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Articles, papers, and works in various formats that will di-
scuss the results of the COVID-19 pandemic will be crea-
ted in global science in a number hard to evaluate today,
yet there will be many. Additionally, it can be stated with
no doubt that under the circumstances in the post-COVID
academic output reflections on museums and museology
will abound.

Global museology affected by the pandemic suddenly and
unexpectedly in March 2020 found itself in an unpreceden-
ted situation in its long history. Overnight, museums were
cut off from the well-established means of contacting their
public. Although beginning with Aristotle, in different epochs
the connection of museums with their public differed, yet
even when it was strongly limited to social elites only, that
bond did not cease to exist and was of essentially analogue,
physical character. The sudden breach in the relationship was
for our circles a shock, and actually it still is. Despite the bond
with the public having been restored, the shock has remai-
ned.! The aftershock, in my opinion, generates two types of
reflection. The first concentrates on how the broken direct re-
lations can be replaced.? If the pandemic has appeared once,
it can attack us again. The second type of reflection is the
inventorying of the losses suffered as a result of the pande-
mic.3 These, beginning with the lost revenues, are substantial.
The transformation described in a much simplified way has
been happening before our eyes, while reflection has been
taking place within our museum teams, in talks, and more
and more often, in written materials.*

Following some reflection and hesitation, |, too, have de-
cided to voice my opinion in this spontaneous thought ex-
change, describing reflection which stems from museolo-
gical experience derived mainly from my home institution:
the Museum of Cracow.

www.muzealnictworocznik.com

If | were to point to a word that most frequently popped up
in the course of the work of our Museum from the beginning
of the pandemic, it would be ‘efficiency’. | believe it is so be-
cause both when searching for means of running activity un-
der the sanitary restrictions, and for methods of compensa-
ting the growing losses, we frequently painfully realized that
our activity was not as efficient as we would have wanted and
needed. Neither the online forms of contact with the public
nor the extremely modest proceeds that we received could
be satisfactory. Obviously, looking for solutions, step by step,
we gradually grew more efficient, but was it good efficiency?
Anyway, it was the content of the word ‘efficiency’ that our
efforts and thoughts evolved around.

I would like for this to be strongly pronounced, however
painful it might be. Museums, both in Poland and world-
wide, in 2020, made an enormous technological leap and
mastered numerous competences allowing them to move
within cyberspace, which was noticed from different per-
spectives, also the political one.> Additionally, | am aware
that for the above reasons there appeared reiterated self-
-satisfaction among the museum-related circles. The speed
at which respective museums, involved in a positive com-
petition, introduced various formats of ‘remote’ activities
(exhibition visiting, museum classes and workshops, deba-
tes, lectures, shows, competitions, etc.) is amazing and asto-
unding.® Museums had forever been ‘labelled’ conservative
institutions. In this context the pace at which their online of-
fer was introduced testifies obviously to their agency and ca-
pacity for breaking out of the stereotype: a challenging thing
to do. Nevertheless, our museum circles will inevitably have
to face a serious debate on whether our agency in reaching
the public in this way translated to efficiency: both quality
—and quantitywise. We will have to critically evaluate the
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effects of our pandemic efforts. Obviously, for the moment
there is no exhaustive research into the matter available.
The general default of Polish museology is the imperfect
state of studies of museum public: still a few years back
their quality was very poor. Several important steps in this
field have been taken thanks to the National Institute for
Museums and Public Collections (NIMOQZ); they have al-
lowed to see how much remains to be done in this respect.
Pilot surveys conducted by NIMOZ in 2017 showed that
43% of museums study their public less frequently than
once a year.” Studies focused on the impact of a definite
project: exhibition, publication, event, both ‘before’ (is it
worthwhile implementing such a project?) and ‘after’ (what
is the effect of its implementation?) almost do not exist. If
the overall situation is such, then precise studies of the visi-
tors to Polish museums during the pandemic, and particu-
larly throughout the lockdowns (14 March—4 May 2020,8
15 October—31 January 2021,° and 20 March 2021-4 May
2021)% are undoubtedly one of the more pressing research
needs. Without them a high evaluation of museums’ activity
during the pandemic will remain but a hypothesis. Let me
try to express myself more clearly: as museum curators, we
made an enormous effort to replace the demolished bridges
that had linked us to our public with new ones. In this effort
we resorted to IT tools whose names | will not give, avoid-
ing product placing. Can we, however, prove that from the
mere presence in cyberspace the fact that we maintained
the same cordial and lively bonds with our public can be de-
duced? After all, often following the first euphoric raptures

over the number of ‘entries’ on our online event, reflection
came, since among the entries what dominated were brief
episodes, and when compared to the pre-COVID turnout,
quantity figures were meagre. And last but not least: the
sad experience gained by schools and universities demon-
strates that the reception of the content conveyed via a lap-
top, as magnificent as it may be, and even with the most
comprehensive IT tool, is tarnished with inattention of the
recipient.! In this context the conclusion from the NIMOZ
report resounds clearly: its author wrote that despite
a broad offer of remote activities by museums, regrettably,
during the pandemic the majority of them [elements of the
offer — MN] did not inspire the interest of schools and par-
ents.’? It is always hard to tell and measure what impact we
have on our public through their participation in a museum
event. A delivered lecture reaches the listeners, however,
it is hard to judge what effect it will have on their mental-
ity, emotionality, or competences. To what degree does the
effort of a museum guide imprint the guided participant?
What is that imprint? | would not wish to be suspected of
confessionalism, yet a quote from Prophet Isaiah, owing to
its universality, is close to my heart: As the rain and the
snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it with-
out watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so
that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so
is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return
to me empty, but will accomplish what | desire and achieve
the purpose for which | sent it.3 Obviously, | perfectly un-
derstand the difference between the word of the biblical
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2. #zostanwdomuiopowiedzkrakow: visualisation of the modified national slogan

Absolute and that spoken by a museum curator, yet the use
of the symbol of rain in whose aftermath, with listeners’
effort, it will change them is, in my view, justified at this
point. However, does the word going from my mouth to-
wards a mute set of grey ‘avatars’ visible on the screen bring
any rain? And is there at all any listener attention behind
the ‘avatar’? A museum is an experience. At its best, it is ‘an
unforgettable experience’. The epidemic continues, and re-
gardless of when it actually ends, many medical authorities
claim that sooner or later during the lifetime of our genera-
tion it will hit again.* It may thus happen in the future that
we will resort to remote communication for a long time and
on multiple occasions. If so, the question how to effectively
‘sow the rain of the word’ facing the anonymous greyness of
the screen becomes extremely pressing. When understand-
ing the world, a human being lives more peacefully, more
fully. Therefore, how do we contribute to people’s wellbe-
ing, thus also of the world? Since the ‘wellbeing’ of our col-
lections has a purpose only when (and exclusively only then)
it constitutes an element of the struggle for the wellbeing
of all the people throughout the world.

In this sphere it would be helpful if we could share the
good practices which can be regarded as heading in the right
direction. Therefore, in the second part of my paper | shall
share experience of a selected activity which | allow myself
to regard as appropriate and effective. Let me, however,

www.muzealnictworocznik.com

make it clear that it is not my intention to promote the insti-
tution | am heading. The only thing that can provide creden-
tials to the above statement is a deep self-criticism of own
activities among which the ones described below introduce,
in my view, a new value to the epidemic reality.

The sudden and radical change in museum operations
phrased literally in the Regulation of the Minister of Health
of 13 March 2020 on declaring the state of epidemic threat
in the territory of Poland’s Republic as a total prohibition of
conducting operations, put our environment in an entirely
new situation. In the history of the Historical Museum of
the City of Cracow, which, established in 1899, is one of the
oldest Polish museums, never before had the case of limi-
ting operations due to the epidemic happened. Although
man is a creature capable of resorting to the inherited wis-
dom, namely collective cross-generational memory®® which
gives a human an advantage over other creatures (historia
magistra vitae est, as Cicero said), in this situation history
could not serve as a teacher, since in the memory bank such
an experience does not exist. Therefore, in order to better
face the unknown challenge, a ‘crisis staff’ was founded at
the Museum without undue delay;® in the first weeks, it
attempted at penetrating all the new legal, organizational,
and existential conditionings of our institution. The time-
-consuming necessity for the institution management’s en-
gagement in the process quickly brought the reflection on
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3. Maria Wanicka, Diary for a Peculiar Time

the necessity to release creative energy in a different way
than the one described in the procedures. Following the
doctrine of a smart institution swiftly several autonomous
teams were established who assumed the burden of acting
differently than in project or process methodologies. One
of the fields in which it seemed to us that work should be
done was memory. Bearing in mind the reflection that du-
ring the pandemic the city, the heroes of struggle against the
pandemic, and its victims required commemoration, a team
was established which assumed an intuitive name ‘A Day
Comes after a Night”.”

The obvious, as much as naive, need to believe that the
‘night’” which ruined our normal life would soon be chased
away by the ‘day’ fully resounded in the name. In harmony
with our mission: We describe, tell, and document Cracow.
We listen to the city,'® we decided that it was our respon-
sibility to document the current time, and to display this
documentation in a post-COVID 19 exhibition, in the bright-
ness of the day, once the pandemic subsided. The range of
the documentation was growing with each day: it included
both artefacts (the craze to home-manufacture masks out
of ‘anything’), as well as photographic documentation of the
city, which had made us accustomed to tourist crowds at any
time of day and night, which, however, in the pandemic sho-
wed itself as a deserted ‘jungle of houses’. Nevertheless, we
soon realized that the prospect of a prompt disappearance
of the virus from the city space was wishful thinking and
not a real option, that is why, pouting, we swiftly changed
the project title. ‘The Virus: Coexistence’ was the name we
obviously liked less, yet, regrettably, it was more relevant.

Together with the work of the afore mentioned team, we
began reflecting on the motto which in March—April 2020
dominated Poland: ‘Stay at Home!. For museum employees
it translated into the practise of the worrying ‘downtime’ or
the weary ‘work from home’. However, what did this instru-
ction bring to us as a museum? To our public? The whole
promotional effort of museums in encapsulated in the invi-
tation: ‘Visit Us’. The slogan ‘Stay at Home’, whose medical
justification cannot be questioned, would mean one thing
only: ‘do not visit us’. Obviously, we could not accept such
a meaning. So the question was how to combine a form of
visiting a museum with the recommended staying at home?
Here, our mission came to our rescue; let me reiterate it:
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We describe, tell, and document Cracow. We listen to the
city. So beginning with the words ‘tell’ and ‘listen’, we so-
mewhat modified the national slogan coining it to the fol-
lowing: ‘Stay at Home and Tell us Cracow’ (#zostanwdomu-
opowiedzkrakow).

The thought was simple and hit the nail on the head:
Residents of Cracow, share with us the story on this from
the perspective of every city resident, every view from the
window of a closed flat, each sickness, each loneliness, and
each fear that the epidemic brought about. It was not by co-
incidence that both in our mission and in the above-coined
slogan a story appeared. The intuition we have been follo-
wing for years, and which has become a well-thought-out
strategy, is precisely a story. | am sure that it was not for no
reason that Orhan Pamuk wrote: between us continuously
a whisper of a story can be heard.*® The word whisper is of
relevance here, too. A whispering person is hardly listened
to. A whispering person stands little chance of being heard,
while maybe this is what he or she in their solitude, in their
fear, might need. The ‘Stay at Home and Tell Cracow’ resul-
ted from a conviction that a human (city resident) separa-
ted from the normality of their so-far life, often pushed like
this into unwanted loneliness, would feel the need to share
their experience. To ‘whisper’ their experience. As | referred
above to the Noble Prize Winner Orhan Pamuk, let us men-
tion also a female Noble Prize Laureate. Briefly after recei-
ving her 2018 Nobel Prize, Olga Tokarczuk formulated the
thesis that the world needs a tender narrator. 2° Does it also
need a ‘tender museum curator’ who would combine the
skill of telling a story and listening to it? | personally have
no doubt that it is so. The appeal we declared: ‘Tell Cracow’
quickly hit a fertile ground, this testified to by the ‘stories’
we received; | put the word in inverted comas, since, as it
turned out, a story has many names. In the sense that we
witnessed an inflow of prose, poems, diaries, but also works
of visual arts: photographs, prints, comic strips, and even
songs inspired by the pandemic. Finally, artefacts. What is
so unusual about this collection? Merely the fact that it was
created in response to a simple invitation to share people’s
stories, and the most important: our assurance that we wo-
uld listen to them attentively and ‘tenderly’. And what may
have been even more important than anything else is that
people believed in our assurance of tender attention?

Out of the multitude of words, stanzas, images, and mu-
sical notes, parallel to this paper being written, an exhibi-
tion?! is mounted which will live its own brief life, and will
most likely get critical reviews. In my paper | will try to show
merely a fraction of fragments of that unusual whole. | am
hopeful that out of the quoted ‘stories’ the result of the
Museum’s work will emerge; its effect is a peculiar repo-
sitory: emotions. | am also hopeful that this kind of work
consisting in the sensual identification of the reality fits
both within Aristotle’s theory of cognition and museums’
commitment to preserve human heritage of intangible cha-
racter.?2 For many years we have worked out methods and
procedures of inventorying ‘things’, yet what we are still
missing are tools for preservation and interpretation of in-
tangible phenomena. And emotions directly belong to that
non-material world.

What do those sent-in stories document, whisper?
Firstly, they speak about ‘otherness’. About a new, different,
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4. Jerzy Przybyto, photo of Florianska Street, April 2020

unknown, alien reality. This otherness of Cracow is confron-
ted by the author who identifying herself as D.O. sent us two
sheets out of her diary written in third person. On 7 April,
when cycling across empty Cracow, she wrote: She was de-
lighting in this otherness of her Cracow, she was absorbing
the crisp, early-spring air, she felt her body, forcing her way
through a secret corridor, a corridor constituting the whole
urban surrounding background, with herself, despite being
so alien, being so local in this different-familiar world.?3

We have also received the documenting of this otherness
from Jerzy Przybyt who took a series of 84 photos which cap-
tured the ‘abnormality’ in the city streets. It was not merely
about the emptiness marking the streets of all European
cities, this looking particularly paradoxical in touristic ones.
The camera captured something different. Single individuals
moving along the streets inspire anxiety. They are all fo-
cused so much on covering a distance that we can almost
sense to what extent, although being in the city, they are
not present there.

It would not be saying anything revealing if we stated that
challenging and critical situations, and the COVID pandemic
certainly ranks among them, redefine our life. However, it
is extremely interesting to clash with such an experience
directly. Antoni Stapor shares with us the following story:
The present time is also difficult because of the fears due
to our financial commitments and standing, our economic
and material ones. | remember that before | also worried
about those things, and ever since | can remember | have
been concerned about the daily existence and financial mat-
ters. Today, in this crisis, when | feel the fear for my finan-
cial security, | say to myself: today I've got enough to eat,
where to live, I'm safe, I'm healthy, I'm loved by myself such
as | am. From this praxis of a friendly and supportive talk
with oneself, there may, and even should, emerge peace of
mind, and from this peace something good must appear,
for instance a personal and social virus of mutual respect,
approval, care for one another and cooperation between
one another. In a civic, popular, confederational manner,
together, from the left, from the right, and from the centre,
we shall overcome!?*

Among the stories, there also appeared morality poems.
Abraham Soffer (penname), for example, sent us a piece
titled Begging COVID-19. This obviously is a form of calling

www.muzealnictworocznik.com

5. Jerzy Przybyto, photo of Gotebia Street, April 2020

for the moral order, known to a historian from sources,
which stems from the natural disorder surrounding us.
A known one, yet, priceless as a testimony to its own time:
Please, / remind us of moral values. / Please / teach us to
love our neighbours. / Please, / remove hatred. / Please, /
teach us humanitarianism.

A particular place among the sent-in stories is taken by
those which allow us to directly glimpse into the privacy of
closed homes. Jakub Zawadziniski shared with us his expe-
riencing of Easter. For believers, the inability to traditionally
participate in the rites of that most important holiday in the
Catholic Church (the Paschal Triduum 9-11 April 2020) was
a very painful experience. In this context the home-made
artistic installation (I cannot think of another name for it) we

6. Jakub Zawadzinski, Good Friday, home artistic installation, 9 April 2020

Eey =

7. Jakub Zawadziriski, Holy Saturday, home artistic installation, 10 April
2020
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11. Jerzy Przybyto, photo of Pijarska Street, April 2020

were sent, touching on the essence of the drama of Good
Friday and the hope of Holy Saturday is both extremely mo-
ving, and thoroughly intimate.

As a matter of fact, we were invited home in several cases.
Ms Magdalena Szwajkowska sent us a story whose main
protagonist was her several-year-old charming son. In her
case, the material was a comic strip made as a photographic
collage. In fifteen scenes we enter the author’s home: she
brilliantly and ingeniously clashes two realities. A little ne-
ver-sit-still kid, closed within the ‘stay at home’ slogan versus
his mother’s efforts, seen on the other side of the camera,
for the little boy in this absolutely abnormal situation to feel
at ease. The process of using bright fluorescence colours
strikes as being so appropriate. The seeming joy, inspired
by the colour range, is encapsulated within the same four
walls, which becomes clearly noticeable after we have seen
the comic several times.

The most moving invitation to visit someone’s home
was of a musical character. The description provided in an
email was encouraging, yet it seemed to herald a stereoty-
pic experience: Hello, We’d like to share our music and the
video clip we recorded when staying at home during the
pandemic. The song in simple words talks about staying at
home:). The production features Pola, Nina, and Maciek,
Dad; Mum was taking the video:). Pola and Nina: students
at the Comprehensive Music School at Basztowa Street,
Cracow. Nina, aged 7, first grade, accordion; Pola, aged
13, seventh grade, cello and singing; Dad Maciek: music,

www.muzealnictworocznik.com

singing, arrangement:). Meanwhile, the footage sent in
shocks. Instead of a friendly family song, we are watching
and listening to a psychedelic video clip, persistently reite-
rating the word ‘HOME’. It would be hard to imagine so-
mething more truthful in a painful message when home has
suddenly turned into a prison.?>

Instead of a conclusion written with my own words, let
me resort to one of the literary comments sent to us. Maria
Anna Potocka justly, | think, exposed the face of the pande-
mic writing as follows: The pandemic is at the same time so-
mething that exists and does not exist. It should exist for the
body which demands reasonable and maximally precautious
behaviour, but it should not exist for the soul, which in the
times of the pandemic has to support deepened reflection
and discovering new values. Good therapy is lifting other
people’s spirit and providing them with assistance. However,
the attempt to understand and interpret what is happening
to ourselves and others is not less effective. In that way also
allowing to discover where, apart from the ‘bug’, the grea-
test enemy of the man affected by the ‘plague’ is hiding’.2®

Finally, since | admit that the task of a contemporary mu-
seum curator is to listen to your city, for this paper to climax
not with what | have to say, but with what has been over-
heard, | am quoting a larger part of a story. As encourage-
ment?, to respond to mindfulness?, for the future...

Notes with the Coronavirus in the Background
Once my daughter and granddaughters began to
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encourage me, the family ‘patriarch’, to write down my
memories, as encouragement even presenting me with
a large-size album called ‘Tell Me, Granny’, additional-
ly insisting on me doing it by hand, since | have an ex-
tremely clear handwriting (owing to the ancient spelling
regime practiced on me at the famous Ursuline School
in Cracow).

This may make the reader realize how ancient a granny
I must be, although I’'m also a so-called challenging granny,
independent, self-governing, and having her own opinion on
every topic, which, regrettably, everyone must immediately
hear, and which arouses conflicts and misunderstandings,
for which | must most frequently ask people’s forgiveness.

Since the death of my husband I’'ve been living on my own;
I’'ve learnt to live without him, but life would be difficult,
were it not for my girls, and a substantial group of friends,
disproportionate to my age, though not all of them as old
as me...

| received the book at least two years ago, yet obviou-
sly I’'ve been too busy to open it. Recently, I’ve had more
time to myself, since my youngest granddaughters — the
eldest is a grown-up (mainly in her own opinion) student
of medicine in Cracow, need me less on a daily basis, and it

occurred to me that | could write down my colourful memo-
ries, though | made a reservation that | would hand write
only the so-called hard personal data, while as for memories,
Iwould probably write them down, typing on my computer, as
loose pictures and stories whenever | felt like it. At mo-
ments | though | should get down to it, however, | found
neither zeal nor time...

Meanwhile, all of a sudden, for the last three weeks my
world, ours, yours, and theirs, has been swirling. It seems
that no one had been prepared for that. | keep hearing
that this world will never be the same again and that the
most vulnerable, namely people from my age group (regar-
dless of what kind names are used to define us) need to
be protected. These clichés have been irritating me more
and more, though life has been confirming that they are
just and this is applicable worldwide (...) Thus when | he-
ard that various institutions encouraged people to write
peculiar ‘diaries in the time of cholera’ emphasizing how
the atrocious virus had complicated their life, it slily daw-
ned on me that | would precisely begin the memoirs for my
girls with this: from today, reversely, in French: a rebours...

(Cracow, 29 March 2020, Maria Chechlinska)

Abstract: As a result of the pandemic, in March 2020,
world museology was cut off from the direct contact with
their public. Owing to the introduced regulations, Polish mu-
seums were closed down on three occasions (14 March-4
May 2020, 15 Oct 2020-31 Jan 2021, and 20 March-4 May
2021). When searching for new forms of activity, in 2020,
museums made an enormous technological progress, and
mastered numerous new competences allowing them to
move in cyberspace with ease. The pace at which they in-
troduced various ‘online’ formats is worthy of appreciation.
Presently, the time has come to ask whether the effective-
ness in reaching the public via such means truly contributed
to consolidating a strong bond with them. In order to get the
answer to this, it is necessary to critically assess the museum
efforts, which will not be possible without researching into
the Polish public over that period.

Wishing to voice my opinion in the critical discourse on
the museums’ activity during the pandemic, | have decided

Keywords: museum, story, public, city, pandemic.

to share my experience from a selected activity of the
Museum of Krakow: | have presented the effects of the so-
cial Programme titled ‘Stay at Home and Tell Krakow’ (#zo-
stanwdomuiopowiedzkrakow).

The Museum created this programme convinced that
a city dweller, exposed to the oppression of the pandemic
will feel the urge to share his or her experience. Apparently,
the appeal made by the Museum of Krakow was eagerly re-
sponded to. The Museum received ‘stories’ about the pan-
demic in different formats: prose, poems, diaries, visual arts,
and even musical pieces and artifacts

The results of the ‘Stay at Home and Tell Krakow’
Programme are currently hard to sum up, however, what
seems a valuable and worth analysing experience is the
focus of residents’ attention on the Museum which they
considered an institution trustworthy enough to entrust it
their private, often intimate reflections on living through
that challenging period.
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