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CASE STUDY

Christianity on display: a semiotic study of two museums
of world religions (Glasgow, Taipei)
Min-Hsiu Liao
School of Social Sciences, Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh, UK
ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

This article regards museums of world religions as intersemiotic
sites where the knowledge of individual religions as well as religion as a broad concept is socially constructed. It examines the
role of verbal interpretations in co-constructing knowledge of religion with other visual and spatial semiotics. The case study is
based on a comparison of the text panels and the display cases
on Christianity in two museums: St Mungo Museum of Religious
Life and Art (SMM) in Glasgow, and Museum of World Religions
(MWR) in Taipei. The methodology combines the micro-level analysis of theme-rheme pattern in information progression, logicalsemantic relations in verbal-visual interaction, and a pragmatic
account of the two epistemic communities in which the museums
are situated. The results suggest that through the interaction
between the text panels, labels, and individual objects, each
museum has construed its own material definition of religion.
Specifically, Christianity is construed as a phenomenon perceived
by Christians in SMM, whereas in MWR, the knowledge of
Christianity develops from the holy scriptures.
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1. Introduction: religion, museums, and museums of world religions
This article aims to systemically investigate the role of verbal interpretations in the
social construction of religious knowledge in a three-dimensional intersemiotic
museum space, and ultimately leads to a material definition of religion. Verbal interpretations will be investigated co-spatially with other visual and spatial semiotics in the
museum, based on the case studies of the exhibition of Christianity in two museums
that compare different religions, more commonly referred to as world religions museums (Orzech 2020, 3)1: St Mungo Museum of Religious Life and Art (SMM) in
Glasgow, Scotland, and the Museum of World Religions (MWR) in Taipei, Taiwan.
The two museums are chosen for comparison because of the different approaches they
adopted in constructing the knowledge of religion.
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Until fairly recently, religion had not received much attention from either museum
exhibitions or scholarly research. As for the former, the reason could be attributed to
museums being associated with rational and scientific thinking, as is the case with the
Western history museums, which were born from eighteenth-century Enlightenment
thought (Buggeln 2012, 34). This move to replace faith with science seems to explain
why religious objects remained excluded from museum spaces for a long time. In
museums, objects were organised and labelled according to the framework of modern
science. Even when religious objects did enter the museums, they were often
‘museumised’ and secularised, that is, removed from their religious functions and original context. Clifton (2007, 109) points out that Western museums tended to guide
visitors either to the ‘cultural and historical resonance’ of religious objects, particularly
with non-Western religions, or to the ‘visual wonder at their aesthetic uniqueness’,
more often with Western religious items such as Christian art. Therefore, for a long
time, museums of religions seemed a concept contradictory to established museology.
The turning point in the tension between museum and religion came probably with
the advent of ‘new museology’ at the end of the 1980s (Vergo 1989), which saw the
function of museums changing from preserving and collecting objects to a more community-inclusive agenda of reaching out to the visitors. Along with the movement of
immigrants who bring with them new religions and cultural beliefs, religious displays
in museums have been seen as a way of fostering interfaith dialogue and promoting
cross-cultural understanding (Da Silva 2010, 167). The global conflicts under the disguise of religious differences have also prompted religious education through different
media, including museum exhibitions. It is against this background that we have seen
the establishment of museums devoted to a particular religion, as well as museums of
world religions, which may be defined as ‘public and permanent collection[s] of material relating to more than one religion and representing the belief systems of more than
one country which also interprets the religious meaning of objects in display’ (Carnegie
2009, 158). Orzech (2020) conducted a comprehensive research on five museums of
world religions: the Religionskundliche Sammlung in Marbug, the State Museum of the
History of Religion in St. Petersburg, Le Musee Des Religions du Monde in Quebec,
SMM in Glasgow, and MWR in Taipei. All these museums exhibit what they consider
as major religions in the world, and to a different degree, aim to promote understanding of different religions. Some of these museums have a stronger academic interest,
while others focus more on community inclusion.
However, despite the recognition of the benefits of religious display in museums in
modern society, religious objects are mostly secularised in the museum space. In most
cases, museums make the effort to emphasise explicitly to the visitors that this is a
secular and ‘safe’ place to discuss religion, as in the case of SMM (Carnegie 2009, 166).
Buggeln (2012, 41) explains that museums are comfortable in introducing religion as a
‘generic transcendent experience’ but are cautious not to be seen as promoting a particular religious belief. Museums are understood as a place to popularise specialised
knowledge and educate the public, not as a space where religious practice should take
place. For example, the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) is proud of its collections
from different religious cultures and traditions, but rejects the suggestion of building a
prayer room. The reason, as the director explains, is that the museum is expected to be
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a space ‘which is consciously civic’ (Knott 2019). In this sense, the tension between
museum and religion is not completely resolved, and there is much debate about religious museums as a research topic.
The fundamental challenge to the study of religious museums is whether religion
can be represented or introduced to the visitors through material objects, and if yes,
how. Museums, as a material-based exhibition space, tend to deal with religion as ‘a
practice involving material things and what people do with them and say about them’
(Orzech 2020). However, the question here is what counts as a religious or sacred
object or whether such objects even exist, as some argue that objects are only religious
when they perform religious functions in religious rituals by religious followers. When
they are removed from the religious context, they are neither spiritual nor transcendent. Paine (2013, 3) illustrates the issue of whether things can be holy by bringing up
the debate of how bread and wine can be the body and blood of Christ. While the
Catholic Church believes in the theory of transubstantiation, some hold the view that
these objects are symbolic and only become religious because of the faith of the
receivers of bread and wine. This example illustrates the complexity faced by museums
in defining religious objects – whether religiousness is inherent in the nature of objects
or whether it comes to fore only in religious settings through religious rituals.
Another question is, even if museums can identify objects that are either of religious
nature or have implications or associations with religion, how these objects can educate
visitors about religion. For many religious believers, people’s experiences with sacred
objects are inexpressible and such a non-material dimension cannot be displayed in a
museum space. This view highlights the important link between religious objects and
their users. Catalani (2004, 10) argues that it is almost impossible ‘to reveal the invisible
essence, the sacred meanings, the collective memories and the beliefs behind religious objects’.
Furthermore, as education is an important agenda in the five museums of world religions discussed in Orzech (2020), how an exhibition of religion can promote the visitors’
understanding of religions is also widely debated. Ching-Ju Liao (2006, 72), the assistant
curator of MWR, draws from the four components of religion: concepts, practices,
experience, and rituals in the sociological approach to religion (Durkheim 1915), and
argues that except for rituals, the other three components are all non-material, and can
only be explained to the audience through verbal interpretations provided by the
museum. On the other hand, O’Neil (2006, 41) the former curator of SMM, places more
emphasis on the emotions that can be aroused from objects, as sources of inspiration to
the visitors. Orzech (2020, 40) sees the relationship between the material objects and ‘the
scientific reduction of complex processes, relationships, things, and technologies to
abstract labels and concepts’ as a competitive one in the museum space.
This study follows up on this debate about the tension between objects and texts. In
a sense, this is not too different from the other discussions centred around museums –
whether museums should only be visual and experiential, or whether there is room for
verbal texts. In general, verbal texts are considered lower in the hierarchy of museum
communication (Blunden 2020). Coxall (1994, 138) warns that if museum text producers are unaware of how meaning is constructed systemically through languages,
they cannot control how visitors’ experiences are mediated through museum texts.
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Existing studies on religious museums, as discussed above, understandably place
emphasis on the visual dimension in the museum space (objects, architecture, internal
layout), since this is how museums are different from other media. However, it is clear
from their discussions that interpretive texts perform an important function in framing
the understanding of the visual display. Buggeln (2012), for example, considers the
dynamics in the museum space as shaped by a dialogue between the architecture, the
inherent qualities of the objects, and the nature of interpretation. In the discussion of
the five museums, Orzech (2020) frequently refers to the interpretive texts, though
refraining from further elaboration. In the case of Religionskundliche Sammlung, for
example, it was pointed out that the museum considered it necessary to have a director
of knowledge to guide the visitors through the collection, but since this could not be
realised, they chose to provide ample explanatory labels (Orzech 2020, 62). As for Le
Musee Des Religions du Monde, it was observed that the textual panels functioned to
explain key ideas and items in the display case to the visitors. Thus, it is clear that verbal interpretations may not occupy the top position in museum communication, but
they have an essential role to play.
The implementation of multimedia in museum space implies that visitors can learn
about the exhibitions through different channels. Csikszentmihalyi and Hermanson
(1995) categorise museum learning as having three elements: sensory (visual, aural,
and kinaesthetic); intellectual (rational, scientific, and historic); and emotional
(empathetic and self-reflective). In the study of religious museums, sensory and emotional experiences have received more attention than intellectual learning, which may
be related to the nature of religious experiences. Furthermore, Arthur (2000, 5) states
that ‘when it comes to religion, the relationship between information and insight cannot be plotted in a straightforward quantitative way’. Lengthy explanations in museum
texts fail to attract visitors’ attention and do not help their learning (Da Silva 2010,
187). Previous studies have revealed that visitors emotionally respond to exhibitions of
religious art. Clifton (2007) studied visitors’ comments on the exhibition The Body of
Christ in the Art of Europe and New Spain, 1150–1800 organised at the Museum of
Fine Arts in Houston and found that the visitors regarded the exhibition as ‘moving’,
‘inspirational’, and ‘soul stirring’ (111). Berns (2015, 48) reported that at the British
Museum exhibition Images and Sacred Texts: Buddhism Across Asia, a visitor was
found mimicking the hand gesture of one of the Buddhist statues. Such responses confirm the sheer impact of the visual aspect of objects on the visitors.
However, while visual and sensory experiences resulting from the interaction
between visitors and a displayed artefact remain the most important element in
museum visiting, verbal texts play an important role to ‘add “something more” to the
experience gained by looking alone’ (Blunden 2020, 46). This ‘something more’ provided by texts is even more important for visitors who are less familiar with the exhibition theme, as existing studies have suggested that visitors rely more on the mediation
of verbal texts for their interaction with objects from a different culture because it is
more difficult for them to identify a common ground with the objects (Lidchi 1997,
166). For a museum that would like to encourage visitors to learn about different cultures, something that they are not familiar with, it perhaps requires more than
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emotional and sensory learning, and verbal interpretations have a role to play in intellectual learning of different religions.
Against this background of intellectual learning in museums of world religions, this
study brings to the foreground the role of verbal interpretations that are often ignored
in other studies of religious museums, and analyses how these texts co-construe meaning with other multimodal semiotics in the wider museum surroundings, including visuals, space, participants, and institutions. With this aim, the next section will further
explore the role of verbal interpretations in museum learning.

2. Museum texts, knowledge, and information
This section draws from the disciplines of discourse analysis and systemic functional
grammar to identify and define useful concepts that allow us to make concrete the relationship between the abstract concepts of intellectual museum learning and linguistic
production in museum texts. The specific concepts that will be defined and reviewed
include knowledge, information, and theme.
It is important to define the term knowledge at the outset. In their study of knowledge in a textbook, van Dijk and Atienza proposed an empirical definition of knowledge: ‘we practically define as knowledge of an epistemic community the beliefs that
are presupposed in the public discourses of that community’ (2011, 96). This is similar
to what Von Stuckrad (2013) considers as a useful concept to be incorporated into the
theoretical framework to the study of religion. He follows Foucault’s (1981) understanding of discourse and argues that knowledge is ‘the cultural response to symbolic
systems that are provided by the social environment’ (Von Stuckrad 2013, 8).
This view of knowledge as constructed socially is different from the more philosophical perspective of knowledge, which is often understood as ‘factual knowledge’ or
‘justified true beliefs’ (see the discussion in Wray 2002). In other words, in this study,
we do not attempt to explore whether museum texts provide an accurate account of
the concept of religion or a particular religion, for example, Christianity. Rather, we
are interested in what the museum assumed to be the beliefs of, or the cultural
response of the epistemic community in which the museum is located.
Van Dijk and Atienza (2011) highlight two important dimensions of this more
empirical definition of knowledge: interactive and discursive. Knowledge is interactive,
because it is acquired, shared, and used through interaction among epistemic communities (Van Dijk and Atienza 2011, 97); and is discursive because it is expressed, presupposed, verified, and challenged through different media and genres (TV, films,
textbooks, cultural institutions such as museums), in various modes (written, spoken,
digital, etc.). Based on this discussion, two theoretical premises can be established for
our research. First, discourse is an important resource through which our knowledge
of the world is constituted and distributed. Second, knowledge is produced in such a
way that text producers need to take into consideration other members of the epistemic
communities. Knowledge needs to come from somewhere – we do not start with
ground zero every time. Text producers need to assess what text receivers may already
know or accept, and build from there.
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Discourse is one of the most difficult terms to define in academics, but von
Stuckrad’s definition of it is particularly conducive to our discussion of knowledge. He
defines discourse as ‘practices that organize knowledge in a given community; they
establish, stabilize, and legitimize systems of meaning and provide collectively shared
orders of knowledge in an institutionalized social ensemble’ (Von Stuckrad 2013, 15).
Discourse as an abstract concept needs to be realised through a concrete material,
for which Von Stuckrad (2013) borrows the term ‘dispositive’ from Foucault (1981), to
refer to ‘the totality of the material, practical, social, cognitive, or normative
“infrastructure” in which a discourse develops’ (Von Stuckrad 2013, 15). This dispositive can be a new governmental policy, a new technology, a published book, or an
exhibition in a museum. For example, religious knowledge can be disseminated
through religious gatherings, mass media, school education, as well as cultural institutions such as museums and galleries. Because the material affordances of each media
and genre differ, the construction of discourse is constrained by but can also take
advantage of different semiotics.
For the reasons explained in the previous section, this study focuses on verbal interpretations as a powerful tool within the museum space to contribute to intellectual
learning, that is, to bring visitors new knowledge about religion. Broadly speaking,
spreading knowledge can be described as adding new knowledge to the existing knowledge of the epistemic communities. To use the linguistic term, what we want to focus
on is the concept of information. Linguistically, information is ‘the tension between
what is already known or predictable and what is new or unpredictable’, and it is precisely this process of ‘the interplay of new and not new that generates information in
the linguistic sense’ (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004, 89).
In the model of functional linguistics, information is realised through the grammatical structure of theme (Eggins 2004; Halliday and Matthiessen 2004). Theme is defined
as ‘the element which serves as the point of departure of the message; it is that which
locates and orients the clause within its context’ (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004, 64).
As we usually depart from the place we are familiar with, in linguistic analysis, theme
is regarded as what the text producer considers to be familiar to the readers, that is the
existing knowledge they share with the text receivers. Whereas anything that is not
theme belongs to a grammatical structure called rheme. Rheme presents new information, or what the text producer considers to be unknown to the text receivers. This
view of theme-rheme progression not only takes into consideration the grammatical
structure of a language, but puts more emphasis on what text producers consider about
the text receivers in terms of what they already know, what they do not know, and
what they should know.
To put it simply, in a standard sentence structure in English, theme is what comes
before the verb. For example, in the sentence An apple is on the table, ‘An apple’ is the
theme, and ‘is on the table’ is the rheme. In this information structure, the fruit apple
is considered to be known to the text receivers, and where the apple is located is new
information. On the other hand, if the sentence is structured as ‘On the table is an
apple’, the text producer assumes that the text receiver knows about the existence of a
table, but does not know about what is on the table. As communication in daily life
takes place multimodally, given and new information can also be communicated non-
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verbally. For example, an antique table on display in a museum exhibition room can
visually form the theme from which new information can be acquired.
This study follows the approach of moving from theme to knowledge to museum
discourse. In other words, from the micro-level analysis of theme system, we move to
the social construction of knowledge of the epistemic community with which the museums are associated.

3. An analytical model of knowledge
Following our theoretical framework of the link between knowledge, information, and
theme, and to take into consideration how languages co-construct meanings of other
semiotics in the museum space, this section introduces an analytical method, based on
the model of epistemic analysis proposed by Van Dijk and Atienza (2011), the communication framework of museum texts by Ravelli (2006), and the model of text-image
relation developed by Martinec and Salway (2005) and Bateman (2014).
With our focus on the construction of knowledge about Christianity in museums,
we first collect verbal interpretation data related to Christianity in the two selected
museums. The texts are then divided into functional units for a micro-level analysis of
theme-rheme pattern. Based on the theme-rheme progression, we uncover what the
text producers (that is, the museums) assume to be the existing knowledge of the
museum visitors (theme), and what they want to add to this knowledge base (rheme).
Regarding the interplay of the new and the given information, we examine the functional discursive-epistemic strategies (Van Dijk and Atienza 2011, 101) that add new
information to the given information. As Van Dijk and Atienza (2011, 101) argue that
‘learning is traditionally defined in terms of transformations (additions, substitutions,
etc.) in the system of knowledge’, an analysis of these transformations indicates how
the text producers make the suggestion to the text receivers to extend their knowledge
of a topic. Table 1 summarises the list of strategies adapted from Van Dijk and Atienza
(2011) and Ravelli (2006).
Each strategy has its typical linguistic features. For example, narration explains how
things happen in temporal sequence and features active verbs (Ravelli 2006, 21).
Exposition, on the other hand, describes how things are. Expository writings tend to
feature being and having verbs, to perform the action of defining, identifying, or giving
attributes to a concept (Ravelli 2006, 20).
With the linguistic features ascertained, we then examine how the textual panels on
Christianity co-construct knowledge with the adjacent display cases and artefacts. New
and given knowledge is further constructed through the interplay between the text
Table 1. Main types of functional discursive-epistemic strategies.
Strategies

Rhetorical Purpose

Directives

to influence the listeners’ future behaviour

Description

to present objects and relations in space

Narration

to present events and relations in time

Exposition

to introduce abstract concepts

Argumentation

to put forward a point of view
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Table 2. Logico-semantic relations between text and image (Bateman 2014, 196).
Logico-semantic relations

Definition

Elaboration

One resource adds further information to another at the same level of
generality, performing function equivalent to linguistic devices such
as in other words; for example; to be precise; namely.

Extension

The verbal information and the image each make their own
contribution but are not related to each other, i.e. unrelated
information.

Enhancement

One resource qualifies information to another, to provide contextual
information in terms of time, place, manner, reason, purpose, etc.

panel and the object labels (intrasemiotic), and between the objects and the labels
(intersemiotic). We can examine these relations based on the logico-semantic relations
between text and image (Bateman 2014; Martinec and Salway 2005) (Table 2).
The focus of this study is on the micro-level analysis of text and verbal-visual interaction in religion museums. However, Van Dijk and Atienza (2011) argue that a pragmatic account of the goals of the participants, their identities, and the semiotic space
that houses the exhibition is crucial for the micro-level study. For this reason, the following section will give an account of the two museums chosen as case studies for this
research and of their spatial features, to provide a clear context for the analysis of verbal interpretations and verbal-visual interaction.

4. The two museums
4.1. Description and environment of the museums
St Mungo Museum of Religious Life and Art (SMM) was opened in 1993 in Glasgow,
Scotland, and is managed by the Glasgow City Council. The aim of the museum, as
inscribed in the museum entrance foyer, is ‘to promote understanding and respect
among people of different faiths, and of none’.
The museum is located in Glasgow’s Cathedral Square, on the site of a medieval castle-complex, and nearby are the Glasgow Cathedral and Glasgow Evangelical Church.
The museum building was previously owned by Glasgow Cathedral, but was given to
the Glasgow City Council as a site to develop this museum. It is a modern building
established in 1989, but its style emulates a medieval castle in Glasgow. The ground
floor hosts the reception and a cafe, and the visitors’ journey starts from the first floor.
The museum hosts three main galleries. The first one, the Gallery of Religious Art,
is an open and bright room that houses individual religious artefacts which ‘are chosen
to reflect the religious traditions which inspired their creation’ (museum brochure). On
the three walls of the gallery are pictures and stained-glass windows of Christian art,
including objects with titles such as Three Saints, Old Testament Figures, and Virgin
Mary and Jesus. The non-Christian artefacts are placed in the middle of the room, and
include objects such as three Buddhist figures, an Egyptian mummy mask, a Turkish
prayer rug, and a Nigerian ancestral screen.
Through the first gallery, the visitor can enter the Gallery of Religious Life, which is
a small and dark room, with the exhibition organised in a U-shape following the cycle
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of life from birth and childhood to coming of age, ending with death and afterlife. The
gallery also includes a display case on persecution, war, and peace. In the middle of the
room, there is a display featuring the world’s six major religions in alphabetical order:
Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, and Sikhism. The second floor is
used for temporary exhibitions. The upper floor houses the Scottish Gallery, with its
focus on how religions have influenced Scottish society.
The Museum of World Religions (MWR) was opened in 2001 in New Taipei City,
Taiwan. It was founded and is managed by the Ling Jiou Mountain Buddhist
Foundation in Taiwan. On the museum’s introductory panel, its aim is described as
being to provide an opportunity for people to learn about different religions, so that
they can choose a spiritual belief that they would like to follow in their lives, and to
guide visitors in making choices by providing them information.
The museum is located on the sixth and seventh floors of a modern commercial
building in a busy commercial area, surrounded by shopping malls, banks, and restaurants. Visitors purchase tickets from the designated entrance at the ground floor and
take the lift to the museum.
On the seventh floor, there is a shop and a cafe on one side, with the exhibition
starting from the other side. The visitors begin by passing by a wall with a waterfall
(with an accompanying label titled ‘purification’), and then walk through a narrow corridor of different figures of religious practitioners, the Pilgrims’ Way, to reach an open
space, the Golden Lobby. Passing through the golden lobby, the visitors reach the
reception desk and are invited to an auditorium called Creations, to watch an introductory video of how religions account for the origin of life. Next comes the biggest exhibition room of the museum, the Great Hall of World Religions. Ten religions are on
display in this hall, including eight major religions of the world: Buddhism, Daoism,
Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Sikhism, Judaism (in the order of the number of followers), two ancient religions (Egyptian and Maya), and a section on religions in
Taiwan. The visitors can then go downstairs to the sixth floor to visit other exhibition
rooms, including the Hall of Life’s Journey, and two other audio-visual rooms that
show videos of meditation practices, and speeches from religious leaders of the world.
The two museums share some similarities. Both museums are relatively small in
terms of size and space, and include a gallery on the cycle of life and a gallery on world
religions. However, there are also some obvious differences. The SMM is more community-oriented and critical, involving contribution from religious leaders in Scotland,
and actively explores issues such as wars and conflicts associated with religions. The
SMM is located in a place with a strong Christian tradition, and in Glasgow particularly, where there is a long-standing sectarian rivalry between Roman Catholics and
Protestants. To discuss world religions against this background, the museum is cautious in emphasising that it is a secular and neutral place for safe discussions on religion: ‘a safe arena which is secular but borders the religious or spiritual domain’
(O’Neil 2006, 42).
On the other hand, MWR is founded by a Buddhist organisation in Taiwan, where
the majority of the population follows either Buddhism or Taoism. However, the
museum denies representing any particular religion. Furthermore, instead of working
with the local religious communities as is the case with SMM, the exhibition at MWR
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is developed by the Center for the Study of World Religions at Harvard
Divinity School.
As is evident from earlier discussions, displaying different religions in one space is
challenging and difficult. Despite both museums making an effort to emphasise their
neutral positions and taking appropriate measures to ensure objectivity, such as presenting religions in the alphabetical order or according to the number of followers, given the
social and cultural background and the agents involved, the museums inevitably hold a
certain perspective and cannot be ideology-free. For example, the reference to ‘St
Mungo’, Glasgow’s patron saint who brought the Christian faith to Scotland, in the
name of SMM may give visitors the wrong impression that this is a museum of
Christianity. On the other hand, MWR, with a Buddhist foundation as its founder, a gallery named ‘Avatamsaka World’, as well as a cafe that only offers Buddhist-style vegetarian food, sends the message that the museum is not entirely impartial to any religion as
it claims. All these linguistic (e.g. name) and non-linguistic (e.g. architectural style, food)
features contextualise the display of artefacts and the interpretation of museum texts,
and ultimately influence visitors’ experiences and expectations of the exhibitions.
4.2. The panel of Christianity
The main focus of this study is to bring to the foreground the role of museum texts in
presenting religion in the museum space. To achieve this purpose, we choose textual
panels on Christianity in both museums for comparison. In SMM, this text panel is
located in the Gallery of Religious Life, and in MWR, it is placed in the Great Hall of
World Religions. Both panels are placed adjacent to a glass case which includes a number of religious artefacts. The analyses below discuss the information structure in the
two textual panels,2 and the next section will explore how the panel and the display
case co-construct knowledge of Christianity.
The textual panels in SMM and MWR contain 71 and 259 words, respectively.
Tables 3 and 4 present the analysis of theme-rheme pattern and the discursive-epistemic strategies for developing new information from old information.
In the panel at SMM, the first theme, Christians, can be understood as what the text
producer assumed to be the existing knowledge of the readers. In other words,
Christians, the followers of Christianity, is what the museum chose to be the starting
point from where the discussion of Christianity develops. As to the rheme, the verb
believe represents a mental process of sensing, according to functional linguistics
(Halliday and Matthiessen 2004, 203). This grammatical structure presents the inner
experience of sensors (Christians) and a phenomenon which they sense (Jesus).
Therefore, this first clause sets the frame for the following knowledge of Christianity as
inner experience of the believers of this religion with Jesus. In this sense, the discursive-epistemic strategy adopted should be regarded as a type of argumentation, that is,
the museum is putting forward a point of view, as perceived by a particular epistemic
community (Christians). This first clause also places importance on the feelings of religious believers.
The rest of the clauses all begin with the same theme, Jesus, which is the rheme in
Clause 1, that is, the main entity that constitutes the inner experience of Christians.
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Table 3. Theme analysis in SMM.
Clause
number

Theme

Rheme

Discursiveepistemic strategies

C1

Christians

believe that

Argumentation

C2

Jesus

is the only Son of God, the Christ, and the Messiah.

Exposition

C3

He

was born in Bethlehem and lived in Judea at the
start of the Common Era (CE).

Narration

C4

Through his death and
resurrection, he

saved all believers.

Narration

C5

He

taught people how to live and what God expected
of them.

Narration

C6

The story of Jesus and
his teachings

are recorded in the four Gospels of the New Testament. Narration

Table 4. Theme analysis in MWR.
Clause number
Quote

DiscursiveTheme
Rheme
epistemic strategies
‘For where two or three are gathered together in my name there am I in the midst of them’ says
Jesus Christ in the gospel of Matthew, one of the holy scriptures of Christianity.

C1

Over the nearly two
millennia since, Jesus

lived on earth

Narration

C2

Christian communities,

collectively called the Church, have
spread all over the globe, becoming
immersed in many cultures.

Narration

C3

Christianity

is one of the world’s largest religions,
with more than two
billion followers.

Exposition

C4

As varied as the faces of
these different
Christians

are the myriad ways in which

Exposition

C5

they

express their experience of and
devotion to Jesus Christ: [ … ]

Narration

C6

Who

was this Jesus Christ, whose presence
is felt even today and who inspires
so many different women and men?

Exposition

C7

The various
Christian traditions,

as they developed, sought in different
ways to answer this question [ … ]

Exposition

C8

After his death, old and
new followers

gathered in his name and were soon
called Christians.

Exposition

C9

They

proclaimed that

Argumentation

C10

Jesus Christ

was and is the Messiah

Exposition

C11

[that] Jesus

C12

the divinity

who was incarnated in human form,
was resurrected after being dead for
three days, and is now the King of
heaven and earth;

Narration/Exposition

C13

and [that] Jesus Christ

is still alive today, giving strength to
and being present in individuals
and communities [ … ]

Narration
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Clause 2 extends the knowledge of Jesus by identifying him as the only son of God.
Clauses 3–6 further extend this knowledge by providing information of what Jesus has
done in a chronological order, from when he was born until after he died. After an
argumentation is put forward in the first clause, the discursive-epistemic strategy used
in the rest of the clauses is narration (with one instance of exposition). It is noteworthy
that all these extensions of knowledge of Jesus are framed by Clause 1, that is, they
should all be interpreted as phenomena sensed or believed by the Christians.
We next examine the interplay of theme and rheme in the panel at MWR.
The panel at MWR starts with a quote from the Bible, the holy scripture of
Christianity. Quotation as a stylistic convention is often used in report genres such as
journalism and academia to ‘serve as the evidential foundation’ (McGlone 2005, 511)
upon which stories can be developed or arguments can be supported. In the framework
of functional linguistics, this quotation is a verbal clause, consisting of the sayer, Jesus,
and the verbiage (the content of what is said in the quote), and it can be said that the
implicit receiver of this message is the reader of the Bible, or the follower of Jesus.
While a mental process represents the inner experience of the sensor, a verbal process
transforms the inner experience of the sayer into the outer experience of the receiver.
Compared with the panel at SMM, where Christians are the starting point and Jesus is
a phenomenon of their inner experience, here, Jesus is the starting point who verbalises
his inner experience into the outer experience of his followers, through the acts of listening or reading. Furthermore, by beginning with a quote from the Bible, this panel
extends the textual knowledge of what visitors should know about Christianity with the
Bible as the evidential foundation.
After the quote, Clauses 1, 2, and 3 introduce three given themes – Jesus, Christian
(communities), and Christianity, respectively. These themes can be regarded as what
the museum considered to be the starting point to introduce to the readers the knowledge of Christianity. These three themes reoccur and become the themes of different
clauses in this panel: Jesus (C1, C6, C10, C11, C12, C13), Christians (C2, C4, C5, C8,
C9), and Christianity (C3, C7). In terms of the discursive-epistemic strategies used, this
panel mainly features exposition, with typical linguistic features such as the being verb
followed by definitions (e.g. ‘collectively called the Church’), identifications (e.g. ‘was
and is the Messiah’), attributes (e.g. ‘one of the world’s largest religions’), and the use
of figures and numbers (e.g. ‘more than two billion followers’).
It is noteworthy that after Jesus, Christian practice, and Christian traditions are
defined, characterised, and identified, the last section of the panel (Clauses 8–13) is
similar to the panel at SMM. Clause 8 defines the term Christians, and Clause 9
presents an argument from the perspective of Christians (they proclaim), and the following extension of knowledge about Jesus is framed as the inner experience of
Christians. The two panels differ in that in MWR, Jesus and Christianity are already
established as given information before the inner experience of Christians with them is
presented; whereas in SMM, the inner experience of Christians is the only new information provided to the visitors.
To summarise, SMM considers Christians as the starting point of presenting knowledge of Christianity, and frames all the discussion as inner experiences of Christians.
The new knowledge is mainly extended through a chronological narration of the
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doings of Jesus, resembling a story. In MWR, Jesus as the sayer of the Bible (verbiage)
serves as the evidential foundation from whereupon develops the knowledge of
Christianity. The panel does not follow a chronological order, but is divided into three
elements of religion: the sacred (Jesus), the followers (Christians), and the rituals
(Christian practices/traditions). The new knowledge is mainly extended through defining, identifying, and presenting attributes. In the next section, we will explore how this
information interacts with the artefacts in the adjacent display cases.

4.3. The display case of Christianity
In both museums, the textual panel on Christianity is placed on the left side of a large
display case. This physical location also seems to suggest that the textual panel on the
left is existing knowledge, and this knowledge is extended by the visual display on
the right.
The display case of Christianity in MWR (Figure 1) contains 19 objects, including
paintings, sculptures, and a number of items used in religious rituals and ceremonies.
Each item is accompanied by a label. All labels follow the convention of museum labels
by mentioning the title of the item, and identifying the material and time of production, followed by brief information about the displayed item. The labels provide information about how the objects symbolise Christianity, rather than describing or
contextualising the objects.

Figure 1. Display case of Christianity in MWR (photo taken by the author).
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The first object in the display case, starting on the left, is a portrait (Figure 2). The label
title Saint Peter gives identity to this figure, and the subsequent information follows the
discursive-epistemic strategy of exposition by identifying and giving attributes to this figure, mentioning that his original name was Simon; he was the leader of the twelve apostles
of Jesus, and the first pope of the Roman Catholic Church. The label makes no reference
to the spatial dimension of the artefact nor comments on its aesthetic value or significance. In fact, the label does not even make specific reference to the object, by using conventional linguistic devices such as this painting or this portrait, as commonly seen in
museum labels. It introduces Saint Peter as an important figure of Christianity, rather
than the figure being painted in the picture. Therefore, in contrast with the typical function of labels in museum displays that guide the visitors to look more closely at the artefact, in this case, it is more like the object is an illustration of the textual information in
the label.

Figure 2. (photo taken by the author)
聖伯多祿
Head of Saint Peter.
Leader of the Apostles
油畫 Oil Painting
西元十七世紀 17th century
聖伯多祿, 本名西門, 為耶穌的十二使徒之首, 在耶穌遇難後, 擔起耶路撒冷教會的重責, 成為
羅馬天主教會的第一位教宗。
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This is also true for the visual-verbal interaction between the textual panel and the
entire display case; that is, the visual items illustrate the thematic panel on Christianity.
This painting of Saint Peter, for example, extends the knowledge of Christianity,
through the means of a different mode (pictorial, rather than written), by identifying
and visualising a key figure in Christianity. The selection of the objects to be displayed
in the case also places an emphasis on extending knowledge of Christian rituals, as is
obvious from the inclusion of objects titled Monstrance, Ciborium, Chalice, Byzantine
Cross, Rosary, Pyx, and Ampulla. Furthermore, these objects are not displayed as individual items, but represent all other items of the kind, and the labels focus on when
and how these items are used by Christians, to illustrate Christian practices and traditions. Therefore, we can categorise the logico-semantic relation between the display
case, the textual panel, and the label as elaboration (Bateman 2014, 196), that is, to
identify and to exemplify.
In SMM, the display case contains eight objects. On the top are three Alabaster carvings under the title Christ’s story, and are labelled (from left to right) as Annunciation,
Crucifixion, and Resurrection. The three carvings in the temporal sequence echo the
narration in the textual panel. The middle of the display case is divided into two halves.
The left side displays objects related to Catholic worship and includes a silver-gilt and
a silver ciborium, both of which are used for the celebration of the Eucharist, an
important ritual in the practice of the Christian religion. The right side has items representing Protestant worship and includes a Church of Scotland pewter communion cup
and a wooden bread plate. At the bottom of the display case are a painting of Christ
and a Bible.
Unlike the display case in MWR, where the objects function as illustrations of the
structured information in the textual panel, the display case in SMM features minimal
verbal interpretations. Though the wall at the back of the display case has some written
words, the verbal interpretations do not follow the conventional style of labels and the
one-to-one link between the labels and objects is not made explicit.
The wide range of objects goes beyond the information in the relatively short textual
panel. With little written information about them, the objects interact directly with the
visitors through their visual impact and rely on the visitors’ existing knowledge. In
terms of the logico-semantic relation, these objects function to enhance the discussion
of religion as a phenomenon sensed by religious communities by providing contextual
information, such as objects collected by an epistemic community like the Christians in
Glasgow. These objects in the exhibition case contribute to the social construction of
knowledge in a different manner (sensory, aesthetic, interactive with the overall spatial features).

5. Multimodal sites of religious education
Orzech (2020, 69) argues that ‘each museum of religion or museum display of religion
is in effect a material definition of “religion”’. Following this argument, we can conclude from our case studies of the two museums that they have each defined religion in
their own ways, reflecting their different aims, in the different epistemic communities
in which the museums are situated. What emerges from our systemic textual analysis
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are two ways of conceptualising religions, as discussed in McGuire (2008). In SMM,
religion is construed as practice-based, that is, ‘the actual experience of religious persons’ (McGuire 2008, 12). Consistent with the textual analysis is the selection of the
objects that may inspire visitors through their aesthetic attractions, and the museums’
focus on displaying what religious believers have actually experienced in their lives,
such as persecution and conflicts related to religions. On the other hand, religion in
MWR is construed as belief-based, that is ‘the prescribed religion of institutionallydefined beliefs and practices’ (McGuire 2008, 12). The textual panel on Christianity
clearly reflects a preoccupation with scriptures, and the display case includes objects
mainly related to religious ceremonies and rituals. Furthermore, in other gallery rooms,
videos and quotes from influential religious leaders (including Pope John Paul II and
Mother Teresa of Calcutta) play an important role in asserting authority. Such different
definitions construed in the two intersemiotic sites of religious education can be understood from a variety of social, historical, and cultural factors.
In SMM, through the recognition of the long-standing sectarian rivalry between
Roman Catholics and Protestants, as well as the religions brought in by the new immigrants, the aim is to promote mutual understanding between people of different or no
religions. The museum does not attempt to play an authoritative role in explaining or
even teaching the visitors the knowledge of religion. As pointed out earlier, knowledge
can be seen as how a society responds to the symbolic system in its environment (Von
Stuckrad 2013, 8). In SMM, knowledge of religion is developed through the lens of the
religious believers (as the sensors) and is constructed as their experience (as a phenomenon). Such development of information and construction of knowledge may avoid
potential dispute over the different interpretations of religion in the museum, since
religion is defined as individual experience.
Even when views of religious professionals, such as a Catholic priest, are presented,
they are not presented as unchallengeable teachings from a religious authority. For
instance, in a panel on birth and childhood, a quote next to the photograph of a priest
reads: ‘Father Paul Monney (Christian) — I would be mighty disappointed if I was allocated a cloud, given a harp, and had to go away and sing for the rest of my puff. [ … ] I
am so looking forward to knowing the God I have spent my entire life trying to get to
know by way of preparing … ’. In the quote, the first personal pronoun I and the mental process of sensing, such as disappointed and looking forward to, emphasize that this
is an inner experience of one individual.
With this emphasis on individual experience and engagement with the supernatural,
material objects in the museum are displayed as items that inspire visitors. Their aesthetic and historical or cultural significance is explained, but not solely as symbols of a
particular religion. In a way, visitors are given the freedom as well as the responsibility
to make connections with these artefacts by themselves – as religious objects, or as a
piece of art or an ethnographic object.
MWR, on the other hand, aims to educate people about different religions to enable
them to choose a religion that may be the most suitable for them. The museum’s
authority in educating the public is endorsed by its collaboration with the Harvard
Divinity School. Besides, compared with Glasgow, religion has been a less sensitive
topic to discuss in Taiwan. In other words, a very different belief is presupposed in the
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public discourse in this epistemic community. Compared with the SMM, MWR exerts
a stronger cognitive control over how visitors should access the display. The statement
of the aim presupposes that there is an accurate way of understanding religions, and
visitors come here to learn about religions that they have no previous knowledge of, in
order to make the best decision for themselves.4 The underlying assumption here is
that everyone should be religious, and the museum is helping the visitors to choose a
religion for themselves.

6. Conclusion
This study demonstrates that verbal interpretation plays an important role in co-constructing the knowledge of religion within a three-dimensional intersemiotic space and
within a particular epistemic community with presupposed religious beliefs in its social
environment. The analysis has illustrated how the value of material objects is framed
through multiple layers of verbal interpretations. Neather (2008, 219) states that a
museum is ‘a complex semiotic environment in which a number of different systems of
signification interact to produce meaning’. The interaction can be intrasemiotic, such
as the arrangement of objects in the same display case, in different cases, and in gallery
rooms; or the interaction between different verbal interpretations, such as between the
text panel on Christianity and the various labels of Christian objects in the adjacent
display case. Or, it can be intersemiotic, such as a verbal-visual interaction. Our analysis has shown that through the design of information progression at the micro-level
of grammatical choices, to the macro-level curatorial decisions of what artefacts are to
be included, a material definition of religion is constructed in each museum, and that
each semiotic mode simultaneously supports and constrains the interpretation of other
semiotic modes. Ad-hoc comments on labels or verbal interpretations in the museum,
or seeing the verbal and visual as competitive modes, do not help to understand the
process of knowledge construction and information development in the museum space.
In museums of world religions a systemic approach to analyse verbal interpretations
along with the visual objects is essential to uncovering how a material definition of religion is achieved, and how visitors are encouraged to engage with the religious objects.
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Notes
1.

2.

Although Orzech (2020, 3) suggested replacing the term World Religions Museums with
Comparative Religion Museums as a more accurate term to describe museums that display
more than one religion, he eventually opted for world religions because this term has
become a readily recognised term in this discipline. This study chose the term world
religions for the same reason as Orzech, and also because the term is used in the selected
museums in our case study.
In both museums, the text panels are multilingual. SMM covers five languages: English,
Arabic, Gaelic, Mandarin Chinese, and Urdu, while MWR has text panels in English and
Mandarin Chinese. For the theme-rheme analysis, we compared the English texts from
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3.

4.
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both panels, not only to ensure consistency, but also because the theme-rheme pattern is
developed based on the grammatical system in English.
The labels only provide English translation of the main headings. The English translation
of this passage is as follows: Saint Peter, whose original name was Simon, was the first of
the twelve apostles. After Jesus’ death, he assumed the responsibility of the Church in
Jerusalem, and became the first pope of the Roman Catholic Church [our translation].
To some extent, the different approaches to religion in the two museums can be seen as a
reflection of how ‘learning’ is perceived differently in the UK and in Taiwan. In East Asia,
education is often perceived as being taught accurate answers, or at least it is very much
led by an instructor, with the paths of learning outlined in detailed content and coverage;
whereas in the UK, independent learning and critical thinking are highly valued (Loh,
Raymond, Teo 2017, 197). The education system forms a part of the infrastructure (Von
Stuckrad 2013, 15) through which the social construction of knowledge is developed in the
two museums.
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