

















explicit and exclusive focus on the changing planet.?* They include The Climate Museum
(New York), Climate Museum UK, Klimahaus Bremerhaven, the Jockey Club Museum of

Climate Change (Hong Kong) and Klimahuset (Oslo).

While today the changing planet and the sustainable transition are on the radar of virtually
every museum and art gallery—in both their public-facing and behind-the-scenes activities—
the momentum was relatively slow to build, spanning about two decades. In the process of
my research, | have charted a chronological timeline of exhibitionary activities in museums,
galleries and other heritage spaces that concern the changing planet (with a particular focus
on the UK), relating them to significant moments in climate change research, discourse and
impacts (see Appendix A).?* Notwithstanding that the internet has meant that curatorial
activities are much better documented and more accessible now than they were twenty-plus
years ago, as my timeline shows, there was a steady build-up of exhibitionary activities over
the 1990s and 2000s (with a concentration of activity in 2009), but since the late 2010s, they

have proliferated rapidly and the trend is ongoing.

Many of these activities were responding to their contemporary socio-political context of the
changing planet: the ways in which it was being engaged with in public, political and
legislative discourse. For example, from the early 1990s to 2010, exhibitions and galleries
such as the American Natural History Museum’s Global Warming: Understanding the
Forecast (1992-1993);?® the Deusches Museum’s Climate: The Experiment with the Planet
Earth (2002);?” and the Science Museum’s (London) Climate Change (2002), Prove It!
(2009) and Atmosphere (2010-2021), were devised to address a ‘deficit’ in public
understanding around the science of climate change, its causes, impacts and potential

solutions.

They were confronting an intellectual context in which climate change was gaining ever
greater prominence and legitimacy in scientific research, notably through the

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), established in 1988 to carry out

24 See Jenny Newell, ‘Climate Museums: Powering Action’, in Museum Management and Curatorship, Special
Issue: ‘Museums and Climate Action’, Vol.35(6), (2020), 599-617.

25 Also see Museums and Climate Change Network, ‘Exhibitions’. Available at: https://mccnetwork.org/exhibitions
[accessed 17 September 2025].

26 See John H. Falk. and Lynn D. Dierking, ‘Global Warming: Understanding the Forecast', Museum
Anthropology, Vol.16(3), (1992), 72-78; Eva Zelig and Stephanie L. Pfirman, ‘Handling a Hot Topic—Global
Warming: Understanding the Forecast, Curator: The Museum Journal, Vol.36(4), (1993), 256-271.

27 See Luke Keogh and Nina Méllers, ‘Pushing Boundaries: Curating the Anthropocene at the Deutsches
Museum, Munich’, in Fiona R. Cameron and Brett Nielson (eds.), Climate Change and Museum Futures
(Routledge, 2015), 84.
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assessments on the evidence, rate and impacts of climate change and suggest courses of
action to policymakers. But they were also confronting a social context of widespread
confusion and misinformation around climate change, much of which was kindled under the
agendas of prominent climate sceptics and deniers, which included a proportionally smaller
number of scientists along with politicians, journalists, organisations and corporations. In
these contexts, exhibitions and galleries such as those listed above served a didactic
purpose, presenting publics with the scientific evidence of climate change in the hope that
their being more informed would inspire them to act accordingly, such as making sustainable

lifestyle choices.

Many exhibitionary activities from the 1990s and 2000s followed a formulaic narrative from
‘causes’ to ‘impacts’ to ‘solutions’. But particularly since the mid- to late-2010s, there has
been a decreased focus on evidencing how humans have caused climate change, and an
increased focus on how it has impacted (and will impact) the Earth and humankind, and how
people have responded to these challenges. So, rather than explaining the science of
climate change and proving that it exists, there has been a shift in emphasis towards
engaging publics in affective ways, reflecting on the broader socio-cultural dimensions of the
changing planet and using this as the basis for thinking about alternative futures. An early
example of such an approach was Climate Control at Manchester Museum (2016). The
exhibition developers aimed to go beyond ‘well-worn stories’ of the physical causes and
consequences of climate change and instead invite audiences to participate in dialogue
around its socio-cultural aspects, encouraging them to incorporate their ideas of the future

into the physical display.?®

Therefore, over the last decade, | discern that the primary emphasis of museological
engagements with the changing planet has been to rouse feelings of hope for the future and
subsequently inspire meaningful change. Such change can be for the individual visitor or for
the collective community or society. It can denote tangible actions and solutions, but also
intangible modes of thinking, feeling and relating to the Earth, to other living beings, and to
other humans. Many art exhibitions have sought to inspire such intangible modes of
engagement, wherein artworks are tools for connecting to the changing planet on emotional

levels.?®

28 See Henry McGhie, Sarah Mander and Ralph Underhill, ‘Engaging People with Climate Change Through
Museums’, in Walter Leal Filho et al. (eds.) Handbook of Climate Change Communication: Vol. 3. Case Studies
in Climate Change Communication. (Springer, 2018), 336-343.

2% See Jonathan Knott, ‘How Art Exhibitions Are Changing in the Face of the Climate Crisis’, Museums Journal,
20 January 2023. Available at: https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/features/2023/01/how-art-
exhibitions-are-changing-in-the-face-of-the-climate-crisis/ [accessed 17 September 2025].
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| argue that the spike in activity since the late 2010s (despite the interruption of Covid-19)
correlates to various factors. These include the surging rate at which climate change is
taking place, leading to global heating and increasing the frequency of extreme weather
events;* the rise in public concern over climate change and the increased prominence of
environmental activism in public discourse (in particular, from the campaign movements
Youth Strikes for Climate and Extinction Rebellion); ! the stronger policies that have been
set in motion to mitigate climate change (such as the Paris Agreement and the UK
Government’'s commitment to ‘net zero’); and the subsequent transformations that are taking
place across multiple levels—from large-scale infrastructure to individual lifestyles—that fall
under the transition to ‘sustainability’. (See the ‘Climate Change’ sub-section for a fuller
exploration of these contexts, their associated terminology and their connotations in futures
thinking). These macro-level contexts, in varying ways, signal that scientists, politicians and
society have moved beyond the ‘debate’ of whether climate change exists towards what
should be done about it. Hence exhibitions and galleries on the changing planet have also
been increasingly oriented around ‘solutions’, whether tangible or intangible, and how they

can contribute to building positive, hopeful futures.

Besides this shift in emphasis from ‘evidence’ to ‘solutions’, there are also many more
exhibitionary activities that engage with the changing planet in dialogue with a broader set of
subjects and issues, rather than focusing on climate change alone. For example, the
changing planet was brought into discourse with the culture, rights and resilience of
Indigenous Arctic communities in Arctic Culture and Climate at the British Museum (2020-
2021), curated by Jago Cooper. It provided context to explore the environmental impacts of
farming and eating meat, and how this is galvanising change across agricultural science,
food production and dietary habits, in Meat the Future at Oxford University Museum of
Natural History (2021-2022). And it offered a pertinent backdrop to explore the impact of
flooding on local communities in Waters Rising at Perth Museum (Scotland) (2024-2025),

which led to the creation of an archive of flood memories, past and present.

Lastly, another major shift in practices of curating the changing planet relate to modes of

framing these changes, particularly through the use of terminology. Exhibitions and galleries

30 See World Meteorological Agreement, ‘Rate and Impact of Climate Change Surges Dramatically in 2011-2020’,
5 December 2023. Available at: https://wmo.int/news/media-centre/rate-and-impact-of-climate-change-surges-
dramatically-2011-2020 [accessed 17 September 2025].

31 See Elena Ares and Paul Bolton, ‘The Rise in Climate Change Activism?’, House of Commons Library, 24 June
2020. Available at: https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/the-rise-of-climate-change-activism/ [accessed 17
September 2025].
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from the 1990s and early 2000s were more prone to take ‘global warming’ to signify the
changing planet than they are today, given that it only designates one of its impacts and
does not do justice to the whole range of effects. A case in point being the American Natural
History Museum’s Global Warming: Understanding the Forecast from 1992. In any case,
scientists’ preferred terminology for the rise in planetary temperatures is now ‘global
heating’.>> While | have not undertaken any substantive quantitative examination into the

terminology utilised in exhibitions and galleries, | conjecture that ‘climate change’ dominates.

Although, correlating with the rise in climate activist movements since the late 2010s, the
language of ‘climate crisis’ and ‘climate emergency’ have become increasingly prominent in
museological and curatorial discourse. This is particularly evident through the emergence of
‘Culture Declares Emergency’ in April 2019: a network of individuals and organisations in the
arts, culture and heritage who collaborate to share knowledge and provide support in taking
regenerative action. To participate in the community, the individual or organisation must first
declare a climate and ecological emergency, officially recognising that ‘the Earth’s life-
supporting systems are in collapse, threatening biodiversity and human societies
everywhere.”*® Among the 1,857 signatories of Culture Declares Emergency (to date) are
many UK-based museums, galleries and heritage organisations. They include Tate,
Museums Association, Birmingham Museums Trust, People’s History Museum (Manchester)

and Museums Galleries Scotland.®*

Finally, since the introduction of the term into scientific discourse—and its subsequent
uptake across the humanities, arts and society more broadly—the ‘Anthropocene’ has been
widely adopted by museological and curatorial practitioners.* For instance, educators and
curators from Manchester Museum collaborated with young people to create a display on
Inheriting the Anthropocene (2019). Meanwhile, the Royal Albert Memorial Museum and Art
Gallery in Exeter worked with eight artists to explore the concept through the lens of

contemporary witchcraft, in Earth Spells: Witches of the Anthropocene (2023). Two of my

32 Jonathan Watts, ‘Global Warming Should be Called Global Heating, Says Key Scientist’, The Guardian, 13
December 2018. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/dec/13/global-heating-more-
accurate-to-describe-risks-to-planet-says-key-scientist [accessed 17 September 2025].

33 Culture Declares Emergency, ‘Declare’. Available at: https://www.culturedeclares.org/declare/ [accessed 17
September 2025].

34 See Culture Declares Emergency, ‘Declarers’. Available at: https://www.culturedeclares.org/declarers/
[accessed 17 September 2025].

35 See Libby Robin et al., ‘Three Galleries of the Anthropocene’, The Anthropocene Review, Vol.1(3), (2014),
207-224; Lotte Isager, Line Vestergaard Knudsen and Ida Theilade, ‘A New Keyword in the Museum: Exhibiting
the Anthropocene’, Museum & Society, Vol.19(1), (2021), 88-117.
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subsidiary case studies employed the term, and | explore the implications of this framing in

my analyses.

Given the practical focus of my research—drawing attention to and examining the
experiences, perspectives, thoughts, decisions and actions of curatorial practitioners—I
consider it befitting to have first granted attention to the practical context of ‘curating climate
change’. | locate my case-study exhibitions and galleries as belonging to this wider field of
practice. | nonetheless appreciate the rich and expanding body of museological and
curatorial literature that engages with the changing planet, and the broader philosophies that
such literature builds upon. These texts range greatly from the more pragmatic reflections of
practitioners on their own work, to more theoretical contributions that seek to

reconceptualise paradigms of curating.

One early example of such work is the international collaborative research project funded by
the Australian Research Council, Hot Science, Global Citizens: The Agency of the Museum
Sector in Climate Change Interventions (2008-2011). This project, carried out by museum
scholars including Fiona Cameron, Juan Francisco Salazar and Bob Hodge, interrogated the
role of museums in providing information about climate change issues, stimulating and
arbitrating discussions, and becoming agents of change. Through their findings from
surveys, interviews and focus groups, the research team put forward nine propositions for
museums to transform their rationale and practice to meet the challenges being posed by
climate change. They situate museums as key actors in making sustainable futures—in

‘building a common world’ through supporting and galvanising systems change.>

Much like Hot Science, Global Citizens, much subsequent literature on how the changing
planet is being addressed in museums has been collaborative and polyvocal in nature.
Edited volumes include Climate Change and Museum Futures (2015),*” Curating the Future:

),%® and Museums and the Climate Crisis

Museums, Communities and Climate Change (2017
(2024).% And special issues of journals include a publication of Museum Management and

Curatorship dedicated to ‘Museums and Climate Action’ (2020),*° and a publication of

36 See Fiona R. Cameron, Bob Hodge and Juan Francisco Salazar, ‘Representing Climate Change in Museum
Space and Places’, WIREs Climate Change, Vol.4, (2013), 9-21.

37 Fiona R. Cameron and Brett Neilson (eds.), Climate Change and Museum Futures (Routledge, 2015).

38 Jennifer Newell, Libby Robin and Kirsten Wehner (eds.), Curating the Future: Museums, Communities and
Climate Change (Routledge, 2017).

39 Nick Merriman (ed.), Museums and the Climate Crisis. (Routledge, 2024).

40 Joy Davis (ed.), Museum Management and Curatorship, Special Issue: ‘Museums and Climate Action’, Vol. 35,
(2020).
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Museum International which explored ‘Museum Sustainabilities’ (2023).*' Through their
variety of contributions—spanning multiple cultures, institutions, disciplines, practices and
experiences—they call attention to the heterogeneity of museums, situating this as a key
strength in the sector’s ability to bring people together to share a diversity of perspectives,
ideas and stories. Each museum, and each individual who works in these museums, brings
unique insight to contribute to climate action and sustainable transitions, and collectively,

they hold immense power to effect meaningful change in society, culture and politics.

Besides their polyvocality and heterogeneity, another key theme across these bodies of work
is the deconstruction of traditional binaries between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’. Many of the texts
advocate for theories and practices of curatorship to be reconceptualised in ways that stress
the ecological relationality between different forms of being—human and nonhuman,
animate and inanimate—highlighting the power of curators to inspire ontological
transformation.*? They stress that such work is necessary to recognise that environmental
and social justice are interconnected, and that the separation of ‘people’ from ‘planet’
obscures how a thriving Earth and thriving biodiversity ultimately underpin human

flourishing.*

A key theorist and champion for museums to deconstruct nature-culture ontologies is Fiona
Cameron, Associate Professor of Contemporary Museologies at Western Sydney University.
In her 2015 co-edited volume, Climate Change and Museum Futures, Cameron first laid
down her manifesto for ‘ecologizing experimentations’. She proposed that museums should
dismantle their humanist perspectives, harnessing their unique capacities in interpretive
storytelling and embodied experiences towards breaking down the supposed binaries
between nature/culture, human/nonhuman, subject/object and active/passive that ‘prevent

us from thinking ecologically’.**

41 Jane Legget and Anna Maria Theresa P. Labrador (eds.), Museum International, Special Issue: ‘Museum
Sustainabilities’, Vol.75(1-4), (2023).

42 For example, see Jennifer Newell, Libby Robin and Kirsten Wehner, ‘Introduction: Curating Connections in a
Climate-Changed World’, in Jennifer Newell, Libby Robin and Kirsten Wehner (eds.) Curating the Future:
Museums, Communities and Climate Change, 2-3.

43 For example, see Nick Merriman, ‘The Role of Museums and Galleries in Addressing the Climate and
Ecological Crisis’, in Nick Merriman (ed.), Museums and the Climate Crisis, 3-7.

44 Fiona R. Cameron, ‘Stirring up Trouble: Museums as Provocateurs and Change Agents in Polycentric Alliances
for Climate Change Action’, in Walter Leal Filho, Bettina Lackner and Henry McGhie (eds.), Addressing the
Challenges in Communicating Climate Change Across Various Audiences. (Springer, 2019), 667; Fiona R.
Cameron, ‘Ecologizing Experimentations: A Method and Manifesto for Composing a Post-humanist Museum’, in
Fiona R. Cameron and Brett Neilson (eds.), Climate Change and Museum Futures, 16-33.
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To Cameron, museums have a responsibility to view the world—through the lens of their
collections—as entangled, dynamic, sociobiological systems. Dissolving the binaries
between nature/culture and human/nonhuman in Western worldviews—and empowering
beings who are subjugated in such binaries by granting them agency—she argues, is crucial
to sustaining the habitability of the planet and multi-species survival. And museums are
uniquely placed to lead such work in advancing paradigms, philosophies and practices of

ecological relationality.*®

Later, Cameron extended her concept of ‘ecologizing experimentations’ to re-work and
redefine notions of curatorship. To emphasise how processes of curating and curatorial
thinking are entangled with nonhuman agents—demonstrating that curatorship cannot be
isolated from the multitude of nonhuman actors and environments that make such work
possible—she propounds the framework of ‘eco-curating’. In this conceptualisation, the
curator would recognise themselves as embedded, embodied and entangled with other
humans, nonhumans and Earthly processes, and as such bestow agency upon these beings
in practices of co-making.*® Cameron’s theorisation of eco-curating, in part, responded to her
macro context of the Covid-19 pandemic, which made evident the deeply intertwined

relationship between the human and nonhuman worlds.*’

Scholars and practitioners such as Cameron who espouse a curatorship that decentres the
humanist perspective—recognising nature and culture as deeply enmeshed and
empowering the agency of the nonhuman—builds upon broader philosophies of feminist
posthumanism and new materialism. A particularly active proponent in this area is Donna
Haraway, who has consistently challenged the oppositional dualism between nature and
culture, human and nonhuman. For feminists like Haraway, deconstructing these binary
categories is an opportunity to deconstruct the power dynamics inherent within them, and
thus open up new modes of resisting oppressors as well as new, relational modes of thinking
and being in the world.*® She calls for a framework of ‘science’ that collapses the long-
standing, artificial binaries between active/passive, nature/culture and human/nonhuman.*®
She uses the entangled concept of naturecultures to underline the inherent relationality

between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’, situating the world as a ‘co-construction among humans and

45 Fiona R. Cameron, ‘Ecologizing Experimentations’, 16-17.

46 Fiona R. Cameron, Museum Practices and the Posthumanities: Curating for Planetary Habitability (Routledge,
2024).

47 |bid., 166-200.

48 Caroline Ramazanoglu and Janet Holland, Feminist Methodology: Challenges and Choices (SAGE
Publications, 2002), 89.

4% Donna Haraway, Primate Visions: Gender, Race and Nature in the World of Modern Science (Routledge,
1989), 8.
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nonhumans’.*® At the heart of her endeavours is to decentre the (White, male) human from
the top of their supposed hierarchy of being. In a macro sense, her philosophies seek to

inspire more ethical, sustainable and ecological ways of living on the planet.®’

Karen Barad’s concept of ‘agential realism’ continues Haraway’s rejection of hierarchical
binarism between humans and nonhumans. Similar to Haraway, she calls for paradigms and
practices of ‘science’ that challenge and overcome this binary. Through agential realism,
Barad draws together all things—human and nonhuman—as agential forces in the unfolding
of reality. Barad therefore collapses the distinctions between human and nonhuman—the
observer and the object-being-observed—in processes of perceiving and producing
knowledge about the world. The nonhuman ‘object’ is instead a subject that actively

constructs facts, knowledge and meanings.*?

Haraway, too, asserts the agency of the nonhuman in processes of meaning-making: ‘on the
join between materiality and semiosis’ [emphasis added].>® Situating matter as an active
participant in producing knowledge and significance, interprets that matter as possessing
‘liveliness’, ‘vibrancy’ and ‘energy’ to impact—and be impacted by—the world around it. It is
an agent in the world. Likewise, Jane Bennett proclaims that all matter is ‘vibrant’, containing
a ‘thing power’. Similar to Haraway, behind her emphasising the lifeforce and agency of
nonhumans is an ethical motivation to undo the human hubris that engendered the changing

planet.®*

Posthumanist and new materialist philosophies such as Haraway’s, Barad’s and Bennett’s
have had a significant impact on practical and theoretical conceptualisations of curatorship,
particularly in the context of the changing planet. Such philosophies are foundational to the
scholarship that decentres the human to empower the nonhuman, thus shifting paradigms
away from the dualism between nature and culture. However, these scholars and

practitioners do not always pay sufficient heed to, or indeed cite, the Indigenous worldviews,

50 Donna Haraway, The Haraway Reader (Routledge, 2004), 66.

51 Helen Merrick, ‘Naturecultures and Feminist Materialism’, in Sherilyn MacGregor (ed.), Routledge Handbook of
Gender and Environment (Routledge, 2017), 110.

52 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning
(Duke University Press, 2007)

53 Donna Haraway and Thyrza Nichols Goodeve, How Like a Leaf (Routledge, 2000), 86.

54 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Duke University Press, 2010).
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ontologies and literature that have long promoted an ethic of reciprocity with nonhuman

beings.>®

My purpose in laying down this broader research context—outlining philosophies of
posthumanism and exploring their contribution to museological and curatorial scholarship in
a time of planetary change—is to premise my theoretical framework for curatorship as taking
place in an ‘ecosystem’: a system comprising of all the living and non-living components
contained within an environment, which interact with this environment and with each other.*®
Building on posthumanist thinking—and an ethic of empowering more-than-human actors—I
examine curatorship as an ecological mode of being and acting in the world. | recognise
museums as ecosystems in the sense that they function through the interactions taking
place between human and nonhuman, living and non-living, components of that system, but
also because the museum ecosystem is just one part of a broad network of interrelated

ecosystems in the social, cultural, political, economic and intellectual environment.®’

Afinal key tenet of my research is that curators, through their diverse practices, actively
participate in futures thinking and critical discourse about the future. Futures thinking,
broadly, denotes the mental act of envisaging, conceptualising, deliberating, analysing and
simulating future scenarios that may or may not become a reality.® Scholarship on futures
thinking—known as ‘future studies’ or ‘futurology’—is inherently multi-disciplinary, drawing on
and taking place in sociology, anthropology, political sciences, media studies, philosophy,
literary studies, computer science, business studies, education studies and history, among

many other disciplines.>®

Futures thinking, moreover, is a growing area of research in the museums and heritage field.
Certainly, a fundamental precept of heritage is the concept and practice of preserving the

past for the benefit of future generations. As such, many museum and heritage scholars are
thinking critically about the diverse and unique ways in which their sector engages in futures

thinking, analysing how—through acts of preservation—they are actively constructing future

55 See Jerry Lee Rosiek, Jimmy Snyder and Scott L. Pratt, ‘The New Materialisms and Indigenous Theories of
Non-Human Agency: Making the Case for Respectful Anti-Colonial Engagement’, Qualitative Inquiry, Vol.26(3-4),
(2020), 331-346.

56 Oxford English Dictionary, ‘Ecosystem’ (noun). Available at: https://www.oed.com/dictionary/ecosystem n
[accessed 17 September 2025].

57 Yuha Jung, ‘The Art Museum Ecosystem: A New Alternative Model’, Museum Management and Curatorship,
Vol.26(4), (2011), 327-328.

58 Scott Cole and Lia Kvavilashvili, ‘Spontaneous and Deliberate Futures Thinking: A Dual Process Account’,
Psychological Research, Vol.85, (2021), 464.

59 See John Potts, ‘Futurism, Futurology, Future Shock, Climate Change: Visions of the Future from 1909 to the
Present’, PORTAL Journal of Multidisciplinary International Studies, Vol.15(1/2), (2018), 101-102.
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worlds.®° The Museum of Tomorrow—which opened in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in 2015—is a
notable example of an institution that was established on a foundation of futures thinking.
With this purpose, ‘different approaches coexist in complementarity within the same
space.”®' These different approaches comprise the ‘science-based logic of forecasting and
scenario-building’; practices and thinking around decolonisation; and its focus on ‘Planetary
Wellbeing and Regenerative Anticipation’ (which is supported by the institution’s UNESCO
Chair on Futures Literacy).®? ‘Inspiring futures’, moreover, underpins the stated mission of
the Science Museum Group, which oversees my partner organisation and primary case
study in this thesis.®® This mission grounds the work of Science Museum curators in future-
oriented perspectives, wherein historic and contemporary collections of science, technology

and medicine are mobilised as tools for thinking about and inspiring future worlds.

Building on this practice and scholarship, | examine how curators, in different ways and
through different forms of activity, engage in conceptualising futures that are built upon our
present reality of a changing planet. | thus situate curatorship as a form of practice that has
important, compelling and transformative impacts on society. Through processes of
interpretation, curators help their audiences to understand how their present reality of the
changing planet connects with past realities and leads to possible future realities. Curators
are mediators between past, present and future worlds, and in turn, mediate these concepts
of temporality to their publics. In doing so, they wield great power in stimulating audiences’
own thinking around possible futures, fostering shared visions of preferable futures, and
exploring pathways of action to attain such futures.®* While many historians would denounce
it as ‘presentism’, | argue that museum curators have a valuable role in society to analyse
history with a future-oriented lens; utilising the past to supply information and inspiration to
shape our choices in the present and guide our paths into possible futures of a flourishing

Earth and a flourishing humanity.®®

60 See Rodney Harrison et al. (eds.) Heritage Futures; Kristin Alford (ed.), Cultivating Futures Thinking in
Museums (Routledge, 2025).

61 Fabio Rubio Scarano et al., ‘Engaging with Futures at the Museum of Tomorrow in Rio de Janeiro’, in Kristin
Alford (ed.), Cultivating Futures Thinking in Museums, 101.

62 |bid.

63 Science Museum Group, ‘Inspiring Futures: Strategic Priorities 2022-2030", (2022), 6. Available to download at:
https://www.sciencemuseumgroup.org.uk/about-us/policies-and-reports/inspiring-futures-strategic-priorities-2022-
2030 [accessed 17 September 2025].

64 See Steven Cork et al., ‘Exploring Alternative Futures in the Anthropocene’, Annual Review of Environment
and Resources, Vol.48, (2023), 29.

65 David Armitage, ‘In Defense of Presentism’, in Darrin M. McMahon (ed.) History & Human Flourishing. (Oxford
University Press, 2023), 64.
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In the following sub-sections, | unpack, expand and explore the two key concepts of my

research: ‘curating’ and ‘climate change’.

Curating

Throughout this thesis (and as | already have done so in this Introduction), | employ the
terms ‘curator’, ‘curating’, ‘curatorial’ and ‘curatorship’ to denote the people, practices and
modes of thinking that work to communicate and engage audiences with the changing planet
through visual and material media. In large part, | refer to conventional modes of curating in
its familiar environments of museums and art galleries (albeit in one of my case studies, |
analyse practices of ‘external’ curatorship for an exhibition in a science centre). By
‘conventional modes of curating’, | mean practices that are grounded in a rationale to collect,
interpret and/or exhibit material and visual culture, whereby curators care for the objects and

artworks under their oversight.

This conceptualisation of curatorship has a long history. With the emergence of the first
modern museums, the term ‘curator’ was reclaimed from its Latin root—curare, meaning ‘to
care’—and reemployed to designate a keeper, guardian and steward of collections.®® For
many museum curators today, their practice continues to be grounded in this material basis,
having responsibility for a collection or multiple collections in their organisation. But their role
is not to care for these collections for their own sake. Rather, to curate is to research,
interpret and harness the objects under their care for the purpose of ‘public engagement’

and ‘public benefit’.?’

This public-centred aspect of curatorship—its conceptualisation as serving a public good—
was solidified and granted a theoretical grounding by the ‘new museology’. Across the
1970s, 1980s and 1990s, museological theorists and practitioners advocated for a shift of
focus in museums from ‘collections’ to ‘audiences’. This ‘new museology’ was shorthand for
framing museums as actors in society, drawing attention to their entanglement with their
socio-cultural environment and their agency in shaping it.?® Curators of the old museology

were criticised for their assumption that the meanings and significances of historical

66 Janet Marstine and Oscar Ho Hing Kay, ‘Curating as a Relational Practice’, in Janet Marstine and Oscar Ho
Hing Kay (eds.), Curating Art (Routledge, 2022), 1.

67 See Jean-Paul Martinon, ‘Curators Serving the Public Good’, Philosophies, Vol.6(2), (2021), 1-18.

68 Rhiannon Mason, Alistair Robinson and Emma Coffield, Museums and Gallery Studies: The Basics.
(Routledge, 2017), 20-22; See Peter Vergo (ed.), The New Museology. (Reaktion Books, 1989).

31



collections were static, fixed and neutral by virtue of their being in the museum, regardless of

wider value shifts in society, culture and politics.®®

One implication of the new museology was the growing prominence of the museum
‘mission’, and the reconfiguration of departments and staff towards serving this mission.
Many proponents of new museology criticised ‘traditional’ museum structures that strictly
siloed the work of curators from that of other departments: conservation, education,
administration, and so on. Instead, they called for the integration of curatorship with other
museum operations so that they all may better serve the institutional mission.”® At least in
theory, then, curatorship was oriented away from the service of collections in and of

themselves, towards the service of the visitors and ‘publics’ of the museum.

In turn, this led to a reconceptualisation of curators. Generally speaking, their prior role was
as a subject specialist and scholar of their collection(s), which were conceived as
possessing innate significance regardless of context. However, following the emergence of
new museological thinking, the more ‘generalist’ curator was favoured, and their approach to
curatorship was centred around storytelling, wherein collections’ significance was interpreted
in relation to context and according to overarching narratives. The curator was redirected
towards their audiences, and their relationship with collections was redefined to situate those

objects as means of creating meaningful experiences for audiences.”’

The purpose of highlighting these tenets of the new museology is to emphasise my
conceptualisation of curatorship as taking place at the intersection between the material and
the immaterial (see Conclusion). The curator is a mediator between the objects/artworks
they oversee and the abstract public they serve. The curatorial theorist, Jean-Paul Martinon,
demarcates the material and the immaterial dimensions of curatorship by distinguishing
‘curating’ from the ‘curatorial’: curating denotes the physical work, while the curatorial
denotes the philosophical, theoretical work.”> However, in this thesis, | do not uphold this
semantic distinction, but employ ‘curating’ and ‘curatorial’ interchangeably to describe the

thoughts, actions and decisions of curators.

69 Charles Saumarez Smith, ‘Museums, Artefacts and Meanings’, in Peter Vergo (ed.), The New Museology, 9.
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(2016), 11-32.

2 Jean-Paul Martinon (ed.), The Curatorial: A Philosophy of Curating. (Bloomsbury Academic, 2013).
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Activities of curatorship that | examine in this research—as evinced by my thesis title—are
collecting, interpreting and exhibiting. But | acknowledge that not all curators are engaged in
these activities, and when they are, they often collaborate with a variety of individuals
beyond the curatorial team. ‘Collecting’ provides the focus of Chapter 1, where | examine
how curators have incorporated a focus on the changing planet into their remit and rationale
for acquiring objects. Simply put, collecting—as carried out by curators in a museum
context—represents a formal arrangement to obtain and care for an object/artwork or a
group of objects/artworks.” Curators acquire objects/artworks to perform particular roles and
convey particular significances in the ‘spaces’ of the museum or gallery, both physical and

intellectual, public and private.

Given the interconnectedness between ‘interpreting’ and ‘exhibiting’, rather than granting
them their own space, my second and third chapters concern both of these activities and
how they are employed in the development of permanent galleries (Chapter 2) and
temporary exhibitions (Chapter 3). By ‘interpreting’, | denote the practices of discerning and
conveying the significances of objects and artworks: from the processes of research around
those objects/artworks, to the development of interpretive devices that convey meanings and
stories about them, such as object labels, text panels, tours, audio guides, videos,
soundscapes, games, digital interactives, infographics, diagrams and images.” And by
‘exhibiting’, | am referring to the act of displaying objects and artworks in a given space
(which can be physical or digital), where they are deliberately made accessible to a public

audience.”®

Particularly with regard to permanent galleries and temporary exhibitions, | also speak to
practices of ‘content development’. While this activity has significances of its own in the
realm of social media, in this research, | use ‘content development’ to designate the ways in
which curators produce and present experiences, information, stories, meanings and
provocations for their audiences. In this way, it encompasses practices and products of both

interpretation and exhibiting.

73 Rhiannon Mason, Alistair Robinson and Emma Coffield, Museum and Gallery Studies: The Basics, 71.
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(Routledge, 2011), 1-10.

78 Frangois Mairesse (ed.), Dictionary of Museology (Routledge, 2023), 179.
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Climate Change

‘Climate change, of course, is an established scientific fact. The climate change idea
is the way in which climate change is understood by others, discussed, debated, and

addressed.””®

The human-induced changing planet is a phenomenon (comprising multiple phenomena)
that is subject to interpretation. Certainly, as Leckie emphasises in the above quote, the
Earth’s transformations exist in physical, nonhuman dimensions beyond the realms of
human cognition. But the changing planet also exists in a boundless, intangible, conceptual
sense. It is subject to human ‘perception’ and ‘understanding’, and develops meaning from a
pre-existing foundation of knowledge, experience, belief and emotion.”” And these acts of
sensing, interpreting and understanding the changing planet take place in context—they are
shaped by the physical, cultural and social environment of the ‘interpreter’.”® In this thesis, |
examine how curators interpret the changing planet for their audiences. That is why,
throughout, | frequently employ the term ‘changing planet’. Being a somewhat neutral,
detached way of signifying the transformations taking place across all the Earth’s systems—
the lithosphere (rocks), hydrosphere (water), cryosphere (ice), atmosphere (air) and
biosphere (living things)—I free myself to analyse the different framings adopted by curators

within their practice.

| must clarify that with the ‘changing planet’, | am always referring to the current
anthropogenic (human-induced) changing planet brought about by unsustainable practices
of extraction, consumption, agriculture, industry, travel, pollution and settlement that have
disturbed the Earth’s natural cycles of carbon, nitrogen and water as well as disrupted the
balance of ecosystems. As my thesis title demonstrates, | also employ ‘climate change’ to
signify these processes, even though the changes taking place on Earth extend well beyond
the climate. | do so in recognition of the ubiquity of ‘climate change’ in the English-speaking
world. However, | acknowledge the Global North-centric, colonialist underpinnings of climate

science and its conceptualisations of the climate.”

76 Barbara Leckie, Climate Change, Interrupted: Representation and the Remaking of Time (Stanford University
Press, 2022), x.
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8 See Elke U. Weber, ‘What Shapes Perceptions of Climate Change?’, WIREs Climate Change, Vol.1(3), (2010),
332-342.

¥ See Candis Callison, ‘Rethinking Our Histories and Relations with Climate Change’, in Zeke Baker et al. (eds.),
Climate, Science and Society: A Primer, 19-26.
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The ‘idea’ of the climate is a product of deriving intangible meaning from the experience of
tangible phenomena. And the scientific interpretation of climate through statistical abstraction
of weather over a set period of time is only a recent one, emerging from the development of
meteorological instruments and scientific methodologies in the Global North.?° Climate
science is inextricably bound to histories of colonialism and globalisation. From the
Enlightenment, the incursions of Europeans across the globe facilitated a boom in
meteorological observations, forming the basis of global understandings of the
atmosphere.?’ In recent times, the ‘globalisation’ of the atmosphere and climate has been
carried out by the IPCC. This scientific organisation amplifies notions of climate change as a
risk to the global environment—and a concern of global politics—as opposed to a localised
issue that is apprehended and acted upon by distributed authorities, in place-specific ways.®?
Understandings and perceptions of climate and climate change—therefore—are not ‘natural’
and ‘inevitable’, but underpinned by complex interactions between historical agents. Neither

are understandings of climate change set in stone.

The language of the changing planet has been constantly shifting—and a subject of hot
debate—since the United Nations (UN) and the IPCC emerged as global leaders of climate
governance. One of the most notable shifts was the replacement of ‘global warming’ by
‘climate change’ in common parlance between the 1980s and early 2000s.2® This semantic
shift partly emerged from political consultants and lobbyists who perceived ‘global warming’
to be too threatening, directing too much attention towards the negative impacts of burning
fossil fuels and therefore jeopardising the future of the industry.3* Even so, ‘climate change’
more successfully encompasses the findings from climate modelling which demonstrate that
‘warming’ is too simplistic and obscures the other extremes of weather resulting from human
disruption of planetary systems.® Global warming, instead of defining the changing planet,
has been relegated as one of the many side-effects of climate change. And, in more recent

years, global warming has been losing status in favour of ‘global heating’: a term which

80 See James Rodger Fleming, Historical Perspectives on Climate Change (Oxford University Press, 1998), 5-6;
Zeke Baker et al., ‘Introduction’, in Zeke Baker et al. (eds.), Climate, Science and Society: A Primer (Routledge,
2024), xviii.

81 Martin Mahony, ‘Meteorology, Climate Science, and Empire: Histories and Legacies’, in Zeke Baker et al.
(eds.), Climate, Science and Society: A Primer, 11-18.

82 Clark A. Miller, ‘Climate Science and the Making of a Global Political Order’, in Sheila Jasanoff (ed.), States of
Knowledge: The Co-production of Science and Social Order (Routledge, 2004), 46-66.

83 See Steven Poole, Unspeak: How Words Become Weapons, How Weapons Become a Message, and How
That Message Becomes a Reality (Grove Press, 2006), 42-49.
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(2010), 71.

85 See Andrew J. Knight, Science, Risk, and Policy (Routledge, 2016), 164.
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denotes more emphatically the dangers of global warming, while also being more technically

accurate in terms of the shifting energy balance of the planet.®®

Another recent semantic shift has been the proliferation of language around ‘crisis’,
‘emergency’ and ‘breakdown’. For example, The Guardian declared in May 2019 that it was
updating its ‘style guide’ to introduce changes in reporting climate and environmental
issues.?” Diverging from ‘climate change’, it now prefers the terms climate emergency, crisis
or breakdown, in a move away from the passivity and gentleness of the former term. This
linguistic move followed less than one month after Extinction Rebellion’s ‘Shut Down
London!’ protests, which had brought the capital to a standstill and amplified the movement’s
slogan demand for governments and media to ‘tell the truth’ about the severity of climate
change.® Since the late 2010s, numerous governments—national to local—and
organisations have responded, participating in the linguistic transition by ‘declaring a climate
emergency’. The UK Government was the first national government to make such a

declaration.®®

The semantics of all these terms—global warming, climate change, global heating, and
climate crisis—nevertheless continue to obscure their embeddedness in the human world
(unless prefaced by ‘anthropogenic’ or ‘human-induced’). The ‘Anthropocene’ has therefore
gained currency in the twenty-first century precisely because it illuminates this complex
entanglement between humankind and the changes taking place on the planet. Proposed by
the atmospheric chemist, Paul Crutzen, and the ecologist, Eugene Stoermer, to designate a
new geological era—the ‘age of humans’—it communicates the immense, pervasive,
transformative impact that humans have exerted not only over the climate, but over every
system on Earth.*® To date, the Anthropocene is not officially recognised as the current
epoch of geological time. The International Union of Geological Sciences continues to

uphold the Holocene. Nevertheless, that has not prevented the widespread uptake of the
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2019. Available at: https://theconversation.com/uk-becomes-first-country-to-declare-a-climate-emergency-116428
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Anthropocene across multiple disciplines involved in communicating and engaging publics
with the changing planet. In particular, it has had a profound impact on ways of thinking

about the past, present and future of the Earth and humankind.®’

The Anthropos in ‘Anthropocene’ and ‘anthropogenic’ represents a collective ‘we’ of
humankind—signifying that all humans share blame for carrying out practices that are
damaging to the environment. To counteract this generalised view, many critics contend that
culpability for the changing planet ultimately lies with the small elite of White people in the
Global North (relatively speaking, compared to the Global Majority in the Global South).
People who have possessed, from the past and into the present, greater agency in an eco-
social hierarchy defined by exploitation of labour and biophysical resources.? To better
illustrate the socio-economic contexts in culpability for the changing planet—and the
embeddedness of the changing planet in systems of racism, oppression and exploitation—
other terms have been suggested, such as ‘Capitalocene’,*® ‘Plantationocene’,** and ‘White

Supremacy Scene’®.

These alternative framings of the Anthropocene are underpinned by principles of justice.
Climate and environmental justice—in both scholarship and social movements—demand a
recognition of the imbalances in ecological and climatic agencies, and that the issues that
face the planet cannot be solved until such imbalances have been addressed. Moving on
from narratives of a collective ‘we’, justice framings take a localised view on impacts,
experiences and vulnerabilities, while also stressing the importance of community
sovereignty and grassroots action.*® While there is not yet a unifying, dominant framework
for climate justice, the movement coalesces around the core principle that actors who are
historically responsible for the changing planet—countries, industries and businesses that
have obtained vast amounts of wealth from environmentally-destructive practices—have an

ethical obligation to support countries and communities that hold a lesser culpability, but are
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nonetheless being disproportionately impacted by the changing planet.®” By calling attention
to the unequal distribution of resources and participation in global governance between the
Global North and South, the climate justice movement is intertwined with decolonisation, and
builds on the foundations of the civil rights movements of Black people, Indigenous people
and People of Colour.®® If an integrated, global framework for climate justice were to be
established, it would probably take place through the legal system: through legislation for
climate reparations to countries and communities that were (and are) subjugated by

(neo)colonial powers.*

Another mode of interpreting the ‘solutions’ to the changing planet is the concept of
‘sustainability’. This expansive term denotes the ability to support, maintain and endure the
long-term survival and flourishing of something, and can signify both the process and
product of these efforts.'® One of the most pervasive and comprehensive framings of
sustainability—being embraced by businesses, governments, educational institutions and
other civic organisations (including the museums and heritage sector), and traversing social,
economic, political and environmental priorities—is that provided by the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, which was adopted in 2015 by member states of the UN.'"!

192 it serves as ‘a shared

Through its seventeen Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet’.’® In contrast to the localised

and dispersed framings of solutions by the climate and environmental justice movement, the
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2015), 3.

101 Giovanni Carrosio, ‘Framing Sustainability’, in Stefano Fantoni et al. (eds.), Quantitative Sustainability:
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SDGs are consciously global, working towards a common vision for humanity through the

collective, transnational efforts of governments and civic institutions.®*

A crucial structure for global action on the changing planet is supplied by the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). At the 1992 gathering of world
leaders in Rio de Janeiro for the UN Conference on Environment and Development—the
‘First Earth Summit'—almost all nations signed the UNFCCC: an agreement of global
climate governance that is unprecedented in world history. Its aim is to stabilise atmospheric
greenhouse gas concentrations ‘at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic
(human induced) interference with the climate system.”'® The UNFCCC is a global
commitment to climate change mitigation, whereby members have pledged to reduce and
remove greenhouse gas emissions from the atmosphere in order to limit global heating and
avoid the worst impacts of climate change.'® The 197 signatories to the UNFCCC and the
subsidiary bodies that advise them meet annually to discuss their efforts and formulate

targets for mitigative action at the Conferences of the Parties (COPs).

After years of inaction, delays, and non-binding agreements, spirits were lifted in 2015 by the
climate negotiations in Paris at COP21."” The influential Paris Agreement commits the
Parties to limit global temperatures to ‘well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels’, but ideally
‘to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels, recognising that this
would significantly reduce the risks and impacts of climate change’.'® Following model
pathways where there is no or limited overshoot of the 1.5°C target, the IPCC recommends
that global emissions are brought to ‘net zero’: where the quantity of carbon dioxide (CO.)
being emitted is in equilibrium with the quantity of CO2 being removed from the

atmosphere.'” Responding to the legally-binding targets of the Paris Agreement, the IPCC’s
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in Joseph Zajda, Nitza Davidovitch and Suzanne Majhanovich (eds.), Discourses of Globalisation,
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recommendations, along with the growing pressure from the environmental protest
movement, in June 2019 the UK Government amended the Climate Change Act (2008) to
legally commit the nation to net-zero carbon emissions by 2050 compared to 1990 levels,
which constitutes a 100% reduction in emissions. Previously, it was committed to achieve an

80% reduction compared to 1990 levels.'"°

My purpose in exploring different modes of interpreting the changing planet, as well as
summarising key frameworks of action and solutions, is to underline how in their practices,
curators are making active choices, shaped by their environment(s), in the ways that they
frame and engage with the changing planet. While in a museum context, ‘interpretation’
often refers to processes of interpreting objects and heritage, in my analysis, | consider
interpretation to extend into the ways in which curators (among other museum practitioners)
interpret the changing planet and its causes, impacts and solutions. In the following sub-
section, | contemplate how modes of interpreting the changing planet and its ‘solutions’

impact futures thinking.

Implications on Temporality

Time is at the heart of scientific understandings of climate change. Certainly, as a scientific
concept, climate change denotes the long-term changes in weather patterns, surface air
temperatures, sea surface temperatures, humidity, air pressure, sea levels, carbon dioxide
concentration, and so on, that have been observed through meteorological instruments and
discerned through climate proxies (such as tree-rings, fossils, ice cores and sediments), and
charted over time.""" In turn, the changing planet has huge ramifications on how people
perceive and manage time. Particularly on preparing for the future, anticipating future events
and imagining future worlds. One of the defining facets of the changing planet—and how it is

interpreted—is its long-term extension into an unpredictable and uncertain future.'"?

Policymakers, state authorities, social movements, and scientific bodies such as the IPCC all

engage time to mobilise climate action. On the policy and governance side, this includes the
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time-bound pathways to achieve decarbonisation and carbon neutrality, such as the deadline
for net zero by 2050. But it also includes the short-term, deadline-ist language of ‘running out
of time’ that is used to inspire urgent action, such as the IPCC’s dire warning in its Special
Report of 2018 that humankind has only ‘twelve years left’ to prevent global temperatures
from rising above the 1.5°C target.""® Taking a more extreme approach, Extinction Rebellion
harnesses rhetoric and imagery of societal collapse and multi-species extinction—
envisioning an imminent apocalypse—to rouse public action and legitimise their tactics of
civil disobedience.'* Climate ‘crisis’, ‘emergency’ and ‘catastrophe’ are ways of interpreting
the changing planet that exercise this short-term temporal frame of rapidity, urgency and
running out of time, invoking apocalyptic visions of the future as warnings of what would

happen if humankind and its leaders fail to act now.'"®

Unlike climate crisis—which connotes a short-term temporal framing—the Anthropocene is
an inherently long-term, deep interpretation of time, extending into the far-distant future. As
the historian Julia Nordblad discerns, ‘the signature characteristic of the Anthropocene
concept shaping its temporal character is that it is declared from an imagined point in a
future millions of years from now.’''® Essentially, one of the underpinning principles of the
Anthropocene epoch is that millions of years into the future, even if Homo sapiens no longer
exist as a species, traces of our impact on planetary systems will still be evident. However, a
point of contention amongst scholars—across the sciences, arts and humanities—is the
question of how far back into the past the temporal frame of the Anthropocene can be
extended. Some scholars argue that it originated in the activities of the Industrial Revolution,
while others argue that it began thousands of years ago when humans first started to

transform their environment through deforestation and agriculture.""”

Also contrary to climate crisis, the Anthropocene has been mobilised in both pessimistic and

optimistic futures thinking. As a temporal framing, the Anthropocene invokes multiple

113 See Christopher J. Rhodes, ‘Only 12 Years Left to Readjust for the 1.5-degree Climate Change Option — Says
International Panel on Climate Change Report: Current Commentary’, Science Progress, Vol.102(1), (2019), 73-
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Recruitment Talks’, Frontiers in Communication, Vol.8, (2023), 1-15.

115 See Joe P.L. Davidson and Luke Kemp, ‘Climate Catastrophe: The Value of Envisioning the Worst-case
Scenarios of Climate Change’, WIREs Climate Change, Vol.15(2), (2023), 1-14.

116 Julia Nordblad, ‘On the Difference Between Anthropocene and Climate Change Temporalities’, Critical Inquiry,
Vol.47(2), (2021), 331.

"7 See Tim Edensor, Lesley Head and Uma Kothari, ‘Time, Temporality and Environmental Change’, Geoforum,
Vol.108, (2020), 256.
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futures."® In discourse about the future—spanning such realms as geopolitics,
environmental science and fiction—the Anthropocene is often employed to signify a time of
uncertainty, danger, loss, sorrow and irreparable damage to the Earth, leading to the
potential collapse of human civilisations."'® At the other end, some futures discourse situates
the Anthropocene in a positive light. As the ‘age of humans’, it can be used to evoke a future
in which humans are ‘planetary stewards’: an active force for ‘good’, wherein humans are
responsible for maintaining healthy conditions that support life on Earth.'?® Ecomodernists,
meanwhile, envision a ‘good Anthropocene’ in which humankind is a benevolent master over
the Earth. From their perspective, it is an opportunity to accelerate ‘progress’ and ‘prosperity’
within neoliberal paradigms of technological development and economic growth. The
Anthropocene thus serves as an emblem and catalyst of human exceptionalism, resilience,

innovation and ingenuity.'?'

‘Sustainable development’ is another optimistic mode of futures thinking centred on the
anticipated success of human responses to the changing planet. In many cases, such as the
SDGs, it does not signify wholescale paradigm shifts in societal, political and economic
regimes. Rather, through processes of transition—such as the transitions to low-carbon
energy, transport and agriculture—sustainable development signals a modified continuity of
present systems of power, production, consumption and civic organisation. It anticipates
optimistic futures that are not too dissimilar to the present but have nonetheless been
successful in mitigating the worst impacts of climate change.'?? However, this implication of
the continuity of present regimes—of maintaining the status quo—has been a target of
critique. Namely, through its upholding of the concept of development, it persists the Global
North-centric agenda of neoliberal capitalism, economic growth and neocolonial
globalisation. It obscures the specific needs and grassroots agencies of marginalised
communities, such as Black and Indigenous people and People of Colour, while also

prioritising human issues over the rights and wellbeing of nonhumans, which are subsumed

18 Frans Berkhout, ‘Anthropocene Futures’, The Anthropocene Review, Vol.1(2), (2014), 154-159.

119 See Eva Lévbrand, Malin Mobjérk and Rickard Séder, ‘The Anthropocene and the Geo-political Imagination:
Re-writing Earth as Political Space’, Earth System Governance, Vol.4, (2020), 1-8. Also see Joe P.L. Davidson,
‘Two Cheers for Collapse? On the Uses and Abuses of the Societal Collapse Thesis for Imagining Anthropocene
Futures’, Environmental Politics, Vol.32(6), (2023), 969-987.

120 Will Steffen et al., “The Anthropocene: From Global Change to Planetary Stewardship’, Ambio, Vol.40(7),
(2011), 739-761.

121 John Asafu-Adjaye et al., ‘An Ecomodernist Manifesto’, (2015). Available at download at:
https://www.ecomodernism.org/manifesto-english [accessed 17 September 2025].

122 Kyrre Kverndokk and Anne Eriksen, ‘Climate Change Temporalities: Narratives, Genres and Tropes’, in Kyrre
Kverndokk, Marit Ruge Bjeerke and Anne Eriksen (eds.), Climate Change Temporalities: Explorations in
Vernacular, Popular, and Scientific Discourse (Routledge, 2021), 8.
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to serving humankind.'® Others critique ‘sustainable development’ as an oxymoron, pointing
to the inherent incompatibility between economic growth and environmental sustainability
agendas in the SDGs."**

As | argue in this thesis, curators—particularly those who work with the spaces and
resources of museums and galleries—perform unique and powerful roles in thinking and
discourse around the future of the changing planet. By outlining how different approaches
and language to framing the changing planet impact futures thinking, | am introducing a core
part of my analysis: that curators’ interpretation of the changing planet underpins the modes
of futures thinking that they engage in. Through an ecological framework (see ‘Theoretical
Framework’), | examine how curators’ modes of framing the changing planet—and thus the
kinds of futures that they contemplate—are shaped by various factors and actors in their

spheres of influence; in the contexts and environments in which they live and work.

Hope, Anticipation and Speculation in a time of Planetary Change

Across my case studies, curators engage in hopeful futures thinking, envisioning positive
futures, however they are interpreted. In the broader field of climate change communication,
hope is often intended as a crucial mode of affective engagement as well as a key outcome
of such engagement. Many actors in the field of climate and environmental action are
conscious to strike an inspiring tone in their work, galvanising optimism and hope for the
different ‘solutions’ that could restore the Earth and safeguard the future of humanity.'®® And
as numerous studies find, being hopeful is linked to greater support of, and contribution to,
actions to protect the climate and environment.'?® Building on this premise that hope is key
to visitor engagement and inspiring action on the changing planet, many museums and
museum curators are looking to their collections and communities for stories of adaptation,

resilience, ingenuity and achievement as models of ‘success against great odds’.'

123 For example, see Fiona R. Cameron, ‘From Sustainable Development to Sustaining Practices for Human,
More-than and Other-than Human Worlds’, Museum International Special Issue: ‘Museum Sustainabilities’,
Vol.75(1-4), (2023), 214-221.

124 For example, see Viktoria Spaiser et al., ‘The Sustainable Development Oxymoron: Quantifying and Modelling
the Incompatibility of Sustainable Development Goals’, International Journal of Sustainable Development & World
Ecology, Vol.24(6), (2017), 457-470.

125 For example, see Christiana Figueres and Tom Rivett-Carnac, The Future We Choose: The Stubborn
Optimist’s Guide to the Climate Crisis (Manilla Press, 2020); Elin Kelsey, Hope Matters: Why Changing the Way
We Think Is Critical to Solving the Environmental Crisis (Greystone Books, 2020); Maude Barlow, Still Hopeful:
Lessons from a Lifetime of Activism (ECW Press, 2022).

126 For example, see Wendy Ring, ‘Inspire Hope, Not Fear: Communicating Effectively About Climate Change
and Health’, Annals of Global Health, \Vol.81(3), (2015), 410-415.

127 Sarah W. Sutton, ‘Museums as Agents and Settings for Climate Hope’, Nordic Museology, Special Issue:
‘Curating Climate’, Vol.30(3), (2020), 14-28.
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In my research, | identify two distinct modes of futures thinking being employed: anticipatory
futures thinking and speculative futures thinking. While ‘anticipation’ and ‘speculation’ are
often equated in common parlance, | draw on anthropological and philosophical perspectives
to contend that there is a heuristic distinction between them as modes of futures thinking. |
take ‘anticipation’ to denote the translation into action of what has first been identified
through forecast and foresight.'?® Anticipatory thinking, therefore, signifies the mental act of
planning to take such actions that prepare for expected scenarios.’?® In other words,
anticipation is a cognitive state of being that brings the ‘present and future into the same
activity timespace’; it is an ‘act of looking forward that also pulls [the onlooker] in the
direction of the future and prepares the groundwork for that future to occur.”"*® From my
conversations with curators and my observations of their work in curating climate change, |
examine how they have employed anticipation and anticipatory modes of thinking about the
future; how they foresee future scenarios, and subsequently how they have acted—or how

they think about acting—in preparation for such possibilities.

While anticipation has connotations of action, ‘speculation’ is a more abstract mode of
thinking that does not necessarily build on a foundation of present reality. Unlike anticipation,
speculation can involve looking to the past as well as looking to the future; it can involve
thinking about both what could have been and what could be."™' Philosophy is a notable field
in which speculative thinking has been theorised and applied, being a mental mode that is
transcendent and metaphysical, going beyond the empirical realm to derive conclusions
about the nature of the universe and the place of humankind within it."*? Providing some
freedom of thought from physical, empirical reality, speculation provides scope for
reconceptualisation and reimagining. As a form of futures thinking, it permits the onlooker to
imagine a radically different world and radically different ways of being in the world.

Therefore, ‘by opening new possibilities, [it] could free us from the destructive trajectories of

128 Roberto Poli, ‘Anticipation’, in Vlad Petre Glaveanu (ed.), The Palgrave Encyclopedia of the Possible
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2022), 100.

129 See Laura M. Hiatt, ‘The Role of Priming in Anticipatory Thinking’, Al Magazine, Special Issue: ‘Anticipatory
Thinking’, Vol.44(2), (2023), 144-154.

130 Rebecca Bryant and Daniel M. Knight, The Anthropology of the Future (Cambridge University Press, 2019),
22; 28.

31 Lun Huang, Yibo Xie and Xiaolin Chen, ‘A Review of Functions of Speculative Thinking’, Frontiers in
Psychology, Vol.12, (2021), 1-10.

132 Nicholas Bunnin and Jiyuan Yu, The Blackwell Dictionary of Western Philosophy (Blackwell Publishing, 2009),
654.
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current civilisation.”'”” It can be used as a tool for empowerment and hope for future worlds

that are free from inequality, oppression, suffering and despair.'*

Curating Climate Change: Approaches to Research for this Thesis

Research Questions and Objectives

The research questions that | set out to confront in this thesis are:

e How have curators working in science-based contexts engaged with the changing planet
in their practices of collecting, interpreting and exhibiting?

¢ How are the thoughts, decisions and actions of science curators shaped by their
contexts and environments?

e What is the unique contribution of science curatorship to interpreting and communicating
the changing planet?

o What are the challenges and opportunities for curators in representing the changing
planet in permanent collections, permanent galleries and temporary exhibitions?

¢ What is unique about curatorial practice in the Science Museum?

By investigating these questions, my objectives are:

o To examine the diverse contextual agencies that shape curators’ actions and decision-
making.

e To compare practices of curatorship taking place in different environments, drawing
attention to their unique capacities to convey information, stories and significances
pertaining to the changing planet.

¢ To consider how engaging with the changing planet is transforming institutions and their
practices and paradigms of curatorship, with a particular focus on the Science Museum.

e To cross-examine practices of curating that broadly relate to ‘science’ and discern their
commonalities, with an aim to discern what ‘science curatorship’ is and how it contributes
to discourse on the changing planet.

¢ To analyse the personal agencies, outlooks and experiences of curators in their practices

of curating the changing planet, revealing the legacies of their work.

133 Arran Gare, ‘Speculation’, in Vlad Petre Glaveanu (ed.) The Palgrave Encyclopedia of the Possible, 1534.
134 See Lesley-Ann Noel, ‘Dreaming Outside the Boxes that Hold Me In: Speculation and Design Thinking as
Tools for Hope and Liberation Against Oppression’, Journal of Futures Studies, Vol.26(3), (2022), 71-82.
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e To suggest future directions in science curatorship that address the challenges of the

changing planet.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework through which | analyse practices of curating climate change is
inspired by the research and practice of the museologist, Fiona Cameron. In particular, her
theorisation of ‘ecologizing’ curatorship'*® and her subsequent concept of ‘eco-curating’.'*
She draws her proposition for ‘ecologizing experimentations’ in museums from Bruno
Latour’s Political Ecology. In Latour’s philosophy of politics on a human-induced changing
planet, 'ecologizing’ is the antidote to ‘modernizing’. To ecologize is to bring nonhuman
beings into structures and systems of power—into democratic procedure and political
decision-making—halting the current historical trajectory of capitalist ‘modernization’ and its
ontological binarism between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’, and subsequent oppression of the

nonhuman in service of the human.'’

Taking on this philosophy and applying it to museology, Cameron argues that museums are
key sites through which to embrace principles and practices of ecologizisation—assembling
more-than-human social collectives—and thus reject paradigms of ‘modernity’ in the Global
North. This would indeed be a transformative task, given that museums, she recognises, are
major historical actors that have promulgated the othering of human/nonhuman,
object/subject, nature/culture through processes of taxonomic categorisation (and
separation).™® Cameron then continued this work into her conceptualisation of ‘eco-
curating’. With the ‘impending socio-ecological collapse’, she sees museums as ‘facing a
crisis of curation’: a crisis resulting from curatorial practices being ‘routinely based on hubris,
exceptionalism, and the cognitive interpretations that foreground teleological,
anthropocentric, and essentialist thinking.’"*® To counteract the crisis and its root causes in
the ‘modern’ worldview, she advances ‘eco-curating’ as novel forms of working in

empowering, relational, caring and respectful ways with other beings, both human and

135 Fiona, R. Cameron, ‘Ecologizing Experimentations’.

136 Fiona R. Cameron, Museum Practices and the Posthumanities.

137 For example, see Bruno Latour, ‘To Modernize or Ecologize? That Is the Question’, in Bruce Braun and Noel
Castree (eds.), Remaking Reality: Nature at the Millennium (Routledge, 1998), 221-242; Bruno Latour, Politics of
Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy (Harvard University Press, 2004). Also see Anders Blok and
Torben Elgaard Jensen, Bruno Latour: Hybrid Thoughts in a Hybrid World (Routledge, 2011), 75-101.

138 Fiona R. Cameron, ‘Ecologizing Experimentations’.

139 Fiona R. Cameron, Museum Practices and the Posthumanities, 246.
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nonhuman. Curatorial practice, as such, ‘is refigured as human, more-than-and non-human

collaborations.’°

Like Cameron, | also apply modes of ‘systems thinking’ to conceptualise and analyse
curatorship. Inspired by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s theory of the ‘rhizome’ and
Manuel DeLanda’s theory of ‘assemblage’, Cameron proposes the concept of the ‘liquid
museum’ wherein museums are refashioned as ‘heterogeneous assemblages made up of
material and expressive forms enmeshed in diverse collectives comprising many human and
nonhuman elements.”'*" In effect, viewing museums as ‘liquid’ provides a lens onto the
ecological, interconnected distribution of agencies that actively shape museum processes
and products, but also situates museums as actively shaping their environment. By locating
museums in these broader ecologies of agency, one can examine institutional change as

taking place through the interactions between these various, multi-scalar agents.'*?

While | am fascinated by her ideas and approaches to curating in ways that deconstruct
binaries of human/nonhuman, object/subject and nature/culture—and understand the
significance of doing so in a time of socio-environmental upheaval—in my research, | do not
set out to appraise curatorial activities in terms of how they conform, or not, to principles and
practices of ecologizisation and eco-curating. If Cameron were to critique my case studies of
curatorship, she would discern evidence of anthropocentrism, human exceptionalism,
modernist worldviews and assumptions of nature/culture, human/nonhuman dualism.
Instead, her work has inspired me to analyse the curator and curatorial process—rather than

the curatorial product—as ecologically entangled.

I am exploring curatorial practice on the basis that it is a necessarily collaborative endeavour
between the curator and other human and nonhuman actors, and from this foundation,
assess how and why curators made certain choices and took certain actions in their
approaches to collecting, interpreting and exhibiting the changing planet. | argue that it is
important to contextualise the work of curators so that they feel inspired to reflect critically on
their own practice and how it relates to their environments, and in turn, conjecture how they
could adapt their methods, in practicable ways, to meet the shifting challenges of the

changing planet.

140 |bid., 248.

41 Fiona R. Cameron, ‘Stirring up Trouble’, 669. Also see Fiona R. Cameron, ‘The Liquid Museum: New
Institutional Ontologies for a Complex, Uncertain World’, in Andrea Witcomb and Kylie Message (eds.), Museum
Theory (Wiley & Sons, 2020), 345-363.

142 Fiona R. Cameron, ‘Stirring up Trouble’, 669.
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To define and demarcate the ecological agencies in a curator’s environments that guide their
thinking and practice, | take inspiration from psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological
Systems Theory of child development. Furthermore, by analysing curatorship in a systematic
way, | draw on scholarship that promotes systems thinking in sustainable transitions.
Systems thinking can provide a tool for understanding the web of interrelations that cause
complex problems—such as the unsustainable practices that have engendered the changing
planet—and from there, propose contextualised solutions that support transitions to
sustainable ways of living." Thinking across systems in this way, challenging the
exceptionalism of the individual human, builds on posthumanist and new materialist

philosophies and Indigenous worldviews.'**

In arguing that curatorship is enmeshed in ecological systems, | therefore hope to encourage
curators to evaluate their own practice in a systematic and holistic way, and from there
consider how they might embed sustainable modes of thinking and acting in their work and
throughout their working environment. To consciously situate curatorship as ecological, |
argue, is to embrace an altruistic paradigm that is inclusive of, responsive to, and caring for
the human and nonhuman actors who comprise that system.'*® As museum scholar-
practitioner Robert Janes argues in Museums in a Troubled World, recognising that museum
practice emerges from an ecological network of interdependencies and interconnections is
necessary to safeguard their future relevance to audiences; it is ‘the bedrock of successful
adaptation in a complex, and increasingly severe, world.'*¢ Adopting an ecological mode of
thinking and acting is an opportunity to enact ethics of collectivity and decentralisation over
individualism and hierarchy. In the context of the changing planet and sustainable
transitions, this is to invite a worldview that respects and nurtures the diverse relationships

that underpin life on Earth.

So, inspired by Bronfenbrenner’s structuring of the ecological systems that determine human
development, | make sense of the interacting agencies that shape curatorial decision-making

and practice by allocating them into spheres of influence around the curator: the

143 See Nikolaos Voulvoulis et al., ‘Systems Thinking as a Paradigm Shift for Sustainability Transition’, Global
Environmental Change, Vol.75, (2022), 1-7; Miles Weaver et al., ‘Systems Thinking for Sustainability: Shifting to a
Higher Level of Systems Consciousness’, Journal of the Operational Research Society, (2025) [ahead of print], 1-
14.

144 See Olga Cielemecka and Christine Daigle, ‘Posthuman Sustainability: An Ethos for Our Anthropocenic
Future’, Theory, Culture & Society, Vol.36(7-8), (2019), 67-87.

145 See Yuha Jung and Ann Rowson Lowe, ‘Systems Thinking and Museum Ecosystem’, in Yuha Jung and Ann
Rowson Lowe (eds.), Systems Thinking in Museums: Theory and Practice (Rowman & Littlefield, 2017), 7-9.

146 Robert R. Janes, Museums in a Troubled World: Renewal, Irrelevance or Collapse? (Routledge, 2009), 25.
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microsphere, mesosphere, exosphere, macrosphere and chronosphere. In Bronfenbrenner’s

figuration of these systems in child development, he defines them in the following ways:'*’

Microsystem: The person’s immediate environment and the relationships within that
environment. The home and family unit, for one, is a major aspect of an individual’'s
microsystem, wherein their development is shaped by their interactions with parents, siblings
and other individuals present in the home. The microsystem can also extend to settings and
people outside the home, providing that the person has frequent and sustained contact with
them, such as close friends and school. Given that they are also key factors shaping an
individual’'s development and are likewise contained within their immediate ‘environment’,
the microsystem encompasses the individual’s personality, beliefs, mental abilities,

behaviour, attitudes, emotions and ambitions.

Mesosystem: Bronfenbrenner defined the meso layer as a system of interacting
microsystems, denoting the relationships and processes taking place between two or more
of the individual’'s microsystems. It describes, for example, how a child’s life at home impacts
their performance at school, or how their relationships with friends and peers shapes their
personality. Another example is that a child’s school, its student body and the staff who
oversee those students function as a mesosystem, given that they contain multiple,

interacting microsystems for that child, such as their classroom and their friendship groups.

Exosystem: Like the mesosystem, the exosystem comprises of interacting microsystems.
However, it differs from the mesosystem in that at least one of these contexts does not
contain the person being studied at the centre of it. So, there is a degree of separation
between the individual and their exosystem, containing aspects that are external to them and
that they do not have direct involvement in. The exosystem therefore has a secondary,
indirect impact on the child, such as their parents’ working environments, or extended
relatives who had a direct relationship with a parent but no relationship with the child. It also

includes local politics and governance.

Macrosystem: The macrosystem signifies the overarching socio-politico-economic

structures of power, societal norms and customs, laws, cultures, belief systems and

147 Urie Bronfenbrenner, ‘Ecological Models of Human Development’, in Mary Gauvain and Michael Cole (eds.)
Readings on the Development of Children. (Scientific American Books, 1993), 37-43; Richard M. Lerner,
Concepts and Theories of Human Development (Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2002), 41; Marcus Crawford,
‘Ecological Systems Theory: Exploring the Development of the Theoretical Framework as Conceived by
Bronfenbrenner’, Journal of Public Health Issues and Practices, Vol.4(2), no. 170, (2020), 1-6.

49



ideologies, lifestyles, bodies of knowledge, education systems, mass communication
systems, natural resources and hazards, and so on, in which an individual is embedded. The
macrosystem is important to shaping all interactions and experiences across microsystems,
mesosystems and exosystems. These systems, in turn, work together in shaping the

macrosystem.

Chronosystem: Lastly, the chronosystem is arguably the most abstract and intangible
system that impacts an individual's development, added by Bronfenbrenner to the Ecological
Systems model in his later work. This system relates to the individual's passage through
time and perception of time, and the ways that they situate themselves in the present in
relation to their past and future. Beyond the course of their own life, it can also include the
historical past. Rather than just denoting a linear progression, the chronosystem identifies
how the timing of an event, at a particular moment, can impact the future trajectory of the
individual, instigating a process of change, adaptation and/or rupture. For example, the
timing of a parent’s death can be more impactful on a child’s development at certain

moments in their life compared to others.

In this model of interacting ecological systems, the individual is situated at the centre, and
they are nested within concentric spheres that gradually become larger, more complex, more

abstract and more distanced from their direct environment and experiences.

Of course, in this thesis, | am not concerned with child development. As such, | have
adjusted Bronfenbrenner’s framework to suit my own ends. Generally, rather than ‘systems’,
I more often refer to curators’ ‘spheres of influence’. This is because | recognise the
parameters of my research methods. If | were to speak to a curator’s ‘microsystem’, that
would imply that | have knowledge of all the components that comprise that system for the
individual curator, which | do not. That being so, | isolate the components that | can discern
and refer to them ‘agencies’ (or sometimes ‘actors’) that form part of the spheres, levels,
environments or contexts that influence curators’ practice. In the table below (Table 0.1), |
overview some examples of agencies that | identify within the spheres of influence of

curators.

In my application of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems framework, | am not undertaking a
psychological, sociological or anthropological study into the personal, social, intellectual and
working lives of curators. | am instead using his ecological model as an adapted tool to aid
my thinking and analysis of curating as it takes place in distinct contexts, making sense of,

and compartmentalising, the webs of relationships and agencies that together shape the
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practices and products of curatorship. And for ease of representation in this thesis, rather
than encapsulate these relational networks in visual diagrams—qgiven that concentric circles
do not lend themselves to detailed description—I summarise and separate the ecological
spheres into tables, each cell constituting a different agency. These tables summarise my
findings on the diverse agencies shaping curatorial decisions and practices and differentiate

them according to the spheres in which they are located.

| have not probed deeply into the personal experiences, backgrounds, thoughts and lives of
individual curators. Therefore, in my tables summarising the ecologies of their practice, |
have not done so from the basis of one individual curator at the centre. Rather, in the
‘microsphere’ columns, | have (generally) collated aspects relating to the microspheres of
multiple curators. The microsphere, in this case, works from the basis that the ‘curatorial
team’ or collaborating curators is a microsystem. | locate the individuals that curators work

with who fall outside their curatorial microcosm in the mesosphere.

If a curator were to employ the Ecological Systems framework as a tool for their own
reflective and reflexive practice, | would recommend that they situate themselves alone at
the centre and focus on factors belonging to their personal microsphere of influence.
Certainly, this can include how their thoughts and actions have been impacted and inspired
by their close colleagues in the microcosm of their immediate working environment, such as
the team that they may form part of. But after that, the agencies that influenced those
colleagues, and the agencies that shaped those agencies, and so on, will become
increasingly separated and abstract from the individual curator’s microsphere. Rather than
over-complicate this exercise into ecological thinking and praxis, it is best to extrapolate

curatorial ecologies from a foundation of personal experience, outlook and reflection.
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Table 0.1 Examples of Possible Agencies in Curators’ Spheres of Influence: Factors and Actors that May Shape Their Thoughts,

Decisions and Practices (Specifically if They Work in the Context of a Museum, Heritage or Arts Organisation)

Microsphere

Mesosphere

Exosphere

Macrosphere

Chronosphere

The curator’s unique
responsibilities and
oversight that differentiates
their work from their
colleagues’.

Teams and individuals who
work in the same
organisation, but do not
interact regularly with the
curator.

Conceptualisations and
intellectual frameworks of
the disciplines/subjects that
the organisation engages
with.

Political discourse and
policymaking in national and
international governance.

Experiences of moving
through time.

The immediate resources
available to the curator to
carry out their work.

The organisation’s
structuring of curatorial
roles, remits and
responsibilities.

Broader concepts, issues,
debates and trends within the
subject fields that the
curator/organisation engages
with.

Current affairs and public
discourse in mass media and
social media.

Collective and personal
memories of past events.

The curator’s colleagues that
they collaborate with and
interact with daily.

The organisation’s
executives and trustees who
do not interact regularly with
the curator.

The broad and abstract
‘public’ that the
curator/organisation
conceptualises as serving.

Social movements and
prominent campaign groups.

Conceptualisations of
legacy, heritage and
historical significance on the
present.

The curator’s educational
background and training.

The organisation’s branding
and market positioning.

Organisations that the
curator’s workplace forms
partnerships with.

Cultural trends.

Perceptions of the
‘contemporary’ and the
‘zeitgeist’.

The curator’s occupational
background and work
experience.

The organisation’s mission,
vision, aims and strategic
plans and priorities.

Policies and strategies of
local councils, business
networks, tourism boards
and other external
stakeholders.

The economic climate and
functioning of the economy.

Speculations and
anticipations about future
worlds.

The curator’s upbringing and
childhood.

The organisation’s
framework for learning and
engagement.

Local and national
curriculums in schools.

Weather events and natural
disasters.
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The curator’s close family,
friends and relationships.

The organisation’s ‘real” and
‘target’ audiences.

Donors of objects and
resources to the
organisation.

Endemic and pandemic
diseases.

Intellectual, creative and
recreational pursuits that the
curator is involved in outside
of work.

Internal sources of funding
and revenue for the
organisation. E.g., ticket
sales.

External sources of funding
for the organisation. E.g.,
corporate, public and charity.

Communities that the curator
forms a part of outside of
their work environment.

Opportunities for training,
learning and development
provided by the
organisation.

Specific laws and policies
pertaining to the

organisation’s sector. E.g.,
the National Heritage Act.

The curator’s personal
beliefs, values, ethics and
lifestyle choices.

The organisation’s official
workflows and frameworks
for project management.

Inter-organisational
collectives and networks that
the organisation forms part
of.

The curator’s hopes, desires
and ambitions.

External parties who are
invited into processes of
collaborative curating.

External advisory boards and
panels for the organisation.

The curator’s personal
experiences, reflections and
lessons learned from
previous activities.

Practices and findings of
evaluation and audience
research carried out within
the organisation.

External experts who
curators consult in their
research and content
development.

Aspects of the curator’s
identity that they consider
important to their practice,
such as gender, ethnicity,
ability and religion.

The organisation’s policies
and strategies. E.g., for
collecting, exhibitions and
sustainability.

Providers of goods and
services procured for the
organisation. E.g., for
design, construction,
couriering and equipment.

Inter-organisational
communities of practice that
the curator takes part in.
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Methodology

My research paradigm for this study is qualitative, involving the interpretation and analysis of
interviews and documentary evidence to discover meaningful patterns, draw out conclusions
and generate hypotheses.'® Qualitative data, moreover, is well suited to examining lived
experiences, discerning the meanings that people place on events, processes and
structures, and connecting these meanings to the environments in which they are
embedded.'*® My research pivots around the outlooks, experiences, actions and decision-
making practices of curators and how these relate to the multiple, interconnected contexts in
which they live and work. This is not a study into audience engagement with climate change

in museums, and as such, | do not apply methodologies of audience research.

Given that curators do not always comprehensively document their perspectives, reflections
and step-by-step processes of their work, interviews—which function somewhat like oral
histories—supply the rich, primary data that inform my analyses of case studies. These
interviews allow me to assess curatorial practices from the curators’ own frames of
reference. When | conducted these interviews—at least at first, before | discerned any ‘gaps’
in the information that | had gathered—I approached them as descriptive, subjective,
exploratory, discovery-oriented, process-oriented and expansionist exercises. From this
groundwork, | applied inductive reasoning to draw out broader generalisations and
discussions.™® | identified the interview participants through organisations’ websites, social
media platforms, gatekeepers and personal contacts. Most of the participants are ‘curators’

in a formal, permanent role, but some work(ed) in different capacities.

To facilitate the exploratory, discovery-oriented nature of my data collection, while ensuring a
concentration on relevant topics, | conducted semi-structured interviews. Structured
interviews, based on a prepared, strict script of questions, would have been too rigid to
permit interviewees to expand on their reflections and add an extra level of detail and insight.
Unstructured interviews, on the other hand, would have been led entirely by the participant,

which would have opened them to diverging significantly from the issue at hand. The semi-

148 Carl F. Auerbach and Louise B. Silverstein, Qualitative Data: An Introduction to Coding and Analysis (New
York University Press, 2003), 3-4.

149 Matthew B. Miles, A. Michael Huberman and Johnny Saldafa, Qualitative Data Analysis: A Methods
Sourcebook (SAGE Publications, 2014), 11.

150 See Charles S. Reichardt and Thomas D. Cook, ‘Beyond Qualitative Versus Quantitative Methods’, in Thomas
D. Cook and Charles S. Reichardt (eds.), Qualitative and Quantitative Methods in Evaluation Research. (SAGE
Publications, 1979), 10.
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structured interview therefore maintains a thematic focus while also making room for organic

conversation, flexibility, elaboration and follow-up questioning.'"

| sent key questions and discussion points to the participants in advance of the interviews in
the hope that they would help them to understand my research aims, as well as give them
more time to reflect on their thoughts and experiences and thus provide more detailed and
considered responses. For example, one of the big, ‘umbrella’ questions that | addressed in
the introductory section of the interviews concerned the ways in which participants
conceptualised curatorship and the kinds of activities that fall under this practice. My
purpose in asking this was manifold. One reason was that it addressed my research
objectives that involve contextualising, comparing, relating and differentiating practices of
curatorship. Another intention was to provide an opening into contemplating whether
curators’ conceptualisation of their practice and their responsibilities within those roles
influenced—consciously or subconsciously—their frameworks and approaches to engaging
with the changing planet. Lastly, | was interested to discern whether there were patterns
between concepts and contexts of curatorship; whether curators in the same working

environment shared similar understandings of what it is to be a curator.

From the outset, it has been central to my methodological and theoretical approaches that |
analyse curatorial activities with a pragmatic mind to the contexts in which they live and
work. | seek to avoid, as much as possible, critiquing curatorial practices from my own
standpoint as an ‘outsider’, examining the processes and products of their work through a
framework that is alien to their perspectives and lived experiences. Moreover, | hope to be
empathetic and conscious of the unique challenges, constraints and pressures that curators
are working under. This is why | value the interviews—the oral testimonies of curators—as

so central to my project.

However, | understand the limitations of interviews as a primary source of evidence. First, |
realise that there is a constructivist element to carrying out interviews, whereby | brought my
own thoughts, opinions and experiences to the production of knowledge in ‘conversational
relation’.® In other words, | recognise my own positionality as the interviewer in shaping the

responses and information that | gathered from interviewees. Second, in writing this thesis, |

151 Simon Carter and Lesley Henderson, ‘Approaches to Qualitative Data Collection in Social Science’, in Ann
Bowling and Shah Ebrahim (eds.), Handbook of Health Research Methods: Investigation, Measurement and
Analysis (Open University Press, 2005), 217-220.

152 Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann, InterViews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research Interviewing
(SAGE Publications, 2009), 17-18.
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feel the effects of not being able to interview everyone who was involved in my case-study
activities of collecting, interpreting and exhibiting the changing planet, curators or otherwise.
On the one hand, | made active decisions to limit the number of interviewees to people who
worked in explicitly curatorial capacities. There are exceptions to this, however, in my
interviews with non-curatorial individuals whom curators suggested | had conversations with.
On the other hand, there are individuals that | would have ideally interviewed, but
circumstances complicated this. For example, if they had been made redundant from the
case-study organisation, this would have created an ethical issue in my research. In other

cases, individuals simply did not agree to take part in an interview.

To corroborate or challenge my interview findings, when it was available, | refer to
documentary evidence. This includes sources pertaining to the operation of the organisation
in/for which the curator is working. For example, organisational policies, such as collecting
and exhibition policies; organisational guidelines for practice, particularly those that relate to
the work of curators; organisations’ statements of missions, aims, objectives and strategic
priorities; and organisations’ frameworks and strategies for learning and engagement. | also
consult written sources of curatorial work and planning. These include curators’ or curatorial
teams’ own guidelines and recommendations for practice; curators’ ‘formal’ reflections on
their practice, for example, in published works, blogs or symposium papers; project briefs;
interpretation plans; and acquisition proposals. And lastly, specifically in the case of galleries
and exhibitions, | look to visual and written records of these spaces. They include my own
photographs of displays, objects, text panels and labels, but in the absence of this, other
people’s documentary evidence of exhibitions and galleries, such as that published online or

in books and articles.

Introduction to Case Studies

Crucial to my qualitative research paradigm is that | collect rich, descriptive, subjective and
contextual data. As such, | structure my project and findings around case studies. |
deliberately selected a diverse range of institutions—from across the UK—to expand my
perspectives on curatorial practice. | grant most of my attention to the Science Museum,
which | designate as my primary case study. On a practical level, | admit that personnel,
resources and data from the Science Museum were significantly more accessible to me, as
one of its PhD students, than they were from the other case-study organisations.
Unsurprisingly, this facilitated my strong and sustained focus on the institution. | therefore

position the other case-study organisations as secondary and tertiary. This is not to
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downgrade my interest in their activities, but rather, to reflect that the data | collected from
them is conspicuously less substantial and varied compared to that which | collected from
the Science Museum, due to my novel position there as both insider and outsider. In large
part, this is because of the barriers and constraints around accessing curatorial and
organisational working documents, but also due to the time pressures on curators which

hindered their ability to track down and share primary material with me.

The secondary case-study organisations are Thinktank Birmingham Science Museum and
Museums for Climate Action. | designate the latter as an ‘organisation’, but a proper term for
it would be ‘project team’, existing for the purpose of collaboratively developing an exhibition,
Reimagining Museums for Climate Action (which | often shorten to Reimagining Museums).
Museums for Climate Action was a distributed group of individuals who were not tied to a
particular space or employer.'® Through interview data, | utilise these organisations to
supply modes of curatorship for comparison with the Science Museum. In my analysis, |
draw significant attention to the actors in these case studies. My tertiary case-study
organisations are National Museums Scotland, Glasgow Science Centre and the Sainsbury
Centre (Norwich). | designate them as tertiary because | explore these organisations in
considerably less detail than the other case studies. Nevertheless, | find them compelling to
bring into play in my analysis because they provide insight into different contexts,

possessing unique conceptions and remits of curatorship.

As can be discerned below, there is an overlap in the individuals comprising Museums for
Climate Action and Glasgow Science Centre. | treat these groups as separate case-study
organisations because | grant more attention to the exhibition developed by the Museums for
Climate Action team than | do to the spaces and activities of Glasgow Science Centre.
Moreover, my intention is to make it clear that Reimagining Museums was not curated by
Glasgow Science Centre, but that they hosted the exhibition. Nevertheless, | still consider it
important to grant some attention to the operations and spaces of the Science Centre given

that they were brought into proximal relation with the exhibition.

In the following sub-sections, | provide brief overviews for the case-study organisations—
their histories, characteristics and modes of operating—along with introductions to the
individuals that | interviewed. In introducing these individuals, where | can, | outline their job

title(s) and remit(s) of responsibility, pointing out any changes in their position at the

153 See Museums for Climate Action, ‘Rethink | Why Rethink Museums? | Project Background’. Available at:
https://www.museumsforclimateaction.org/rethink/background [accessed 17 September 2025].
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organisation. | supply such information as context to examine their practices, outlooks,

experiences and approaches to engaging with the changing planet.

Science Museum (Science Museum Group)

The history of the Science Museum is long, rich and well-documented. So much so that it
has been the subject of many studies, including an entire edited volume dedicated to
exploring diverse perspectives on the history of the institution.'* As such, | only provide a
summary of its origins and present situation and governance. The early beginnings of the
Science Museum are rooted in the Great Exhibition of 1851 in Crystal Palace. The Exhibition
had an enormous political, social and cultural impact, so much so that it is often
characterised as an epoch-making event, particularly with regards to the history of
museums.'®® In this space, exhibits of industrial machinery were perceived to engender civic
pride in the triumphs of science and technology and embody Victorian ideals of ‘progress’.'®
Nevertheless, to the organisers, the upshot of exhibiting the industrial and technological

prowess of other nations was the realisation that Britain needed to play catch-up."’

The surplus funds generated by the Exhibition, therefore, provided the foundation for an
institution in South Kensington, London (on a site that was later named Exhibition Road),
whose mission was to help bridge this gap, ‘[serving] to increase the means of Industrial
Education and extend the influence of Science and Art upon Productive Industry'.'*® The
resulting South Kensington Museum was accordingly predicated on the ambition that
exhibiting objects—across science, technology, art and culture—would first address a deficit
in public knowledge of historical and contemporary innovations, and that this would then lead
to innovative practice, thus boosting the nation’s industrial output and subsequent economic

reward."®

Precisely when the ‘Science Museum’ came into being as a separate endeavour can be

disputed. In 1876, the exhibition of the Special Loan Collection of Scientific Apparatus set in

154 Peter J.T. Morris (ed.), Science for the Nation: Perspectives on the History of the Science Museum (Palgrave
Macmillan, 2010).

155 See Louise Purbrick (ed.), The Great Exhibition of 1851: New Interdisciplinary Essays (Manchester University
Press, 2001).

156 Stella Butler, Science and Technology Museums, 19.

157 Alison Boyle, “Not for Their Beauty”: Instruments and Narratives at the Science Museum, London’, in Silke
Ackermann, Richard Kremer and Mara Miniati (eds.), Scientific Instruments on Display (Brill, 2014), 38.

158 Cited in Stella Butler, Science and Technology Museums, 18.

159 Thaddeus Parsons, Science Collection, Exhibition and Display in Public Museums in Britain from World War
Two Through to the 1960s [Doctoral Thesis] (University of Oxford, 2009), 21.
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course the first efforts to demarcate the science collections as worthy of an independent
space from the art and design collections of the South Kensington Museum (which later
formed the Victoria and Albert Museum). In 1883, the science collections of the South
Kensington Museum received a significant boost by their being amalgamated with the Patent
Office Museum. In 1885, the South Kensington Museum’s Department of Science and Art
first separated, nominally, the science collections and art collections into ‘the Science
Museum’ and ‘the Art Museum’. In 1893, the first Director of this newly conceived ‘Science
Museum’ was appointed: Major-General Edward Festing. In 1909, an independent Science
Museum officially came into being. And lastly in 1928, the building’s construction was

completed, and the Science Museum, in its entirety, opened to the public for the first time."®

Another landmark in the history of the institution was the Report of the Departmental
Committee on the Science Museum and the Geological Museum, published in two parts in
1911 and 1912-1913. It is otherwise known as the ‘Bell Report’, being overseen by the steel
magnate Hugh Bell. In its long-term development plan for the Museum, the Report
recommended that it continued an educational role that had already been established in the
South Kensington Museum: ‘so far as is possible by means of exhibited scientific
instruments and apparatus, machines and other objects, the Collections in the Science
Museum ought to afford illustration and exposition of the various branches of Science within
its field and of their applications in the Arts and Industries’. But simultaneously, it proposed
that the Museum should fulfil a role to collect, house and preserve ‘appliances which hold

honoured place in the progress of Science or in the history of invention’.'®’

To the former Keeper of Science Collections at the Museum, Alison Boyle, the two-pronged
focus on the ‘history of science’ and ‘current practice’ set out by the Bell Committee has
been hugely influential on collecting practices, becoming the ‘defining dichotomy of the
Science Museum throughout its existence.’"®? To both Boyle and Tim Boon—the former Chief
Curator, then Head of Research and Public History at the Science Museum—this ‘dichotomy’
within the structures and mission of the institution was further entrenched by Director Neil
Cossons’ restructuring across the 1980s and 1990s, creating a rupture between the

Collections Management Division—overseeing the work of collections curators—and the

160 peter J.T. Morris, ‘Introduction’, 1.
161 Cited in Alison Boyle, “Not for Their Beauty™, 40.
162 |hid., 40.
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Public Services Division—overseeing the work of interpretation, presentation and

education.'®?

Spurring this transition was a growing strategic emphasis on the market positioning of the
Science Museum as providing ‘fun’, ‘entertaining’ and ‘accessible’ learning experiences to its
‘consumers’. This ‘cultural revolution’ was captured by Sharon Macdonald in her
ethnographic study of the organisation, Behind the Scenes at the Science Museum: a study
which has been particularly inspirational in my approaches to this thesis.'®* This ‘revolution’,
in large part, stemmed from the fact that in 1984, following the neo-liberal agenda of
Margaret Thatcher’s government, the Museum was devolved from direct State control and
passed into the management of a Board of Trustees, effectively becoming a quasi-
independent organisation. In consequence, the Museum became increasingly aware of itself
as situated in the ‘market’, vying with other organisations and businesses for the public’s

leisure time and disposable income.'®®

Shortly before that, in 1983, the Science Museum Group (SMG) had been established under
the National Heritage Act of the same year. The Group acts as a non-departmental public
body and an exempt charity that manages a collective of five national museums dedicated to
science, technology, mathematics, industry, transport, media and medicine.'®® The other four
museums working alongside the Science Museum are: the Science and Industry Museum
(Manchester), the National Railway Museum (York), Locomotion (County Durham) and the
Science and Media Museum (Bradford). These museums form part of a group of fourteen
national museums in the UK that were established by Acts of Parliament and are overseen
and provided funding by the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS).

‘Science capital’ currently provides the framework through which public-facing activities at
the Science Museum are shaped and articulated, scaffolding its philosophy and approaches
to learning and engagement.'®” A prior learning framework (from the 1990s) was the ‘Public

Understanding of Science’ (PUS), which was managed by a designated PUS division in the

163 |bid., 54-55; Timothy Boon, ‘Parallax Error? A Participant’s Account of the Science Museum, c. 1980-2000’, in
Peter J.T. Morris (ed.), Science for the Nation, 111-135.

164 Sharon Macdonald, Behind the Scenes at the Science Museum (Berg, 2002).

165 Timothy Boon, ‘Parallax Error?’, 118.

166 Science Museum Group, ‘Statement of Public Task’. Available at:
https://www.sciencemuseumgroup.org.uk/about-us/policies-and-reports/statement-of-public-task [accessed 17
September 2025].

167 See Science Museum Group Learning Team, ‘What is Science Capital?’, Science Museum Group Blog, 1
June 2016. Available at: https://learning.sciencemuseumgroup.org.uk/blog/what-is-science-capital/ [accessed 17
September 2025].
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Museum. PUS was premised on the idea that the majority of the public were ‘largely
ignorant’ of contemporary ideas and practices in science. As such, it conceived its role as
addressing this deficit, whereby more knowledge was deemed to foster a more scientifically
literate society that was better ‘equipped for life in an economy dependent upon science and

technology.’'®®

Moving on from the PUS framework—which was criticised for its top-down methodologies
that assumed a ‘public deficiency’ in scientific literacy and accordingly set out to fill this
‘knowledge vacuum’'—'®° the SMG’s current framework of ‘science capital’ emphasises the
social constructed-ness of scientific understanding and engagement. It recognises that
science-related knowledge is entangled with people’s interests, attitudes, social networks
and resources to engage with science. With an overarching ambition to help fill a UK-wide
gap in ‘STEM skills’, science capital seeks to dismantle preconceptions around what a
scientist or engineer is and does, and subsequently inspire people to realise that a career in
science and engineering is accessible and desirable to them."° The aim ‘to grow science
capital through all we do'—to ‘actively promote greater equity, inclusion and diversity in
science, in culture and in wider society’—forms the basis of the SMG’s strategic priority for
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‘Equity’.

Science capital, moreover, supplies the framework to the overarching mission of the SMG to

engage in futures discourse and inspire people to think about their future.

‘Our mission to inspire futures acts as our ‘North Star’ for the creative exploration of
science, for building science literacy through a ‘science capital’ approach, and for

inspiring the next generations of scientists, inventors and engineers.’'”2

The rationale that the SMG constructs for itself, therefore, situates practitioners of science—

scientists, inventors and engineers—as crucial agents in world-building. The purpose of its

168 John R. Durant, Geoffrey A. Evans and Goeffrey P. Thomas, ‘The Public Understanding of Science’, Nature,
Vol.340, 6 July 1989, 13.

169 See Steve Miller, ‘Public Understanding of Science at the Crossroads’, Public Understanding of Science,
Vol.10(1), (2001), 116.

170 | ouise Archer and Heather King, ‘Session 1: Understanding Science Capital’, in Transforming Practice:
Science Capital Seminar at the Science Museum, 9 October 2015, 7-11. Available at:
https://learning.sciencemuseumgroup.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/transforming-practice-conference-
report.pdf [accessed 17 September 2025]. Also see Louise Archer et al. ““Science Capital”’: A Conceptual,
Methodological, and Empirical Argument for Extending Bourdieusian Notions of Capital Beyond the Arts’, Journal
of Research in Science Teaching, Vol.52(7), (2015), 922-948.

71 Science Museum Group, ‘Inspiring Futures: Strategic Priorities 2022-2030, 7.
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institutions, in this reckoning, is to activate stories of scientific innovation, success and
adaptation—emphasising their transformative impact on society and in constructing future
worlds—towards encouraging audiences into STEM careers. Although the frameworks of
articulating this goal have changed, this is not too dissimilar to the earliest ambition for the
Science Museum, when it was the South Kensington Museum, to serve as an inspiration to
the public to participate in and boost ‘productive industry’ and thereby contribute profitably to
the national economy. Behind practices to promote STEM skills, there is often an underlying
economic agenda, along with an ideology of economic growth equalling socio-cultural

flourishing.'”

Now that | have outlined some of the key facets of their institutional context—which are
significant to the history and identity of the Science Museum—I now introduce the individuals
that | interviewed from this organisation. Objects underpin the work of many curators at the
Science Museum.'™ Sitting in the Collections Team, Collections Curators are responsible for
the care, research and display of the numerous collections that fall under the broad subject
categories of Science, Medicine, and Technologies and Engineering, which themselves are

managed by a Keeper.

¢ Dr Oliver Carpenter, who is the Curator of Infrastructure and the Built Environment.
Before overseeing this collection, he worked as an Associate Curator in the Technologies
and Engineering team. In his current role, he is managed by the Keeper of Technologies
and Engineering.

¢ Dr Rupert Cole, who is currently the Curator of Chemistry collections. Prior to this, he
has worked in the Science Museum’s curatorial team as an Associate Curator of
Chemistry, a Curator of Contemporary Science and Curator of Scientific Instruments. In
all of these roles, he has been managed by the Keeper of Science Collections.

o Dr Roger Highfield, who acts as the Science Director across the whole Science
Museum Group. Before that, he was Director of External Affairs for the SMG—a position
that he entered following a career in science journalism. As Science Director, he sits
within the SMG Executive team, where he is responsible to lan Blatchford, the Director
and Chief Executive of SMG.

o Dr Alexandra Rose, who was the Curator of Climate and Earth Science collections

(being employed in this role during the course of my research). Her former roles at the

173 See Heidi Ashton, ‘Cutting the STEM of Future Skills: Beyond the STEM vs Art Dichotomy in England’, Arts
and Humanities in Higher Education, Vol. 22(2), (2023), 148-149.

174 The exception is the comparatively small team of Exhibitions Curators who focus on developing exhibition
narratives and selecting objects for display.
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Museum extended beyond the curatorial team and included Content Developer
[Atmosphere], Exhibition Development Manager [Unlocking Lovelock: Scientist, Inventor,
Maverick] and Associate Curator of Science. Her final curatorial remit was previously
designated as the Earth Sciences and Astronomy collections. In her curatorial roles, she
was managed by the Keeper of Science Collections. She is now Head Curator of the
Royal Engineers Museum in Kent.

¢ Anonymous participant. For the purposes of their requested anonymity, | will not share

any specific details about the role and position of this individual in the Science Museum.

Being my primary case study, | analyse curatorial activities of the Science Museum in all of
the chapters of this thesis. Collecting practices in the Science Museum provide the principal
focus of Chapter 1, and they are brought into brief comparison with acquisition in National
Museums Scotland. In Chapter 2, | examine the Science Museum’s permanent gallery,
Energy Revolution: The Adani Green Energy Gallery (2024-) in comparison with a
permanent gallery at Thinktank Birmingham Science Museum: Our Changing Planet (2021-).
And in Chapter 3, | consider the Science Museum’s temporary exhibition Our Future Planet
(2021-2022) chiefly in relation to Museums for Climate Action’s Reimagining Museums for
Climate Action exhibition (Glasgow Science Centre, 2021), but also with a comparative lens
on the Sainsbury Centre’s Sediment Spirit: The Activation of Art in the Anthropocene (2023-
2024).

Thinktank Birmingham Science Museum (Birmingham Museums Trust)

In contrast to London’s Science Museum, Thinktank Birmingham Science Museum—which |
hereafter refer to as Thinktank—is not a publicly-funded national museum. Instead, it forms
part of the Birmingham Museums Trust (BMT), which operates on behalf of Birmingham City
Council to care for the city’s collection of over one million objects.'”® Answering to municipal
government, and being part of a collective of nine interdisciplinary museums, Thinktank
stands in contrast to the national government-funded Science Museum that forms part of a
collective of museums that are united by science disciplines. Birmingham Museums was
formed in 2012 as an independent charitable trust. It manages Thinktank alongside

Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery (BMAG), the Museum of the Jewellery Quarter, the

175 Birmingham Museums Trust, ‘Resilient Heritage: Laying Foundations | Brief for Evaluation’, 30 January 2024,
1. Available to download at: https://www.contractsfinder.service.gov.uk/Notice/7f166b04-f620-4fcd-8127-
02d48ee22846 [accessed 17 September 2025].
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Figure 2.6. Posters and T-Shirt for Solar Giraffe (2022),
displayed in Energy Revolution: The Adani Green Energy
Gallery, Science Museum. Source: photograph by the
author, 17 June 2024.
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Figure 2.7. Dover Sun House, Popular Science Magazine Figure 2.8. ‘Prehistory’, Our Changing Planet, Thinktank. Source:
(1949), displayed in Energy Revolution: The Adani Green photograph by the author, 2 November 2024.

Energy Gallery, Science Museum. Source: photograph by the
author, 17 June 2024.
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Figure 2.9. ‘The Colombian Exchange’, Our Changing Planet, Thinktank. Source:
photograph by the author, 2 November 2024.

Figure 2.10. ‘The Industrial Revolution’, Our Changing Planet, Thinktank. Source:
photograph by the author, 2 November 2024.
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Figure 2.11. ‘The Age of Plastics’, Our Changing Planet, Thinktank. Source:
photograph by the author, 2 November 2024.

Figure 2.12. ‘The Great Acceleration’, Our Changing Planet, Thinktank. Source:
photograph by the author, 2 November 2024.
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Figure 2.13. Green Sea Turtle (Chelonia mydas), displayed at the Figure 2.14. Bronze-Age Gold Torc (right), displayed in

entrance to Our Changing Planet, Thinktank. Source: photograph by the Our Changing Planet, Thinktank. Source: photograph by
author, 2 November 2024. the author, 2 November 2024.
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Figure 2.15. Model of a Traditional Fijian Double Canoe (c.1870), displayed in Energy
Revolution: The Adani Green Energy Gallery. Source: photograph by the author, 17
June 2024.

Figure 2.16. Bersey Electric Taxi Cab (1897), displayed in Energy Revolution: The
Adani Green Energy Gallery. Source: photograph by the author, 17 June 2024.




Figure 2.17. Model of Solar-Powered Classroom (2023), Figure 2.18. Prototype Steam Locomotive by William Burdoch (1784),
displayed in Energy Revolution: The Adani Green Energy displayed in Our Changing Planet, Thinktank. Source: photograph by
Gallery. Source: photograph by the author, 17 June 2024. the author, 2 November 2024.
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Figure 2.19. Industrial Machinery, displayed in Power Up, Thinktank. Source:
photograph by the author, 2 November 2024.

Figure 3.1. Our Future Planet, Science Museum. Source: photograph by the author, 24
August 2022.




Figure 3.2. Newspapers Published the Day After the Release Figure 3.3. Fossilised Plant Material in Coal, displayed in Our
of Working Group I’'s Contribution to the Sixth Assessment Future Planet, Science Museum. Source: photograph by the
Report, displayed in Our Future Planet, Science Museum. author, 24 August 2022.

Source: photograph by the author, 24 August 2022.
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Appendix A

Charting and Contextualising Museological and Curatorial Engagement with the Changing Planet (UK and Overseas)

Changing Planet: . . . .
Year Exhibitions, Galleries, Organisations & Changing Planet: Weather Events, glclzg;gslllll]g; lanet: g(:::f:;ﬁcpelzlet'
Displays & Events Networks Science & Research Natural Disasters & . .
. Campaigns Policies
Pandemics

October. The World

Commission on October. The Great September. The

Environment and Storm, UK. One of the .

. Montreal Protocol

Development worst storms in the UK .

(WCED) published | in the 20" century, with was signed. An
1987 . international treaty to

Our Common Future. | winds of up to 100mph. hase out chemicals

The report introduced 18 people were killed, ph td d th

the concept of and millions of trees that damaged the

‘sustainable were blown down. ozone layer.

development’.

The Inter-

governmental Panel

on Climate Change

(IPCC) was

established by the
1988 United Nations

Environment

Programme (UNEP)

and World

Meteorological

Organization (WMO).

275



October-March 2004. The
Weather Project by Olafur

August. European
heatwave. Many
countries experienced
their highest ever

2003 Eliasson, Tate Modern. An temperatures. Tens of
installation in which the artist thousands of excess
recreated the sun. deaths occurred as a
result of the extreme
heat.
October-December. August. Hurricane
Groundworks: .
. . Katrina, USA. One of
Environmental Collaboration .
. the most devastating
in Contemporary Art, The . .
. . storms in US history.
Regina Gouger Miller
. Nearly 2000 people
2005 Gallery, Carnegie Mellon .
. . . were killed, hundreds of
University (Pittsburgh). An
o . thousands of homes
exhibition project that
. were destroyed, and
explored the role of art in o
L . . over a million people
building socio-ecological .
. ) were displaced.
relationships.
October. The Al Gore’s film, An
Economics of Climate Inconvenient Truth,
June-September. The Ship: Change: The Stern was released. This
Art & Climate Change by Review was published. highly successful
Cape Farewell, Natural Commissioned by the documentary, which
History Museum (London) UK Government and formed the basis of
2006 (travelling). An exhibition of carried out by the his travelling lecture
the works by creators who had economist Nicholas tour, did much to

been travelling for the last five
years with Cape Farewell to
the High Arctic.

Stern, the report
assessed and forecasted
the impact of climate
change on the world
economy.

raise public
awareness of climate
change and bring it
onto the public
agenda.
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September-December.
Weather Report: Art and
Climate Change, Boulder
Museum of Contemporary
Art. An exhibition that
explored the contribution of
artists to understanding
climate change and
galvanising climate action.

‘Julie’s Bicycle’ was
founded in the UK as
a not-for-profit
organisation
supporting the arts and
culture sector to take
climate action and
embrace sustainability.

May. The IPCC
published the fourth
assessment report. It
declared that evidence
of warming in the
climatic system was
unequivocal.

2007
October-April 2008. Can
Algae Save the World?,
Science Museum. An
Antenna exhibition which
explored different
technological solutions to
cutting greenhouse gas
emissions and mitigating
climate change.
May-October. Does Flying November. The UK
Cost the Earth?, Science Government passed
Museum. An Antenna the Climate Change
exhibition which discussed Act. It made the UK
2008 how aviation contributes to legally obhgedoto
climate change as well as carry ‘?“t an 80%
investigated new technologies Z‘;(ll};(;?ocfs lgycgf)t;%n

that could make flying more
sustainable.

compared to 1990
levels.
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April-November. The
Science of Survival: Your
Planet Needs You, Science
Museum. An interactive
exhibition that was premised
on the question of what human
survival and livelihoods will
look like in 2050. It
considered how the changing
planet could impact drinking,
eating, enjoying, moving and
building.

October-August 2009.
Climate Change: The Threat
to Life and a New Energy
Future, American Museum
of Natural History (New
York). An exhibition that
explained the science of
climate change, analysing
causes, impacts and solutions.
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2009

May-August. Climate
Change: Our Future, Our
Choice, Australian Museum
(Sydney) (travelling). An
exhibition that allowed
visitors to explore two
different future worlds: one
where no action was taken,
and one where action was
taken on the changing planet.
The introduction laid the
groundwork for the science of
climate change.

June. Klimahaus

Bremerhaven opened.

A ‘Climate Experience
Centre’ that journeys
through different
climate zones on Earth
and explores how they
are being impacted by
human activities.

November.
Climategate. Emails
from the Climatic
Research Unit
(University of East
Anglia) were hacked,
and climate change
denialists falsely
accused scientists of
manipulating climate
data. The controversy
led to widespread
public scepticism and
denialism.

December. COP1S5,
Copenhagen. It was
anticipated to create
an impactful climate
agreement to be a
successor to the
Kyoto Protocol, but
this time involving
developing countries
(especially BRICS).
But the conference
only resulted in the
Copenhagen Accord,
which contained non-
binding targets to
reduce emissions.

June-October. Radical
Nature: Art and Architecture
for a Changing Planet 1969-
2009, Barbican (London). An
exhibition centred around the
Land Art movement,
highlighting its resonances
and revival in a time of
climate change.

The Anthropocene
Working Group was
established by the
Subcommission on
Quartnary

Stratigraphy (SQS) to

examine the evidence
for the Anthropocene
epoch.

October-November. C
Words: Carbon, Climate,
Capital, Culture, Arnolfini
(Bristol). An exhibition by
artist-activist group
PLATFORM to coincide with
COP15 which spotlighted the
climate justice movement and
the intersectionality between
capitalism, climate change,
racism and global inequality.
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October-January 2010.
Prove It! All the Evidence
You Need to Believe in
Climate Change, Science
Museum. An exhibition that
sought to demonstrate the
unequivocal evidence that
climate change is happening
and that it is caused by human
activities. It was opened to
coincide with COP15 and
encouraged visitors to take
political action by providing a
platform to send a message to
the UK Government.

December-January 2010.
Earth: Art of a Changing
World, Royal Academy of
Arts (London). An exhibition
of artworks by renowned
contemporary artists
responding to the issues and
themes of the changing planet.

2010

March-September.
Sustainable Futures: Can
Design Make a Difference?,
Design Museum (London).
An exhibition that showcased
design and architecture
projects that promoted
sustainable practice. It was
divided into ‘Cities’, ‘Energy
and Economies’, ‘Materiality’,
‘Creative Citizens’ and ‘Food
(for Thought)’.

January. Liberate
Tate is formed. They
engaged in creative
acts of protest against
Tate’s sponsorship by
BP. In 2016, Tate
announced that it
would end its 26-year
relationship with the
corporation.
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October-March 2011.
London Futures, Museum of
London. An exhibition of
images that reimagine London
landmarks in an environment
transformed by climate change
and the sustainable transition.

December-March 2022.
Atmosphere, Science
Museum. An interactive
permanent museum gallery
which the Science Museum
believed to be the first of its
kind to focus solely on climate
change. Its aim was to provide
clear, accurate, up-to-date
information on climate science
to counteract widespread
public mistrust and
scepticism.

2011

September-June 2012. Water
Wars: Fight the Food Crisis,
Science Museum. An
Antenna exhibition that
considered the impacts of
future water scarcity caused
by climate change and
population growth. It
highlighted possible techno-
fixes to maintain water supply
to crops.

November-
December. COP17,
Durban. The Parties
agreed on a roadmap
towards a legally-
binding agreement in
2015 that would
commit them to
reduce emissions and
limit global warming.
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July-December.
Conversations with the
Earth: Indigenous Voices on
Climate Change, National
Museum of the American
Indian (Washington, DC). A
multimedia exhibition that
accentuated Indigenous
perspectives on the changing
planet, drawing attention to
Indigenous science and the
environmental injustices faced
by Indigenous communities.

2012

April. BP or Not
BP? Shortly after
being founded, the
activist group staged
their first protest
performance at the
Royal Shakespeare
Company,
denouncing their
sponsorship by fossil
fuel company, BP.

November-
December. COP18,
Doha. The Parties
agreed to the Doha
Amendment to the
Kyoto Protocol. This
extended the
commitment period
to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions.
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2013

May-July. Tipping Point,
Wolverhampton Art Gallery.
An exhibition of
contemporary artists’
responses to the changing
planet. It sought to underline
the role of artists in provoking
dramatic shifts in public
thinking and behaviour,
emphasising the ‘cultural
voice’ in climate action
beyond the voice of politicians
and scientists.

The Museums and
Climate Change
Network was
established at the
American Museum of
Natural History. They
are an international
community that share
ideas and resources for
addressing climate
change across the
museum, culture and
heritage sector.

December. The
Jockey Club Museum
of Climate Change
(Hong Kong) was
opened. Based in the
Chinese University of
Hong Kong, the
museum’ interactive
and multimedia
exhibitions engage
with issues of the
changing planet.
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December-January 2016.
Welcome to the
Anthropocene: The Earth in
Our Hands, Deutsches
Museum. The aim of this
exhibition was to shed light on

November. The IPCC
published the fifth
assessment report. It
concluded that human
influence over the
climate was clear and

2014 was the warmest
year on record since

2014 the Anthropocene concept, its impacts on the Earth .
analysing the diverse ways in were growing. It 18.80’ .accgrdmg to
which humankind is impacting warned that mitigation scientists in the USA.
the planet. Using historical was not the only issue;
and contemporary objects, it countries would have
explored the past, present and to starting adapting to
future of humanity. climate change.
September. The
July. The Climate 2030 Agenda for
Museum (New York) Sustainable
was established, being Development was
December-present. Powering | granted a charter by the agreed upon by
the Future, Glasgow Science | state government. The Member States of the
Centre. An interactive gallery | nonprofit organisation UN at the Sustainable
exploring different approaches | has so far engaged 2015 surpassed 2014 Development
2015 to generating energy that audiences with pop-ups as the warmest year Summit. The Agenda

frames the energy crisis
through the trilemma of
affordability, sustainability
and security.

and events that formed
the basis of its arts and
cultural programming.
But in 2025, it was
granted a permanent
home (in
development).

on record.

comprises 17
Sustainable
Development Goals
(SDGs) that aim to
end poverty and
global inequality
while tackling
climate change.
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December. The
Museum of Tomorrow
(Rio de Janeiro)
formally opened. The
museum is structured
around 5 existential
questions. The
Anthropocene provides
the focus for section 3,
‘where are we?’.
Rather than objects, the
museum centres around
immersive and
interactive experiences.

November-
December. COP21,
Paris. The Parties
agreed on a legally
binding treaty—the
Paris Agreement—to
reduce emissions and
limit global warming
to well below 2°C,
with a target of 1.5°C
warming compared to
pre-industrial levels.
It provides a key
legal framework for
net zero.

2016

June-September. Climate
Control, Manchester
Museum. The exhibition was
divided into ‘Explore the Past’
and ‘Explore the Future’,
containing a mix of objects,
interactive experiences,
question prompts. Along the
central wall, visitors could
share their ideas and
perspectives.

July. GroundWork
Gallery was opened in
King’s Lynn (Norfolk)
under the
directorship of
Veronica Sekules. It is
dedicated to exhibiting
contemporary art that
engages with nature,
the environment and
the changing planet.

2016 surpassed 2015
as the warmest year
on record.

July-present. Six new
galleries were opened at the
National Museum of
Scotland (Edinburgh). One
of these, Energise, explores
the past and future of energy
generation in Scotland. It
highlight’s the country’s rich
potential for sustainable forms
of energy.

October. Culture
Unstained was
founded by Chris
Garrard and Jess
Worth. It is a UK-based
campaign organisation
that aims to end fossil
fuel sponsorship in the
arts and culture sector.
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2017

October-April 2018. We Are
Nature: Living in the
Anthropocene, Carnegie
Museum of Natural History
(Pittsburgh). Using
specimens and other objects in
the collection, the exhibition
explored the impact of
humankind on the Earth and
other species. It formed part of
the Museum’s embrace of the
Anthropocene concept as a
major strategic theme.

The Coalition of
Museums for Climate
Justice was founded
in Canada that support
museums to advocate
for climate and
environmental justice.

June. Donald Trump
announced that he
would remove the
USA from the Paris
Agreement.

November. COP23,
Bonn. The first COP
to be presided over a
small island
developing state: Fiji.
The Parties launched
the Talanoa Dialogue:
an international
process of
conversation around
how to achieve the
Paris Agreement.
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2018

April. Pollution Pods by
Michael Pinsky, Somerset
House (London) (travelling).
An installation of domes that
simulated the air pollution
from London, Beijing, Sdo
Paulo, New Delhi and Tautra

The Climate Heritage
Network was founded
during the Global
Climate Action
Summit. It works to
mobilise and support
the culture and heritage
sector to contribute to
the Paris Agreement

October. The IPCC
released its Special
Report on Global
Warming of 1.5°C. It
was initiated by the
Paris Agreement to
explore possible
impacts of 1.5°C
warming and to

February-March. The
Beast from the East,
which was a prolonged
period of freezing
temperatures and
widespread heavy
snowfall across the UK

August. The 15-
year-old Greta
Thunberg went on
her first school
strike outside the
Swedish parliament
during Sweden’s
hottest ever summer.
At first her strike was
daily, before she

(Norway). and support o and Ireland. switched to Fridays,
o . recommend emissions R
communities’ transition reduction pathwavs instigating the
towards sustainability. P ys. Fridays for Future
movement.

April. Ir.tternatton'al June-August.

Symposium on Climate European drought and October. The

Change and Museums, P g Launch of the

University of Manchester.
The dialogue from the
symposium formed the basis
of a submission to the Talanoa
Dialogue from the museum
sector.

heatwave. A period of
very hot weather that
resulted in record-
breaking temperatures
and wildfires across
Europe.

‘Declaration of
Rebellion’ outside
the UK parliament by
Extinction Rebellion
(XR).

June. Made from Light: The
Art and Science of
Renewable Energy, Tate
Liverpool. A series of talks
and workshops that delved
into the art, science and
history of renewable energy.

November.
‘Rebellion Day’. XR
protesters blocked 5
bridges in central
London, aiming to
bring the capital to a
standstill.
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December-December 2020.
Heritage Futures,
Manchester Museum. An
exhibition that culminated
from the Heritage Futures
research project. It explored
the relationship between
heritage, waste and loss on a
changing planet.

General Ecology, Serpentine
(London). A long-term,
ongoing project of research
into complexity, more-than-
humanism, climate justice and
environmental balance.

2019

June-August. Beat Plastic
Pollution, Horniman
Museum (London). A pop-up
display in the Horniman’s
Aquarium wherein single-use
plastic was inserted into the
water tanks, highlighting how
plastic pollution is a major
threat to marine life.

Curating Tomorrow
was established by
Henry McGhie as a
UK-based consultancy
for museums, culture
and heritage, providing
resources and advice to
support climate action
and nurture human
rights under the
blueprint of UN
frameworks.

August. The IPCC
released a Special
Report on Climate
Change and Land.
One of its findings was
that shifting to plant-
based diets could
contribute drastically to
mitigating and adapting
to climate change.

Late 2019-early 2020.

Black Summer,
Australia. An intense
and devastating
bushfire season that
lasted across the
summer months in
Australia. 33 people
were killed, thousands
of homes were
destroyed and millions
of hectares were
ravaged by fire.

March. Global
Strike for Climate.
Over 1 million school
students around the
world went on strike
in a coordinated day
of protest on 15
March.

May. The UK
Government
declared an
environmental and
climate emergency,
being the world’s first
national parliament to
do so. Declaring an
emergency was one
of the key demands
of XR, and followed
in the wake of many
towns and cities
making declarations.
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June-September. Fragile
Earth: Seeds, Weeds, Plastic
Crust. Middlesbrough
Institute of Modern Art. An
exhibition of artworks from
the 1970s to the present day
exploring the relationship
between humans, plants and
animals in a time of planetary
change.

December. Climate
Museum UK was
registered as a
Community Interest
Company. Founded by
Bridget McKenzie, it is
a distributed network
of creative practitioners
that work together as
an experimental
museum.

In 2019 alone, enough
ice melted in
Greenland to raise the
average global sea
level by over a
millimetre. The region
experienced record-
breaking temperatures
and subsequent loss of
ice.

April. Culture
Declares Emergency
was founded.
Managed in the UK,
it is an international
network of cultural
organisations and
practitioners that take
action after first
declaring a climate
and ecological
emergency.

June. The
amendment to the
UK’s Climate
Change Act means
that the nation, by
law, must bring
emissions to net zero
by 2050 (a reduction
of 100% compared to
1990 levels). The
policy framework to
achieve this is called
‘Build Back Better’.

July-September. Inheriting
the Anthropocene,
Manchester Museum. An
installation co-curated with
the Museum’s ‘Young
Adventurers’, engaging them
to respond to the
Anthropocene concept.

April. XR protests
shut down London,
starting on 15 April,
when activists
blocked roads at
Marble Arch. They
went on to occupy
many sites in central
London. Their 3 key
demands to the UK
Government: declare
an emergency,
commit to net zero by
2050 and create a
citizens’ assembly.

August-November. Polly
Higgins XR Boat, National
Maritime Museum. One of
the boats used by XR
protesters was loaned to the
Museum to be displayed
outside the building.

April. XR staged a
die-in at the Natural
History Museum to
raise awareness about
the threat of mass
extinction.
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September. V&A Friday
Late: Anthropocene. An
event featuring talks and
workshops that examined the
Anthropocene concept and the
way that it is being addressed
in art and design.

September. XR Takeover
day at Oxford University
Museum of Natural History.
A day of activities organised
in collaboration with XR
Oxford.

October. Sustainable and
Ethical Museums in a
Globalised World, Museums
Association conference,
which explored the climate
crisis as its central theme. The
decision to do this was
prompted by the Museum
Association’s pledge of
support for Culture Declares.

November-January 2020.
Meltdown: Visualising
Climate Change. An
exhibition of works that
explored the importance of the
cryosphere while also
documenting the world’s
vanishing glaciers.
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November-February 2020.
Eco-Visionaries: Confronting
a Planet in a State of
Emergency, Royal Academy
of Arts (London). An
exhibition of works that
explored how architecture, art
and design are adapting
themselves to address the
changing planet.

2020

October-February 2021.
Arctic: Culture and Climate,
British Museum (London).
An exhibition that explored
the history, culture,
perspectives, experiences and
resilience of Arctic Peoples,
especially in the face of
environmental and climatic
upheaval.

June. Klimahuset
(Climate House)
opened as part of the
University of Oslo’s
Natural History
Museum. It is an
exhibition space
dedicated to shows and
events that engage with
the climate and
environment.

The Covid-19
pandemic brought the
world to a standstill.
As a virus that was
spread to humans as a
result of their
encroachment of
animals’ habitats, it was
emblematic of the
problematic relationship
between humans and
their environment.

May. Police in
Minneapolis
murdered George
Floyd, which
sparked worldwide
protests in support
of Black Lives
Matter. The
movement triggered
public dialogue
around systemic
racism and racial
injustice, which fed
into discourse on
climate injustice.

April. The COP
Bureau of the
UNFCCC
announced the
postponement of
COP26 to 2021.
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2021

May-August 2022. Our
Broken Planet: How We Got
Here and Ways to Fix It,
Natural History Museum.
An exhibition in which the
Museum collections, through
the voices of Museum
scientists, are harnessed as
evidence of humans
transforming every aspect of
the planet. But they also
revealed how the natural
world offers solutions.

August. The IPCC
released Working
Group 1’s
contribution to the
sixth assessment
report, concerning the
scientific evidence of
changes taking place
across planetary
systems.

May. Museums
reopened after Covid
Lockdowns. Following
the UK Government’s
roadmap to ease
restrictions, museums
were legally permitted
to reopen from 17 May.

August. XR activists
held an overnight
sit-in at the Science
Museum in protest
against Our Future
Planet being
sponsored by Shell.

October-November.
COP26, Glasgow.
After being delayed
by Covid-19, the UK
Government hosted
COP26 in partnership
with Italy. Parties
agreed on the Paris
Rulebook, which
supplies guidelines
on delivering the
Paris Agreement.

May-May 2022. Meat the
Future, Oxford University
Museum of Natural History.
An exhibition on the
environmental and health
impacts of eating meat,
exploring alternative diets on a

August. Wildfires in
Greece. Multiple
wildfires across Greece
killed 3 people and
burned dozens of homes
after a historic
heatwave for the
country, with the

changing planet. highest temperatures
reaching 47°C.

May-September 2022. Our

Future Planet, Science

Museum. The first major

exhibition in the UK to 2020 tied with 2016 as

spotlight carbon capture and
advocate for its activities as
legitimate and viable
approaches to mitigating
climate change (drawing on
IPCC model pathways).

the hottest years on
record.
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May-present. OQur Changing
Planet, Thinktank
(Birmingham). A gallery that
examines history through the
lens of the Anthropocene,
bringing together diverse
objects spanning 10,000 years
of humans transforming their
environment.

June-November.
Reimagining Museums for
Climate Action, Glasgow
Science Centre. An exhibition
developed by the Museums
for Climate Action team as a
contribution to the COP26
Green Zone. Through 8
‘concepts’, it speculated how
museums of the future could
take radical climate action.

July-September. Seedscapes:
Future-Proofing Nature,
Royal Albert Memorial
Museum (Exeter). An
exhibition in which five
contemporary artists
responded to the rapid decline
in plant diversity, highlighting
efforts to save plants from
extinction.

297



July-December. A World of
Good, Wakefield Museum.
An exhibition of sculpture,
sound and video inspired by
the work of 19""-century
environmentalist Charles
Waterton, who created the
world’s first nature reserve
from his home.

September-March 2022.
Scotland’s Climate
Challenge, National Museum
of Scotland. An exhibition
that spotlighted the work of
scientists and engineers in
Scotland who are studying the
impacts of climate change and
developing solutions to help
reach net zero.

October-February 2022. We
Are History: Race,
Colonialism and Climate
Change, Somerset House. An
exhibition that spotlighted
artists with connections to
Africa, South America and the
Caribbean which underlined
the intersections between
climate change, colonialism
and systemic racism.
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October-February 2022.
Waste Age: What Can Design
Do?, Design Museum. An
exhibition that showcased the
work of designers who draw
on the ideal of the circular
economy and reimagine the
role of waste in the production
of fashion, food, electronics,
construction and packaging.

November. The Royal
Ontario Museum appointed
its inaugural Curator of
Climate Change: Soren
Brothers.

2022

January. Jenny Newell
assumed the role of Curator
of Climate Change at the
Australian Museum on the
opening of its Climate
Solutions Centre.

February. The IPCC
released Working
Group 2’s
contribution to the
sixth assessment
report, concerning the
impacts of climate
change, the
vulnerability of natural
and man-made
systems, and efforts to
adapt.

March. Heatwave in
India and Pakistan,
with record high
temperatures reaching
up to 49.5°C.

February. Just Stop
Oil was founded.
They are an activist
group who carry out
high-profile acts of
civil disobedience
with the aim to stop
the UK approving
new fossil fuel
projects.
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February-present. Climate
Justice, Manchester Art
Gallery. The second gallery in
the institution to be
redisplayed to harness historic
and contemporary artworks to
address the big issues of today.
The curators worked alongside
activists and artists to engage
with the subject of climate
justice and the colonial history
of climate change.

September. The IPCC
released Working
Group 3’s
contribution to the
sixth assessment
report, concerning
climate change
mitigation and target
sectors for emissions
reductions and
decarbonisation.

June-August.
European heatwaves.
Persistent heatwaves
across areas of Europe
caused evacuations,
droughts, fires and heat-
related deaths. In the
UK, temperatures
surpassing 40°C were
recorded for the first
time.

October. Just Stop
Oil activists threw
tins of tomato soup
over Van Gogh’s
Sunflowers in the
National Gallery.
Gluing themselves to
the wall beside the
painting, they asked,
‘what is worth more,
art or life?’

March-August. Rooted
Beings, Wellcome Collection
(London). Through art
commissions, specimens and
historic works, the exhibition
foregrounded the importance
of plants and fungi for human
and planetary health.

March. Museums and
Galleries Responding to the
Climate and Ecological Crisis
conference convened by the
National Museum Directors’
Council at the Whitworth,
Manchester.
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March-September.
Butterflies Through Time,
Cambridge University
Museum of Zoology. A
display of butterfly specimens
spanning 200 years of
collecting that demonstrated
how species have responded
and adapted to their shifting
environment.

May-August. Our Time on
Earth, Barbican. An
exhibition of multimedia
artworks that brought together
diverse perspectives on the
changing planet, offering
multiple visions for
sustainable futures.

May-September. Radical
Landscapes, Tate Liverpool.
An exhibition that showcased
British landscape art,
exploring how artists and
activists have engaged with
landscapes as sources of
inspiration and sites of radical
action.

May-October. In the Air,
Wellcome Collection. An
exhibition of contemporary
artworks and historic objects
that explored the history of
human relationships with the
air and the fight against air
pollution.
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June-September. Once Upon
a Planet, Tullie House
(Carlisle). An exhibition
project that brought together
Tullie House’s historic Natural
Sciences collections with
interactives to examine human
impacts on plants, animals and
habitats.

June-September. Back to
Earth, Serpentine. A multi-
site exhibition of artistic
responses to the changing
planet, offering perspectives
from around the world.

July-November. Waste Land,
Oxford Museum of Natural
History. An exhibition of the
aerial photography of J. Henry
Fair which visualised the
devastating environmental
impacts of waste and
industrial pollution on
landscapes.

July-present. The Museums
Association launched its
ongoing campaign:
Museums for Climate Justice.
It advocates for museums to
engage with the climate
emergency through the lens of
social justice, providing
resources and examples of
good practice.
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October-April 2023.
Landscape Rebels,
Christchurch Mansion
(Ipswich). Bringing together
historic and contemporary
artworks and objects, the
exhibition explored how
people in Suffolk have
documented and responded to
their changing environment.

October. The Sainsbury
Centre (Norwich) appointed
its inaugural Curator of Art
and Climate Change: John
Kenneth Paranada.

2023

February-May. Earth Spells:
Witches of the Anthropocene.
Royal Albert Memorial
Museum. An exhibition of
works by 8 contemporary
artists that examined the
spiritual and otherworldly
resonances of the
Anthropocene through the lens
of contemporary witchcraft.

February-QOctober.
Connected Planet, Oxford
University Museum of
Natural History. An
exhibition that examined the
interconnections and mutual-
co-existence between the
different systems that maintain
the Earth.

2023 overtook 2016
and 2020 as the hottest
year on record.

November-
December. COP28,
Dubai. For the first
time, Parties to the
UNFCCC agreed
explicitly to
‘transition away’
from fossil fuels,
calling for the
‘beginning of the end’
of fossil fuels.
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June-September. Dear
Earth: Art and Hope in a
Time of Crisis, Hayward
Gallery (London). With
contributions from 15
contemporary artists, the
exhibition showcased
artworks that seek to
reimagine humankind’s
relationship with the Earth,
united by a focus on practices
and ideas of ‘care’.

February-January
2024 was the first 12-
month period to
exceed an average
warming of 1.5°C.

July-March 2024. How to
Build a Low-Carbon Home,
Design Museum. An
exhibition that foregrounded
the work of architects in
repurposing familiar
materials—stone, wood and
straw—to design sustainable
homes nad buildings.

July-December. Carbon
Ruins, Manchester Museum.
An exhibition that imagined
how people in 2050—when
net zero has been achieved—
would look back on their past
and make sense of the changes
that led to the decarbonisation
of society. Objects were
selected in collaboration with
schools and students.
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July-December. Museum of
Climate Hope, Oxford
University Museums. A
digital trail across Oxford’s
Gardens, Libraries and
Museums that highlighted
objects and stories across the
sites that speak to the
changing planet. They were
selected to represent themes of
transformation, innovation and
resilience.

August-March 2024. Rising
Tide: Art and Environment in
Oceania, National Museum
of Scotland. An exhibition
that drew attention to the
perspectives of Indigenous
Australian and Pacific Island
communities and artists,
showcasing their resilience
and responses to the changing
planet.

September-March 2024.
Planet For Our Future: How
Do We Adapt to a
Transforming World,
Sainsbury Centre (Norwich).
The gallery’s inaugural season
where it harnesses art to
address a big societal
question. It featured the
exhibitions The Stuff of Life |
The Life of Stuff and Sediment
Spirit: The Activation of Art in
the Anthropocene.
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September. The Fixing Our
Broken Planet: Community
of Practice was launched by
the Natural History
Museum. This is a UK
network of museum, heritage
and cultural practitioners who
meet to discuss and share case
studies of practice.

October. The First Museum
COP, organised by the
NMDC and hosted by Tate
Modern. Representatives
from UK museums, funders
and cultural organisations met
to form an agreement on how
the sector should approach
decarbonisation and what
action it should take to
mitigate the climate and
ecological crises.

October-January 2024.
Re/Sisters: A Lens on Gender
and Ecology, Barbican. An
exhibition of artworks that
critiqued the changing planet
through the radical
philosophical lens of
ecofeminism.
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October-January 2024.
Storm Warning: What Does
Climate Change Mean for
Coastal Communities?, Focal
Point Gallery (Southend)
and Newlyn Art Gallery &
The Exchange (Penzance). A
collaborative exhibition
project that invited artists to
explore the impacts and
responses to climate change
amongst coastal communities
in Essex and Cornwall.

December. Collecting
Sustainable Technology
symposium, National
Museum of Scotland. A
conference for museum and
cultural practitioners to share
examples of practice in
collecting around the changing
planet, exploring the
challenges and opportunities
in such work.

2024

March-April 2025. Planet
Ocean, The Box (Plymouth).
An exhibition that highlighted
Plymouth’s contribution to
global marine research that is
shaping climate policy. It
explored the entanglement of
human life, society and culture
with the ocean.
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March-present. Energy
Revolution: The Adani Green
Energy Gallery, Science
Museum. Replacing
Atmosphere, this gallery
analyses the past, present and
future of energy systems and
showcases technologies from
around the world that are
working together to achieve
decarbonisation across energy
generation, energy storage,
construction and transport.

March. The SQS
voted against the
designation of our
current geological
epoch as the
Anthropocene. While
they will not use it in
an official stratigraphic
capacity, the SQS
recognised that the
Anthropocene is a
valuable term to
employ in other
contexts.

2024 surpassed 2023
as the hottest year on
record.

July. Just Stop Oil
activists received the
longest ever
sentences in the UK
for nonviolent
protest. They were
found guilty of
conspiring to cause
gridlock on the M25,
and received prison
sentences of 4-5
years.

July-October. A World of
Care: Turner and the
Environment, Turner’s
House (Twickenham). An
exhibition that re-examined
Turner’s art with a lens on the
socio-environmental changes
that he was bearing witness to.

Most days in 2024
exceeded 1.5°C
warming.

June-June 2025. Wild,
Manchester Museum. An
exhibition that brought natural
history collections together
with artworks, audio, film and
interactives to examine
humankind’s understanding of
‘wildness’ and highlighting
stories of action to rebuild and
repair relationships with
nature.
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July-July 2026. Steam to
Green: A North East Energy
Revolution, Discovery
Museum (Newcastle). An
exhibition that focuses on the
contribution of scientists,
engineers, technologies and
industries in the North East
that are working towards the
decarbonisation of energy
systems.

November. Contemporary
Collecting and Sustainable
Technologies symposium,
National Museum of
Scotland. An online seminar
delving into three case studies
of practice in collecting and
interpreting stories of the
changing planet, with a
particular focus on
decolonisation and the energy
transition.

November-March 2025.
Waters Rising, Perth
Museum. An exhibition that
spotlighted stories of flooding
from Scotland and across the
globe. The project created a
community sourced collection
of photographs and accounts
of lived experiences of
flooding.
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November-May 2025. Vital
Signs: Another World is
Possible, Science Gallery
London. An exhibition of
artworks that explored how
human survival, health and
wellbeing is underpinned by
the health and wellbeing of
planetary systems and other
species on Earth.

2025

January-April. Soil: The
World at Our Feet, Somerset
House. An exhibition that
united multiple perspectives—
including artists, writers,
gardeners and scientists—to
highlight the hidden beauty
and importance of soil in
sustaining human and
planetary health.

February-April. The Shape
of Things: Our Place in a
Changing Climate, Penlee
House Gallery and Museum
(Cornwall). A community-
curated exhibition of historic
artworks and photography
wherein local environmental
groups selected and
interpreted works in ways that
speak to the impacts of
climate change in Cornwall.
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March-October, Can the
Seas Survive Us?, Sainsbury
Centre. A season at the art
museum that draws attention
to the power of the oceans
over human lives and
imaginations and asks what
needs to be done to restore
health to the seas. It featured
the exhibitions 4 World of
Water, Yuki Kihara: Darwin in
Paradise Camp and Sea
Inside.

April. Fixing Our Broken
Planet, Natural History
Museum. A gallery that
spotlights the Museum’s
natural collections and the
work of its scientists,
exploring the changing planet
and advocating for solutions
through the themes of energy,
health, materials and food.

June. Climate Justice Late
Event, Pitt Rivers Museum
(Oxford). An evening of film
screenings and panel
discussions centred around the
justice issues of climate
change and biodiversity loss.
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July-October. More Than
Human, Design Museum. An
exhibition that spotlights art,
architecture and design that
engage with ‘more-than-
human’ perspectives,
decentring humans as the
primary beneficiaries of
design.

July-January 2026. Future
of Food, Science Museum.
An exhibition exploring the
past, present and future of
food systems. It adopts a dual
focus on ‘ecological’ and
‘engineered’ approaches,
highlighting the innovations
taking place across both to
make food production and
consumption more
sustainable.

July-ongoing. Carbon
Garden, Royal Botanic
Gardens, Kew (Surrey). A
permanent garden that is
designed to be resilient to the
changing climate, which
accentuates the crucial role of
plants and fungi in carbon
sequestration.
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Appendix B

Statement of Ethical Approval

All interviews undertaken for this research were reviewed by the UEA’'s Research Ethics
Body and approved by the HUM Ethics Committee (S-REC). The application ID from Ethics
Monitor for this project (following amendments) is: ETH2425-1924.
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