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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
As a fundamental component of cultural heritage, archaeological sites Archaeological sites;
are protected and interpreted by diverse related institutions. However, institutions; terminological

the conceptual boundaries of these institutions are increasingly conflation; definitions;
becoming blurred, resulting in theoretical ambiguities and  delimitations
a conflation of terminologies. This trend presents a risk of misinterpre-

tation or misuse of terms, as evidenced in certain academic papers and

institutional namings. A review of prevalent concepts across diverse

geographical contexts of these institutions, coupled with the proposal

of clearer theoretical definitions, may offer novel and valuable insights

into their theoretical boundaries and enhance academic and public
comprehension of the exact roles and functions of heritage institu-

tions. This study - integrating an interdisciplinary literature review and

field case studies with 16 semi-structured in-depth interviews with

heritage experts in Europe, China, and Israel — aims to address current
misconceptions and overlaps in the definitions of these institutions,

analyse their scope variance across cultural regions, and advocate for

diverse and open definitions.

Archaeological heritage encompasses tangible remnants of human existence, including sites
of diverse human activities, abandoned structures, underground and underwater remains, and
associated portable cultural artefacts (ICOMOS 1990; Egloff 2019, 2). Its values, such as
aesthetic value, economic value, and social value (ICOMOS 1979; Caple 2009, 25; Pye 2010,
57), ought to be studied and interpreted by researchers for the benefit of both present and
future generations (ICAHM 1996). As an essential component of archaeological heritage,
archaeological sites also contain these significant values and are worth conserving and
interpreting. Therefore, this century has witnessed a proliferation of varied institutions asso-
ciated with archaeological sites, such as Archaeological Site Museums, Archaeological Open-
Air Museums, and Archaeological Interpretation Centres. Each entity uniquely contributes to
the preservation and interpretation of these sites, operating at distinct levels. However, the
boundaries between these institutions have become increasingly blurred due to the evolving
concepts of archaeology, conservation, and architecture, often leading to confusion over
names in theory and practice (Papaioannou 2022, 176; Paardekooper 2020; Xu 2018).
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This phenomenon underscores the necessity for a clearer theoretical definition and
delineation of these institutions. Furthermore, precisely defining terminology is crucial for
the effective conservation, management, education, and the cultivation of cultural under-
standing and global archaeology within heritage contexts. Such discussions have the poten-
tial to prevent jurisdictional conflicts and the mismanagement of responsibilities and
resources within archaeological institutions. The use of clear and accurate terminology
could facilitate professional communication, engage the public, contribute to the promotion
of heritage sites, improve comprehension of heritage conservation efforts, and increase
support from the public and communities. The methods comprise an interdisciplinary
literature review on the definition and scopes of these institutions, field case studies, and
16 semi-structured interviews with scholars based in Europe, China, and Israel who are
engaged in practice or theoretical research in archaeology, museology, and architecture.
The interviews ranged between one to five hours in duration. The synthesis of these methods
enables a more rigorous and timely exploration of the concept underlying these institutions.
Inevitably, the outcomes of this delineation might be somewhat controversial and certain
definitions could be revised or refuted by future research. This diversity is encouraging, as
a plurality of definitions benefits readers in freely selecting and acquiring knowledge.

Clarification on the Identity of Institutions Associated with Archaeological
Sites

Archaeological Site

Before exploring the various institutions associated with archaeological sites, it is essential
to initially establish a precise definition of a ‘site’. Subsequently, the definition of an
‘archaeological site’ can be refined, serving as the cornerstone of this study.

Existing studies offer various definitions of ‘sites’. For example, ‘Site is works of man or the
combined works of nature and man, and areas including archaeological sites which are of
outstanding universal value from the historical, aesthetic, ethnological or anthropological
points of view’ (Room 1972) and ‘Sites are non-mobile cultural carriers left behind by humans
and nature’ (Li 2014, 72). These definitions explicitly encompass natural and human-gener-
ated categories, with the potential addition of joint sites, as seen in UNESCO's classification
system of heritage. Archaeological sites unequivocally fall within the category of human-
generated sites. Then, there are also many definitions of archaeological sites in existing
research, for example, ‘An archaeological site is any locality where the material remains of
ancient human activity are found’ (The Canadian Encyclopedia 2007); ‘An archaeological site is
the remains of human activity such as buildings of socio-economic and cultural value left by
previous generations (Xuecai 2001, 45)’; and ‘An archaeological site is a place where human
activity occurred, resulting in remains or traces which are or may be recorded by archae-
ological methods’ (Paardekooper, personal interview with Chen Zhang, February 23, 2023,
289). Drawing upon existing definitions, as well as findings of field research and interviews,
archaeological sites are defined in this research as the cumulative and dynamic record of
human activities across specific geographical, climatic, and natural settings over time and
space, comprising artefacts, architectural elements, organic materials, and environmental
remnants.
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Archaeological Site Museum

The definition of archaeological site museums is both extensive and varied. Distinguishing
them from open-air museums, living history museums, or visitor centres is a challenge
(Papaioannou 2022, 176). Therefore, similar to the process of defining an archaeological
site, the definition of a site museum requires clarification prior to articulating the concept
of an archaeological site museum. There are some typical definitions of site museums in
existing studies. For example, Moolman (1996, 394) states, ‘A site museum must be, at least,
both a significant site and a genuine museum to preserve and interpret cultural, historical,
and natural elements in situ’, or Papaioannou (2022, 176) offers a more recent definition: ‘A
site museum is a museum firmly connected with (and usually placed within or in the vicinity
of) an archaeological or historical site, an area of natural importance, a monument and/or an
area of archaeological/historical discoveries and interest’. These definitions collectively high-
light that the most crucial characteristic of a site museum is its close association with a site,
particularly in terms of geographical location, conservation, and interpretation.

Moreover, the categorisation of site museums varies widely across different cultures
and geographical contexts. Moolman (1996) proposes dividing site museums into three
categories: visual, non-visual, and conceptual. Visual site museums have visible remains,
whereas non-visual site museums contain physical elements that are not visible.
Consequently, most archaeological site museums fall into the visual category, possessing
visible remains, while a minority, like those encompassing underwater archaeological
sites, belong to the non-visual category due to their lack of visibility. Wenli, Yongq;i, and
Shuping (1999, 42) categorise site museums into four types: historical, natural, scientific,
and other, with archaeological site museums fitting into the historical category.
Furthermore, a notable classification by the International Council of Museums (ICOM)
delineates site museums into four types: ecological site museums, situated in unaltered
natural environments, same as natural site museums; ethnological site museums, repre-
senting a nation’s residence and displaying its customs and lifestyles; historical event site
museums, associated with significant historical events, often located at war fortresses,
public buildings, private residences, etc.; and archaeological site museums, constructed on
or near archaeological sites (see also Shafernich 1993; Stancheva and Fiilep 1982). This
classification system explicitly identifies the attribution of archaeological site museums.

In terms of archaeological site museums, many definitions exist, among which several
are more widely recognised. Kiiseh (1989, 183), for example, claims that, ‘An archaeolo-
gical site museum preserves and interprets the remains of archaeological phenomena on
a site where they have been preserved in situ; this museum provides research, documen-
tation, conservation, and interpretive functions’. Paardekooper (2013, 289) offers
a perspective stating, ‘An archaeological site museum is a museum, dedicated to pre-
senting a specific archaeological site or its broader story; This museum houses the
archaeological site it refers to within its territory and is therefore fixed in location’.

Archaeological site museums can be categorised into various types, such as prehistoric,
anthropogenic, ancient burial, religious, city, and technological site types (Longbin 2009,
128-130). Archaeological site museums may have evolved from archaeological shelters
initially established to protect archaeological sites and artefacts during excavation. Such
museums have several characteristics in comparison to other historical museums or
related institutions. One key characteristic is that the collections and exhibits of these
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museums contain two primary categories: firstly, regular movable items such as produc-
tion tools, household utensils, and human and animal bone specimens; secondly, special
immovable elements like the site itself, encompassing both preserved and unexcavated
areas (Shan 2011, 8; Xiayong 2009, 30) (see Figures 1 and 2). A second characteristic is the
relatively fixed geographic location of these museums, typically situated on or near the
site (R. Symmons, personal interview with Chen Zhang, March 3, 2023). Thirdly, from
a visitor's perspective, archaeological site museums offer a unique sense of ‘presence’ on
the site, attributed to their authentic presentation of the archaeological site post-excava-
tion, a feature absent in reconstruction-type museums and institutions (Yang 2023,
personal interview; D. Xu, personal interview with Chen Zhang, November 27, 2023). In
conclusion, the important feature of archaeological site museums is that their essential
functions, including conservation, display, and research, centre on the archaeological site
itself and its unearthed objects.

Recently, several museums have been constructed on or adjacent to archaeological sites.
Instead of focusing exclusively on the preservation and interpretation of archaeological sites,
these museums have expanded their scope to include the relationship between the site and
the surrounding community and even the city. A typical example is the Novium Museum in
the UK, situated on a Roman site, which dedicates its first floor to interpreting the site and its
associated artefacts. However, as one ascends the floors, the interpretive perspective broad-
ens to encompass the community and the city. Scholars hold divergent views on whether this
type of museum qualifies as an archaeological site museum. Shen (personal interview with
Chen Zhang, May 26, 2023) and Yang (2023, personal interview), for example, argue that the
essence of an archaeological site museum lies in reflecting the site’s history and significance,
but the aforementioned museum extends well beyond the scope of a typical archaeological
site museum. Conversely, scholars like L. Guo (personal interview with Chen Zhang, July 13,
2023), Gan (personal interview, with Chen Zhang, July 14 2023), and Yang (personal interview
with Chen Zhang, July 12, 2023) suggest that such museums may represent the future of
archaeological site museums. This perspective meets Banerjee and Kumar’'s (2015, 18) pro-
position that archaeological site museums serve as mirrors to their sites and surroundings,
reflecting aspects of the past.

Figures 1 and 2. Immovable archaeological sites and movable artefacts are the collections and
exhibits of an archaeological site museum, at the Protection Hall of Burial Pits of the Hanyangling
Museum, China (photos by the author).
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These debates highlight a phenomenon from one perspective: the lack of a clear
consensus on the definition of an archaeological site museum so far (Xu 2018, 5). One
possible reason is the highly specialised and lengthy nature of the term, resulting in its
less frequent use outside academic circles compared to within them (Yang 2023,
personal interview; C. Peterman-Lifchitz, personal interview with Chen Zhang,
March 17, 2023). The second reason is due to variations in site characteristics, con-
servation philosophies, cultural contexts, and archaeological scopes across different
countries and cultural regions (J. Hale, personal interview with Chen Zhang, March 23,
2023; Yang 2023, personal interview; G. Papaioannou, personal interview with Chen
Zhang, March 7, 2023). A third factor is the overlapping powers and responsibilities of
international organisations (Yang 2023, personal interview; Paardekooper 2023; Yang
2023, personal interview). Archaeological site museums deal with heritage conserva-
tion, typically under the purview of ICOMOS, but museum operation aspects, are more
relevant to ICOM’s domain. Consequently, finding a universally satisfying definition of
an archaeological site museum at this stage is challenging. Fourthly, the segregation
among various specialisations plays a role; archaeological site museums require inter-
disciplinary collaboration across fields like archaeology, museumes, history, architecture,
etc., leading to diverse viewpoints from scholars of different disciplines on the defini-
tion of these museums (K. Liu, personal interview with Chen Zhang, May 25, 2023;
Yang 2023, personal interview). These factors contribute to the absence of a clear
consensus regarding the definition and scope of archaeological site museums.

Moreover, many institutions that perfectly meet the previously mentioned definitions
are not labelled as archaeological site museums. One reason involves the naming system:
‘archaeological’, deemed too specialised and ‘intimidating’, is often omitted in these
museums’ names to enhance public dissemination and accessibility (M. Parker Pearson,
personal interview with Chen Zhang, February 24, 2023; D. Xu, personal interview with
Chen Zhang, January 6, 2024). Examples include Fishbourne Roman Palace and
Chedworth Roman Villa. Alternatively, the more accessible term ‘museum’ is added, as
seen in names like Banpo Museum or Sanxingdui Museum, combining the archaeological
site name with ‘museum’ (K. Liu, personal interview with Chen Zhang, May 25, 2023). The
preference for retaining only the site name might stem from the principle of ‘authentic
preservation’, despite the presence of some preservation and interpretation constructions
on these archaeological sites. Alternatively, this could be influenced by the shortcomings
of international institutions, as Xu (2018, 6) argues ‘Many of the ICOMOS Charters’
principles perfectly meet the concepts of site museums; nevertheless, they do not
integrate such concepts into the form of the museum’. Secondly, the tendency to not
label institutions as ‘archaeological site museums’ also relates to the cultural context of
each country and region. Albag (personal interview with Chen Zhang, March 24, 2023), for
example, notes that in Israel, this may stem from the complex ownership of archaeological
sites. Within the Chinese context, the terms ‘archaeological site museum’ and ‘site
museum’ are frequently interchanged in everyday language and public perception,
whereas ‘archaeological site museum’ is predominantly used in the cultural heritage
system’s official documents (Yang 2023, personal interview). The architectural design
approval process in China is another illustration. Gan argues that due to the complex
approval process and rigorous security and functional standards for ‘museums’, alterna-
tive names such as ‘site exhibition halls’ or ‘protection buildings’ are sometimes used to
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facilitate faster approval. This trend has also been observed in the author’s personal
architectural design practice.

In conclusion, much work remains in defining and delineating the scope of archae-
ological site museums. This study incorporates Paardekooper’s (personal interview with
Chen Zhang, February 23, 2023) concept of dissecting the term into ‘archaeological site’
and ‘museum’. It integrates the concept of archaeological sites, as discussed previously,
with the authoritative and modern ICOM definition of a museum. This integration is then
summarised based on existing definitions of archaeological site museums, to provide
a more comprehensive and inclusive definition: An archaeological site museum is
a multifunctional, non-profit, permanent institution, closely integrated with or situated
near one or more archaeological sites, established after thoughtful and scientific archae-
ological excavation and conservation, to benefit the society, including diverse visitors,
local stakeholders. The museum undertakes a broad spectrum of activities, including
research, collection, conservation, interpretation, and exhibition, primarily centred on
the archaeological site and its artefacts, which may extend beyond the site itself. The
fundamental purpose of the archaeological site museum is on conveying the narrative
and significance of the archaeological site. A distinctive characteristic is its dedication to
authentically presenting the archaeological site and systematically displaying the results
of archaeological research.

In situ Museum/On-Site Museum

When examining solely the semantics of ‘in situ museum’ and ‘on-site museum’, it becomes
apparent that these terms potentially cover broader concepts than ‘site museum’, and
consequently, they encompass a wider scope than ‘archaeological site museum’. The key
distinction is in the definition of the term ‘site’. In the context of site museums, ‘site’ typically
pertains to historical or natural remnants, whereas ‘on-site museum’ or ‘in situ museum’ can
encompass a broader range of connotations, including remain, place, field, etc. This view is
recognised by Fangyin (2014) and Yuyue (2016). However, these three terms are occasionally
used interchangeably in literature and practice. For instance, Fouseki (2015, 34) believes that
an ‘in situ museum’ is a museum that preserves, enhances, and presents to the public
archaeological remains preserved in situ, including immovable architectural remains and
movable artefacts, replicas, or originals. Such museums may take the form of underground,
semi-subterranean, or above-ground structures, showcasing exclusively architectural rem-
nants preserved in situ, or a combination of immovable architectural remains with movable
replicas or authentic artefacts. The scope of ‘in situ museum’ in this definition is nearly the
same as ‘site museum’. However, these two diverse assertions require more substantiation
through more extensive research and practical evidence on ‘in situ museums’ and ‘on-site
museums’.

Archaeological Site Protection Building/Archaeological Shelter

Archaeological site protection buildings are conceptually close to archaeological shelters,
albeit typically larger and more complex in building form. Archaeological shelters are often
used as a means to reduce the active decay of remains in open archaeological sites; in the
most extreme case, this measure is related to the safety and predictability of the museum
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environment (Demas 2002, 26). Commonly, these constructions serve the purposes of site
protection and monitoring during and after archaeological excavations and then play
a pivotal role in the development of archaeological site museums or parks. Unlike other
site-related institutions, such as archaeological site museums, heritage centres, or visitor
centres, the significant characteristic of archaeological site protection buildings and archae-
ological shelters lies in their fundamental function - preserving the archaeological site and
its surroundings. Consequently, these structures prioritise environmental and conservation
efficacy, underpinned by rigorous research and, to a lesser degree, aesthetic factors (Curteis
2018, 47-49). Generally, these structures are constructed using one of three approaches: the
first involves a short-term design employing simple materials to provide temporary site
coverage; the second adopts a historical approach using local or site-similar materials for
site protection; and the third utilises modern materials with a lightweight, detachable
structure, resembling an ‘umbrelld’, to safeguard the site (Pesaresi and Stewart 2018, 59;
see Figure 3). ‘The design of an archaeological site shelter should be perceived as an
enduring, adaptable, and iterative protective process’ (82).

Ancient Architecture Museums

The term ‘ancient architecture museum’ (27 &3 IEM1E Gujianzhu Bowuguan) is rela-
tively prevalent in Chinese discourse. The relationship between these museums and
archaeological site museums has been discussed within Chinese academic circles.
Established literature predominantly advocates classifying ancient architecture museums
as a distinct branch parallel to archaeological site museums, both falling within the
category of site museums. This view may have its origins in UNESCO’s site classification,
which delineates three site types: cultural, natural, and mixed. Cultural heritage sites
encompass historic buildings, town sites, significant archaeological sites, archaeological
sites, and works of monumental sculpture or painting (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2024).
Within this framework, ancient buildings and archaeological sites are subsumed under the
category of cultural heritage sites. This perspective finds validation in multiple Chinese

Figure 3. A typical archaeological site shelter, at Tongguan Kiln site Park, China (photo by the author,
2023).
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studies (S. Longwei, personal interview with Chen Zhang, March 23, 2023; Yongqi,
Shuping, and Wenli 1996; Xiao 1989). Furthermore, the Code for Design of Museum
Buildings (2015, 3.1.4), issued by the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development
of China in 2015, underscores that ancient architecture museums and archaeological site
museums both fall within the purview of site museums, as viewed from another perspec-
tive. Some archaeological sites can, to a certain degree, be considered as ‘remnant’
buildings or complexes (Unknown Author 1992, 45). So, in the context of Chinese
heritage, it is plausible to classify ancient architecture museums as site museums, parallel
to archaeological site museums. Nevertheless, the assertion requires further empirical
validation and case studies in diverse cultural contexts.

Archaeological Heritage Museum

The concept of archaeological heritage museums is broader and occasionally conflated
with the concept of archaeological site museums in some Chinese literature, in which
the term ‘Site Museum’ (iZhh{#47E Yizhibowuguan) is often translated as ‘Heritage
Museum’ (such as Nan 2004). However, the distinction between the hinges on the term
‘Heritage’. ICOMOS provided a concise definition in 1990: ‘The archaeological heritage
comprises all vestiges of human existence and consists of places relating to all manifesta-
tions of human activity, abandoned structures, and remains of all kinds (including sub-
terranean and underwater sites), together with all the portable cultural material
associated with them’ (ICOMOS 2021). This definition unequivocally illustrates that
archaeological heritage includes archaeological sites, various types of remains like ancient
architecture, and movable cultural relics. Consequently, an archaeological heritage
museum encompasses a wider range than an archaeological site museum, for example
‘An (archaeological heritage) museum houses exhibits describing the culture and history
of a particular place and its inhabitants’ (Collins 2023). This characterisation implies that
archaeological heritage museums could serve as a comprehensive and superior category
within the museum classification system. Given that this category has the potential to
include a vast array of thematic history museums, it suggests that the scope of archae-
ological heritage museums should be broader compared to that of site museums.

Archaeological Open-Air Museum

Recently, the archaeological open-air museum has become prevalent. This museum type
shares several similarities with archaeological site museums, complicating their differen-
tiation. The issue of overlapping concepts can be attributed to the initial institutional
categorisation by the International Council of Museums (ICOM). According to
Paardekooper (2013, 29), ‘In 1993, archaeological open-air museums were grouped with
site museums in the International Committee of Museums and Collections of Archaeology
and History (ICMAH) in a workgroup “Site Museums and Museums of Archaeological
Reconstruction”, which were abandoned in some years'. Furthermore, their brief history
in practice and research, coupled with their limited numbers, exacerbates the challenge of
delineating clear boundaries between this museum type and others. Fortunately, signifi-
cant contributions have been made to address this dilemma. A noteworthy contribution is
from Roeland Paardekooper, one of the founders and the director of the International
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Association of Archaeological Open-Air Museums (EXARC). He provides a precise defini-
tion of the archaeological open-air museum,

An archaeological open-air museum is a non-profit permanent institution with outdoor true
to scale architectural reconstructions primarily based on archaeological sources. It holds
collections of intangible heritage resources and provides an interpretation of how people
lived and acted in the past; this is accomplished according to sound scientific methods for the
purposes of education, study and enjoyment of its visitors. (23; EXARC 2021)

This definition articulates the characteristics, functions, and purposes of archaeological
open-air museums, and crucially, it highlights the primary distinction from archaeological
site museums: their divergent methods of history presentation. Typically, archaeological
open-air museums reconstruct full-scale buildings outdoors, based on the original site or
historical data, whereas archaeological site museums primarily concentrate on preserving
and interpreting the original site. This differentiation was corroborated by , personal inter-
view). The second difference lies in the divergent focus of displays, influenced by the
museum’s geographic location. Paardekooper (2014) suggests that archaeological open-
air site museums might not be situated on or near the original site, often resulting in fewer
displayed archaeological artefacts. Conversely, a defining characteristic of archaeological
site museums is their establishment on or around the original site, coupled with the display
of the site and its archaeological artefacts (Li 2014, 73). The third difference lies in the
broader application of experimental archaeology in current archaeological open-air
museums, a practice not commonly seen in site museums. As Paardekooper elaborated
in his interview (2023), a fifth distinction arises from the diverse origins of the two museum
types, leading to variations in their foundations and narratives. Archaeological site
museums are typically constructed after the extensive excavation and research of archae-
ological sites. Decision-making and funding for these activities and subsequent museum
construction typically originate from official sources, thus influencing the decisions and
exhibition content of archaeological site museums. In contrast, archaeological open-air
museums often emerge from grassroots movements. For instance, they might begin as
a community’s historical display activities, which, if well- received, prompt the local com-
munity to further develop these activities and the land for tourism. Consequently, the
decision-making and exhibition narratives in these museums often reflect the perspectives
of the local community. In addition, two other minor distinctions are identified during the
field research. Many exhibitions of archaeological site museums are conducted both
indoors and outdoors, whereas archaeological open-air museums mainly have only outdoor
exhibitions. Further, the typical visitor demographic of archaeological site museums aligns
with that of traditional history museums, while archaeological open-air museums primarily
draw families with children. In summary, the distinctions in historical presentation methods,
display focus, experimental archaeology application, origins, foundational principles, and
narrative types are pivotal in differentiating these two museum varieties.

These two museum types exhibit distinct characteristics, with each possessing its own
strengths and weaknesses. A comparative table summarising their strengths and weak-
nesses across various aspects is presented below (Table 1).

It is worth noting that one of the strengths of archaeological open-air museums, i.e. strong
interpretation and interaction nature, but it can also be seen as an inherent weakness from
another perspective. As Crane (2006, 103) puts that, ‘when individuals re-experience memory,
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Table 1. Advantages and disadvantages of two types of museums, ‘archaeological open-air museum’
and ‘archaeological site museum’ (based on Paardekooper 2020; and interviews with paardekooper
and Peterman-Lifchitz).

Museums Archaeological Open-Air

Aspects Museum Archaeological Site Museum

Authenticity ~ Reconstructions may not always accurately Visitors can sense the original appearance of
of represent the past, as they can lack an objective  historical sites, yet some site features may be
Experience presentation of facts challenging for visitors to recognise and

(Paardekooper 2020). comprehend (Paardekooper, personal
interview).

Coverage of  Often concentrates on specific buildings or Encompasses a range of periods and events
Periods and historical periods (Paardekooper, personal (Paardekooper, personal interview)

Events interview; 2020);

Interpretation  Provides a variety of interpretative approaches,  Provides in-depth explanations and guides that
and such as costumed guides and demonstrations narrate the story of the site (Paardekooper,
Guidance (Paardekooper, personal interview) personal interview)

Visitor Provides a sense of historical participation and Understanding the site’s significance may be
Experience fun, especially for specific groups like teenagers  challenging due to limited interaction and

(Peterman-Lifchitz, personal interview) participation (Peterman-Lifchitz, personal
interview)

Impact on Reconstructions can be dismantled without harm Preserves the site’s original state, yet
Original to the original site (Paardekooper, personal conservation issues may constrain the visitor
Site interview) experience.

it can never be a pure and perfect recreation of the past’. Within museums, any historical
artefact or narrative undergoes multi-layered interpretation by various stakeholders, including
archaeologists, curators, tour guides, and tourists, potentially leading to the erosion or
distortion of its original information (Zhang and Light 2023). Yang 2023, personal interview)
further explains that some archaeological open-air museums could evolve into a form of
entertainment resembling Disneyland, where visitors may perceive a sense of theatricality
and unreality. Although this issue can be partly alleviated through meticulous academic
research and precise architectural reconstruction, combined with varied and open interpreta-
tions, it remains a challenge to fully address in museums characterised by plentiful inter-
pretations yet lacking substantial historical evidence.

Furthermore, it is essential to acknowledge that the categorisation, functions, and
objectives of archaeological open-air museums vary across different cultures and regions.
For example, Geering (2019, 161) observed that the open-air museum concept in the Soviet
Union closely resembled the site museum model prevalent in English-speaking countries.
This type of open-air museum, as characterised by ‘Promotion of the Role of Museums in
the Communist Education of the Workers’ in 1964, was anchored in socialist ideology,
fulfilling both recreational and educational roles within a broader ideological project.
Another example is that ‘In the British Isles, archaeological open-air museums are rarely
characterised as museums, but rather as centres, heritage visitor centres, farms, parks or
villages’ (Paardekooper 2013, 54). Consequently, although Paardekooper's definition pro-
vides a clear interpretation of archaeological open-air museumes, it is important to acknowl-
edge and accept the diverse definitions that exist in various cultural contexts.

Archaeological Visitor Centre

A visitor centre, as defined by Shaozhe (2014, 13), is a specialised facility at a tourist attraction,
primarily offering services like information, consultation, display, interpretation, education,
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and rest. In recent years, many visitor centres, such as Stonehenge Visitor Centre, Whitby
Abbey Visitor Centre, etc., have been built near heritage sites worldwide. These centres are
generally characterised by expanded floor areas and increasingly complex building functions
(Figures 4 and 5). It appears that many newly established visitor centres fulfil numerous
traditional museum functions, albeit with a more commercial and service-oriented approach.
This has somewhat led to a blurring of the concepts of these facilities and archaeological
heritage centres, archaeological heritage museums, and archaeological site museums.
Therefore, a clear definition of the visitor centre is necessary. The interviews revealed
significant differences in how scholars of various specialisations perceive this institution.
The following table presents these views and their rationale, addressing whether visitor
centres should be classified as museum institutions (Table 2).

The above table demonstrates a consensus among museologists and archaeologists
that visitor centres should not be classified as museums, a sentiment echoed by most
museum practitioners and curators. In contrast, architectural scholars expressed
a differing opinion in interviews. This divergence of opinions is likely attributable to the
unique perspectives inherent to each respective field. Professionals in heritage conserva-
tion and museums typically focus on museums’ roles in education, academic research,
and collection display, whereas architectural scholars often prioritise architectural func-
tionality. Given the limited scope of the interview sample, a comprehensive summary of
the diverse professional perspectives on the attributes of visitor centres is not feasible.
Nevertheless, it is evident that despite the growing trend of constructing multi-functional
visitor centres, a large number of scholars continue to differentiate them from museums,
particularly due to their unique commercial nature and organisational structure.

Archaeological Interpretation Centre/Archaeological Heritage Centre

The boundaries between these two types of centres are often blurred and they are
frequently used interchangeably in both research and practice. It is possible to consider
them as essentially the same type of institution. Before defining such institutions, the
broader concept of heritage centres needs to be clarified: ‘Heritage centres usually
develop from places containing historic buildings and natural or man-made features,
sometimes with varying degrees of restoration; such centres can recreate and present to
visitors the original appearance and historical context of the place’ (Vergo 1997, 62). In

Figures 4 and 5. Exhibition space inside the Stonehenge visitor centre (photos by the author, 2019).
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Table 2. Various views on the attribution of visitor centres.

Professions Sources Views Reasons

Museologist Paardekooper,  Visitor centres cannot be Although visitor centres may technically fulfil
& personal classified as museums. certain museum expectations and share
Archaeologist  interview some of their functions, their primary focus

Museologist &
Archaeologist

Archaeologist

Archaeologist

Archaeologist

Museum
practitioner

Museum
practitioner &
Museologist

Museum
practitioner

Museum
Curator

Papaioannou,
personal
interview

Peterman-
Lifchitz,
personal
interview

Yang, personal
interview

Parker Pearson,
personal
interview

Chen, personal
interview

Guo, personal
interview

Shen, personal
interview

Symmons,
personal
interview

Visitor centres cannot be
classified as museums

Visitor centres cannot be

classified as museums.

Visitor centres can be classified as
museums.

Visitor centres cannot be
classified as museums.

Uncertain

Visitor centres cannot be
classified as museums.

Visitor centres cannot be
classified as museums.

Visitor centres can be classified as
museums, although there are
some differences.

is on visitor service and commercial
activities. Museumes, in contrast, have
a more comprehensive mission that
extends beyond mere commercial
interests.

The fundamental purpose of visitor centres
differs significantly from that of museums.
Visitor centres
prioritise leisure and commercial aspects
over providing comprehensive
archaeological displays.

Often, visitor centres lack the necessary space
to meet all the expectations and
requirements typical of a museum.

In Europe, many visitor centres are
constructed post-research of heritage sites,
potentially assuming some roles
traditionally held by
museums.

Visitor centres typically lack ownership of
exhibits and collections, thus limiting their
capacity to fully curate these items. The
primary focus of visitor centres is on
commercial activities, as opposed to the
presentation of archaeological information.
Visitor centres are often deficient in the
necessary infrastructure and resources that
museums possess, particularly in terms of
curating and storing collections
adequately.

While the interviewee did not provide
a definitive statement, he noted that visitor
centres often appear as integral parts of
archaeological or heritage parks.

A visitor centre may function as a department
or a component within an archaeological
site museum or an archaeological site park.
Visitor centres typically serve a singular
function and lack the comprehensive range
of functions
embodied by a complete museum.

Museums within the archaeological category
are typically non-profit, permanent
institutions, in contrast to visitor centres,
which may
operate for profit.

The focus of visitor centres and museums in
the archaeology category is on the
provision of heritage-related interpretation.
Due to the influence of commercialisation,
many museums are now adopting
approaches as commercial as those of
visitor
centres.

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued).

Professions Sources Views Reasons
Architect Gan, personal  Visitor centres can be classified as Despite having a different focus from
interview museums. museums in the archaeological category,

visitor centres still align with the broader
concept of a museum.
The controversy surrounding the
classification of visitor centres stems from
varying theoretical
perspectives across disciplines.

Architect Hale, personal ~ Uncertain Differences in cultural backgrounds can lead

interview to varied interpretations of the same

terminology in different countries.
In the UK, the concept of a visitor
centre is likely used more frequently than
in other regions.

Architect & Xu, personal Visitor centres can be classified as  An archaeological visitor centre is often an
Conservator interview museums. integral component of an archaeological
site museum.

(source: interviews with Roeland Paardekooper, Georgios Papaioannou, Peterman-Lifchitz, Fan Yang, Parker Pearson, Bo
Chen, Luo Guo, Weilong Shen, symmons, Lichao Gan, Jonathan Hale, and Dongming Xu).

practice, ‘heritage centres’ are often used to describe areas encompassing a broader
geographical scope, like natural or historical heritage parks. The primary distinction
between a heritage centre and an archaeological heritage centre or archaeological
interpretive centre is that the former also includes interpretation of natural or industrial
heritage, exemplified by places like the Autrey Mill Nature Preserve & Heritage Centre.
Consequently, the scope of heritage centres is broader than that of archaeological
heritage centres or archaeological interpretive centres.

The archaeological interpretation centre represents a new type of institution, posi-
tioned between visitor centres and archaeological or heritage museums. Its primary role is
to disseminate knowledge about cultural heritage, typically situated near cultural or
historical sites. As noted by Tugas, Tresserras, and Mellin (2016, 31), interpretative centres
differ from traditional museums in that they do not focus on the collection, preservation,
and study of objects. Rather, their aim is to enhance visitors’ appreciation and interaction
with natural and cultural heritage, often featuring amenities like tourist information, cafes,
and restaurants. This concept, that archaeological heritage centres and interpretation
centres are distinct from museums, is also supported by Michael Parker Pearson,
a prominent archaeologist known for his extensive research on Stonehenge. In his inter-
view, using the JORVIK Viking Centre as an example (Figures 6 and 7), Parker Pearson,
argues that archaeological heritage centres commonly do not fully curate a collection and
fulfil the research function, which museums are supposed to do.

Conversely, Rob Symmons, the curator of Fishbourne Roman Palace in England, holds
a differing viewpoint. Yang (2023, personal interview) argues that both archaeological
heritage centres and museums are dedicated to interpreting heritage, and he notes that
modern museums have increasingly embraced commercial development as well. This
demonstrates the wide spectrum of opinions among scholars regarding these types of
centres. What can be recognised, however, is that archaeological heritage centres and
interpretive centres can be regarded as a concept that lies somewhere between archae-
ological heritage museums and archaeological heritage visitor centres, distinguished by
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Figures 6 and 7. JORVIK Viking Centre restores scenes of Viking life (photos by the author, 2019).

their heightened emphasis on displaying and interpreting sites and cultural relics, which
exceeds that of visitor centres, but the lack of the comprehensive scientific research and
collection endeavours typical of conventional museums.

Archaeological Museum

Archaeological museums are a relatively familiar type of museum. Worldwide, a large
number of archaeological museums have been constructed, including the
Archaeological Museum of Athens and the Archaeological Museum of Xi‘an. Many
definitions of these museums have also been emerged recently in the theoretical
domain. For instance, Lining (2018, 100-101) thinks that archaeological museums are
museums with archaeological characteristics, tasked with collecting, displaying, and
studying the material heritage of human beings and their environments that archae-
ology is concerned with, and these museums primarily focus on utilising archae-
ological theories to collect, exhibit, and disseminate information, among other
functions.

Escribano-Miralles, Miralles-Martinez, and Serrano-Pastor (2020) proposed that the
archaeological museum is a building where objects of archaeological historical, and
scientific interest are kept, in which knowledge is created that is transmitted to society,
through formal, non-formal and informal education. Guo and Zhang (2023) contend
that archaeological museums, grounded in archaeological theory and methodology, are
committed to preserving and studying the results of archaeological excavations, and
additionally, they play a pivotal role in disseminating and presenting these results to the
public, thus serving as an extension of the archaeological mission. According to the
definition provided by Encyclopedia Brittanica (2023a), ‘Archaeological museums are
found in areas of rich antiquity or on-site museums. Evidently, the scope of these
museums extends beyond that of the on-site museum. The archaeology museum is
concerned mainly with historical evidence recovered from the ground and, in many
cases, provides information on a period for which the written record can make little or
no contribution’.
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From a collection perspective, archaeological museums primarily feature artefacts
with explicit excavation details, derived from extensive archaeological excavations
across various sites and cultures. Additionally, they encompass relocated, restored, or
digitised site-type collections. For instance, the Shaanxi Archaeological Museum in
China has relocated the entire Western Zhou carriage and horse pits to its exhibition
halls (Figures 8 and 9), and house items pertinent to archaeological work, including
equipment, records, personal or team items, oral historical materials, and video materi-
als (Yifu and Jing 2022, 21).

In terms of exhibitions, archaeological museums typically showcase excavation find-
ings from various periods and regions, along with their cultural contexts and geographic
environments. These museums often incorporate stratigraphic and typological knowl-
edge from archaeological research into their exhibitions. These can either chronologi-
cally outline the evolution of a particular category of cultural relics or display a diverse
array of relics in different periods based on their coexisting relationships. A key aspect of
their exhibition strategy involves presenting the evolution of a specific type of cultural
relic in groups or sets, primarily through dense displays. These exhibitions emphasise
the history of archaeological disciplines, as well as the theoretical frameworks and
methodologies of archaeology employed in the region (Guo and Zhang 2023, 3; Yifu
and Jing 2022, 23). For instance, the Shaanxi Archaeological Museum in China system-
atically illustrates the progression of Xi'an and even Chinese archaeological disciplines
in its exhibitions, employing a mix of documentary and visual materials alongside
archaeological artefacts. These displays are augmented with profiles of archaeologists,
highlighting their academic contributions and achievements (Figures 10 and 11). The
Chinese Archaeological Museum, on the other hand, adopts a ‘warehouse display’
concept, exhibiting a high-density array of artefacts, both ordinary and dilapidated, in
a singular space.

In terms of education and services, the distinctions between archaeological museums
and other museum types may not be pronounced, while archaeological museums often
appeal more to visitors with a profound interest in history and archaeology. The field study
revealed that visitors to archaeological museums are generally younger compared to those
at historical museums, while the proportion of family-type visitors is comparatively lower.

Figures 8 and 9. Western Zhou Carriage and Horse Pits in the Shaanxi Archaeological Museum (photos
by the author, 2023).
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Figures 10 and 11. Shaanxi archaeological museum showcases the work of archaeologists (photos by
the author, 2023).

Over the past five years, archaeological museums have emerged as a ‘buzzword’ in
Chinese practice, and many archaeological museums have been constructed, including
the Luoyang Archaeological Museum and the Shanxi Archaeological Museum (opened
in 2020), the Shaanxi Archaeological Museum (opened in 2022), and the Chinese
Archaeological Museum (opened in 2023). The proliferation of archaeological museums
in China may be attributed not only to advancements in archaeology, urban develop-
ment, and heightened cultural preservation awareness but also to the evolving separa-
tion between archaeological work and museums (Yang 2023, personal interview; Guo
and Zhang 2023, 7-9). Traditionally, archaeologists have been tasked with excavating
and conducting preliminary studies of artefacts, with museums later displaying them.
However, in recent years, various reasons have led to some archaeological institutions’
reluctance to transfer artefacts to museums immediately after research, resulting in
these artefacts being stored in team warehouses, which are almost inaccessible to the
public. To address this issue, some archaeological institutions have established their
museums, allowing them to directly display artefacts to the public and get additional
benefits.

Furthermore, there is ongoing debate among Chinese academics regarding the
categorisation of archaeological museums and archaeological site museums. Some
scholars advocate for a clear distinction between these two museum types, for
example, Guo and Zhang (2023, 4-7) argue that archaeological site museums, estab-
lished on archaeological sites and dedicated to preserving, collecting, and exhibiting
information about specific sites, should be distinct from archaeological museums,
which are founded on archaeological excavations and emphasise the integrity of
regional archaeological narratives. Ji and Jiayu (2010, 486) and Yang 2023, personal
interview) share this perspective. Yongqi, Shuping and Wenli (1996) adds that archae-
ological museums are organised by state-owned entities qualified in archaeological
excavation, differing from archaeological site museums. Conversely, some scholars,
such as Saiping (2010, 12), argue that archaeological site museums can be classified
under the scope of archaeological museums. Lining (2018, 104) elucidates this division
by stating that archaeological museums comprise two categories: archaeological site
museums, which rely on the site excavations, and museums dependent on
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General Museums

Art Museums

British museums

Natural History and Natural Science Museums Natural site museums

History Museums Archzeological Museums Archaeological site museums

Science and Technology Museums

Virtual Museums

Figure 12. Archaeological site museums in British classification systems, as a sub-type of archae-
ological museums.

archaeological excavation institutions, with the latter concentrating on the exhibition
of archaeological work, theories, and historical development. Yifu and Jing (2022,
20-21) further refined this categorisation by classifying archaeological museums
into thematic, regional, and site museums based on the spatial nature of their collec-
tions. Moreover, this categorisation is further evidenced by the British museum

Table 3. Identities of institutions associated with archaeological sites.

Institutions
Characteristics Ownership Purpose Exhibition focus Collection Type
Archaeological Site Commonly Archaeological Archaeologica Archaeological Site
Museum Official Site Conservation, | Site and and
Ownership Excavated
Interpretation and Study Objects in Original Excavated Objects
Appearance
In Situ Museum Commonly Site Conservation, Site and Excavated  Site and Excavated
/On-Site Museums Official Interpretation and Study Objects in Original ~ Objects
Ownership Appearance
Archaeological Site Commonly Site Conservation Site in Original Site
Protection Official Appearance
Building/ Ownership
Archaeological
Shelter
Ancient Architecture  Official and Ancient Architecture Restored Ancient Historical Daily
Museums Private Conservation and Building and Daily =~ Necessities
Ownership Interpretation Necessities
Archaeological Commonly Regional History and Regional History and Regional Heritage
Heritage Official Heritage Interpretation Culture and Artefacts
Museum Ownership and Study
Archaeological Open- Commonly Non- History Education, Study Lives and Behaviours Reconstructed
Air Museum Official and of Historical Buildings and
Ownership Enjoyment People Historical
Materials and
Artefacts

Archaeological Visitor
Centre

Commonly Non-
Official

Visitor Service and Auxiliary
Interpretation

Auxiliary Exhibition
of the adjacent

A Few Cultural Relics

Ownership Site
Archaeological Commonly Interpretation and Study of  Archaeologica Regional
museum Official Regional Archaeological | Results and Archaeological
Ownership Results Works Artefacts
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Figure 13. Interrelationship among these institutions related to archaeological sites source: Author,
2023.

classification system, wherein museums are categorised as general museums, art
museums, natural history and science museums, history museums, science and tech-
nology museums, and virtual museums (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2023b). Within the
category of history museums, there exists a specific branch termed the ‘archaeology
museum’. Archaeological site museums are exclusively attributed to the category of
archaeological museums (Figure 12). In summary, this study prefers classifying archae-
ological site museums as a subset of archaeological museums.

Conclusion

The preceding analysis has clarified the functions, purposes, and ownership of
various institutions associated with archaeological sites. Table 3 summarises the
identities of these institutions, while Figure 13 illustrates their general interrelation-
ships. However, it is important to note that with the evolving concepts of archae-
ology, conservation, and architecture, the boundaries between these institutions
have become increasingly blurred and complex. While these summaries may not
encompass all cases or fully represent the characteristics of these institutions, they
can at least offer new perspectives on clarifying some prior misconceptions and
ambiguities in definitions.
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