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Il Key-note Il

History Museum: Relevance,
Establishment & Management

Ratan Parimoo

(Key-note address delivered at UGC
CPE Onne Day National Workshop at
NS Patel Arts College in Colleboration
with SPU Museum at Anand)

Is there anything common between Historical
thinking or understanding of History and
conceptualization regarding History Museum?
As far as historical thinking or understanding
and the concept of History are concerned, it is
a fact that inquiries into the nature of historical
understanding recur in every significant period
of historical writing. How much is man’s
capacity to understand his world, that is our
world? Can historical existence be rendered
meaningfully? was the question asked by the
17" century French thinker, Descartes. Rather
he affirmed that historical existence can never
be rendered meaningful. Since then it has
remained a perennial question.

At the outset we may also make a mention
of the two kinds of phenomena: Micro-History
and Macro-History. Micro History may be
confined to a region, i.e. regional framework
with lot of local details. The recent concept of
Subaltern History may also come under this
rubric. Macro History involves larger, broader
philosophical questions and also what Arnold
Toynbee calls Universal History. He was the
great British historian of the mid 20" century, to
be more accurate between 1920s and 1950s.

Toynbee defined history as a concern with
the lives of civilizational societies in both
their internal and their external aspects. “The
internal aspect is the articulation of the life
of any given society into a series of chapters

succeeding one another in time and into a
number of communities living side by side.
The external aspect is the relation of particular
societies with one another, which has likewise
to be studied in the two media of time and
space.” For Toynbee, a study of History is an
enquiry concerning the truth about the order
of history. It has two implications, one in
the context of spiritualism and another in the
context of empiricism.

Toynbee’s approach constitutes a
breakthrough of the traditional limits of the
historical discipline, not horizontally, so to
speak, but vertically. Toynbee connected his
studies in history with ultimate philosophical
and theological questions. Toynbee’s study of
the human past involves with such questions
as

i) — What is the destiny of mankind?

i) — What are those laws which control
the human societies?

iii) — What part does God play in human
affairs?

Toynbee attempted a grandiose synthesis
even when he considered himself an
empiricist.

Through political manifestations one is able
to discover the major outlines of the careers of
civilizations. State of the souls of the millions
of men are concerned with each civilization.
Toynbee also asks the question: is political
framework the same as central concept of a
civilization?

Toynbee gave a new meaning to the
much recognized concept of rise and fall
of civilizations. The recurrent breakdown
and dissolution of civilizations stand as self-
contained tragedy, attesting the limitations of
human powers and the blindness of human
passions. In his later years Toynbee thought that
the human suffering involved in the dissolution
of a civilization was not a mere disaster, but
a conducive situation for human society to re-
discover god and divine powers.
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In contrast with Toynbee’s approach many
historians favour the matter of fact approach
which I shall mention herewith briefly.

- History is a branch of knowledge
dealing with past events, a continuous,
systematic narrative of past events
relating to a particular people,
country, period, person, subject, place,
organization, and so forth.

- A wusually chronological record of
events as of the life or development
of a people, institution, often including
an explanation or a commentary on
those.

- Historians study the past by examining
and analyzing the written documents
of what people have written about past
events.

- The prolific Indian historian, R.C.
Majumdar, has explained: History is
a record of the achievements of man.
History proper deals with facts and
facts can only be known from records
of some kind or the other. We cannot
know the history of any people who
have left no record of their existence.

Some historians like Arthur Warwick
have elaborated further that history is the
body of knowledge about the past produced
by historians together with everything that is
involved in the production, communication of
and teaching about that knowledge. Most of us
are aware that we feel the most poetic appeal
of the past, have a passionate interest in finding
out what really did happen in the past. Indeed
practically all the world’s major tourist traps
relate to the appeal of the past. Warwick adds
further that history deals with human valves,
in a way the sciences do not, so there is more
scope for differences in evaluation. Yet History,
like the sciences is a co-operative enterprise.
Regarding differences among historians, E.H.
Carr has observed that as the historians look
for and collect the facts, inevitably the facts
themselves influence the historian’s thinking.

Therefore, the interpretations will differ from
one historian to another historian.

Considering such a range of definitions of
History how can we conceptualize or spell out
our approach to History Museum. Can History
Museum be formulated in the manner the
subject of study of the History is defined? At
the outset it seems to me a significant point,
that is, in connection with the role of museum
and the relation between the Museum and the
society. I think History is an area which links
the Museum and the society. History Museum
can be said to be the Museum of the society,
by the society and for the society.

I begin with the contention that most
museums in India in many ways are connected
with the history of the country. The history of
establishing museums in India also began not
only as part of the beginning of the researches
in Indian history, but also to create a place
to house and exhibit the antiquarian objects
being collected or searched such as through
archaeological excavations. The Royal Asiatic
Societies in Calcutta (now Kolkata) and Bombay
(now Mumbai) since late 18" century, brought
together stone and copper-plate inscriptions
and coins. Indian Museum Kolkata and Prince
of Wales Museum Mumbai began as repository
of display of such materials.

The greatest example of a Museum which
owes its existence primarily due to excavations
alongside exploring India’s dynastic histories,
is the Govt. Museum at Mathura at one time
called Curzon Museum. It is nearly a hundred
and fifty years old. Apart from inscriptions
and coins, it holds a large number of
sculptures with inscriptions, recording names
of consecration, donors, Kings and the dates
which contributed towards clarifying dynastic
chronologies including the gathering of a more
accurate knowledge about the years of rule
of some significant Kings. Mathura Museum
sculptures have consistently been studied which
have revealed a wider range of information
particularly concerning the sequential dynasties,
viz. Sunga, Kushana and Gupta, which followed
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the Maurayan dynasty of the 4% and 3™ century
B.C.

While we are justified to emphasize the
aesthetic aspects of Indian sculptures and
undoubtedly the status of Indian art earned a
tremendous prestige internationally with every
new discovery of Buddhist, Hindu and Jaina
sculptures of these periods. Art historians
proudly explained the significant stylistic
elements of the Mathura school of Indian
sculpture. A new area of study of Iconography
developed which deals with religious imageries.
However, the sculptural icons bear a close
relation with growth and expansion of the three
above mentioned religions. These sculptures
hold within them wide implications concerning
religious Dbeliefs, rituals, mythologies and
spiritual level of the human societies.

In a way Mathura Museum sculptures
represent history of much of Northern India and
certainly of Uttar Pradesh. However as a region,
Uttar Pradesh is rich in sculptural wealth that
several of its museums, such as at Lucknow
and Allahabad also fulfill the role of History
Museum of that state. I shall speak more about
Allahabad museum after a few minutes.

West Bengal has the State Archaeological
Museum in Kolkata which also serves as the
Museum of History for Bengal especially from
Ancient or Pre-Historic period to Medieval
period. Bengal does not have great temple
complexes such as Khajuraho group of temples
in Madhya Pradesh, which itself represent
history in concrete form. Bengal and Bihar
share extensive stone sculptures during the
Pala-Sena period. Therefore an Archaeological
Museum (as History Museum) in Bengal has a
special significance. | may further add here the
importance of some of our great architectural
monuments, such as Qutub Minar area in Delhi
and Taj Mahal in Agra as adumbrating history
in stone, specifically Islamic history during the
medieval period.

Kolkata city founded during the British
colonial period emerged as the prestigious city

when it was chosen as the capital of the British
Indian Empire. Kolkata in the early 20" century
was also selected as the site for the gigantic
Victoria Memorial which after Independence
in 1947 has been declared as Museum of
Colonial period history. Queen Victoria, who
ruled between, 1837 and 1901, was the longest
living British Queen. During her reign there
was maximum expansion of the British Empire
which spread throughout the globe. In the vast
edifice of the Victoria Memorial Museum at
Kolkata has been assembled a lot of visual and
illustrated material produced during the 18" and
19" centuries, especially as seen through the
eyes of the European artists, water colours, oil
paintings, engravings, lithographs etc. Curiously,
Victoria Memorial Museum as of now does not
represent the Freedom Movement. A photo-
documentation of the growth of Kolkata city
along with the role played by social reformers
on one hand and pioneers of various businesses
and trading, has been mounted which is now
a standard designed approach to narrating and
show-casing the history of a city/region through
several centuries.

Bhau Daji Museum in Mumbai is another
case of how a memorial or Mausoleum
for a royal personage, the Queen Victoria,
representing a colonial monument, has been
turned post-Independence, a Museum of
History of the Colonial Period. The growth
of a new metropolis through particularly 19
and 20" century when Mumbai, from a cluster
of fishing islands expanded into a major port
of India and International commercial centre.
Besides housing the huge marble portraits of
Queen Victoria and her husband Albert, this
Museum was designated to be the display
space for industrial manufactures which
included objects of household use, including
both metal and ceramic products. Interestingly
Hindu icons were prepared in ceramic materials
during the 19" century which are also among
the exhibits.

I now turn to Museums depicting the
Freedom or Independence Movement, that is an
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aspect of India’s history documenting episodes
against the colonial rule. Allahabad Museum
was started as a Municipal Museum more than
fifty years ago to house the materials from the
Nehru Family and also record the early years of
the Freedom Movement. The materials include
written documents, that is some sort of archive,
Resolutions passes by the Congress party in
annual meetings and from time to time, letters
by the important collaborators/protagonists,
chronicles, Newspaper reports etc. photographs
of the personalities, crucial events and family
members. How Motilal Nehru, Jawaharlal
Nehru’s father, had a great change of heart
from an anglophile to a patriotic leader. In
some ways the Allahabad Museum is a good
example of what materials should a History
Museum acquire and collect. Being initially a
Municipal Museum covering Nehru family and
some activities of the Freedom Movement also
represents local history. Another aspect of its
local history is the epoch-making modernistic
literary movement in the Hindi language called
the Chhayavada, spearheaded by poets and
writers based in Allahabad, such as Mahadevi
Varma and Nirala, who are the giants of
Hindi literature. The Museum has collected
the original handwritten manuscripts of their
great books viz., poetry collections, short story
collections and novels, besides personal letters
which throw much light on their personal lives.
This must be probably the only such gallery in
our country.

Implications regarding history of
Independence movement are obvious in the
setting up of various museums associated with
Mahatma Gandhi such as at Porbandar which
is his birth place and Sabarmati Ashram at
Ahmedabad, where he set up his centre of
epochal and multifarious social and political
activities since about 1915. The Nehru
Museum at his official residence as Prime
Minister in New Delhi supplements the story
of Independence struggle with the transfer of
power and consolidation of India as democratic
Republic. Similar aim is also that of the

Memorial Museum dedicated to Sardar Patel
currently being organized at Ahmedabad. A
building of historical importance viz. a palace
built by Shah Jahan, the only edifice of Mughal
period in Ahmedabad, adopted for a museum of
historically significant personality, is also a step
in the category of History Museum. Though
apparently not sponsored by the Government,
yet the documentation and archiving being
undertaken by the Netaji Subash Chandra
Bose Trust in Kolkata is also in the direction
of History Museum with focus on Freedom
movement.

Here 1 would like to observe from the
Museum point of view that memorabilia of
distinguished individuals who have played
some important role in some field or in a social
group, namely objects belonging to the person
or used by him or associated with him, have
become collectors’ items thus essential for a
History Museum.

We must not forget the horrible tragedy of
‘Partition” which followed the ‘Independence’.
It was indeed interesting to read recently the
proposal for a Museum of Partition, which will
be essentially display of ‘Partition memory.’
Here archiving the memories of the sufferers
and survivors are the primary materials.
This includes the millions who disappeared,
in particular women and children and also
thousands of women who were raped. The
narratives and stories would make a huge
compilation rather oral history of the tragedy,
trauma and suffering.

Epochal events of struggle for freedom, the
partition holocaust and the birth of the republic,
require wider and unconventional range of
‘objects’ for display in the galleries or exhibition
spaces. Works of art, paintings, sculptures, that
is pictorial visual images, novels, films, even
music, recorded voices, which would have new
and poignant meanings and significations. The
visitor hears voices, the visitor seated in the
gallery watches the movie projected on the
screen. Since the birth of photography more
than one hundred and fifty years ago, the role
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of photographs and photography collections
has grown in importance. Here [ would
like to mention the Alkazi Collection of the
Photography at Delhi, which has photographs
dating from mid 19" century onwards and
especially has a vast repository of images from
the British Raj. In the context of photography
and movies, the digital revolution has made it
possible to create what is called Eternal Gandhi
Multimedia Museum, where the entire content
is retrieved digitally.

There cannot be just one kind of History
Museum. I am therefore describing one
more museum. The Indira Gandhi Manava
Sangrahalaya, the Museum of Man at Bhopal,
a central government venture, although has
brought together apparently a rich collection
of handicrafts, especially pre-Industrial/ pre-
machine, handmade objects of houschold usage,
should be also regarded as a History Museum.
The story of early phase of human civilization
in general and the same in India in particular,
is very fascinating, because it enables to grasp
how the early human being worked with as
well as adapted nature and gradually mastering
it in order to make their lives more secure and
happier. Man’s works, Man’s achievements,
man’s use of intelligence, men and women
exerting their creative powers and reflected in
the objects collected at the Museum of Man,
which fall under the previews of its aims. It
is widely accepted that the living conditions
and pre-occupations of the early human
societies would have been similar to what we
observe among the present day tribal and rural
communities. Although the subject of study of
primitive, tribal and rural societies is considered
under the area of anthropology, I would like
to classify such museums as the Manava
Sangrahalaya as representing in a broad way the
concept of Universal History (with reference to
the thinking of Arnold Toynbee). The museum
involves with living culture by organizing craft
workshops, and folk dances relevant to specific
festivals, in which actual men and women of
the communities participate.

I have drawn attention to how the subject
of History is defined and how one may proceed
in conceptualizing the venture of setting up a
history museum depending on the particular
conditions. It may be as an aid to history
teaching, it may be local history or it may be
already a specific kind of collection of certain
materials.

I have given descriptions or short case
studies of several museums of our country to
show how many of the museums fall within
the category of History Museums. Besides,
largely the setting up of museums in India is
a parallel development along with the growth
of the discipline of Historical studies in Indian
Universities. We must concede the fact that
during the colonial period many initiatives
were taken by the British beauraucrats in actual
instituting of museums, alongside the thinking
towards justification of Government’s role in
planning, setting up and financing of museums.
Though to some extent, national pride has also
contributed towards the importance attributed
to the Museums. One of the very glaring
conclusions of the narrative I have described
regarding some of the History related Museums
in India is the fact that Gujarat State has missed
the opportunity to build an Archeological and
Historical Museum for the region of Gujarat,
having the wide range of collections worthy for
the status of the State Museum. I am strongly
supporting the view that Lalbhai Dalpatbhai
Museum has the potential to be developed as
the State Museum of Gujarat covering nearly
5000 years of the civilization of our region
from Indus-Saraswati origins to the twentieth
century.

I would like to end this presentation by
making a strong plea, in particular, to both the
state government and the central Government
officials that please take the matter seriously of
appointing professionally trained Museologists
as directors, curators and conservation
specialists for running the museums.

(Director, Lalbhai Dalpatbhai Museum,

Nr. Gujarat University, Navarangpura,

Ahmedabad - 380009.

Tel. No. + 91 79 26306883 Email : ldmuseum@ymail.com )
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Thank God for dirty dishes;
They have a tole to tell.
While other folks go hungry,
We’re eating pretty well.
With home,

And health, and happniess,
We shouldn’t want to fuss;
For by this stack of evidence,

God’s very good to us.
— Anonymous
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Do all the good you can,
In all the ways you can,
In all the places you can,
At all times you can,
To all the people you can,
As long as ever you can
— Anonymous
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(3)

Doubt sees the obstacles,
Faith sees they way.
Doubt sees the darkest night,
Faith sees the day.
Doubt dreads to take a step,
Faith soars an high.
Doubt questions ‘who believes’,

Faith answers ‘I’
— Anonymous
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