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HELP WANI'ED: HISTORY MAJCES TO DISPLAY TAlENTS IN MUSEUM WORK 

***** 
DR. TRUMAN WARNER 

Pushed by the 1975 job market to seek a variety of vocational options, 

mo.'l:'e college history majors are beg1nn1ng to inquire about the possibilities 

of employment with historical societies and museums. Unfortunately, these 

vaguely posed questions are rend niscent of old radio soap operas asking if a 

small-tcnm girl can find love and happiness in the big city. To be helpful., 

there is need for greater precision - which small-town girl, which particular 

city and lilhat definition of love 8lld happiness. As applied to historians ap­

praising the job potential in museum work, parallel questions might be: What 

are the possibilities for mu.seum work ani where are the potential positions 

located? What kind of person appears most employable? What are the job ~­

pectations, working conditions, and rewards? 

In recent years local historical societies and IIDlSeums have proliferateS 

throughout the entire country. Mat!¥, however, are very inadequately finan::--..00. 

and housed and operate almost entirely through volunteer help. Consequently, 

reference to published lists of such organizations may prove deceptive in 

terms of job possibilities. ~ of these small associations are in need cf 

professional help, but members feel they cannot afford to hire a full-time 

staff. However, there does exist the possibility of several small societiM 

combining their financial_ resources and sharing the services of the same di­

rector-curator, but seldom has such collaboration occurred.. An enterprising 

job hunter might even investigate the possibility of creating a. position of 

this type .. 

Medium-sized museums, of which the Danbury Scott-Fanton ]lfLUSeurn. and His ... 

toricaJ. Society and the New Canaan Historical Society are good exanrples, nor-
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mally have a sma.J.l professional staff 1 due to the range of activities they 

undertake demanding full-time personnel in addition to volunteers. Moderately 

large museums of this category probably offer the greatest opportunities far 

those seeking positions for the first time, especially if they are willing to 

serve as assistants while gaining experience on the job. (However, large 

institutions as the Museum of the City of New York, the Connecticut Historical 

Soc:i.cty or Sturbridge Village fall outside the scope of these remarks, for t.he 

demand for specialized training effectively eliminates most beginners.) 

Versatility and adaptability are the keys to success as a director-cur­

ator of a small or medium-sized museum. A knowledge of history, especially 

local history as it intersects with national trends, ani research sid.lls are 

indispensable but not sufficient. The director of a museum such as the one 

in Danbury plays a multitude of roles. For instance: (1) He should have 

sufficient administrative skills to organize an office so that routine pap~l'" 

vrork and financial. records are handled efficiently. (2) He must direct and 

encourage the work of volunteers. (3) He is in charge of most correspondence, 

including wide-ranging requests for historical data.. (4) He receives and 

catalogues collections of artifacts, books 1 pamphlets 1 pictures and maml­

scripts. (5) He liDJ.St have imagination, especially if the locsl community 

expects changing exhibits. (Remember: the smallest museum rare::cy- pcs~esses 

a large storehouse of displ~ items so he must improvise by arranging tempo­

rary loans fran area residents.. For example, an exhibit depicting the cvolu~ 

tion of the rocking chair in American Society, while utilizing those in the 

museum collection as a core, must be augmented by other examples begged and 

borrowed from members and families.) ( 6) He must have skill in mountir.g the 

exhibits themselves -- skills in categorizing, in arranging, in label :i.ng. A 

sense of design is a umust". (7) He must like am deal smoothly wi:.:;h people 

-- people of all kinds and personalities. Uuseums today are, first a.!ld fore­

rr.ost, educational in:3titutions; and so comrmmity merr.bers mu::;-t. be encon:ra.g:=:d 
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to visit, to ask questions, and to learn. Visit:L."'lg schcol groups, in particuJ .. ar, 

demand special attention if rtfield trips" are to be more than a joyous respite 

from the classroom. (8) He should r.Jlve sufficient writing ability so that he 

can public::!.zo the 111'.1Se1:all, prepare ne'ti.'E releases, and write brochures. It also 

helps i£ he is at ease when sp\:!aking in public, for cc.'1'i!IIUili.ty organizations 

c-fton. turn to the local Il'i'J.sen."!l for a.id in planning their prog:oa"'lB. 

Obviously no candiclate for a museum position will be equ.aJJ..y qualified in 

all cf these cha:cr,cteristicss However, strengtr..s in some areas must be baln..."1oed 

by a lt:ill.:l.ngness to try to develop at least min:ilnal caplibilities where they a1~e 

;..-ea.lt or missing. It is r;~?! a job fer someone ur.will.i.ng to "stretch" himself". 

HCY.-Jever, la1'ger n::u.seUll'~ do enco\.u•age specializations with less emphasis on the 

multi-faceted in~i?iduDl5 

\iould a. hist.?ry major wlth many of t'hese qualifications be happy in a jGb 

of this nat,.!!"e? The ar .... ~wer will va..-vy according to his expectations. 

Is he seeking unint8rrupted hours of serious rese~ch on historical topic~ 

of his own choice? In an active society most of his own research must be under­

taken on his own time. 

Does he expect a large saJ..ary? Most sll'.all nm.seum.s can pay only modestly .. 

A recent su_~ey by the American Association for State and Local History reports 

that the salary for beg:L..-.....-ung professionals in local societies averaged $800 

!.'l.onthly.. Salaries at state mu3eum.s are slightly highe::-, but national ar..d 

regional museums average over $100 less for beginners. 

Does he like to hide away from the public? The museum will disintegrate 

i£ he fallows such a f crmu.l.a., 

But i.f he re~ likes history and wants to share his enthusiasm in a non-· 

formal atmosphere wit.h people 1.iho are not forced to sit in a classroom to h'9P..r 

him e~:pound -- then museum work merits further investigation. 

If he is seeking a career in this field rat.her tba.n lookLng for a t.empo­

rD;ry ali:.erDati.ve, graduat.e study is a necessity. Co-operativ':) progra,ms such 
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as those between the Farmer's Museum at Cooperstown, New York and the State 

University of New York at Oneonta, or else, between the University of Vermont 

and the Shelburne Mu.seum, provide the student with excellent formal study op­

portunities as well as much-needed on-the-job a~erience. In a related area, 

George Washington University offers an MAT degree in MUseum Education. The 

University of Delaware's program in American Studies includes museum. experience 

.F,.ith the Uinterthur Museum, the Eleutherium Mills-Hagley Museum, and Sturbridge 

"Village. The Deerfield (Mass.) Summer Fellowships permit students to take 

courses directed by these museums. 

When planning for his advanced studies, a potential museum worker should 

consider the possibility that perhaps ~ narrow ! specialization for the 

beginning professional may eliminate him from consideration for the more 

generalized job opportunities at the local museum level. More specialized 

training can parallel or follow broad-based preparation, however. 

If the idea of museum work intrigues you, investigate the possibility of 

a studen~ected study program in conjunction with the \"lesconn History Depe.rt­

ment. Currently two Wesconn students are involved in such a program-- thai"t' 

field work began with the Scott-Fanton Mu.seum. But an immediate step might be 

t.o become active in a local museum itself. By volunteering your services, you 

can see what it is like on the inside. Most local societies will welcome such 

llSDistance. On-the-job t!'a"ir:..i.ng of this sort will prova invaluable either in 

prov:i..d:i_,-:lg the e:-r.p~, ;:-i.Gn~;:, a jc': cf tais nature oftoa d.t:m.a.Tlds or by convincing a 

~-ltudent to leek in\:.o oth2r directions for the utilization of his historical 

knowledge and skills. 


