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The history and geography of Northeast Michigan is a continuous story that
starts at the beginning of time. The cultures and industries found here today
rest on geological and human foundations centuries—if not millennia—in the
making. The land, water, wildlife, and people are all part of this story. Some
things, like the stars and the water, remain constant, connecting the past to
the present. After touring this exhibit, visitors will understand these

connections and walk away knowing why there is no other place like Northeast
Michigan.
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SPLIT ROCK 6407 Welcome Avenue

STUDIOS

Minneapolis, Minnesota 55429

Besser Museum for Northeast
Michigan

Kickoff Notes
When: March 9, 2023
Where: Alpena, Michigan
Attendees: Besser Museum Core Team:

Mike Beaulac, Board committee chair/project manager
Chris Witulski, Executive Director

Sarah Honeycutt, Collection Manager

Matt Klimczak, Facility Manager

Besser Museum Exhibit Committee:

Janet Young, board member, local historian of Anishinaabe of Northeast
Michigan

Sara Winter, board member and retired history teacher

Gary Goren, board member and retired history teacher

Claudia Chapman, board member, retired teacher and a farmer

Tim Kuehnlein, history professor at Alpena Community College
Angela Bruning, 0-5 early educator

Johnathan Winckowski, planetarium coordinator/astrophysicist
Marie Fielder, retired educator and member of the Sault Saint Marie
Chippewa Tribe of Indians

Judy Dawley, retired educator and artist, Geology/Devonian fossil
contributor (will not be in attendance)

Split Rock Studios:

Project Overview

Mike Otis, Project Manager
Amanda Wambach, Exhibit Designer
John Vanek, Exhibit Developmer

The Besser Museum for Northeast Michigan in Alpena is a private museum that offers visitors a
wide-ranging experience. It houses galleries dedicated to history, art, and science. At the Besser,
visitors can dig for Devonian fossils; be inspired by the art of Chihuly, Warhol, and Renoir;



explore physics, astronomy, and ecology; and discover the region’s history from its earliest
inhabitants to the present day—all under one roof. Notable features include a planetarium, a
Foucault’s pendulum, and an Avenue of Shops that represents Alpena as it might have looked in
the late 19th century.

Until recently, the 3000-square-foot gallery adjacent to the Avenue of Shops contained exhibits
about the history of Indigenous Peoples in Northeast Michigan, with particular emphasis on
stone, copper, and bone tools. These exhibits were more than 50 years old. Over the last five
years, Museum staff, board members, and consultants discussed and debated and reimagined
the gallery. Once they settled on a new vision, the Museum hired Cornerstone Architects to
sketch out a schematic design around 11 core content areas. At the same time, the Museum
began fundraising from a combination of grants and private donations, and the old exhibits
were removed to make room for new, state-of-the-art experiences.

The current plan for new exhibits reflects the Museum’s comprehensive nature. Tentatively
called Discover Northeast Michigan History, it contains sections rooted in science, features new
and historic works of art, and makes use of Besser’s extensive collections to tell the full history
of Northeast Michigan. (Besser’s impressive collections include everything from fossils to
Anishinaabe woven baskets to high-quality taxidermy.)

With all of this work under their belts, Besser hired Split Rock Studios (SRS) to make the vision a
reality. The notes below reflect conversations held during an all-day project kickoff meeting at
the museum on March 9, 2023, and on a tour of off-site collections the following day.

We the Besser team is excited about:
e New exhibits after 50 years!
e A project that reflects vitality in town
e Rediscovering local history by collecting and telling the story in a fresh way
e Tosee the vision come to life
e To hear conversations among visitor groups
e Progress
e To fulfil Besser's vision and push the Besser legacy forward
e To see how the Native American story works out
e Sharing collections with visitors
e Showcasing local talent
e Astronomy
e Making connections
o Feeling like this space is properly utilized
o An engaging family space
o High ceilings
e Highlighting what's unique about this area
e Drawing new visitors
e Grand Opening!

Potential challenges:



Helping folks see the vision for this space
Giving everyone a voice
Making a museum for everybody—of all ages
Making sure the Native American story is told properly and is not overshadowed
Covering a wide breadth of history/art/science in a way that feels balanced
Determining what aspects of the design are already set in stone vs. what has flexibility
Finding artifacts in the vast, not always well-catalogued collection
There’s a lot of stuff (both content and artifacts)
o Editing
o Doing more with less
Making content accessible to a modern audience
Finding a way to update content in-house
Removing the ceiling and potentially moving HVAC/plumbing
Raising private funds
Making revenue
Getting visitors to come back

Audience
Who will the exhibits serve?

Current audiences:

Seniors
Kids on field trips
o 3"grade is Michigan history, 7" grade social studies
o About 2,000 per year
o Besser currently receives about as many school tours as they can handle
Young families with kids age 0-5
o Surprisingly more of these families than they expected based on casual
observation
o New exhibits need to provide more engagement for the little ones
Some senior bus tours
Alpena Community College students
o History class visits twice a year
o The class currently discusses not only what is presented, but what is missing
from the exhibits
Winter sports enthusiasts

Aspirational audiences:

People who visit the NOAA museum (the Great Lakes Maritime Heritage Center)
o Need to continue developing this relationship

Tourists/cruise ship passengers
o Great Lakes cruise ships are new and expanding

Tourists season runs from April to September

378 max passengers per ship

Mostly seniors with money to spend

o)
o)
o)
o Some international tourists



o Besser is not located along the lakeshore, so one challenge is figuring out how
to transport tourists to the museum
o Once the new exhibit is complete, then the museum plans to start courting
cruise ships
= Besser would be a great rainy day stop
Greater Detroit and other cities in southern Michigan (Ann Arbor, Grand Rapids, etc.)
Locals
o There is no children's museum within 150 miles. If Besser could fill that function,
it could draw more regular visits from locals.

Visitor Outcomes

What will visitors FEEL?

Aha!

Wow

I had noidea

Inspired

Captivated

Curious / provoke further inquiry
Discomfort (where appropriate)
Desire to share what they learned
Community pride

See themselves

e For locals, a part of this place
e Connected
e Asense of place
e Desire to come back
What will visitors DO?

Make connections
Think more deeply
Have fun
Be immersed in a story
Engage all their senses
Touch/Feel
o Turn a star wheel
o Climb/crawl on an ice wall
o Touch/see animal tracks and scat
o Logroll
o Milk a cow
o Use pulleys and gears
o Feel the work
Look closely
Find creative places to sit
Compare then-and-now pictures



e Role play

e Answer questions

e Explore careers

e Follow a drop of water through time

e Interact with the Thunder Bay River

e Explore other areas of the museum with better understanding and context
e Feel different vibes (feel historical transformations)

e Take and share photos of family and friends in the exhibits
o Tell their friends

e Visit again

e Donate to the Museum

What will visitors NOT DO?

e Be on their phones
e Use pencils/notebooks (except as part of programming)
e Use interactives that shed loose pieces

What will visitors LEARN?

e There is no place like Northeast Michigan
e Besseris a “best-kept secret”
o Butit’s not a secret!
e See connections between things they didn’t recognize before
e Understand how these things shape our world today
e The importance of being better stewards of the planet
e Vastness of the universe; our place in it
o Stars connect us across time, geography, and culture
o Dark sky parks
e That the planetarium exists!
e How Northeast Michigan was formed
e The uniqueness of the 45th parallel
o Halfway between equator and north pole
e Resources that attracted people in different periods
e The importance of water
o Backbone of culture and industry
e Sturgeon as a first fish
o Impact of lumber industry and later hydroelectric dams
e Alpena resilience
o Connect geological history and human resilience through Alpena’s industries
e “How did they do that?”
e “How do we know what we know?”
o There are many ways of knowing
e Their own sense of discovery



Main Message / Big Idea

As a group, we discussed how we could help visitors understand the overall message of the
exhibit. How could we tie the origin of the universe, the long history of Indigenous Peoples, and
the development of modern industries into the same experience? This is what we came up with.
This text will not necessarily appear in the exhibit itself, but will be used to guide us through the
design process.

The history and geography of Northeast Michigan is a continuous story that
starts at the beginning of time. The cultures and industries found here today
rest on geological and human foundations centuries (if not millennia) in the
making. The land, water, wildlife, and people are all part of this story. Some
things, like the stars and the water, remain constant, connecting the past to
the present. After touring this exhibit, visitors will understand these
connections and walk away knowing why there is no other place like
Northeast Michigan.

Resources

Human Resources—Staffing

Full time staff of 4
o Sarah in collections
= Two part-time collections assistants
o Johnathan, astronomer picking up education role
o Matt, facilities / general manager
Lots of volunteers
Part-time front desk
Open six days a week

Human Resources—Content Experts and Skill Contributors

Janet Young

Color pencil artist: flowing water
Fur trade expert

Native American consultants
Muralist

Photographer: Alaskan glaciers
Jim Johnson, Tuffy

SRS recommended creating a shared spreadsheet early in the design process to track
experts/contributors and their expertise

Besser collections for photographs, art
Alpena Public Library for images, digital collection

o Could also use news collection, although it is not fully digitized
Northeast Michigan Oral History Archive database



Books
e A Place Called Home
e The Town That Wouldn't Die
e Herman Miller? (SRS note: Was this a reference to a design book?)

Additional resources will be shared with SRS on the Museum’s Microsoft Teams FTP site

The Gallery
What does SRS need to know about the physical space?

e The room will be a white box
o Stud walls will cover stone walls and windows
e No weight limitations on floor, walls, or ceiling (within reason)
e Besser will explore whether the low section of ceiling can be raised
e Flooring is staying
o Could have asbestos
o Floor outlets?
e Concrete beams are on the lower level as well
e Black out the ceiling
e Electrical box near the door will be staying in place
o Could design a more scenic cover for it
e Each exhibit Area has a sponsor and will contain a donor recognition graphic
o Written to show how the sponsor is connected to the story told in that Area
e Full donor recognition will also be developed by SRS, probably located just outside the
gallery

Most Memorable Museum Experiences
To start the evening session, the large group shared their most memorable exhibit experiences.
We looked at what made each experience memorable.

“Died in Denmark and went to Valhalla”—drama

Civil Rights Soda Fountain—puts you in the story
Louvre—authentic, historic

Greenfield Village—family and social connections
House Museum in Kyoto—immersed, authentic, tactile
Colonial Williamsburg—takes visitors back in time, immersive
Crown Jewels, Stonehenge Pantomimes—scale
Science Museum—how stuff works
Disney—interactive, suspension of disbelief

e Air and Space Museum—hands on

e Grand Rapids—up close and personal

e Detroit Institute of Arts—active

e Detroit Science Center—dynamic

e Dow Museum—engaged

e Tech Museum San Jose—collaborative

e Buffalo Bill Museum—quality of exhibits



Overall,

these memories reflect emotional connections to particular places or experiences more

than any particular information visitors learned.

Design Vibe
Likes
e Realism
o Life-size
o Textures
e Dramatic
e \Visual

Dislikes

Evoke emotions
Encourage group / social interaction
Colors that reflect NE Michigan (like the landscape, the northern lights)
Greens, browns, blues, earth tones
Combinations of color, texture
River on the floor
Natural canopy / light
High canopy
Open sight lines
Simple interactives
Immersive paired with simple AV
To scale (planets)
Artifacts that blend with a photograph or artwork, add context
Mix of art fab and graphics
Playful not silly
Use different eye-levels
o Use high ceilings
o Use the floor / projection / interactive
Easy reset interactives
Novelty
Unique ways to show physical processes
Accessibility
o Seating
o ADA/universal design
Content embedded in a tree
Open circle
Presentation of clothes
Kid-friendly interactives at kid height; adult-friendly content at adult heights
Some changeability
o Possibly changeable digital programs



Abstract

Mundane, like every other museum
Lack of interactivity

Too much text

Anything that feels like work

Dark, flat

Too busy, cluttered

Not proportional

Design “Deep Thoughts”

e Visitors should be able to access more information, either on-site or at other museums
or websites

Design should be state of the art

Changeability is important

Must be able to be maintained by four full-time staff plus volunteers

Exhibits should lend themselves to educational programming

SRS should explore ways to make the Besser story in the hallway feel more connected to
the stories in this gallery and in the Avenue of Shops.

Exhibit Content

We did not discuss specific content for each exhibit Area in detail during the kickoff meeting.
However, the Besser Museum team provided SRS with several documents based on many
earlier conversations that provide SRS with a solid foundation for each of the 11 Areas.

e Qutline of exhibit content (by Cornerstone Architects)
o  With early floorplan
e Summary of recent group opinions regarding the one or two most important lessons
visitors should learn in each Area

Next Steps
e The Besser Museum will begin to compile a list of artifacts
e SRS will follow-up with any questions that arise as we begin design
e Schematic Design |
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