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The Walt Whitman Birthplace Association currently has limited means by which they blend the
physical and digital experience for visitors to the site. One way in which they accomplish this is
through their website. There are photographs and descriptions of artifacts, as well as the house
itself, to let viewers know what to expect when arriving to the site. The website also includes
images of artifacts and exhibits located in the interpretive center, a separate building from the
birthplace, where visitors’ tours begin. A brief description of the history of the house is included
and states which parts of the house are original to the time Walt was living there.

A screenshot of the exhibits page on the Walt Whitman website, describing the birthplace and
its artifacts.

A screenshot of the exhibits page on the Walt Whitman website, describing the interpretive
center and its artifacts.
At a recent meeting focused on the museum’s exhibits and how they may be improved, there
was a discussion about updating the website. One factor that was noted was the fine line that
exists when designing a museum website: The goal is to attract visitors by displaying the
interesting objects held by the site, but care must be taken that potential visitors do not feel as
though they have already received the full experience merely by taking in the site’s online
presence.
There is a “Media Corner” on the current website, which allows interested parties to view
exciting Walt Whitman news from around the country. There is information about the graduate
student who discovered a novella of Whitman’s, a letter by Whitman to a dying soldier found in
the National Archives, and the video for a Volvo commercial that makes use of one of
Whitman’s poems. Although some of these items are not physically present at the site, such as
the letter from the National Archives, the Association is still giving visitors an opportunity to
learn more about the poet in a digital environment.

A screenshot of the Walt Whitman Birthplace Association’s homepage.
Further, the physical site allows visitors to listen to a sound recording of Walt himself. When I
was at the site earlier this week, there was a small group on tour. When asked if they would like
to hear Walt’s voice, they became very excited and eagerly expressed a desire to play the
recording. Listening to the poet speak while standing on the grounds where he was born and
spent the first four years of his life is an incredible experience only made possible through the
use of technology.
As I mentioned above, the Association has been exploring ways in which they may implement
more digital technology to enhance visitor experience. Thanks to the kindness of the
Association’s executive director, I was allowed to sit in on a meeting with Ralph Appelbaum,
founder of Ralph Appelbaum Associates, and his team. This company has created interactive
technologies for museums such as Royal Albert Hall, the United States Holocaust Museum, the
London Transport Museum, and many other prestigious institutions.
Ideas mentioned at this meeting include: Creating videos on specific topics relevant to Walt’s
life (i.e. his homosexuality and his changing views on democracy) so that after visitors have
received an overview of Walt’s life they may explore the topics that most interest them; linking
digitally to other Walt Whitman sites (such as the one in Camden, NJ); integrating a way finding
map program to help foreign visitors and visitors from NYC find their way to the house more
easily (currently, there is a link to the address in Google Maps available on the website);

connecting visitors not only to the content but to one another in order to create a more
communal experience; and redesigning the website to give it a more modern feel.
The largest takeaway from this meeting for me was this message from Mr. Appelbaum: Be bold.
We will always find a way to accomplish smaller changes, so we should be thinking about the
bigger changes we would like to make. If there were no limitations, what would you want to
see happen? Thinking on a large scale will show passion and dedication, and will lead to
important innovations.
Personally, as a museum visitor, I tend to look only at the name and description of an exhibition
before I attend. Typically, the name is enough to draw me to the physical space. For example,
the Morgan Library and Museum curates exhibits on famous authors such as Lewis Carroll,
Ernest Hemingway, and Charlotte Bronte. As I am interested in literature, I already know that I
will want to see what they put on display for these big names. After I have visited the physical
site, I will then look further at the museum’s website and read the additional content available
there in order to solidify what I learned through the physical exhibit and pick up on information
I may have missed.
As both a museum visitor and a student of Library and Information Science, I love the idea of
iBeacon technology. If visitors are able to have their questions answered immediately, they will
be more likely to remember the museum experience positively and take something extra away
from the exhibit. Alternatively, if they have to wait days or weeks (depending on how large the
institution is and how busy its workers are), they will likely have lost interest in the topic and
may not even remember having asked the question. Therefore, it is beneficial to both the
museum and the visitor to implement this technology. Although there are some concerns
mentioned by the Brooklyn Museum—such as inconsistency in picking up beacon signals,
aesthetic concerns when mounting the devices on the walls, and adhesive residue left behind
by the mounting process (Browne, 2014)—these kinks will likely be worked out in time. With
the technology running smoothly, it would be a great asset to museum visitors.
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