Please, don't touch!

Curators want visitors to mind their manners at Charlotte museums so priceless art lasts.
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Keep your mitts off the art. Your feet, too.
And, most of all, your baby.
You probably knew that. But as Charlotte's new arts district flowers uptown, curators are finding that many people can't resist touching - and thus damaging - priceless works.
At the Bechtler Museum of Modern Art, the damage begins outside.
About a half-dozen mirrored tiles are already cracked on the whimsical "Firebird," the 18-foot-tall sculpture by Niki de Saint Phalle that greets visitors at the South Tryon Street entrance. Two of the broken tiles are at the bottom, possibly the victims of contact with a skateboard.
People handling things they shouldn't is an industrywide problem in the museum business. Art has been accidentally damaged in recent years at museums in Milwaukee, England and Japan. At New York's Metropolitan Museum of Art, a Picasso painting of "The Actor" was torn in January when a woman lost her balance and fell onto the canvas.
Damage at the Bechtler
Inside the Bechtler - which has been open for only 101 days and includes works by Picasso, Ernst and Andy Warhol - fingernail scratches are evident on Victor Vasarely's geometric "Tridem K," an acrylic on canvas, which will need restoration.
Alexander Calder's 1971 linen and cotton tapestry "Glacier With Coloured Petals" also has proved irresistible to visitors' fingers. It has been tugged so many times by people peeking behind to examine the stitching that it bulges out from the wall at hand level and fingerprint smudges are visible.
Oils in the skin cause subtle damage to artworks, amplified by repeated touching. People don't mean to cause harm, museum authorities say, but just seem unaware of museum etiquette.
"It would be a different kind of damage if it were intentional," says John Boyer, the Bechtler's president. 
"When you install art in a public environment, you have to accept the risks that occur. But the lack of intention does not absolve anyone from callous disregard. ... Everyone in Charlotte should serve as stewards of these wonderful objects that need to last for centuries," he says.
"You would see people who, by their demeanor and dress, you'd think they'd know better," Michael Godfrey, the Bechtler's curator, observed before his untimely death last week at age 56. "But maybe with that comes a sense of entitlement."
A baby on the Miró
On a low pedestal in the Bechtler's fourth-floor gallery sits "Spanish Dancer," a 1962 Joan Miró wool and cotton rug. On opening day, Jan. 2, one of the museum's 5,000 visitors took a break and plopped her baby on the work. Before long, docents were going gallery to gallery announcing that artworks shouldn't be touched.
Now, placards throughout the building warn patrons to keep hands off.
Managers at the Bechtler, where ceiling security cameras monitor every gallery, have been pricing systems that would sound a warning when visitors get too close to an exhibit. But alarms, barriers and adding guards or volunteers would pull money from programming efforts, which the museum would like to avoid, Boyer says.
Part of the museum's goal is to allow people to appreciate works by examining subtle brush strokes or the surface of sculptures.
"We want to create an experience that gives people an intimate relationship with great works and that intimate experience relies on proximity," Boyer says. "Why shouldn't people be close to objects of great beauty?"
Docents teach rules
Across the street at the new Harvey B. Gantt Center for African-American Arts + Culture, which has become a popular party venue since it opened in October, signs are going up on gallery doors reminding visitors that there's no touching, no flash photography, and no food or drink allowed.
On tours, particularly with schoolchildren, docents remind visitors about the hands-off policy.
"We tell them we want the art to be around for generations," says Carolyn Mints, senior director of operations at the Gantt. "We give the example that we have natural body oils on our skin and hair that over time can really deteriorate the artwork."
At the Mint Museum of Art on Randolph Road, security devices were installed during the 1984 renovation, including cameras in most areas and infrared sensors that alert security officers if a visitor reaches too close in the gallery featuring 18th-century furniture.
But no alarms are installed around an exhibit of luxury fashions, which includes a black, quilted form-fitting dress by Donatella Versace. Part of the dress is two ties designed to drape over the hip and plunge toward the hem.
"Frequently, the guards will come in and tell me it's happened again - a good-intentioned visitor will think those two ties should be made into a bow," says Charles Mo, director of fine arts. "Made into a big bow."
Someone's always watching
When the Mint moves into its new building on the uptown arts campus this fall, guards, cameras, fire suppression systems and motion detectors will protect the collection. If visitors get too close to the art, an alarm will notify security.
"It may not be an intrusion into the visitor's experience, but we'll know. We watch," says Mo.
Most artifacts are glassed in or out of range for visitors at the Levine Museum of the New South in uptown, but transgressions still occur. Students from tours have been known to hop behind the lunch counter replica of the Greensboro sit-ins or the old-time Belk store.
"They'll climb over that and put themselves in the environment more than we want them to," says Ashley Thurmond, vice president of marketing for the Levine. "We've learned to keep an eye out."

Testing the keyboard
At the Charlotte Museum of History on Shamrock Drive, they keep an ear out, too.
A piano from the 1850s sits on the second floor near some of the museum offices. Occasionally, workers will hear someone tinkling on the keys. A sign on the old piece now reminds visitors to let it be.
An exhibit that opened in March at the history museum about police agencies in Charlotte has most of the artifacts under Plexiglas, but visitors are encouraged to use an old police call box to hear oral histories. Video screens can be activated to provide historical perspective.
An old police switchboard with dials, cords and switches is probably going to tempt some visitors, despite no-touching signs and a cordon in front.
"They're going to want to mess with those levers and dials," says Lee Goodan, exhibits manager at the museum, which gets more than 40,000 visitors a year.
Museums are getting more interactive with displays, and patrons are coming to expect more of a tactile experience.
"People are coming in with different expectations," Goodan says. "Not only for education but for entertainment."
For youngsters, hands-on facilities like Discovery Place may inadvertently condition some to handle artifacts they shouldn't. At the NASCAR Hall of Fame, which opens in uptown in May, visitors will have a range of interactive opportunities, including race simulators, but historic artifacts will be behind glass or out of their reach.
Floor strips restrain patrons
When the North Carolina Museum of Art reopens April 24 in Raleigh after an $85million expansion and renovation, one new security feature will be raised floor strips that cue visitors to keep a respectful distance from the artworks, says Alesia DiCosola, assistant marketing manager.
With a permanent collection of 5,000 pieces, some dating to antiquity, the museum also uses traditional security officers and electronic monitoring to protect works.
In one sense, museum managers say, people disturbing objects is a dilemma related to success. Because there are more visitors, there are more chances for problems.
"You admire the impulse," says Boyer from the Bechtler. "People want to connect through touching. We just want them to interact appropriately. ... There are other ways to feel the works without reaching out to touch them - spiritually, emotionally and intelligently."

