
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
   

 
Museum Legs: Fatigue and Hope 

in the Face of Art  
by Amy Whitaker 

 
Whitaker’s analytical take on museum 
fatigue, why we experiene it, what art 
truly is, and why its important, 
shuffles the reader through a series of 
personal memories and interactions 
the author has had at various giants 

of the art museum world (The Tate, MoMa, the Guggenheim). These recollections 
bring Whitaker to an initial realization early in her career that museums must 
clearly identify their audience and they must walk the line between intellectual and 
party-goer, to capture the imagination and curiosity of the masses. She proceeds 
to break her writing into chapters on important reasons museums function the way 
they do, how they could do better and which museums got it right. Her chosen 
topics are surprising, as she tackles issues rarely spoken of, like low museum pay, 
non-human museum design, frantic exhibition schedules, poor label writing, and 
the ‘museum as monolith attraction’.  
 Taken as a whole picture, its clear Whitaker admires museums for their 
existence, their purpose and their potential, but she asks them for more. She 
wonders that if museums are responsible for educating and ensuring continued 
public trust in their collections and interpretation, shouldn’t they be addressing 
these issues? Whitaker begins and ends her book with this one piece of advice: “a 
museum functions best as a public institution by inviting everyone to participate” 
(p.48). So, do you feel invited and excited? Or are you begging for a bench and a 
coffee? Photograph courtesy of Michelle Moore, The Communicative Museum 
Project, The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
 



Questions for the Club 

 

1. Did you find Whitaker’s take on museums accurate? Were you familiar with 
the issues she brought up? 
 

2. Think about all the museums you’ve been to in the last 10 years: did they 
impress you? Did they know their audience? Were their programs engaging? 

 
3. Do you find that museums are ripe for more than quiet contemplation? If yes, 

how would engage patrons more if you were in charge? 
 

4. Did you agree with Whitaker’s philosophical stances regarding art?  
 

5. Covered briefly in the book [chapter Women in Fancy Sweatshirts, p. 87], but a 
much discussed hot topic in museum work is the art of seeing. How do you 
‘see’ the art? Has your sight changed since you first began visiting art 
museums? 
 

6. To label or not to label? Due to the obsequious, vague label found almost 
everywhere in the museum world, some curators have stopped writing label 
copy altogether. The title of the work and artist are visible, but no history or 
context is given. This is mostly done with contemporary art, but, do these 
curators have a point? 
 

7. What is the future of the ‘museum experience’? How will museums stay 
relevant? 
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