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1.

Public lectures are a traditional part of museum programs. However, since most modern educators avoid offering frontal speeches, contemporary observers often see them most as a bit old fashioned. Educators want the audience not only to listen but to engage in topics, not to accept but to criticize knowledge. Most of all today's educators intention is to motivate visitors to find their own narratives in an increasingly complex world out of different parts of knowledge and different narratives of truth. But for getting to know the general approach of scientists, artists, and thinkers of all kind, public lectures continue to offer an appropriate form, even when attempting to reach a broader audience. Lectures are narratives and all narratives can be lectures. Regarding these insights, my research project was attempting to find the meaning of public lectures in museums from the 19th century to today. Who chose the lecturers, which ones were popular and why did speakers present their ideas this way at all?

My way to explore this topic was to look at one of the oldest and biggest museums of the world, the Smithsonian Institution, in it's early years from 1848 to 1865 and at the example of one of the most public topics since than, Arctic exploration. Since its foundation the Smithsonian Institution has organised public lectures delivered to large audiences by eminent scholars. The public meetings in the Smithsonian Lecture Hall became societal events, a position they continue to occupy in today’s cultural calendar – with a gap in between, on which I will focus later. As a result, the Smithsonian Institution constitutes an outstanding prism through which to develop a case-study analysis on the history of public lectures and to reflect on the preeminent role of public knowledge in modern culture. In addition I wanted to analyze and discuss what ‘public knowledge’ is in core.

2.

The Smithsonian Institution had close connections to the exploration of the North Pole. For example, the leading American polar explorers of the 1850s and 1860s, Elisha K. Kane and Isaac I. Hayes, gave important lectures in the Smithsonian Lecture Hall in Washington D.C. The Smithsonian Institution also supported Arctic expeditions with scientific instruments and political letters of recommendation. The assistance of prominent advocates such as Joseph Henry, the first secretary of the Smithsonian, and his close friend Alexander D. Bache, Superintendent of the United States Coast Survey and Officer of the Smithsonian Institution, helped to gain a scientific reputation and to finance the expeditions. The Smithsonian Institution published also scientific results and catalogued documents and collections with which the explorers returned.

American polar exploration at this time was closely influenced by the idea of an icefree Arctic sea. From the 16th century onwards countless cartographers believed that the North Pole was situated within an open polar sea, at whose centre an incredible magnetic mountain could rise from the depths. Again during the 19th century, this image served to inspire numerous polar expeditions launched with the aim of reaching the North Pole and discovering the Northwest Passage – an endeavour attempted on account of and with the encouragement of public opinion. Not a single scientific argument existed in support of that theory, there was only a multiplicity of fanciful suppositions.

Exploration of the Arctic met in the 19th century with considerable public interest. Newspapers reported extensively on the matter not only because this led to increasing circulation. The Smithsonian Institution, too, showed interest in precisely those expeditions which were most enthusiastic in their pursuit of the myth of an open polar sea. In my study, I hoped to understand why the Smithsonian Institution shared that idea despite its expressively scientific approach. Based on the historical materials held in the Smithsonian Institution Archives I found an explanation in the form the knowledge was often presented: the public lecture. 

3.

Basic questions of the research were:

a. What criteria were used in selecting themes for public lectures of the Smithsonian Institution? What significance was attached to academic criteria and how important was the anticipated public interest? How did the communication format influence audience understanding? Did the programe of popular lectures increase the standing of the Smithsonian Institution itself? What role did the media play?

b. Which sections of the general public were addressed by different academic disciplines? What factors influenced public demand? Did public expectations have an impact on research programes? Did public expectations result in certain presuppositions which researchers were unable to abandon during the course of their expeditions? 

c. Did lectures help to finance expeditions or contribute in other ways to their success? Were there any differences between private and public expeditions? Were there polar researchers not invited to Washington to give lectures? Did the interest of the Smithsonian and the public in the Arctic fade when it was realised that a warm polar sea did not exist?

d. What was considered ‘academic research’ in the mid-19th century? How could numerous Arctic explorers and the Smithsonian Institution be taken in by a myth? Were any doubts expressed? In what ways did the perspectives of academics change and what was the driving force underlying the ambition of individual researchers?

To find answers to these questions I went deeper into the history of the Smithsonian Institution and examined the Joseph Henry Papers, the Alexander D. Bache Papers and historical newspapers in the Archive of the Smithsonian Institution Libraries. Since the foundation of the Smithsonian Institution it's lecture program was highly controversial. Whereas some parts of the government supported the idea to diffuse knowledge by means of a public library, a museum, and a lecture hall, the first Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, Joseph Henry, never liked these programs. Concentrating on the idea of increasing knowledge and on catching up European scientists, Henry focused on scientific research. When the Smithsonian building caught fire in 1865 he took it as an opportunity to forego rebuilding the destroyed lecture hall. These lectures had been highly popular at large audiences and outfitted with famous speakers who accepted even low fees. It is hard to understand why the lectures were stopped, especially during a peak time of public lectures all over the States and Europe. As the Smithsonian Annual Report of 1853 stated: "Public lectures have become one of the characteristics of the day." So what exactly was Henry's problem with lectures? 

4.

If you have a close look at historic discussions about Arctic exploration you can get an impression of the different ways in which someone could be challenged by polar regions. From the supposed beginning of Arctic ocean shipping during the Middle Ages it was mostly seen as a challenge for sailors. Whether for hunting fish, whales, and seals or to find a Northern passage to connect the Atlantic and the Pacific Ocean, the early sailors understood the Arctic as an economic and political ressource. Even the observation of open water areas was only done in order to make sailing easier. But some spiritually - influenced map-makers misunderstood the sailor's reports and tried to relocate the biblical paradise – or at least to reach the top of the world where the earth's axis might come out of the ground. Anyway, the open polar sea started it's own public life as a common geographical assumption. The first who reported areas of open sea in the Arctic was the Scottish whaler William Scoresby. From then on, a couple of scientific explorers of the 19th century used it's rhetoric to argue for public and government support of their plans. The Arctic grew to a huge topic in media of all kind, including lecture series, panorama shows and exhibitions.

All these Arctic imaginations were present in the Smithsonian Institution's lecture series, despite Henry's intention to focus only on the physical sciences. Whereas William Scoresby was the Institution‘s first lecturer in 1848 – even when he spoke here about a different topic – he was followed by the American adventurers und open polar sea believers Elisha K. Kane in 1851, 1852 and 1853 and Isaac I. Hayes in 1857 and 1861. Henry could have supported the polar expeditions just to get a few scientific data even if there could have been done a better job. The early Smithsonian research laid the foundation of it's academic recommendation and it's own museum collections, interested in collecting meteorological data from the Arctic and ethnological examples from Northern people. This was a fourth method dealing with the Arctic, which the Smithsonian brought into consideration: empirical observation of the way native Americans handled strange climate conditions.

Henry tried to develop American science but must have felt that public programs had a misleading need for simplification and illustration. He might have overlooked that Academia does not exist independant from historical conditions and rests on expectations generated by the general public vis-à-vis researchers. Because there was no critical distance to mystical imaginations at all, as far as I was able to find, Henry must have been upset about the speculative approach of American sciences. 

5.

My research project rested on the assumption that the history of culture, science and knowledge production is crucial to the interpretation of current research. The project contained therefore a comparison of the relationship between academic research and the public at large prevailing in the 19th century with that of the present day. Now, as in the 19th century, the vision of an ice-free polar sea evidently constitutes an influential motif. So, are we able to identify the four different Arctic narratives in the debates of today again? Related to this the following questions arise:

a. Notwithstanding the fact that access to the Arctic has become easier, why does melting of the polar ice in the current era provoke public emotions as intense as those which accompanied its discovery in the 19th century? Are there, even today, mythological assumptions which influence public opinion on climatic change? Can we detect the return of a romantic image in which the North is a place of infinite loneliness and inescapable cold simply awaiting heroic conquest? 

b. How and why do climatic researchers make their views known to the general public and how is this reported in the media? What role is there for public emotions in academic research? Do those emotions inhibit or facilitate research? Are religious motives relevant, too? Do the accounts of Arctic researchers reiterate certain basic narratives?

c. How does the Smithsonian Institution approach the geography of the Arctic in the present age? What are its aims? Does it influence public opinion or academic research? What interest is shown in the events it organises? Which groups are interested in the different events?

d. What imagined geographies of the Arctic are widespread in the contemporary world and how are those geographies deployed? What are the social needs and cultural traditions influencing academic research and its depiction? What can be learned for the interpretation of climatic change at the North Pole? 

6.

To answer these questions I visited many museums and exhibitions, attended numerous lectures and some conferences and talked to many people inside and outside the Smithsonian Institution. Most interesting for my research were the following:

6.1 Exhibits, research and programs of the Arctic Studies Center at the National Museum of Natural History

Since its formation in 1988 it is continuing the Smithsonian tradition of focusing on the Arctic and its people. Most relevant for my research was the conference "Smithsonian at the Poles", which was originally held as part of the International Polar Year 2007-2009 in Washington D.C. and is now published in a proceeding volume. Still available as a web presentation is the National Museum of Natural History’s 2006 exhibition ‘Arctic: A Friend Acting Strangely’ (http://forces.si.edu/arctic/). During my stay, the opening of the special exhibition "Yuungnaqpiallerput (The Way we Genuinely Live): Masterworks of Yup'ik Science and Survival" at the National Museum of Natural History took place.

6.2 Public outreach and academic background knowledge in the Smithsonian Center for Education and Museum Studies

Based in its rooms I had a strong connection to the Smithsonian Center for Education and Museum Studies at Capital Gallery. In May I was able to attend the Smithsonian Online Education Conference "Problem solving with Smithsonian experts" which included Arctic topics. A few month ago another online conference concerning expressively about "climate change" was held which I was able to follow in an virtual archive. Other than these I learned from inputs of my colleagues about educational theory as shifting "from knowledge and science to socially accepted meaning making narratives" (Lisa C. Roberts: From Knowledge to Narrative. Educators and the Changing Museum, Washington / London: Smithsonian Institution Press 1997).

6.3 Exhibits and programs of the National Museum of the American Indian

Since its opening in 2004, the National Museum of the American Indian has developed a strong profile in looking on different cultures and different ways of doing sciences. Related to the Arctic its researcher Doug Herman lectured in the online conference "climate change" in 2009. Only a few months ago the museum held its own conference titled "Mother Earth. Confronting the Challenge of Climate Change" which is still available online. The National Museum of the American Indian's approach seems to fit exactly in the new profile of the Smithsonian Institution which is focussed expressively on cultural systems of knowledge instead of recognizing only on results of western scientific research.

6.4 Following the track of Arctic in climate change activities at other parts of the Smithsonian Institution

Beside public magazines, educational material and online presentations I attended Google's Senior Copyright Counsel William F. Patry‘s lecture about Storytelling, and historian Marc Rothenberg’s lecture on Learned Societies in American science history. In addition, I examined two exhibitions. One was the special exhibit of the National Gallery of Arts about a Dutch painter of the 17th century named Hendrick Avercamp. The show, entitled "The Little Ice Age," honored not only one of the inventors of European winter landscape paintings but also used the public awareness of climate topics for its publicity. The other show I visited was the new permanent presentation of human evolution in the National Museum of Natural History. The David H. Koch Hall of Human Origins is closely related to the role climate change played during the development of early human beings and their cultures. Both exhibits are concerned about adaptation processes of mankind to different climate conditions making sure that the population will survive. 

6.5 Outside the Smithsonian Institution 

I had the opportunity to attend even more events related to Arctic and climate change in some influential cultural and academic institutions in Washington, D.C. These were the Environmental Filmfest, the World Resources Institute, the National Geographic Society, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Academy, Georgetown University, the Board of Science Education at the National Academies, the Folger Library, and the Library of Congress.

To get a wider view and to compare the situation in Washington D.C. with other regions of the States I travelled to Columbus (Ohio) to attend the Director's Dialogue on Art and Social Change on March 31st, 2010 at The Wexner Center for the Arts. Co-organized by The Byrd Polar Research Center, both at The Ohio State University, the program set a most famous panel on stage, consisting beside others on David Buckland, a British photographer and sailor, the founder and leader of the climate and arts program "Cape Farewell", Paul D. Miller alias DJ Spooky who recently travelled to Antarctica for doing art work, and Lonnie Thompson, Ohio State University Professor for Earth Sciences and inventor of the academic discipline glaciology. 

7.

This spring, the Smithsonian was not the only Institution to offer a flourish variety of exhibits, lectures and other events to the public. Due to the lack of any oversight media it was even hard to keep on track of all the opportunities. A surprisingly great number of them were related to the Arctic itself, or at least to climate change, which often points to the high North as well. After years of comparatively low political interest on the environment, the United States seem finally to have found a new cultural battle ground. But why is this topic so successful in fact? Why are not only political lobbyists infected but even museum curators and educators and yet the broader public? Part of an answer could lay in the highly influential cultural narratives which Arctic programs turned out to follow – today as in the last century.

In the Arctic-related programs of today, many colors of the exploring narratives of the 19th century are turning up again. You find nowadays not only climatologists, geographers and other scientists you might have assumed being concerned about the Arctic, but also sailing ships with ice addicted pilots, spiritually influenced observers of the dangered nature at the top of the world, and people struggling everyday to stand the hostility of polar cold as well as of the obvious changing of climate. The North Pole as a home of public imaginations is back. It's outreach is so extraordinary successful that museums like the Smithsonian Institution should think about the diversity of narratives they transport and their impact on public knowledge. Which story do they really want to tell? Do they prefer emotional argumentations or do they insist on purely empirical statements? Or, instead, do they want to evoke a sense for the plurality of cultural approaches? 

I would like to offer two explanations for the great Arctic revival even before my research is completed and its results are written. First, the publicity of polar ice melting and the return of the open polar sea in the news could be caused by a misunderstanding. Without denying any effects of global warming these ice free areas are due to ocean currents, strong winds and high pressure between ice floes and therefore they are not uncommon, and have never been. Nordic sailors were knowing these effects as well as people living under polar conditions. But some of the Arctic pilgrims and some scientists may have overestimated their observations. They could have misunderstood the meaning of continuity in a continuously changing environment. An open polar sea does not have to be permanently open, and, by the way, thats not even part of the climatologists agenda which is in fact aware of different seasons and changing weather effects during the year.

Second, the Arctic fascination became again popular because the current climate debate lacked  badly of popular images. Grounded on abstract data and invisible prognoses climate change needed easy understandable images to be spreat in the media. The melting at the Poles and the endangered icebears became icons of global warming. In the same time they repeated common ideas of the end of the world – a crazy mixture of religion and science.

8.

My Smithsonian Fellowship in Museum practice did not end with the final day at Capitol Gallery. I continued researching on my own expenses in the Library of Congress to get a close look at the historic map division, old newspapers and the papers of the oceanographer and Navy officer Matthew M. Maury, the physicists Alexander D. Bache and Charles A. Schott both of the U.S. Coast Survey. Due to lack of time I wasn't able to include later Arctic scientists and explorers. During a stay in Philadelphia I studied the papers of Elisha K. Kane in the Archive of the American Philosophical Society. I also had the opportunity to attend a Climate Change Education Round Table of the National Academy in Washington D.C. Eventually I'm going to include results of extended researches in the New York Public Library and in Alaska, where I will stop in the cities Anchorage, Kodiak, Seward, Homer and the state capital Juneau.

In sharing the outcome of my research I presented first results at March 17th at the occasion of a lecture at the University of Coburg (Germany). A review of new American books on Arctic studies in the 19th century in the journal "NTM. Zeitschrift für Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften, Technik und Medizin" is forthcoming. Planed is an article in an academic essay collection of the research group "Technology and Transcendence" at the Technical University Dresden. Further publishings are intended.

Simultaneously, my fellowship at the Smithsonian will have an large impact on the coming public programs of the Deutsche Hygiene-Museum in Dresden which I oversee. It gave me the opportunity to reflect on the preeminent role of public knowledge in modern culture in one of the most exposed museums worldwide. My stay in Washington, D.C. has aided not only my reflection of  social, cultural and artistic impacts on science but also my understanding of environmental politics and of the relationship between Europe and the United States.

9.

I owe the opportunity to come to Washington D.C. to the Smithsonian Institution's fellowship program. I would like to thank the generous donors for accepting me, and my regular employer, the Stiftung Deutsches Hygiene-Museum Dresden, for letting me go. For uncountable advice, many ideas and new questions I'm in debt to my colleagues for a short time at the Smithsonian Center for Education and Museum Studies. I'm most thankful to Stephanie Norby and her team members, mostly Tracei Spinale, Emily Shapiro, and Dr. Pino Monaco. All of them opened me continuously new paths through some difficult scientific terms, American customs, and institutional paper work. For having taken time I'm glad being able to thank Dr Bill Fitzhugh, Director of the Smithsonian Arctic Studies Center, and Dr. Len Hirsch, Smithsonian Office of International Relations. In the Smithsonian Institution Libraries I was most usefully supported by the Archivists Pamela Henson and Kathleen Dorman as well as by Amy Levin, head of the Smithsonian Museum Studies and Reference Library.

During my stay in Columbus I got in touch in a very helpful and friendly way with Shelly Casto, Director of Education at the Wexner Center, and Dr. Carol Landis and Laura Kissel from the Byrd Polar Research Center at Ohio State University. For wide support I'm in great debt to my friend Dr. Paul Gebhardt, Professor of German at Kenyon College, Gambier (Ohio). Without him this project would also not have been possible.

Capitol Hill, Washington D.C., May 25th 2010

