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The Empty Exhibition: Opportunities
and Crisis in Digital Presentation in

the Museum




By Dr. Feng-Ying Ken, & Dr. Shin-Chieh Tzeng
Graduate Institute of Conservation of Cultural Relics and Museology, Tainan National
University of the Arts, Tainan city, Taiwan, R.O.C

Museum exhibitions traditionally provide opportunities for learning through their
displays. Can an exhibition with no objects still have an educational function? Through
a case study of the Hatta Yoichi Exhibition Hall, this research explores how an exhibition
can exercise the empty exhibition concept through digital presentation and other
activities that do not require the use of physical displays and still perform an educational
function.

K eyW O rd S museum exhibition, digital presentation, museum education

Museum exhibitions traditionally provide opportunities for learning through displays.
It could be very difficult for curators nowadays to plan an appropriate learning
environment which does not utilize objects on display, but in which museum visitors can
nevertheless gain knowledge and experience aesthetics.

To answer the curators’ difficulty, a new concept, the “empty exhibition,” is
introduced. The premise behind the empty exhibition is that, even with no objects on
display, one can still create a place in which people can learn happily. The Hatta Yoichi
Exhibition Hall in Taiwan is a good example. It opened in 2011, and its unique venue was
completed based on the empty exhibition concept. A “narrative exhibition” was presented
through multi-media, digital images, fiction characters, plotting, and oral history, to tell
the story of a Japanese engineer, Hatta Yoichi, and his great achievement: the building of
the Wushantou Dam in Taiwan 80 years ago. The aim of the exhibition is to enable every
visitor to understand, and also to remember, the history of Hatta Yoichi and the
Wushantou Dam.

Will the gradual shortage of artifacts cause the empty exhibition to become a trend in
the future? Could the empty exhibition become an effective substitute the traditional
exhibition? Does the empty exhibition have deficiencies such that it cannot effectively
carry out the traditional functions of museum education? Can an alternative, i.e., a “Plan
B” be found? The authors have reviewed related literature, especially literature about
digital exhibition in Taiwan, to investigate the development and challenges of museum
exhibition. The main objective of this research is to utilize the case study of the Hatta
Yoichi Exhibition Hall to analyze how, through the planning of the exhibition hall, the
empty exhibition concept is exercized and how the exhibition maintains the function of
museum education. A secondary objective is to provide a potential vision of future
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museum exhibition planning.

The challenge the Hatta Yoichi Exhibition Hall faced was that the Chianan Irrigation
Association, which owns collections on Hatta Yoichi, suddenly and severely refused to
lend any of the artifacts, scripts or objects. Because the Association’s refusal occured
when the research for the exhibition was almost completed, it presented the curatorial
team with a very difficult challenge. After repeated discussion, the curatorial team boldly
decided to use multi-media and images to produce an interesting narrative. The empty
exhibition concept therefore became the theme for planning of the Hatta Yoichi
Exhibition Hall.

The Hatta Yoichi Exhibition Hall is composed of five venues. Taking the fate that
brought Hatta Yoichi to the Chianan Plain in Taiwan as the theme, each venue has its own
topic describing different characters. The exhibition begins with an orientation
venue(Figure 1), depicting the four seasons in Kanazawa, Hatta Yoichi’s hometown in
Japan, and introduces people to that remote place. The second venue proceeds to tell the
visitors about Hatta Yoichi’s school days(Figure 2). In this second venue there is less
concern about the lack of objects because it presents fascinating animation. Entering the
third venue(Figure 3), the visitor is placed in a scene of Gliricidia Sepium in full bloom,
and presented with a narration of the love story of Hatta Yoichi and his wife. Before
entering the next venue, visitors walk through a time tunnel established by nearly one
hundred digital photo frames playing images of the Wushantou Dam in the Japanese
colonial period(Figure 4). Hatta Yoichi treated his subordinates kindly, and was getting
along well with villagers living in the Chianan Plain. His selfless personality can be
observed in the fourth venue(Figure 5). Here one can also see the techniques utilized in
building the Wushantou Dam through three-dimensional animation. Finally in the fifth
venue(Figure 6), a film shows the fertility and records a recent harvest in the Chianan
Plain. Oral history from local farmers and grandparents present the changes that have
taken place over the past eighty years. Using lots of old pictures becomes the most unique
characteristic of this exhibition in order to make up for the disappointment of the lack of
objects(Figure 7). Most people feel impressed and know much more about Hatta Yoichi
after their visits. Since the narrative primarily using images and animation, it is not
limited by country boundaries or language. Many visitors from Japan are moved by the
exhibition as well. It might be said the digital display is successful, but will it really
satisfy every visitor? How does an empty exhibition influence people? Are there
opportunities to make it better?
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Figure 1 : The orientation venue

Figure 3 : The third venue
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Figure 5 : The fourth venue
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Figure 6 : The fifth venue



Figure 7 : Using old pictures to make up for the disappointment of the lack of objects
The curatorial team expected an empty exhibition to be seriously restricted by its
heavy reliance on multi-media and digital displays. For instance, if an electric power
failure or a mechanical breakdown occur, the stories and narratives in the exhibition
venues will disappear; the empty exhibition becomes true to its name. To face such a
situation, supplemental educational activities and guides could be utilized. It is important

that digital media and friendly narrators support one another to tell stories continuously.
In conclusion, in the concept of the empty exhibition, digitization is only a method.
On one hand, it vitalizes the display venue, breaks down the conventions of the
object-oriented exhibition, and is not limited by age, country, language or culture. On
another hand, unlike the traditional display, an empty exhibition cannot provide visitors
with the experience of seeing physical objects or artifacts. The high-tech digital
exhibition without objects can also be short of vitality and friendly communication.
Therefore, the empty exhibition must strike a balance between object-oriented exhibition
and digital display. It will then truly benefit the public and make ‘empty’ really beautiful.
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