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Introduction 

In his book The Web of Life: A New Scientific Understanding of Living Systems (1996), 

Fritjof Capra had compared the shifting of scientific paradigms from mechanical to 

ecological, to the swinging of a pendulum. These two paradigms which have dominated the 

scientific world, have been continuously changing into one another with tension. However, 

even though this shifting is said to occur only in the scientific world, it has the power to 

spread other fields of human life. Because none of the main fields or disciplines can be 

imagined with a point of view that is exactly isolated from other fields. Each of the 

paradigms of a field are extended throughout each of the others; as Sartre had explained this 

by stating that a lemon is extended throughout its qualities to be fully perceived.
1
 All 

paradigms and points of views make each other and every other discipline visible, just as 

much as they spread them.  

Art and architecture are just two of these disciplines that are going to be mentioned in this 

research. They have their own paradigms, but are also influenced by the paradigms of other 

fields and disciplines. In fact, art relates everything; not only science. From nature to human 

life, we can find a connection with art anywhere. But as it has been mentioned above, this 

relationship is not unidirectional, a give-and-take situation. Like scientific paradigms, art 

extends throughout other disciplines. For instance, the presentation of a work of art plays a 

role in the architectural design of a museum, as much as it finds its inspirations from 

architecture. Guggenheim Bilbao Museum houses a permanent installation called The 

Matter of Time by Richard Serra, a contemporary sculptor. He had designed this work in 

accordance with the largest gallery of the museum and installed it there. Besides, the 

exhibition galleries of the museum had been designed to display huge installations or other 

works of art (Figure 1 and 2). 

According to contemporary approaches, when the subject is exhibit design and museum 

architecture, analyzing the relationship of architecture and art may not be enough. Because 

there is another constituent that cannot be left out: It is the human being, the visitor of the 

exhibit, who plays a big role in this relationship. By considering at least these three 

constituents, art, architecture and human being, we can have an idea about the art museum 

and exhibit design. This paper explores these concepts in the light of the scientific 

paradigms, causality and probability. The planning of the exhibition galleries, the purpose 

of a museum, and the presentation of the works of art in the exhibition galleries are the 

major issues of the research. Because they are the points that have been found considerable. 
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Figure 1. Richard Serra. The Matter of Time 1994-2005 Installation 

 

 

Figure 2. Anselm Kiefer. Merkaba Installation 
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The Relationships of Planning 

When the pendulum swings to the mechanical end, it represents the deterministic world 

view of  Newtonian physics and Cartesian philosophy. This view asserts that the universe is 

a chain of events following one after another according to the law of cause and effect, in 

other words, causality. In a deterministic world, there is no probability if all conditions are 

known.  

Afterwards, in the twentieth century, the discovery of the quantum mechanics had revealed 

the paradigm probability which had brought the understanding of choosing among many 

alternatives in nature. According to the quantum theory, we live the moment that is 

overlapped among myriad alternatives, which are called parallel universes in the quantum 

physics terminology.  

By visiting a classical age museum, a visitor walks through its chain of exhibition galleries 

which follow one another. Because museums designed in the past, have exhibits that lead 

visitors from one space to another one by one. The designers had usually planned the route 

of the visitors before; therefore in these kind of museums, the visitors have no chance to 

choose their own routes and have to tour the museums as they had been planned from the 

entrance to the exit.  

 

Nothing has seemed more central and essential to the very being of a museum than its 

collection, which is assumed to consist of material objects that can be identified and 

classified in light of their accrued taxonomic, aesthetic or historical significance.
2
 

Approaching in a reductionist way, which is appropriate for the deterministic world view, 

the key concepts of these exhibit designs appear to be leading and following from the 

beginning to the end, and consequence of exhibition galleries. 

Likewise, the effect of the probability paradigm can be conceived by observing today’s 

museums. The contemporary architects design museums that open up to different paths 

from the entrance which gave the visitors many possibilities. The exhibits are not linear 

stories any more; they are not like books, which are read from front to back.
3
 There is no 

more leading-following situation or knowing the route before. The visitors find their own 

ways and choose their own paths. All depend on the visitors’ conditions (feelings, moods, 

dreams, wonders etc.) on those moments and all happen at an instance in an irreversible 

way.  

Istanbul Modern Museum in Turkey has a way of scattering its visitors to the galleries from 

the entrance where the visitor does not have to tour all the exhibition rooms. Just the same, 

when a visitor enters Guggenheim Bilbao Museum, s/he can choose any gallery to enter 

(Figure 3). Like the electrons choose their own ways irreversibly without the observer has 

known before in the quantum theory, in the contemporary museums, the visitor finds her/his 

own way independently.  
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Figure 3. Frank O. Gehry. Guggenheim Bilbao Museum 1997 

 

The Relationships of Purpose 

The paradigm causality asserts the value of two separate concepts: cause and effect. In other 

words, rather than the process, the beginning and the end of the event becomes important, 

which causes a unidirectional relationship. 

Keeping in the mind that the museums’ main purposes have always been to collect and 

present objects, the purpose of the visitors in the classical art exhibits has been to perceive 

the works of art. The designers have conceived the exhibit, the work of art and the visitor as 

separate concepts; not as a whole. Therefore, they had placed a certain distance among the 

exhibit, the work of art and the visitor, which often inhibited the give-and-take of ideas.
4
 

This kind of understanding which consists of the Newtonian values, distance, order, 

rationality, certainty and objectivity, have often prevented the interaction of the exhibition 

gallery, the work of art and the visitors of the gallery.  

In contrast, the probability paradigm has a different point of view. Instead of separating the 

constituents or parts, this paradigm has made us conceive them as a whole. Because in 

quantum theory, all parts belong to a network system; so everything is connected to one 

another which leads to a conception of the whole. Therefore, the concept of process is no 

more ignored, like it had been done in the causality paradigm by putting the concepts of 

cause and effect in front.  

The concept of process is also important for the contemporary designers as it is conceived 

in terms of experience. What is observed in the museum today is no longer displaying an 

object; this mission is said to be over.
5 

The display starts to be only one of the forms of 

communication in museums. Because objects have been reconstituted as sites of experience, 

and today’s museums mostly aim to give the visitors specific experiences; they find 

themselves responsible for delivering it. That objective is not exclusive of assembling 

collectibles, but it takes collection as a means rather than an end. Therefore, the 

achievement of a certain type of experience becomes genuine.
6
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With its architecture aiming at delivering the experience, Libeskind’s Jewish Museum in 

Berlin can be counted as a good example. The architect has tried to make the visitors feel as 

the same as the Jewish people in the time of Nazis (Figure 4).  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Daniel Libeskind. Garden of Exile in Jewish Museum Berlin 1999 

The museum uses many ways of interaction with the visitors, some of which are its 

historical collection and audio-visual materials. Even though, as explained above, collecting 

and displaying is considered traditional, the Jewish Museum does it in such a way that it is 

out of the traditional give-and-take situations. Because most of the presentations are not 

ready informations that are displayed directly; for one has to wonder first, and then answer 

the questions or make some guesses, or play games, in order to get the answer. From my 

point of view, this kind of presentation is called the shifting of paradigms, too (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Daniel Libeskind. Jewish Museum Berlin 1999 
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In addition to this, contemporary designers have conceived of the exhibit, the work of art 

and the visitor as a whole. This is the question that starts big discussions about the 

architecture of the art museums. Should the museum be neutral, a white cube, in order to 

make the works of art visible and not to compete with them? In one of his interviews, Frank 

Gehry had answered this question saying that, first of all, there has been no consensus on 

what a museum was and what the needs of a museum were. Secondly, he had said that to be 

neutral, some architects made so much detail that in the end the works of art were lost in 

them and finally, that what the artists really wanted was a strong building; not a neutral one 

that looks like one another.
7
 In my opinion, in the strong buildings like Gehry talked about, 

the galleries and the work of art become the constituents with tension which make each 

other perceptible in a dialectic way. This conception makes one of the constituents 

ambiguous due to their entropy-like relationship. They continuously shift one another in the 

way that when one is perceived, the other one makes it perceptible and meanwhile, tries to 

take its place. According to the Second Law of Thermodynamics, which is termed as 

Entropy, the material world moves from orderly states to ever-increasing disorder, and so 

does the tension.
8
 This also makes them inexhaustible as they are ambiguous which opens 

up to myriad possibilities of perception and experience.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

The Relationships of Presentation of the Works of Art 

Classical mechanics has a way of ignoring the contributions of the observer’s perception. 

Because according to this point of view, the events are so certain and objective that the 

perception of any observer cannot change the result.    

 

This situation has changed when quantum mechanics has revealed that the observer’s 

perception influences the result. No event can be absolute, certain and objective; that is why 

we can only talk about probabilities. However, as Merleau-Ponty had stated, this 

subjectivity has not decreased the hardness of scientific investigation. It only rejects the 

dogmatic view of an absolute knowledge and gives human perception the importance that it 

deserves.
9
  

 

This significance of perception is observed in the contemporary exhibit designs and works 

of art, especially on the installations, which gain its true meaning with the visitors. When 

the visitors enter İstanbul Modern Museum, they see an installation on the front gallery. It is 

a staircase named Stairway to Hell by Monica Bonvicini in 2003, made of chains and bullet-

shattered glass. It links the two floors. Therefore the visitors do not only perceive it by 

looking or touching from the outside; they also use it, get in it, perceive it from the inside. 

 

The installations are the works of art “in progress” with specific sites that took away the 

concepts of “give and take” and “creating and interpreting” among the artists and visitors. 

Merleau-Ponty had pointed out the very same thing in his book, Eye and Spirit, stating that 

passivity and activity were so little distinguishable from each other that who perceived, who 

was perceived, who painted and who was being painted cannot be known anymore.
10

 This 

ambiguity leads to several perceptions, experiences and interpretations, and in fact, the form 

of the work of art gains its aesthetic validity precisely in proportion to the number of 

different perspectives from which it can be viewed and understood. Umberto Eco asserts 

that every performance explains the composition but does not exhaust it. The work remains 

inexhaustible insofar as it is open, because in it an ordered world based on universally 

acknowledged laws is being replaced by a world based on ambiguity.
11
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Conclusion  

This paper shows that as the scientific paradigms shift and science makes a progression, the 

idea of museum changes, too. Perhaps, to assert this as a relationship of the scientific 

paradigms and exhibit design, is a certain statement. Nevertheless if we agree on what 

Sartre had told about “extending throughout each of the others”, we can at least consider 

these similarities as an influence of a discipline on another. 

There is no doubt that with paradigms and paradigm shifts, science has developed in time, 

as Thomas Kuhn had also explained in his book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 

(1962). However, this issue can start a discussion when the shifting of paradigms in the 

world of art is on question. Does art, like science, make a progress as its paradigms shift? 

This is not an easy question to answer quickly. Because as we read about the successes of 

today’s museums and see the museums that courage contemporary ideas, we also have to 

consider the thoughts against it.  

For instance, a museum full of experiences, like the contemporary conception, may not be 

always wellcomed. Because it can direct the visitors’ attention away from understanding the 

period or artefact and turns the attention on the visitor who is asked simply to consider how 

they feel and think. Not what happened, how and what this object says and tells her/him. 

The moody museum can be considered to be about the self, not the world, as their 

architecture and their content are turning their back on explaining things, setting out the 

facts and displaying the object. Instead, confusion is celebrated and collection obscured.
12 

 

The shifting of paradigms in the world of art museums, is not totally due to the scientific 

world. Other concepts, like the change of the culture and the expectations from a museum, 

have influences on the ideas of museums, too. In the end, all the conscious or unconscious 

data start to raise a new idea on museums; but what is and going to be important among all, 

is its sincerity on the intentions of the ways of communicating with the visitors. 

1
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