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Exhibiting Greek Architectural Sculpture 

 

For centuries ancient Greek sculpture has been regarded as ‘high art’. After 

the excavation of numerous archaeological sites in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, museums and galleries across the world wanted their 

own examples to display. 

 

This research investigates the way these sculptures are exhibited in a 

selection of museums and galleries across Europe. The scope of the 

institutions is wide-ranging in terms of the type of museum and method of 

display, which in turn, attract a variety of visitors. The displays themselves 

range from those established early in the twentieth century, through to those 

re-opening during the course of this study; some are the showpiece of their 

institution, while others are more side features.  

 

 

Research Specifics 

 

The sculptures under discussion are: 

- The metopes from the Sikyonian Treasury at Delphi 

- The Ionic frieze and pedimental figures from the Siphnian Treasury at Delphi 

- The metopes from the Athenian Treasury at Delphi 

- The pedimental figures from the Temple of Aphaia at Aegina  

- The metopes and pedimental figures from the Temple of Zeus at Olympia 

- The Ionic frieze, metopes and pedimental sculpture from the Parthenon 
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- The Ionic frieze from the Temple of Apollo at Bassai. 

 

These sculptures have been selected for a number of reasons. Firstly, they 

come from some of the most famous constructions of the period and are often 

used as examples in illustrating the development of Greek architectural 

sculpture. Secondly, these pieces, generally, survive in a reasonable state of 

repair. Finally, they have been frequently copied and are currently displayed in 

over seventy collections around the world. 

 

In the interests of having a broad survey of display methods, this study 

includes exhibitions of plaster cast copies as well as original architectural 

sculpture. This also permits the comparison of the display of the same 

sculpture in different museums and galleries. The exhibitions forming the case 

studies for this investigation are:  

- The British Museum, London  

- The New Acropolis Museum, Athens  

- The Glyptothek, Munich  

- The Archaeological Museum of Olympia, Olympia  

- The Delphi Archaeological Museum, Delphi  

- Musée du Louvre, Paris 

- Edinburgh Cast Collection, Edinburgh  

- Museum of Classical Archaeology, Cambridge  

- Ashmolean Museum Cast Gallery, Oxford  

- Skulpturhalle, Basel  

- The Royal Cast Collection, Copenhagen  

- The Archaeological Institute, Georg-August-Universität, Göttingen  

 

 

Methodology 

 

This research is divided into three parts. The first part considers the intentions 

of the museums and galleries when designing the exhibition. In the second 

part, surveys are used to assess the reactions of visitors to the galleries. The 
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third part compares the initial aims of the institution with the results of the 

visitor surveys. 

 

 

Part One 

 

Part one involves research in the museum and gallery archives and interviews 

with curatorial staff for information on the history of the display and the original 

aims of the institution.  

 

The exhibitions are also assessed against each other using Garden’s 

‘heritagescape’ methodology, which evaluates the displays in terms of 

boundaries, cohesion and visibility.1 These markers are used to examine the 

degree to which heritage sites, and in this case, museum exhibitions, create a 

sense of themselves as places of the past, distinct from the location of the 

present outside their boundaries.  

 

The relationship between the exhibition’s boundaries, visibility and cohesion 

determines the form of its heritagescape. These three main categories are 

interrelated rather than being completely separate from one another. So, for 

example, the visibility of the exhibition is partly reliant on its boundaries which 

also influence its cohesion. 

 

 

Part Two 

 

The second part surveys visitor responses to the exhibitions. This survey 

takes the form of interviews and questionnaires. The same questionnaire is 

used in each museum/gallery to ensure the validity of comparisons made 

between results. Questionnaires have also been translated from English into 

Danish, French, German and Italian for the ease of participants.   

                                                           

1 Garden 2009. 



http://www.rosetta.bham.ac.uk/colloquium2011/snook_sculpture.pdf 

69 

 

 

Participants are asked who they believe the exhibitions are aimed at, what 

they are about and what their purposes are. Answers to these questions 

provide a general oversight into the visitor’s perception of the display. The 

remaining questions relate to five specific aspects of the exhibitions: tours, 

models, audiovisual presentations, pictures and written information.  

 

 

Part Three 

 

The third part of this research compares the intended objectives of the 

exhibitions, as discussed in part one, with the visitor reactions established in 

part two. This evaluates whether exhibitions of architectural sculpture are 

achieving their intended objectives. This part of the research looks at the 

degree to which the visitor responses suggest the exhibitions achieve their 

aims and whether the reasons for this can be identified from the results.  

 

One trend that is already becoming apparent is that many of the more recent 

developments in exhibitions of Greek architectural sculpture have attempted 

to reunite the sculptures with their archaeological background, exhibiting them 

in ways that remind the visitor of their architectural origins and context from 

which they came. This in turn increases the visitability of the exhibitions by 

strengthening the sense of the sculptures as artefacts representing ‘there and 

then’ rather than as pieces of art in the ‘here and now’. 

 

 

Research Context 

 

It has been well-noted that in the past, as far as museums were concerned, 

‘visitors were an afterthought, a necessary encumbrance which had to be 

carefully managed so as to avoid interfering with ... other more important 
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functions’, such as research and conservation.2 However, in recent decades, 

this has been gradually changing, as museums and galleries attempt to shake 

off their dusty, serious image and attract a wider visiting public. This in turn 

has led to a rise in interest in who does/does not visit museums and why, and 

what those who do visit think of the experience.3 The majority of the work 

being carried out in this area investigates which exhibits visitors focus on and 

how long they spend looking at each element.4  

 

Emerging from these studies of visitor reactions are discussions of the various 

methods of display which might be employed when creating an exhibition. 

Work previously published in this area tends to take a ‘how-to’ approach, 

discussing best practice in designing exhibition spaces and utilising the 

available space to best effect.5  

 

Another development in Museum Studies is that, as a discipline, it has 

become much more interdisciplinary in the past twenty years, drawing more 

and more frequently on the Social Sciences, and educational theory in 

particular.6 This is particularly prevalent, unsurprisingly, in work conducted on 

museums as educational institutions and on how best to utilise museum 

collections for their educational value.    

 

 

Research Significance 

 

The exhibitions selected for discussion in this project come from a variety of 

institutions and demonstrate very different methods of display. Some have 

recently been redeveloped, such as the Museum of Classical Archaeology in 

Cambridge, while others retain their original layout, such as the Edinburgh 

                                                           

2
 Dicks 2003, 163. 

3
 See, for example, Getty Center for Education and the Arts 1991. 

4
 See, for example, Hayward 1988; Hillier & Tzortzi 2006; Zwinkels et al. 2009. 

5
 See, for example, Schroeder 1976; Miles et al. 1988; Belcher 2001; Macleod 2005.  

6
 See, for example, Lawrence 1993; Dodd & Sandell 2001; Lindauer 2005. For education in 

museums see, for example, Miles et al. Hooper-Greenhill 1989; Leinhart et al. 2002; 
D’Aquisto 2006; Hooper-Greenhill 2007. 
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Cast Collection; some have been set up to reflect the original positions of the 

sculptures relative to each other, such as in the Archaeological Museum of 

Olympia and the Parthenon sculptures in the Skulpturhalle. The institutions 

also vary in scope and target audience from university collection to 

international museum, therefore attracting different sorts of visitors.  

 

This variety of museums also adds to the impact of this research. Whereas 

the majority of visitor studies are undertaken in large museums, this study 

also includes small museums and galleries for comparison.7 The number of 

institutions included in this survey is also greater than that which is usually 

incorporated since other studies tend to focus either on a single museum or 

exhibition, or compare two institutions.  

 

Not only does this research enable the comparison of display methods, its 

breadth of museums also permits the comparison of different classes of 

institutions, such as the treatment of architectural sculpture by on- and off-site 

museums; university collections and international institutions; galleries in 

different countries; the treatment of originals and plaster casts; longstanding 

arrangements of sculptures and newly renovated or reorganised exhibitions.  

 

 

Bibliography 
 
Belcher, M. 1991. Exhibitions in Museums. Leicester: Leicester University 
Press. 
 
D’Aquisto, L. 2006. Learning on display: Student-created museums that build 
understanding. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  
 
Dicks. B. 2003. Culture on Display: The Production of Contemporary 
Visitability. Maidenhead: Open University Press.  
 
Dodd, J. & Sandell, R. 2001. Including Museums: perspectives on museums, 
galleries and social inclusion. Leicester: RCMG.  
 

                                                           

7
 Hein 1998, 105. 



http://www.rosetta.bham.ac.uk/colloquium2011/snook_sculpture.pdf 

72 

 

Garden, M.-C. E. 2006. ‘The Heritagescape: Looking at Landscapes of the 
Past’, International Journal of Heritage Studies 12 (5) 394-411. 
 , 2009. ‘The heritagescape: looking at heritage sites’, in M. L. S. 
Sørensen & J. Carman (eds.) Heritage Studies, Methods and Approaches. 
London & New York; Routledge. 
 
Getty Center for Education and the Arts. 1991. Insights: Museums, Visitors, 
Attitudes, Expectations. Los Angeles, CA: J. Paul Getty Museum.  
 
Hayward, J. 1988. ‘Counting Visitors Helps to Evaluate Exhibits: a case study 
of behavioral mapping’ International Laboratory for Visitor Studies Review 1 
(1), 76-85.  
 
Hein, G. E. 1998. Learning in the Museum. Oxon: Routledge.  
 
Hillier, B. & Tzortzi, K. 2006. ‘Space Syntax: The Language of Museum 
Space’, in S. MacDonald (ed.), A Companion to Museum Studies. Oxford: 
Blackwell. 282-301.  
 
Hooper-Greenhill, E. 1998. ‘Museums and Communication: An Introductory 
Essay’, in E. Hooper-Greenhill (ed.), Museum, Media, Message. London: 
Routledge, 1-12. 

, 2007. Museums and Education. London: Routledge. 
 

Hooper-Greenhill, E. (ed.). 1989. Initiatives in museum education. Leicester: 
Department of Museum Studies, University of Leicester.  
 
Knott, T. D. & Noble, D. R. 1990. ‘Evaluation in Museums: Jumping the 
Hurdles’, Visitor Studies: Theories, Research and Practice 2 (1), 22-31. 
 
Lawrence, G. 1993. ‘Remembering Rats, Considering Culture: Perspectves 
on museum evaluation’, in S. Bicknell & G. Farmelo (eds), Museum Visitor 
Studies in the Nineties. London: Science Museum.  
 
Leinhart, G., Crowley, K. & Knutson, K. (eds.). 2002. Learning Conversations 
in Museums. London: Routledge.  
 
Lindauer, M. 2005. ‘What to ask and how to answer: a comparative analysis of 
methodologies and philosophies of summative exhibition evaluation’, Museum 
and Society, 3 (3) 137-152. 
 
MacLeod, S., (ed.) 2005. Reshaping Museum Spaces: Architecture, Design, 
Exhibitions. London: Routledge.   
 
Miles, R., S., Alt, M., D., Gosling, D., C., Lewis, B., N. & Tout, A. F. (eds.). 
1988. The Design of Educational exhibits. London: Unwin Hyman.  
 



http://www.rosetta.bham.ac.uk/colloquium2011/snook_sculpture.pdf 

73 

 

Pradinuk, R. 1986. Gallery room sequences: pedagogic, social, categoric and 
mnemonic effects. Unpublished MSc thesis. London: Bartlett School of 
Architecture and Planning, University College London.  
 
Schroeder, F. 1976. ‘Designing your exhibits. Seven ways to look at an 
artefact’, History News, 31 (11), 7-12. 
 
Zwinkels, J. Oudegeest, T & Laterveer, M. 2009. ‘Using Visitor Observation to 
Evaluate Exhibits at the Rotterdam Zoo Aquarium’, Visitor Studies 12 (1), 65-
77. 
 
 
 


