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Introduction 
This lesson plan encourages students to develop any previous knowledge of 
contemporary art within a museum context. Drawing on examples from around 
the world, students can begin to define terms and think of the museum as an 
active place rather than simply a building for historically important objects.  
Using Konstmuseet i Norr as an example, students are shown how a museum is 
structured, the human resources required to start a museum from scratch, and 
some of the challenges that museums may face along the way.  

This lesson plan can be connected to school curriculum aims for image analysis 
and critical thinking within Art and Design and Social Studies for this age group.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This lesson plan has been developed by Konstmuseet i Norr, Norrbotten’s County Art 
Museum. The lesson plan is free to be distributed and used in the manner that you as an 
educator consider to be appropriate, with the reservation that you continue to refer to 
Konstmuseet i Norr as a primary source. This lesson plan may not be altered in any way 
and may not be shared without reference to Konstmuseet i Norr.  

Should this lesson plan in any way lack information that you consider necessary to be able 
to use it smoothly, please contact us so that it can be updated.  

Cover image: © Konstmuseet i Norr. Photo: Lucy Smalley 
 
 
v1 2019-01-15 /LS  



 
 

Lesson Plan  •  What is a Contemporary Art Museum? Page 3 of 10    
 

Contents 
Objectives _______________________________________________________________________ 4 

Activities 

1. Defining a museum _________________________________________________________ 4 

2. An introduction to contemporary art museums _____________________________ 5 

3. Who works in a contemporary art museum? ________________________________ 8 

4. An imaginary exhibition _____________________________________________________ 8 

5. Additional work _____________________________________________________________ 9 

Thanks! _________________________________________________________________________ 10 
 



 
 

Lesson Plan  •  What is a Contemporary Art Museum? Page 4 of 10    
 

Objectives 
- Students will understand why museums exist and what they are 

technically defined as. 

- Students will be able to understand that there are differences between 
various types of museums and discuss their intended purposes as a 
group. 

- Students will receive insight into how an art museum is systematically 
ran and organised.  

- Students can begin to think about the possible consequences of 
exhibiting in a public space, responding creatively by designing and 
planning their own imaginary exhibition. 

- Students are asked to think critically about museums and argue for and 
against their place in society.  

 

Activities 
1. Defining a museum (15 mins) 
2. An introduction to modern and contemporary art museums (20 mins) 
3. Who works in a contemporary art museum? (15 mins) 
4. An imaginary exhibition (flexible) 
5. A suggestion for development through additional work 

 

1. Defining a museum  
Presentation of information and discussion should take no longer than 15 minutes.  
 

The International Council of Museums’ definition of a museum (2007): 

“A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its 
development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, 

communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its 
environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment.” 
 

Breaking this down, a museum: 
 
- Is non-profit, often receiving public funding  
- Is a permanent institution 
- Is a service for the development of society  
- Is open to the public 
- Has a collection 
- Looks after the collection 
- Conducts research 
- Communicates and exhibits things surrounding humanity and the environment 
- Is for educational purposes 
- Is for the enjoyment of people 
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Write down the following questions on the board and encourage students to go 
through them in pairs or small groups: 

 

• What comes to mind when you think of a museum? 
• What museums have you been to? 
• What other museums do you know about? 
• How does a museum feel when you are inside?  
• Do you like museums? Why/why not? 

 

Feedback with whole class.  

  

Explain to students that of course there are many different kinds of museums; 
perhaps the ones they mentioned were historical museums, science museums, 
natural history museums, or a museum for one special thing in particular.  
In this lesson we will be focusing on contemporary art museums.  

 

2. An introduction to contemporary art museums 
Information to be given together with slideshow – ‘Contemporary Art Museums’ 

 

Leading on from explorations of the museum in general, introduce the idea of a 
contemporary art museum. 
This presentation of information should take no longer than 20 minutes.  

The following information is only basic and could be added to with your own 
examples and ideas.  
For references please see separate file ‘Information Sources’. 

 

Image 1 – Moderna Museet in Stockholm, Sweden 

 

• Opened 1958 
• Around 500 000 visitors a year 
• Free entry to permanent collections and for those under 19, special 

exhibitions cost 150 SEK for adults 
• Their collection of modern and contemporary art comprises of 140,000 

work from the 1900s and 2000s, in all forms 
• Moderna Museet’s main aims are to be a brave and open museum that 

provides knowledge about the world and ourselves through art 
 

Extra fact: In 1966 Moderna Museet opened an exhibition of a sculpture called 
HON: A Cathedral. The sculpture was of a huge colourful woman – she was 25 
metres long and weighed over 5,000kg! The three artists (Niki de Saint Phalle 
(France), Jean Tinguely (Switzerland) and Per Olof Ultvedt (Sweden) built different 
rooms inside of HON like a mini-museum, a cinema, a milk bar and a goldfish 
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pond, and visitors were invited to walk around inside her. It was a huge 
experiment for Moderna – over 100 000 people came, and now all that is left of 
her is her head – in Moderna Museet’s permanent collection. 

 
 
3 minute documentary about the building of HON (English subtitles) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jNfQt2FsUD4 

 

 

 

Image 2 – Louisiana Museum in Humlebæk, Denmark 

 

• Opened 1958 
• Around 724 580 visitors per year 
• Free entry for those under 18, adult tickets cost 125 DKK 
• Founded as a museum of modern Danish art, but over the years it has 

changed to become an international museum displaying many 
internationally renowned artists, both modern and contemporary 

• 4,000 works in their collection 
• Emphasis on being a cultural centre and meeting place – Louisiana is 

open in the evenings, set in a huge park by the sea, has a large museum 
shop, café and hosts many cultural events 

Extra fact: Louisiana is known for what its founder Knut V. Jensen called the 
“sauna principle” where the exhibitions are divided into hot and cold. The “hot” 
exhibitions are those featuring respected and popular artists who the public 
already know, and the “cold” exhibitions are those with lesser known artists who 
produce more provocative and less easily accessible contemporary art.  

 
 
 

Image 3 – Kiasma Museum in Helsinki, Finland  

 

• Opened 1998 
• Around 300 000 visitors per year 
• Free entry for those under 18, adult tickets cost 14€  
• Part of the Finnish National Gallery, Kiasma is a contemporary art 

museum that collects and exhibits work made after 1960 
• 8,000 works in their collection, around 100 works are added every year 

 

Extra fact: The name ‘Kiasma’ is taken from English word ‘chiasma’, a 
biological term meaning a point of overlap. In the context of the museum, 
Kiasma’s crossover is a meeting between people and art. This symbolism is 
also visible in the museum’s architecture.  
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Image 4 – MoMA (Museum of Modern Art) in New York, America 

 

• Opened 1929 
• Around 2.5 million visitors a year 
• Free entry for those under 16, adult tickets cost $25 
• 200, 000 + works in their collection dating from 1850 
• Now one of the world’s largest museums dedicated to both modern and 

contemporary art 
• Places emphasis on creating experiences for local, national and 

international audiences 
 

Extra fact: In 1958 there was a fire on the second floor of the museum, started by 
workmen who were smoking. One person was killed, visitors had to evacuate to 
the roof and jump to another building, and an 18-foot Monet painting was 
destroyed.   

 

 

Image 5 – Tate Modern in London, UK 

 

• Opened 2000 
• Around 5.8 million visitors a year  
• Free entry for everyone, except for special exhibitions. These are usually 

priced around £20. 
• Tate Modern rarely actually describes itself as a museum, rather a 

gallery. It does not have its own collection but instead is a part of the 
Tate organisation that houses the national collection of British art from 
1500 to today. There are nearly 70,000 works in this collection 

• Tate Modern displays international art from 1900 to the present day 
• In 2016 it was the third most visited attraction in the UK 

 

Extra fact: In 2010 political activist and artist Ai Weiwei filled the entrance hall of 
Tate Modern with 100 million handmade porcelain sunflower seeds. After a few 
months of visitors walking over the seeds and playing in them, the seeds began 
to emit a dangerous dust and Tate was forced to close the installation – instead it 
was only visible from a bridge above!  

 

 

Image 6 – Konstmuseet i Norr in Kiruna, Sweden 

 

• Opened November 2018 
• ? visitors a year 
• Free entry to all  
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• Actively building up its own collection. In January 2019 the museum had 
a total of 3 works  

• Specialises in contemporary art from the Barents Region  

 

Extra fact: The whole city of Kiruna is now in the process of moving 3km east due 
to the mining industry. The old city hall will be torn down and the new one has 
been rebuilt along with Konstmuseet i Norr’s purpose-made spaces in a new 
building called ‘Kristallen’ (‘The Crystal’).  

 
3. Who works in a contemporary art museum? 
Material:  Worksheet - ‘Who works at Konstmuseet i Norr’ 
Answers (teachers use) - ‘Who works at Konstmuseet i Norr- Answers’  

Explanation and worksheet should take no longer than 15 minutes.  

 

Each student is given a worksheet where students must match up the title with 
the right jobs. 

Go through the worksheet as a class together using the answer sheet once 
everyone is finished. Was there anything unexpected?  

 

4. An imaginary exhibition   
Material - Worksheet – ‘Create your own imaginary exhibition’ 

This time for creative response can run until the end of the lesson, and/or can be 
continued into the following lesson.   

 

Students put their new knowledge about contemporary art museums into 
practice by creatively thinking about the endless possibilities for exhibition 
production. 
Students can work independently or in pairs. 
Encourage students to think outside the box – this is an opportunity for students 
to design whatever they want.  

 

Students can use the space provided on the worksheet, work digitally or on 
additional paper.  
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5. Additional work  
 

Students are divided into two groups to debate museums and their importance. 
One group will be in favour of museums, one group will be against.  
In pairs within groups, students need to come up with as many arguments as 
possible for their side.  

 

Some starting points for discussion: 

• Do you think that museums are relevant today?  

• What do museums offer us? 

• Are there more important public places for art to be? 

• Who is the museum for? 

• Should museums have an entry fee? 

• Should museums be political? 

 
Students meet together in their two main groups ‘For’ and ‘Against’ and are given 
time to gather together all arguments. Each group has 5 uninterrupted minutes 
to present their arguments. After that, questions can be asked and a debate can 
begin! As teacher, you are responsible for guiding the discussion and making 
sure that it remains on subject.  
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Thank you for using our lesson plan! 
 
We are still in the process of developing our educational programmes and would 
like to know what you as a teacher thought about this material.  
Please fill in this very short anonymous evaluation form:  
 

https://sv.surveymonkey.com/r/3WCTSH9 

 

Please don’t hesitate to get in touch if you have any questions or suggestions 
regarding this lesson plan.  

We would also be very grateful if you are able to share any photos that you took 
during the lesson or of the results of the lesson. 

 

Images may be used for internal documentation and development of this lesson plan. Images 
may be used for educational purposes. The images will remain in our rights and will not be 
sold to a third party.  

In accordance to Data Protection Regulations GDPR and any policies within your workplace, we 
are only able to use images where students and other individuals cannot be identified. Such 
images may, for example, be taken from behind (showing only backs), hands-on images of 
drawings or other close-up images of students interacting with materials. We understand that 
these limitations pose challenges to taking pictures, but we hope that you take the time to take 
a couple of pictures if possible – they would be extremely valuable to us!  

 

Lucy Smalley 
Curator of Education and Public Programmes 

Konstmuseet i Norr 
981 85 Kiruna 

lucy@konstmuseetinorr.se 
+46 (0) 73-028 34 57 

www.konstmuseetinorr.se 
 


