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Museum Observation #1: New York Historical Society
It is clear from the NMC Horizon report that the coming challenges in the museum field
will revolve around technology. How an institution uses these new options is key in their success
at reaching a wider range of audiences. Larger institutions such as my partner museum, The New
York Historical Society (NYHS), face this problem in a far different way. Bringing in online
visitors is not always an issue, but the largest obstacles come with those viewers ability to easily
access record, artifacts and information.
Since my chosen work from my partner museum is not on view there is a process to
accessing it in person through contacting the reference department. My work is currently
unavailable because of its current place in storage and in ongoing research. This work has not
been on view in a long while but is included in a collection of several hundred-similar works
which are occasionally on view. The work itself is a drawing showing a certain breed of bird
living in the Americas, the Yellow-crowned Night-Heron. When united with the entire collection
my selected work and the rest become one of the largest animal drawing collections, which were
created by one of history’s greatest ornithologists, John James Audubon1. Researchers are able
to access this collection through the New York Historical Society’s website in the area for
special collections. Users can then search this collection based on keywords or titles or scroll
through the collection looking for specific works.

John James Audubon, National Audubon Society, Accessed March 26, 2018,
http://www.audubon.org/content/john-james-audubon.
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The Audubon collection is one of the most important ornithological drawing collections
in the world. This means that researchers from around the world attempt to access them. The
NYHS even makes it clear on certain works, including my chosen piece, that “Due to ongoing
research, information about this object is subject to change.” 3

Yellow-crowned Night-Heron, New York Historical Society, Accessed March 21, 2018,
http://www.nyhistory.org/exhibit/yellow-crowned-night-heron-nyctanassa-violacea-havell-plate-no-336.
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These entire collection is accessible from the NYHS website on the page dedicated to
special collections. The following shows how viewers would see this collection if they began
looking for it.
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Special Collections, New York Historical Society, Accessed March 25, 2018,
http://www.nyhistory.org/exhibits/collections/list.
5 Audubon's Watercolors for The Birds of America, New York Historical Society, Accessed March 25, 2018,
http://www.nyhistory.org/exhibits/collections/about/1201/grid/paged/title.
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In today’s technological age, information is everywhere. Viewers judge things based on
how that information is delivered. Today, viewers can access entire museum collections and
libraries worth of information at the push of a button. The New York Historical Society, like
many other museums, use multiple social media platforms engage with visitors. Instagram has
become specifically important because it allows institutions to post easily viewable pictures with
large captions of information. The NYHS uses this platform about once a day, with a wide range
of images and announcements based on daily events and specific and strategic information. The
John James Audubon collection made appearances on the NYHS Instagram page for days like
National Bird Day and Thanksgiving. This use of themed markets lets institutions and viewers to
engage based on time of year, topic and many other categories.
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New York Historical Society, Instagram, Accessed March 25, 2018,
https://www.instagram.com/p/BdlKdrMDtVQ/?taken-by=nyhistory.
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The NMC Horizon report section about digital technology from 2016 focuses on creating
a digital strategy and program for digital implementation. Saying, “Digital strategies are more
than the development of a website; they are the multiple channels of technologies that provide
unique opportunities for audience engagement.”8 This means that institutions across the museum
field are attempting to connect with audiences on a greater level. Not every piece of a museum’s
collection can have a place on the wall or be seen by everyone who wishes too. However,
museums such as the New York Historical Society have created web platforms to allow viewers
to see and engage with artifacts from the safety of their own home, while still getting an
educational experience. Social media provides even further access to collections and
information, as newer generations become even more in touch with technology and the digital

New York Historical Society, Instagram, Accessed March 25, 2018,
https://www.instagram.com/p/BbkzByCDadn/?taken-by=nyhistory.
8 New Media Consortium, Developing Effective Digital Strategies, From NMC Horizon Report 2016, 2016.
7

world it is important for museums and collecting institutions to grow and have easily accessible
collections.
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