly”. These eye movements serve to orientate oneself and get an overview of 

the display. Secondly, they report on fixations that “alternate” between exhibits (Mayr et al. 

2009: 193-194), a phenomenon that I will call “alternating gaze” later. 

Thus, these examples of movement patterns “long gaze”, “cultural window shopping”, 

“alternating gaze” and gazes for orientation and overview are the starting point of my MET 

quest for movement patterns of museum visitors. I will demonstrate in Chapters 4 and 6 that 

my MET studies also validate these movement patterns. In sum, the research presented in this 

thesis identified 26 movement patterns including these. A complete list of all these movement 

patterns is presented in Chapter 8 in Table 17 paragraph 8.2.1. Visitors’ Movement Patterns: 

The Complete Master List. 

Mayr et al. (2009) conducted their exploratory MET study in “a small exhibition about 

nanotechnology” (2009: 191-192), providing “first insights into informal learning in 

museums” (Mayr et al. 2009: 195) at the Knowledge Media Research Centre in Tuebingen, 

Germany. However, Mayr et al. neglect that visitors are not simply “integrating information 

that is spatially distributed” (p. 190) but are engaged in what could be called “appropriating” 

the exhibition. Appropriating exhibitions means that visitors are not only gathering 

information but also actively looking for an emotional and aesthetic experience (Hein 2000)  

in a particular social setting (Falk & Dierking 2013). Now let us have a closer look at visitors’ 

experiences in museum exhibitions. 

 
 
2.3. Experience in Museum Exhibitions 

 
First, to speak of “experience” in the context of museum exhibitions should not be taken for 

granted. We only recently speak of “museum experience” due to the shift to a constructivist 

approach to museums that defines knowledge and truths as always something constructed and 

hence revises the museum tasks. One of these revised museum tasks is to provide experiences 

for visitors via authentic objects (Hein 2000). Hence, contemporary museums “feature objects 

as  means  to  experience  rather  than  as  ends  in  themselves”  (Hein  2000:  71)  and  hence 
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contemporary exhibitions shift “from (exhibiting) objects used as evidence to objects that 

evoke experience” (Hein 2000: 79; addition in brackets by the author of this thesis). 

 
Secondly, the museum experience is defined has something all comprising; hence, it  is 

defined as a “gestalt” (Falk & Dierking 2013: 173-194) and is therefore considered as a 

holistic experience. Thus according to Falk & Dierking (2013: 192): 

 
“Many aspects beyond the museum’s exhibitions, programs, and 

media influence the visitor’s experience, including parking, restrooms, 

shops, and food service. Unlike most museum professionals, visitors 

do not view these aspects of the museum as separate functions; the 

visitor sees the museum as a seamless whole”. 

 
Furthermore, it is not only reduced to the actual museum visit but it also comprises the time 

before and after the visit; hence, the reasons (be)for(e) visiting and the processing of the 

experience of the actual visit afterwards belong together (Falk & Dierking 2013). According 

to Falk & Dierking (2013: 33), “The Museum Experience can be understood using the 

Contextual Model of Learning” that they established in 1992 then called the “Interactive 

Experience Model”. The “Contextual Model of Learning” comprises three contexts that are 

interconnected with each other over time: (i) the personal context, (ii) the  sociocultural 

context and the (iii) physical context. 

 
(i) The personal context entails “prior experiences, interests, knowledge, beliefs and 

values” (Falk & Dierking 2013: 33) of the single visitor. 

(ii)  The sociocultural context refers to the museum as a “societal institution” (Falk & 

Dierking 2013: 33) and the socio-cultural character of a museum visit. 

(iii)  The physical context comprises the building, the exhibitions with their exhibits  

and the provided information in the form of labels and media, etc. 

 
In sum, “Whatever the visitor does focus on is filtered through the personal context, mediated 

by the sociocultural context, and embedded within the physical context” (Falk & Dierking 

2013: 30). 

 
Thirdly, one can also define the visitor’s experience in museums as incorporating the 

following aspects of experience: (i) learning, (ii) aesthetic, (iii) (more or less) multisensory, 

(iv) bodily, (v) emotional, (vi) social and (vii) entertaining. These aspects are not separated 

but rather intertwined with each other. For presentation purposes, these aspects are   described 
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separately. The descriptions shall only provide a flavour of the several museum experience 

aspects; otherwise, the descriptions of these aspects would go beyond the scope of this 

chapter. 

 
 
 
(i) Learning experience: 

 
Museums and exhibitions are defined as informal learning settings in contrast to formal 

learning settings in schools and universities (Schwan 2015). Thus, Falk & Dierking (2002) 

define learning in museums as “free choice” learning that depends on the free will of the 

learner in contrast to the will of the teacher; hence, free choice is connected to intrinsic 

motivation in contrast to extrinsic motivation. Therefore, Rounds defines learning in museums 

as driven by a curiosity that aims at “wide but shallow” learning in contrast to “narrow but 

deep” learning in formal learning settings. According to Schwan (2015) the actual learning 

situation within an exhibition can be modelled as more or less formal or informal depending 

on formalisation factors like visits as part of school groups or as part of guided tours. Hence, 

the concrete learning situation in museum exhibition is a rather mixed form depending on the 

concrete learning process, setting, aims and content. 

 
How can learning in museums be investigated? Visitor research changed in a similar way to 

the change of the psychological definition of learning from result and effects to process 

(Schwan 2015). This change is also connected to the shift from behaviouristic visitor research 

to constructivist visitor research (Kirchberg 2010). Within this shift, new research methods  

are applied like MET combined with verbal reports (Mayr et al. 2009, Eghbal-Azar & Widlok 

2013, Filippini-Fantoni et al. 2013). 

 
My research also focuses not on the concrete learning outcomes of the museum visits but 

instead on the learning processes that go along with the appropriation of exhibitions and 

exhibits by distinct, recurrent and systematic eye, head, trunk and body movements. 

 
 
 
(ii)  Aesthetic experience: 

 
Visitor researchers who focus on the learning aspect of the museum experience often tend to 

neglect  the  aesthetic  experience  of  exhibitions  that  cannot  be  evaluated  in  terms  of 
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information processing as in Mayr et al. (2009). This has often been criticised by my 

colleagues from the Knowledge & Museum project. However, what exactly is an aesthetic 

museum experience? The philosopher Hilde Hein (2000: 131) provides a concrete answer: 

 
“The merit of aesthetic experience is that its value is taken to be 

intrinsic. It is an end in itself, enjoyable without reference to further 

consequences, complete within itself”. 

 
It involves a contemplative state of mind. Art museums are the prototype for such aesthetic 

experience but the wave splashed over to other museums and thus not only literature but also 

ethnographic museums recently focus on aesthetic experiences although these other museums 

provide a different kind of aesthetic experience (Hein 2000). My research does not focus on 

aesthetic experiences, although I will present one example in the last chapter. 

 
 
 
(iii)  Multisensory experience: 

 
Museum experiences can be multisensory experiences depending on the exhibition design 

(Levent & Pascual-Leone 2014). Of course, primarily because we mainly view exhibitions, 

the most applied sense is the visual sense. However we also hear and listen to other museum 

visitors, audio guides, spots for music examples, etc., which influence the museum  

experience. Due to the shift to more hands-on exhibits, the haptic sense also becomes more 

applied and the sense of smell belongs to this multisensory experience of exhibitions. 

Exemplary evidence for this multisensory experience and the influence of other senses on the 

visual sense will follow in Chapter 8. This section will demonstrate that MET combined with 

cued retrospective reporting also interweave the senses by providing hints for the use of  

senses beyond vision. 

 
In sum, we stroll through exhibitions with our complete body including all our senses. 

Although vision is the dominant sense and the one I mainly focus on in this research. 

 
 
 
(iv) Bodily experience: 

 
As the museum experience is a multisensory experience, the museum experience is also a 

bodily experience, because visitors stroll through exhibitions (Korff & Thiemeyer 2008)  with 
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their complete body including all senses and the mind. That is why embodiment plays such a 

crucial role in a museum (learning) experience like I described above in the section about 

“appropriation”. 

 
This bodily aspect of the museum experience is taken seriously in my research as I am not 

only focusing on eye movements but also on the head and body movements that visitors make 

when strolling through the three dimensional exhibition space. 

 
 
 
(v) Emotional experience: 

 
Watson (2015) summarizes the current state of art that emotions and cognition are intertwined 

in human beings. She points out that museums are creating emotional experiences through 

design, the use of media, objects and narrative stories. She states that research has only 

recently investigated the emotional aspects of the visitors' museum experience. Until then 

“Emotions have been strangely neglected in the theory and practice of museums and  

galleries” (Watson 2015: 286). 

 
Much of the visitor research focusing on emotions is concerned with the role of emotions in 

learning (Falk & Dierking 2002 and Falk & Gillespie 2009 quoted by Watson 2015: 286). 

Only very recently has the emotional aspect of aesthetic experience of artworks been 

researched. This investigation was performed by the project “Emotion: Mapping the Museum 

Experience” (http://www.mapping-museum-experience.com/) in an integrated methodology 

by Merging Movement Tracking, Physiology, and Psychological Data of specific artworks 

(Tröndle et al. 2014). 

 
As the reader will see later on that the instruction for visitors’ reporting in my visitor research 

also clearly solicited reports about the feelings visitors’ felt while they were viewing the 

exhibition. 

 
 
 
(vi) Social experience: 

 
Emotions can be shared with others. We stroll through exhibitions not only with our own  

body but also with the companionship of others, like friends and family members or  

foreigners  like  other  museum  visitors  or  museum  staff  members.  Hence,  the     museum 
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experience is defined as a social experience (Falk & Dierking 2013). This social experience 

entails the possibility to talk about the exhibition with each other which leads to better 

information processing and hence to better learning effects (Falk & Dierking 2000). 

 
As will be shown, the social aspect is also valid in the movement patterns of visitors but apart 

from that, the social aspect was neglected in my visitor research due to reasons of 

practicability. 

 
 
 
(vii) Entertaining experience: 

 
This social museum experience cannot only be educational it can be also entertaining in 

exhibitions themselves, in guided tours, in workshops and other events. As we just learned 

according to the “Contextual Model of Learning”, learning in museums is not only reduced to 

the exhibition visit (Falk & Dierking 2013). Thus, the educational role of museums also 

enhances guided tours and events as well as the creation of these (Hooper-Greenhill 1999). 

Hence, the museum experience can be defined as an experience that is characterized by a 

mixture of education and entertainment. Museums are places of edutainment, which is why 

education and entertainment in museums should not be a question of either/or but rather 

should be one incorporating agenda of the exhibition makers (Falk et al. 1998). According to 

Falk et al. (1998: 117-118), “education and entertainment should not be viewed as mutually 

exclusive motivations for coming to a museum but rather as complementary aspects of a 

complex leisure experience”. 

 
My research focuses on the edutainment aspect of the museum experience provided by digital 

guides. In sum, my research contributes mainly to the learning aspect of the museum 

experience focusing on the visual sense that is incorporated in the whole visitor body that 

strolls through exhibitions, thereby concentrating on single visitors and not on groups. It 

focuses only on the emotional experience. Furthermore, this research contributes to the 

edutainment of visitors through digital media. 

 
Where exactly is this holistic multifaceted museum experience gained? What is the field of 

museum exhibitions and of my audience research exactly? A general introduction into the  

field is provided in the next paragraph. 
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2.4. Museum Exhibitions 

 
After describing the affordances, appropriations and experiences in museums exhibitions, I 

want to briefly define museums and museum exhibitions. Furthermore, I introduce the two 

types of museums that are relevant for my research: ethnographic museums displaying 

Oceania in Germany and historico-cultural literature museums in Germany. This knowledge 

shall prepare the reader for the detailed description of the two research settings “The South 

Sea Oases – Life and Survival in the Western Pacific” exhibition at the Linden-Museum in 

Stuttgart and the “nexus” exhibition at the LiMo in Marbach a. N. presented in Chapter 3. 

 
 
 
2.4.1. Museums and Museum Exhibitions 

 
According to Anke te Heesen (2012), the origin of the museum can be placed in different 

periods depending on the aspect you want to stress. Stressing the long history of this 

institution, the term “museum” is derived from the Greek term “Mouseion” which means a 

temple for the Muses, the goddesses of arts in Greek mythology. Hence, a museum is a 

building for the study of arts. Stressing the scientific aspect, the history of the museums  starts 

with the cabinets of arts and wonder in the Renaissance (cf. also Macdonald 1998). Stressing 

the opening to the public, the history of museums starts in the second half of the 18th century. 

In the 19th Century, when the museum landscape was formed as we know it today, the 

academic disciplines at universities and the respective museums had a strong connection 

(Hartung 2010). Currently our project Knowledge & Museum or the Humboldt-Forum in 

Berlin try to reconnect them again. 

 
Let me briefly indicate that this thesis is about museum exhibitions in the sense of exhibitions 

that are integrated in a museum rather than exhibitions hosted elsewhere. According to Anke 

te Heesen (2012), museums and exhibitions are not the same although currently these terms 

are often mixed. Historically the term “exhibition” is derived from the Latin “exponere” and 

initially emerged in the 18th century. The two terms “museum” and “exhibition” were brought 

together at the end of the 19th century. Hence, the current museum incorporates not only 

collections but also exhibitions. 

 
In my experience, visitors are usually not aware of this difference and the multifaceted tasks 

and rooms a museum entails behind the scenes. Nevertheless I focus on museum    exhibitions 

since they are physically integrated into the museum, which is a building with its history, a 
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place of collection, conservation, research, display and knowledge transfer. This physical 

integration stands in contrast to exhibitions that were historically created elsewhere and for 

rather economic reasons. 

 
Apart from that, museums have gone through many changes. The most recent and important 

ones are: (i) the opening to the public, (ii) the learning aspect, (iii) the idea of the participatory 

museum and (iv) the implementation of digital guides. These changes are as follows: 

 
(i) The history of museums is characterised by democratisation and opening to the public. 

At the end of the 19th century, the emerging educated middle-class got the chance to 

gain more cultural capital (Bourdieu 1982, Laukötter 2013) and thus strengthen their 

position in society. Bourdieu (as mentioned above) figured out that the museum 

visitors are still higher educated in the 20th century and no one in the 21st century 

would deny that. This main result of Bourdieu presented in The Love of Art 

(1969/1997) is still valid and became common sense. 

(ii)  The learning aspect as described above is crucial for the current museum definition. It 

is clearly a task for exhibition makers to focus on the learning aspect of their 

exhibitions. 

(iii)  Consequently, the idea of providing further possibilities for active visitor participation 

emerged instead of the previous passive consumption of knowledge. The idea of the 

participatory museum that engages the museum visitors to actively participate and 

contribute to museum exhibitions, most famously represented by the American 

designer Nina Simon. Simon (2010: 18) asks, “how participants’ actions will 

contribute positively to the institution and to future audiences”. She blames the design 

of participatory offerings to museum visitors for their unhelpful outcome instead of 

blaming the visitors themselves. 

(iv) Often museums provide digital guides for engaging visitors actively in exhibitions as 

described in Chapter 1. This implementation and rise of digital guides in museum 

exhibitions changed the museums image and work as well as it changes the museum 

visitor behaviour. Thus, it provides also a new research area for visitor studies. 

 
Today the term “museum” is defined by the International Council of Museums (ICOM 2015; 

Statutes art. 3 para. 1) as “a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its 

development, open  to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches,  communicates   and 
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exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the purposes 

of education, study and enjoyment”. 

 
However, “the museum does not exist” as Sharon Macdonald (1996: 4; italics in original) 

already correctly summarized. Hence to classify museums according to their main collections 

into museums types like art museums, historico-cultural museums, ethnographic museums, 

natural history museums and scientific/technique museums, etc. is reductionist  (Hartung 

2010: 8) and over-simplifies the museum landscape. 

 
 
 
2.4.2. Ethnographic and Historico-Cultural Literature Muse ums 

 
Nevertheless due to the research settings in this thesis I want to shed light on two museum 

types: ethnographic museums, especially the history of ethnographic museums with 

exhibitions about Oceania in Germany, and historico-cultural museums, especially literature 

museums in Germany. 

 
 
 
·  Ethnographic museums (displaying Oceania in Germany) 

 
The German term “Südsee” (South Sea) is derived from Spanish navigator Vasco Núñez de 

Balboa’s titling “Mar del Sur” and the term “Pazifik” (Pacific) is derived from Portuguese 

navigator Fernão Magelhaes titling “Mar Pacífico” in regards to the competitive colonisation 

powers (Kaufmann 2008: 36) and the calm sea he experienced (Wendt 2013: 43). The term 

“Oceania” comprises three regions of the Pacific (Wendt 2013: 43): Micronesia (‘small 

islands’ north of New Guinea and east of the Philippines), Melanesia (‘dark islands’ – due to 

the dark colour of the indigenous skin – comprising New Guinea and the islands East to Fiji) 

and Polynesia (‘many islands’; a triangle of many islands from Hawai’i, to the Easter Islands 

and New Zealand including also Tahiti, Samoa and Tonga). Sometimes Australia and these 

three regions are summarized as ‘Oceania’, too. 

 
Although once the connection between European colonisers and the “Südsee” was strong, 

Christian Kaufmann (2008) describes the potential loss of the “Südsee” in Europe. He starts 

with the history of the collections, museums and perception of the “Südsee” in Europe and 

German speaking regions. Kaufmann (2008) divides this history into different periods. 
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Firstly, the cabinets of curiosity showed curiosities of the “savages” to the sovereigns at home 

in the 17th century until 1850. Secondly, from 1800-1914 ethnographic museums or so-called 

“Völkerkundliche Sammlungen” (“ethnographic collections”) were established to show 

original objects of the colonised “primitives” who were conceived as still living like we lived 

in the Stone Age. Hence, the perception of indigenous people was framed by evolutionary 

thoughts. Thirdly, from 1890-1980 so-called “Völkerkundemuseen” were established that 

displayed objects of so-called “Naturvölker” (“primitive people”) – conceived as living like 

“hunters-and gatherers” – as evidence for cultures that were thought of as dying out. Fourthly, 

from the 1960s until approximately 2010 museums of civilizations or cultures were 

established. These museums display objects including photographs as memories of the past 

and the present developing nations that experienced cultural revivals in many regards. This 

period is characterized by re-contextualisation of objects for the present time. 

 
Through all these periods an ambivalent perception of the “Südsee” ranging from being 

Paradise to being the homeland of “noble savages” who are cannibals was manifested and is 

still influencing the contemporary (visitor) perception (of ethnographic exhibitions) in 

Germany (Kaufmann 2008; Wendt 2013). Reinhardt Wendt (2013) attributes this ambivalent 

perception to European desires and critiques against their own society in Europe or in 

Germany. He refers to Gabriele Dürbeck’s term “Ozeanism” (Dürbeck 2007: 4-6), which she 

created referring to Edward Said’s (1978) term of “Orientalism”, for the German literature 

about Oceania between 1815 and 1914. In his book, Orientalism Said reveals that our 

perception of the Orient is rather connected to our expectations of it. Hence, our perception of 

the “Südsee” was and – believe – is still a Eurocentric misperception. As it will be shown in 

the exhibition description the exhibition makers created the special exhibition called “South 

Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the Western Pacific” (Linden-Museum in Stuttgart) because 

they wanted to play with our prejudices and misperception. They counterpoint our biases with 

the contemporary reality of the destruction of islands4  due to the rise of the sea levels from 

global warming. 

 
Hence, the perception of the “South Sea” and its representation in German museums is a 

highly political issue as Sharon Macdonald puts it generally in her edited book The Politics of 

Display (1998: 3) with reference to Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish: the Birth of the 

Prison (1977) and Governmentality (1991): 

 
4 Another destruction was happening to Oceania due to several nuclear weapons tests; the atomic test by the USA 
on the Bikini Atoll is the most famous one (Wendt 2013). 
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“Politics, in other words, lies not just in policy statements and 

intentions (though these are important) but also in apparently non- 

political and even ‘minor’ details, such as the architecture of  

buildings, the classification and juxtaposition of artefacts in an 

exhibition, the use of glass cases or interactives, and the presence or 

lack of a voice-over on a film”. 

 
Hence, visitor research should be based on a detailed description of the respective museum 

exhibitions regarding these aspects. 

 
There are approximately 30-38 ethnographic museums in Germany depending on the source 

you choose (DGV 2015). They range from big and famous ones that are financed by the 

government of the respective state or city or run by universities or by foundations to small 

ones that are sometimes even run on a voluntary basis. Many of these ethnographic museums 

have  an  Oceanic  collection.  An  official  complete  list  of  all  ethnographic  collections  in 

Germany does not currently exist (personal communication with Larissa Förster – head of the 

working group “museum” in the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Völkerkunde – on 3rd November 

2015). Accordingly, a few big and famous examples will have to suffice here: 

 
·  Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin-Dahlem 

·  Museum für Völkerkunde in Hamburg 

·  Grassi Museum für Völkerkunde in Leipzig 

·  Museum Fünf Kontinente, Staatliches Museum für Völkerkunde in Munich 

·  Rautenstrauch Joest Museum für Völkerkunde of Cologne 

·  Überseemuseum in Bremen 

·  Weltkulturen Museum in Frankfurt 

·  Linden-Museum – Staatliches Museum für Völkerkunde in Stuttgart 

 
Ethnographic museum exhibitions about Oceania in Germany are based on their huge 

collections of Oceanic exhibits (Kaufmann 2008). The multifarious “Ethnographika” 

(ethnographic objects) were brought to the natural history or ethnographic museums  by 

private collectors, trading houses or by expeditions organized by the museums themselves. 

These “Ethnographika” were bought, bartered or even stolen. Especially the “Hamburger 

Südsee  Expedition”  (Hamburg’s  South  Sea  expedition)  from  1908-1910  enlarged    these 
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collections and produced a huge amount of literature about the expedition and its collection 

comprising 17 volumes in 29 parts (Kaufmann 2008; Wendt 2013). 

 
Firstly, the main aim was to collect as many objects as possible; later the provenance and 

contextualization became more important (Laukötter 2013). Due to the evolutionary mindsets 

at that time, collecting objects was seen as rescuing them from being lost and destroyed, 

“womit sich Völkerkunde und Kolonialismus gegenseitig legitimierten” (“with what 

anthropology and colonialism legitimized each other”; Laukötter 2013: 242). 

 
As the history of ethnographic museums in Germany starts with colonization, ethnographic 

museums in Germany are currently discussed as “(post)koloniale Erinnerungsorte” (“post- 

colonial places of remembrance”) in the context of the establishment of the Humboldt-Forum 

in Berlin (Laukötter 2013: 233). Hence, issues of cultural appropriation by the ethnographic 

museums are often discussed and even researched currently. 

At the end of the 19th century according to Laukötter (2013: 238; italics in original) 

“Völkerkundemuseen wollten und konnten also keine »Völker« zeigen, sondern stattdessen 

Repräsentationen ihrer kulturellen Ausdrucksformen (“ethnographic museums did not want 

and could not display ethnic groups but rather display representations of their cultural 

expressions”). Thus viewing so-called “Ethnographika” (“ethnographic objects”) became a 

crucial moment for ethnographic exhibitions by providing the perception of the culturally 

close and familiar realities of one’s own culture and the culturally distant and foreign realities 

of other cultures. These differences between ‘us’ and ‘them’ were viewed according to the 

evolutionary worldview of that time and were validated by ethnographic objects. However, 

the selection criteria of ethnographic objects for display were not transparent for museum 

visitors (Laukötter 2013). Laukötter’s estimation of the former situation of ethnographic 

museums seems still valid for contemporary ethnographic museum and their visitors. 

 
 
 
·  Historico-cultural museums and the special case of literature museums (in Germany) 

 
Historico-cultural museums usually exhibit objects related to the local history of the  

respective region. These museums comprise a wide range of different issues like archaeology, 

local industries, religion, music, literature etc. to name a few. 
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There are more than 200 literature museums in Germany (Kussin 2001). Scheuffelen (2001: 

48-49) differentiates between four types of literature museums: (i) memorials at authentic 

places, (ii) literature museums close to but not displayed at authentic places, (iii) literature 

departments at museums of local history and (iv) documental exhibitions at public places like 

libraries, schools, etc. To build museums for displaying literature is very seldom done and my 

research setting the LiMo in Marbach a. N. is one of these exceptions. The establishment of 

the LiMo was conceptualized at the beginning of this new millennium – a phase of rethinking 

literature exhibitions as was done by the conference “Dichterhäuser im Wandel” at the 

Museum for Literature am Oberrhein in Karlsruhe in 2000. 

 
At this conference Susanne Lange-Greve (2001), who worked at the Schiller National 

Museum in Marbach a. N. in 1990, differentiates between poet houses that work as memorial 

places for particular authors stressing literature history and exhibitions about literature itself. 

She compares the latter literature exhibitions with art exhibitions as literature shares the same 

features as artworks, because both are forms of art: both are made of signs that transport 

ambiguous meanings. Hence, “Literaturausstellungen sind eine Form des Nachdenkens über 

Literatur anhand von Exponaten” (“Literature exhibitions are a kind of thinking about 

literature via exhibits”; Lange-Greve 2001: 30), Literature exhibitions should not tell the 

visitors what to think but enable visitors to actively interpret these meanings themselves. 

Besides, Lange-Greve thinks that literature exhibitions face the same de- and 

recontextualisation of exhibits as all other kinds of exhibitions do. 

 
Similar to the comparison of literature exhibitions with art exhibition by Lange-Greve, Hans 

Joachim Klein (2001), who is the founder of the “Zentrum für Evaluation und 

Besucherforschung” (ZEB) (Centre for Evaluation and Visitor Research) at the Badisches 

Landesmuseum in Karlsruhe, Germany, compares the target group of literature museums with 

the target group of art museums. He states that the difference between these target groups is 

that exhibiting literature is far more difficult and is only interesting for an expert audience. 

Hence, this characterization distinguishes literature museums from ethnographic museums. 

 
 
 
2.5.   Conclusion 

 
In sum, this chapter provided a flavour of fundamental concepts and terms like the ‘theory of 

affordance’ by Gibson (1979), the appropriation of exhibits and exhibitions by the visitors, 
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and the contemporary multi-faceted museum experience. It demonstrated first hints that 

particular affordances might lead to particular distinct movement patterns, which shall be 

demonstrated in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. It defined the appropriation of exhibits and exhibitions  

as a performative act that is executed through several distinct, recurrent and systematic eye, 

head, trunk and body movements. This embodiment of museum exhibitions shapes the 

museum experience. Hence, the visual sense mainly (not exclusively) guides our learning, 

aesthetic, bodily, emotional, social and entertaining museum experience. 

 
This chapter also defined the broader setting of this research – “museum” and “museum 

exhibitions” – and provided a brief history of ethnographic and literature museums in 

Germany. This was done to prepare the reader for the detailed descriptions of the two 

investigated research settings: the “South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the Western  

Pacific” exhibition at the Linden Museum Stuttgart and the “nexus” exhibition at the LiMo in 

Marbach a. N. presented in the following Chapter 3. 
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3. The Two Museum Exhibitions: Research at the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart and the 

Museum of Modern Literature in Marbach a. N. 

 
This chapter provides descriptions of the two concerned exhibitions and their museums: the 

temporary special “South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the Western Pacific” exhibition at 

the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart and the permanent “nexus” exhibition at the Museum of 

Modern Literature (LiMo) in Marbach a. N. As the focus of my research is on the 

ethnographic exhibition “South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the Western Pacific” the 

description of it will be more extensive than about the “nexus” exhibition. Hence the floor 

plan will be more detailed and four selected sections of the “South Sea Oases: Life and 

Survival Western Pacific” exhibition will be described in detail. Nevertheless both general 

descriptions concentrate on these aspects: the backgrounds of the research or its context, short 

histories of the museums, short descriptions of the museums as the hosting institutions, 

detailed descriptions of the researched exhibitions, their digital guides, and last but not least 

short characterizations of their typical visitors. As the reader will see, these two exhibitions 

and their hosting museums are quite different both in regards to their subject matter but also  

in other ways. Hence, this chapter concludes with a comment on the comparability of these 

two exhibitions as the research settings to study movement patterns in. 

 
 
 
3.1. The Temporary Special Exhibition “South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the 

Western Pacific” and its Audio Guide at the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart 

 
The description of the “South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the Western Pacific” exhibition 

is based on my own documentation, interviews, personal communication, information on the 

Linden-Museums website and the exhibition catalogue. It is two-fold: Firstly, I will describe it 

in general whereas the main description will provide a detailed floor plan. Secondly, I will 

provide all information about four selected sections on display: the “Men’s House Model  

from Palau”, the “Original Outrigger Fishing Canoe from Yap”, one “Homogenous Display 

Cabinet” and one “Heterogeneous Display Cabinet”. 
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3.1.1. General Description 

 
The general description about the temporary special “South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in 

the Western Pacific” exhibition at the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart will entail the following: 

the background of the research; the history of the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart; an overview 

about the museum and its Oceania department; a general introduction to this special  

exhibition and its audio guide; and last but not least a short characterization of the typical 

Linden-Museum in Stuttgart visitors. 

 
 
 
·  The Background 

 
As mentioned in the introduction I conducted two visitor studies at the temporary special 

exhibition “South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the Western Pacific” presented from the 5th 

December 2009 until 6th June 2010 at the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart, curated by Ingrid 

Heermann in cooperation with Ulrich Menter. These studies were designed to identify 

movement patterns and the influence of the audio guide on them. These visitor studies were 

solely conducted for my PhD thesis. I have a strong connection to the Linden-Museum in 

Stuttgart, as this museum was my reason for studying cultural anthropology. Through the 

years I worked at the Linden-Museum: first as a museum attendant; then as an intern within 

the public relations department; and finally as a freelancer within the museum education 

department for the special exhibition about Australia in 2005/2006. Hence, the Linden- 

Museum and I have a strong and old personal history. 

 
 
 
·  The History 

The Linden-Museum – headed by Inés de Castro since 2010 – was established at Hegelplatz  

in Stuttgart in 1911. It is a neo-classical building that was built by Bihl and Woltz according  

to the construction plan of their architect Georg Eser (Württembergischer  

Kunstgewerbeverein 1908/1909: 216-217). 

The history of the Linden-Museum started with the foundation of the “Association for Trade, 

Geography, and Promotion of German Interests Abroad” in 1882 (original name: 

“Württembergischer Verein für Handelsgeographie und Förderung deutscher Interessen im 

Ausland  e.  V”.)  which  is  currently  called  “Society  for  Geography  and  Ethnography   in 
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Stuttgart” (original name: “Gesellschaft für Erd- und Völkerkunde zu Stuttgart e. V”; Linden- 

Museum in Stuttgart website 2014a). This association was founded to establish new trading 

opportunities beyond the European borders and to inform the people of Stuttgart about non- 

European cultures. The idea of building a museum was born in 1884 at the beginning 

colonization. Initially the idea was to build a museum that focused on new trading 

opportunities that opened at the “House of Economy” (original name: “Haus der Wirtschaft”) 

in Stuttgart in 1889. Later since Count Linden was the head of the association, he changed  

this aim to give preference for building an ethnographic museum, although Theodor Wanner, 

the treasurer of the Association, still preferred the focus on trading opportunities. As the 

collection was growing, more space was needed. Hence, it was decided to build a museum 

building at Hegelplatz where it is still placed. No wonder that this museum was named after 

Linden. Unfortunately Count Linden died before its opening (Kußmaul 1987: 10; de Castro 

2014). 

Although the era of German colonies ended after the First World War in 1918, the museum 

still aimed to inform visitors about non-European cultures. Luckily, it was mostly protected 

against the Nazi-Regime. Parts of the building and parts of the collection were lost during the 

Second World War although many objects were saved by evacuation. Being a private  

museum for many years even the rebuilding was paid for by the budget of the association, 

which left the association was in debt. Luckily the city of Stuttgart helped the association  

since 1953, and since 1964 the country Baden-Württemberg also helped. Nevertheless  not 

until 1973 did the museum become a publicly governed institution. Since then the city of 

Stuttgart and the country Baden-Württemberg equally fund the museum – while the “Society 

for Geography and Ethnography in Stuttgart” is still part of the Linden-Museum as a friends’ 

association and still informs about non-European cultures by lectures or arranged travels.  

After becoming a state museum, the urgently needed renovations could be done from 1978 to 

1985. Just in time for its 75th anniversary, the museum reopened with new permanent 

exhibitions in 1985 and 1986 (Kußmaul 1987: 11, 16, 24; de Castro 2014). 

Due to the 100th anniversary in 2011, some changes have been made: a metallic globe 

presenting the logo of loxodromes (a spiral-shaped line circulating around the poles) in front 

of the building and the lettering Linden-Museum installed on the building’s façade (de Castro 

2014; Linden-Museum website 2014b). 
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·  The Museum 
 

Figure 3: The Linden-Museum in Stuttgart at Hegelplatz (photograph by Kira Eghbal-Azar 

with kind permission from the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart) 

 
 
Today the Linden-Museum (see Figure 3) is one of the most important ethnographic museums 

in Europe. The collection of the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart encompasses 160 thousand 

exhibits of the completely non-European world but it is not all encompassing (audio guide 

number 001). It is based on exemplary collected objects and focuses on the cultural meanings 

of these objects (Kußmaul 1987: 10). 

At the time of data collection (December 2009 until June 2010) five permanent exhibitions 

were on display: parts of the North America exhibition on the ground floor (whereas the  

South America exhibition was closed due to the display of the special exhibition), Africa and 

the Islamic Orient on the first floor, South Asia and East Asia on the second floor. Through 

the years, the exhibition space for the permanent exhibition about the Oceania was minimized. 

Since 2001 the permanent exhibition was shut down and only special exhibitions displayed 

parts of Oceania (see Table 1): 
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English Title Original Title Period Curator 

Shape – Colour – Fantasy. 

Pacific Art of New Britain 

Form – Farbe – 

Phantasie. Südseekunst 

aus Neubritannien 

23rd May – 

28th October 

2001 

Ingrid Heermann 

The Art of the Dreamtime Die Kunst der Traumzeit 15th  April – 

24th 

November 

2002 

Ingrid Heermann 

The Art of the Australian 

Aborigines from the 

collection of Peter W. 

Klein 

Kunst der Aborigines aus 

der Sammlung Peter W. 

Klein 

3rd 

December 

2005 – 9th 

July 2006 

Ingrid Heermann 

Dance of the Masks – 

Interim Exhibition of the 

Oceania Department at the 

Linden Museum 

Tanz der Masken – 

Interims Ausstellung in 

der Ozeanien Abteilung 

des Linden-Museums 

1st April 2007 

– 18th May 

2008 

Ingrid Heermann 

South Sea Oases – Life 

and Survival in the 

Western Pacific 

Südsee-Oasen: Leben 

und Überleben im 

Westpazifik 

5th December 

2009 – 6th 

June 2010 

Ingrid Heermann in 

cooperation with 

Ulrich Menter 

Maori. The First 

Inhabitants of New 

Zealand 

Maori. Die ersten 

Bewohner Neuseelands 

1st April – 

14th October 

2012 

Fanny Wonu Veys 

und Ingrid 

Heermann 

Table 1: Temporary special exhibitions presenting parts of Oceania since the closing of the 

permanent exhibition at the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart 

 
 

Firstly, the space was needed for the special exhibition “Shape – Colour – Fantasy“, secondly, 

the space was needed for other special exhibitions developed by other regional departments 

and finally yet importantly, financial reasons averted a new permanent exhibition to date. 

However maybe this is also a sign of the loss of Oceania Kaufmann (2008, see Chapter 2) 

spoke of or rather the meaning shift of Oceania for Germany and their relationship: The first 

principal of the Linden-Museum, Augustin Krämer, was a specialist for Oceania (Kußmaul 
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1987: 15). Once parts of Oceania became a colony, then other collections at the Linden- 

Museum started growing, like the one about Asia (Kußmaul 1987, 82 ff.). Now there is hardly 

any connection to Oceania in our daily life and even at the universities in Germany, you will 

hardly find professors who still study Oceania. 

Although there are seven different regional departments in one institution they all share 

common aims. Firstly, they wish to remain an ethnographic museum that informs visitors 

about non-European cultures and promotes intercultural dialogue. Secondly, the collections 

are still the heart of the museum and the museum provides direct encounters via exhibits. 

Thirdly, the museum still aims to serve its visitors (Linden-Museum in Stuttgart website 

2014b). Thereby the Linden-Museum is still engaged in the four classical tasks, namely 

collecting, restoring, researching and exhibiting. This is complemented by the museum 

education program, lectures and events like theatre performances, concerts, etc. 

Besides the exhibition galleries, there are several other rooms and tasks located in the 

museum. On the ground floor: 

·  On the right: the Wanner hall named after the former treasurer Theodor Wanner for 

lectures, events, and sometimes for very small exhibitions at the back of the hall; 

within the hall: the entrance to the library, before the hall: the outsourced restaurant; 

·  In the middle of the ground floor: the new info counter; 
 

·  On the left of the ground floor: the museum shop. 
 
On the first floor: 

 
·  The film projection room that is used for various tasks like meetings, film shows, 

museum education offers, workshops etc. 

Additionally there are several offices, storage rooms, repair shops and ateliers for restoration 

and photography on all floors (underneath, on and above the exhibition levels) that are not 

open to the public. 
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·  The Exhibition 
 

Figure 4: View from the entrance into the “South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the Western 

Pacific” exhibition (photograph by Kira Eghbal-Azar with kind permission from the Linden- 

Museum in Stuttgart) 

 
 
The “South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the Western Pacific” exhibition (see Figure 4)  

was a special temporary exhibition presenting an estimated 450 exhibits in 1200 m² based on 

the Linden-Museum collections mainly collected by Krämer and Senfft and loans from other 

museums (Interview with Ingrid Heermann 20th  October 2010, Heermann 2009: 7). Krämer 

was the first director of the Linden-Museum (as mentioned above) who travelled in 

Micronesia as a naval doctor in 1898, and was the head of Hamburg’s South Sea Expedition  

in 1909/1910 (Kußmaul 1987: 15, Heermann 2009: 7, 23). Senfft worked for the district  

office in Yap from 1904 until 1906 and provided collections in 1901 and 1905 to Count 

Linden for his museum (Heermann 2009: 7, 23). Unfortunately, the Micronesia collections of 

the Linden-Museum are sparsely documented and some islands and atolls are inadequately 

represented or even missing. Besides other sources, the publication of the results of the 

“Hamburgian  South  Sea  Expedition”  has  been  most  helpful  to  contextualize  the exhibits 

(Heermann 2009: 23 and Interview with Ingrid Heermann 20th October 2010). 
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The idea for exhibiting Micronesia was born in a discussion with the colleagues Antje Denner 

and Dietrich Schleip about Micronesia and climate change more than ten years ago before its 

opening. They wondered what would happen if the one hundred year old exhibits lose their 

countries of provenance. While working out the concept of the exhibition Ingrid Heermann 

figured out that the climate has always been an important factor for the life and survival on 

the islands and atolls (Heermann 2009: 5): 

�Only step by step it has become clear that surprisingly, it is the topic �climate�, in the 

broader sense � in terms of living under precarious climate conditions � which links the past 

to the present�. 

(Original quote: �Erst nach und nach wurde deutlich, dass es erstaunlicherweise gerade das 

erweiterte Thema Klima � im Sinne von Lebensgestaltung unter klimatisch unsicheren 

Bedingungen � ist, das gestern und heute verbindet�.) 

Hence navigation, boat building and rituals for controlling the weather conditions are crucial 

issues for this exhibition. Additionally, the curator wants to present several qualities: firstly, 

the region itself (see the maps presented in the exhibition in Figure 15 and 16) because it is 

unknown to most of the visitors; secondly, the creativity of producing a broad variation of 

items with only few available materials (weavings, jewellery, houses, weapons, tools etc.); 

thirdly, the available food (mainly taro, breadfruit, pandanus, coconuts and fish); fourthly 

particular characteristics (the Kiribati warriors, tattooing, tino sculptures from Nukuoro etc.); 

and last but not least the cultural change through colonization considering that most exhibits 

are already made for European collectors. All issues demonstrate the difficulty of life and 

survival that the Western Pacific is now facing � they have always been at risk of stormy 

weather and now climate change has brought new struggles. The connections between the 

islands and atolls and their ritualized commodity exchange and adoption of children are the 

solution and their social safety net (Heermann 2009). 

For a better illustration of the exhibition, I provide a detailed floor plan consisting of 10 

figures. These figures show the seven galleries of the �South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in 

the Western Pacific� exhibition. The floor plan provides the title of the galleries; the exhibits 

within display cabinets and freestanding exhibits; interactive hands-on exhibits; position of 

text panels, photos, films, children�s play areas and audio guide spots (see the key presented 

in Figures 5-14). The floor plan figures of the �South Sea Oases: Life and Survival in the 

Western Pacific� exhibition are joint work of my student assistant Linda Greci and the author. 

Emma Steinbach did the proof reading of the English version. 
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