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Preface and acknowledgements

The Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum hosted the Fourth Conference of the Internat�onal 
Assoc�at�on of C�ty Museums from 3-5 November 2005. The conference was held �n the 
Tr�ppenhu�s, the home of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sc�ences �n the 
med�aeval heart of Amsterdam. Dur�ng excurs�ons, the more than 160 part�c�pants also 
had the opportun�ty to see parts of the c�ty dat�ng from the last part of the 20th century. 
Of part�cular �nterest was the v�s�t to Imag�ne Ident�ty and Culture, a new mult�cultural 
�nst�tute for the representat�on of �dent�ty and cultures �n Southeast Amsterdam. And 
�t was of course poss�ble to v�s�t the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum and the W�llet-
Holthuysen Museum. On the last day of the conference there were v�s�ts to the c�ty mu-
seums �n Rotterdam and The Hague. 

The modern c�ty was the focal po�nt of the conference. Two keynote speakers from 
the Un�vers�ty of Amsterdam and the Un�vers�ty of Southern Cal�forn�a descr�bed the 
huge phys�cal and soc�al changes c�t�es underwent �n the 20th century, as well as pay-
�ng attent�on to the �mages of c�t�es and the creat�on of these �mages. Part�c�pants could 
then d�scuss and analyse the relat�onsh�p between c�ty museums and the modern c�ty, 
w�th�n the framework of three themes. How do museums record h�story and how do 
they present �t? To what extent are they the platforms for or �nstruments of certa�n ur-
ban and soc�al change? Do museums contr�bute to creat�ng the �mage of a c�ty? These 
and many other quest�ons were dealt w�th dur�ng the parallel work�ng groups wh�ch 
were held for each of the three themes. Each theme opened and closed w�th a short 
plenary sess�on.

The conference part�c�pants were predom�nantly from c�ty museums. Other part�c�-
pants �ncluded spec�al�sts from several un�vers�t�es, tour�st offices, hous�ng corpora-
t�ons, developers, fund�ng organ�zat�ons and students. In total twenty-s�x countr�es, 
ma�nly �n Western and Eastern Europe, Afr�ca, and North Amer�ca, were represented. 

Dur�ng the conference five �ntroductory plenary lectures were presented and twenty-
three shorter speeches. The art�cles �n these proceed�ngs are the culm�nat�on of all the 
presentat�ons g�ven dur�ng the conference. Moreover, the d�scuss�ons of all the work�ng 
groups are �ncluded. Th�s publ�cat�on not only g�ves an excellent �mpress�on of the con-
ference �tself but also of the quest�ons and �ssues that concern and �nterest �nternat�on-
al c�ty museums. One of the object�ves of the conference was to learn from each other’s 
exper�ences. I hope that th�s publ�cat�on w�ll contr�bute to th�s.

An ed�tor�al board compr�s�ng M�la Ernst, head of the educat�onal serv�ce of the 
Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum, and Annemar�e de W�ldt, a curator at the museum, 
was formed to prepare th�s publ�cat�on. Renée K�stemaker, sen�or consultant research 
and development and former head of museum affa�rs at the Amsterdam H�stor�cal 
Museum, was ed�tor of the proceed�ngs. Eefje van der We�jden supported the ed�tor as 
project ass�stant. Kate W�ll�ams and Jean Vaughan ed�ted the Engl�sh texts. V�c Joseph 
translated the art�cle by Rach�d Bouz�d� from French �nto Engl�sh. The publ�sh�ng 
house of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sc�ences, Ed�ta, was respons�ble 
for the product�on of the book. Ellen Bouma of Ed�ta was the graph�c des�gner. I would 
l�ke to thank them all for the�r hard work over the last few months. 

A publ�cat�on l�ke th�s cannot be real�zed w�thout suffic�ent fund�ng. We have 
rece�ved subs�d�es from the Internat�onal Comm�ttee for Museums and Collect�ons 
of Archaeology and H�story (ICMAH) and from the Internat�onal Assoc�at�on of 
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Museums of H�story (IAMH) spec�ally for the conference report�ng and part of the 
cost of the Engl�sh ed�t�ng of the contr�but�ons. My warm thanks to the pres�dent of 
ICMAH, Mar�e-Paule Jungblut, and the act�ng pres�dent of IAMH, Jean-Marc Lér�, for 
th�s financ�al support. I would also l�ke to thank the VSB Fund for the�r contr�but�on 
to financ�ng the Engl�sh ed�t�ng and the Zu�das project organ�zat�on for the�r financ�al 
contr�but�on to real�z�ng th�s book. 

Paul�ne Kruseman
D�rector
Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum
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Welcome speech

Pauline Kruseman 
Director Amsterdam Historical Museum

Ladies and Gentlemen,
A warm welcome to the Fourth Conference of the Internat�onal Assoc�at�on of C�ty 
Museums. Our museum has been �nvolved �n th�s organ�sat�on from the very beg�n-
n�ng. Dur�ng the found�ng meet�ng �n London back �n 1993, Max Hebd�tch aptly 
po�nted out that the museum organ�s�ng the conference benefits enormously from �ts 
results: ‘You learn so much from �t and can ra�se �ssues and quest�ons w�th colleagues.’ 
Here at the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum we have already learnt a lot!

In 1999 and 2000 extens�ve changes were made to our permanent exh�b�t�on on 
the h�story of Amsterdam. These changes were �nsp�red by several object�ves, such as 
attract�ng a w�der aud�ence (fam�l�es w�th ch�ldren, youngsters, and a culturally more 
d�verse publ�c), the expans�on of the rooms on the recent h�story of the c�ty, st�mulat�ng 
�nteract�v�ty dur�ng v�s�ts to the museum and work�ng w�th other sorts of collect�ons: 
mater�al and �mmater�al. At the moment we are revamp�ng the entrance area and the 
first room of the museum. There �s also a plan to make changes to the rooms about the 
earl�er h�story of the c�ty on the bas�s of the same object�ves ment�oned above. More 
than ever, we really want the museum to be for all Amsterdammers. The pr�nc�ples of 
the concept of social inclusion, part�cularly popular �n the Anglo Saxon countr�es, form 
the bas�s of all our exh�b�t�on programmes and educat�onal work.

The AHM �s not only act�ve w�th�n the four walls of the museum. There are many 
other act�v�t�es and regular contact w�th var�ous k�ndred organ�sat�ons �n the c�ty. Other 
her�tage partners are part�cularly �mportant such as the C�ty Arch�ves, the H�stor�c 
Bu�ld�ngs & Archaeology Serv�ce and the Un�vers�ty, wh�ch are all respons�ble for parts 
of Amsterdam’s her�tage. Th�s of course also appl�es to the Stedel�jk Museum, wh�ch 
houses the mun�c�pal modern art collect�ons, and the R�jksmuseum, wh�ch s�nce 1885 
has had a cons�derable part of Amsterdam’s older art collect�ons on long-term loan. 
There are also close connect�ons w�th other cultural �nst�tut�ons �n Amsterdam and 
numerous mun�c�pal serv�ces and compan�es. The Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum �s 
thus not only phys�cally �n the m�ddle of the c�ty but figurat�vely too!

I would now l�ke to say someth�ng about the organ�sat�on of the conference. Several 
members of the �nternat�onal work�ng group have been of great ass�stance �n devel-
op�ng the conference concept and �n many other ways. In part�cular, I would l�ke to 
ment�on Mar�e-Paule Jungblut, curator of the H�stor�cal Museum of Luxembourg and 
the pres�dent of the last c�ty museum conference �n Luxembourg �n 2000. M�ch�el 
Wagenaar of the Un�vers�ty of Amsterdam and Paul van de Laar of the Rotterdam 
H�stor�cal Museum have g�ven very useful adv�ce on the content of the conference.

The heav�est workload fell of course on the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum �tself. 
There were two work�ng part�es, one on the content of the conference and one on �ts 
organ�sat�on. M�la Ernst, head of the educat�onal serv�ce, and curator Annemar�e de 
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W�ldt have both made an �mportant contr�but�on to the compos�t�on of the conference 
programme, �n part�cular the work�ng group sess�ons. The conference organ�sat�on was 
�n the hands of a second work�ng party compr�s�ng Vanessa Vroon of the museum’s 
secretar�at and Eefje van de We�jden, a freelance project ass�stant. 

The congress centre of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sc�ences, �n the 
Tr�ppenhu�s, has prov�ded excellent support on pract�cal matters. The Academy’s pub-
l�sh�ng house, Ed�ta, has ass�sted us w�th the product�on of the programme, the ab-
stracts and other useful papers that you w�ll find �n your conference package. Des�gner 
Jeroen de Vr�es �s respons�ble for the lay-out. Kate W�ll�ams and Jean Vaughan have 
ed�ted the Engl�sh texts.

Renée K�stemaker, sen�or consultant for research and development at the AHM, �s 
ult�mately respons�ble for both the content and organ�sat�on of the conference.

The conference was made poss�ble by the financ�al support of several funds and or-
gan�sat�ons. I would l�ke to thank the Mondr�an Foundat�on, the Eastern Europe Fund 
of the Pr�nce Bernhard Cultural Foundat�on, the VSB Fund and the HGIS v�s�tor fund 
for the�r generous support. Moreover, we are grateful for the financ�al support of the 
Mun�c�pal�ty of Amsterdam, I Amsterdam, The Zuidas Project Organ�sat�on, Het Oosten 
Hous�ng Corporat�on and the NH Barb�zon Hotel Amsterdam. 

I w�sh us all a very fru�tful and enjoyable conference.

1
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1. The freely accessible Civic Guards’ Gallery of the Amsterdam Historical Museum. Part of 
the large collection of group portraits of the Amsterdam civic guards is displayed here.
2. Cycling through historic and contemporary Amsterdam. Ring the bell to change the image. 
3. Dam Square is the subject of one of the rooms of the permanent exhibition. It is the centre 
of Amsterdam but also a national square. With the help of a film programme, visitors can 
look at events on Dam Square from the last hundred years.

Photographs: Diederik Ingel, Dennis Hogers and Rob Versluys, Amsterdam Historical Museum
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Introduct�on to the conference

Renée Kistemaker 
Senior Consultant Research and Development, Amsterdam Historical Museum

Recently I read an �nterest�ng book rev�ew �n a Dutch newspaper. It was on the newly 
publ�shed Metropolitan World Atlas, wr�tten by a Dutch urban planner, Arjen van 
Susteren. He compares 101 c�t�es all over the world, l�ke Los Angeles, Detro�t, R�o de 
Jane�ro and Be�j�ng. Of these, 89 could be defined as a ‘metropol�s’. Accord�ng to Van 
Susteren, one of the character�st�cs of a metropol�s �s that global contacts and relat�ons 
are more �mportant than local ones. You w�ll be surpr�sed to learn that you are r�ght 
now �n the m�ddle of one of these metropol�ses: �t’s called the Randstad and �s made 
up of c�t�es you know, namely Rotterdam, The Hague, Le�den, Utrecht and, of course, 
Amsterdam. One of the remarkable d�fferences to other metropol�ses �s, however, that 
a c�ty map of the Randstad does not ex�st. Yes, �n a spat�al-econom�c way the Randstad 
�s a real�ty, but not �n a pol�t�cal, cultural or mental way. W�ll there ever be a museum of 
Randstad c�ty?

Th�s �s just a Dutch example of a well-known, world-w�de phenomenon. S�mon 
Stephens wr�tes �n h�s recent art�cle City Limits �n Museums Journal, October 2005, that 
the growth of c�t�es �s probably ’the most s�gn�ficant global development of the past 100 
years’. It seems that w�th�n two years, half the world’s populat�on w�ll l�ve �n a c�ty. How 
w�ll c�ty museums handle th�s? Are we prepared? 

I am del�ghted to welcome you to the Fourth Conference of the Internat�onal 
Assoc�at�on of C�ty Museums. W�thout go�ng �nto too much deta�l I first would l�ke 
to present you a very br�ef summary of the background of th�s type of conference. 
I am sure not all of you are fam�l�ar w�th th�s. In 1993 the d�rector of the Museum 
of London, Max Hebd�tch, took the �n�t�at�ve to organ�se a sympos�um w�th the t�tle 
Reflecting Cities. The �dea was to offer c�ty museums a h�gh-level forum for profess�onal 
d�scuss�on and co-operat�on. At the end of a very fru�tful sympos�um, the part�c�pants 
dec�ded to found an �nformal assoc�at�on for profess�onals work�ng �n c�ty museums, 
wh�ch should also be open to those work�ng �n related �nst�tut�ons or organ�sat�ons. 
For th�s purpose �t was dec�ded to organ�se a sympos�um every two years. In 1995 the 
Barcelona H�story Museum succeeded �n br�ng�ng together a large group of c�ty mu-
seums aga�n, cover�ng several �mportant themes such as Museums and Historic Centres 
and The Urban Change and Heritage Conservation. At the end of th�s conference, the par-
t�c�pants expressed the w�sh to cont�nue the forum for d�scuss�on and to strengthen the 
l�nks between c�ty museums �n the future. Dec�s�ons were taken to g�ve some structure 
to the organ�sat�on of the assoc�at�on. An �nternat�onal work�ng group of s�x people was 
set up to adv�se the future pres�dent on the next sympos�um and on other more general 
�ssues related to the assoc�at�on. Another resolut�on was to ma�nta�n a close relat�on-
sh�p w�th the ICMAH (Internat�onal ICOM Comm�ttee for Museums and Collect�ons 
of Archaeology and H�story) and also the Internat�onal Assoc�at�on of Museums of 
H�story, an organ�sat�on assoc�ated w�th ICOM. The Forum wanted to rema�n a str�ctly 
�nformal organ�sat�on.
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Unfortunately �t was not poss�ble to organ�se the next meet�ng unt�l 2000. Th�s 
t�me the host was the H�stor�cal Museum of the C�ty of Luxembourg. The sympos�um 
brought together not only c�ty museums; �t was also the sympos�um of the ICMAH 
and the Internat�onal Assoc�at�on of H�story Museums. Now we are here together 
for the fourth sympos�um. Aga�n there �s a close l�nk w�th the ICMAH, espec�ally the 
c�ty museums workgroup, and the Internat�onal Assoc�at�on of Museums of H�story. 
Moreover, and th�s �s new, I am espec�ally happy to announce several board members 
of a new ICOM comm�ttee, CAMOC (the Comm�ttee for the Collect�ons and Act�v�t�es 
of Museums of the C�ty) are here at the conference. Th�s comm�ttee was founded dur-
�ng the ICOM conference �n the autumn of 2004 �n Seoul.

City museums as centres of civic dialogue
As we all know, �t �s not easy to answer the quest�on, What �s a c�ty museum? Some 
automat�cally th�nk that �t �s synonymous w�th ‘h�stor�cal museum’, and �ndeed, th�s �s 
often the case. However, the exc�t�ng th�ng about c�ty museums �s that they can be very 
mult�far�ous, �nclud�ng art collect�ons, archaeolog�cal and h�stor�cal objects and some-
t�mes objects related to natural h�story. It �s, therefore, necessary to be somewhat more 
prec�se. I would l�ke to use here a descr�pt�on of Steven Th�elemans, presented dur�ng 
a workshop attended by four c�ty museums �n Ghent �n 2000: a c�ty museum �s a mu-
seum about and in the c�ty. It �s connected w�th both the strategy of the c�ty and w�th �ts 
c�t�zens. Of course more can be sa�d about th�s, but r�ght now I would l�ke to leave �t at 
that.

Let’s move now from the word ‘museum’ to the word ‘c�ty’, a very �mportant part 
of the gener�c name of our type of museum, because th�s �s of course what we are all 
about. I ment�oned �t already at the beg�nn�ng of th�s talk. C�t�es everywhere �n the 
world are becom�ng more and more �mportant �n our soc�et�es. In recent decades they 
have often been grow�ng �ncreas�ngly faster �n terms of both space and populat�on. 
There �s h�gh �mm�grat�on and somet�mes also em�grat�on. Due to compl�cated factors 
such as global�sat�on, fast transportat�on and modern methods of commun�cat�on, c�t-
�es also rap�dly change econom�cally and culturally. There �s a great deal of l�terature on 
the c�ty, wr�tten by a w�de range of profess�onals l�ke soc�olog�sts, econom�sts, urban 
planners, arch�tects and spec�al�sts �n the field of cultural act�v�t�es. The c�ty �s clearly a 
‘hot’ spot. 

How do c�ty museums react to these chang�ng c�t�es? Are they capable and w�ll�ng 
to ‘work w�th all our c�ty partners to ensure that museums and �nhab�tants are �nvolved 
�n a ser�es of d�alogues and jo�nt �n�t�at�ves´, l�ke Dav�d Flem�ng wrote �n 1996? All of 
th�s �s the central top�c of our conference today and tomorrow. 

F�rst we w�ll start w�th two keynote speeches by M�ch�el Wagenaar and Vanessa 
Schwartz. Ne�ther of them works �n a museum, but they have had strong connect�ons 
w�th museums or have a v�v�d �nterest �n what c�ty museums do. They w�ll each elabo-
rate on d�fferent aspects of the dynam�c c�ty already ment�oned. Th�s w�ll be followed by 
three themes, wh�ch w�ll enable us to reflect together on the part our museums play �n 
our chang�ng c�t�es. The first theme �s Shaping the city. By collect�ng objects of �nterest, 
and organ�s�ng exh�b�t�ons and educat�onal act�v�t�es, the museum ‘wr�tes’ parts of the 
h�story of the c�ty. Are we consc�ous we are do�ng th�s? Do we see th�s as a ser�ous task? 
What �mportance do we attach to recent h�story? How �nterd�sc�pl�nary �s our approach? 
I th�nk, espec�ally �n th�s theme, that a lot can be ga�ned from collaborat�ng more w�th 
urban h�stor�ans and ethnographers. The second theme �s Activating the city. Do c�ty 
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museums consc�ously want to play an act�ve part �n the c�ty? Several c�ty museums have 
developed an outreach strategy to �nvolve the c�ty’s �nhab�tants �n the museum. In l�ne 
w�th th�s strategy, some museums take on an act�ve role �n the c�ty, or �n some parts of 
�t, to �mprove for example the qual�ty of l�fe. What all�ances are made (e.g. w�th hous�ng 
corporat�ons, soc�al organ�sat�ons, bus�nesses, mun�c�pal�t�es)? Some museums con-
sc�ously present themselves as forums for d�scuss�ons and art performances, and as a 
dynam�c part of the c�ty. To what extent do we cons�der ourselves to be a gateway to the 
c�ty? The last theme �s Representing the city. Th�s theme �s closely related to three d�ffer-
ent conferences held last year �n Los Angeles, V�enna and Athens. None of these three 
conferences were organ�sed by c�ty museums by the way. Th�s th�rd theme �s about the 
follow�ng. Every c�ty evokes �mages. Inhab�tants have the�r own �nd�v�dual mental p�c-
ture of the c�ty and tour�sts are often bombarded w�th spec�fic �mages carefully chosen 
by tour�st serv�ces. There are pleasant, soc�ally acceptable �mages and representat�ons, 
but also those wh�ch refer to the darker and less pleasant s�des of the c�ty. How do c�ty 
museums handle these �mages and representat�ons? Is �t poss�ble to make a general 
analys�s of how these �mages are p�cked and do c�ty museums play a part �n th�s?

The programme
Over the years the t�es between several members of the Internat�onal Assoc�at�on of 
C�ty Museums have grown; some museums have undertaken projects together, others 
have exchanged exh�b�t�ons. The need to share knowledge and for d�scuss�on �s st�ll 
very much al�ve.

We have therefore tr�ed to present a r�ch and d�verse programme. Follow�ng sugges-
t�ons made dur�ng prev�ous conferences, we have chosen to alternate plenary sess�ons 
and sess�ons �n parallel workshops. Th�s means you w�ll not be able to hear every s�ngle 
talk. On the other hand we hope that the exchange of �nformat�on and op�n�ons w�ll be 
more �ntense th�s way. 

One of the success factors of every conference �s the opportun�ty to soc�al�se. We 
hope that the programme w�ll offer enough opportun�t�es for you to meet new people 
wh�lst renew�ng old contacts and fr�endsh�ps. 
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Word of welcome by Ms Hannah Bell�ot, Culture 
Alderman of the C�ty of Amsterdam1

Ladies and Gentlemen,
On behalf of the c�ty of Amsterdam, I am del�ghted to welcome you here. I have heard 
that your conference started yesterday, �n the Tr�ppenhu�s, r�ght �n the med�aeval centre 
of our c�ty. But c�t�es are of course larger than the�r h�stor�c centres. I know th�s �s one 
of the subjects wh�ch was stressed �n some of the lectures yesterday and today. 

Th�s even�ng you have been �nv�ted to have d�nner �n the relat�vely new mult�cul-
tural centre Imag�ne Ident�ty and Culture. It �s r�ght �n the heart of a d�str�ct bu�lt dur-
�ng the 1960s, Southeast Amsterdam. Th�s �s one of the most l�vely and dynam�c parts 
of the c�ty, w�th 82,000 people of 130 d�fferent nat�onal�t�es. One th�rd of the populat�on 
�s younger than 20. 

Be�ng �nternat�onal and act�ng �n an �nternat�onal way are character�st�cs of 
Amsterdam that we are very proud of. Amsterdam as a c�ty has spec�al t�es �n many 
d�fferent fields w�th a large number of c�t�es all over the world, such as Budapest, R�ga, 
Managua, Accra and Colombo. Over 170 nat�onal�t�es l�ve �n the c�ty, and several of our 
econom�c and cultural act�v�t�es extend far beyond the mun�c�pal or nat�onal bounda-
r�es.

Amsterdam �s not just a very �nternat�onal place, �t’s also a c�ty that �s constantly 
chang�ng, espec�ally dur�ng the last ten to fifteen years. You must have not�ced the 
enormous excavat�ons �n the c�ty centre for the construct�on of a new metro l�ne, and 
you have heard dur�ng the conference about the Zu�das project, to name just a couple 
of large-scale enterpr�ses �n urban plann�ng. Moreover, some of our most �mportant 
cultural �nst�tut�ons are be�ng restored and renovated, such as the R�jksmuseum and 
the Stedel�jk Museum. Two th�rds of our 750,000 �nhab�tants have changed �n the 
last ten years as a result of both em�grat�on and �mm�grat�on. All th�s means that 
Amsterdam �s �n a phase of trans�t�on l�ke, of course, many other c�t�es �n the world.

The subject of your conference �s espec�ally appeal�ng to me. I w�ll tell you very 
br�efly why. In 2003 my department publ�shed a long-term cultural v�s�on of the c�ty �n 
the year 2015. The �ntroduct�on of th�s document states that culture �s a key element 
�n the c�ty: �t fac�l�tates contact, mutual respect and understand�ng between people of 
d�fferent cultural and soc�al backgrounds. It can contr�bute to mould�ng a new, dy-
nam�c, flour�sh�ng, �ntercultural c�ty where all the �nhab�tants feel at home. A c�ty, also, 
wh�ch tour�sts l�ke to v�s�t and where people from all over the world l�ke to work. We 
emphas�se three ma�n top�cs �n th�s document on the future of the c�ty: 1 C�ty �dent�ty 
and �dent�ficat�on w�th the c�ty, 2 Culture as an essent�al part of and as an �nstrument 
for educat�on, and 3 Culture as a sub-sector of the c�ty’s economy. To ach�eve certa�n 
goals �n all three of these top�cs, we chose five spearheads. I w�ll name just one – 
Shareholdership. What do we mean by th�s? To a large extent a c�ty funct�ons best when 
the �nhab�tants feel respons�ble for the publ�c doma�n, when they look upon themselves 
�n a way as owners. Th�s means that �n th�s v�s�on, the �nhab�tants are comm�tted to 
what happens on the street and �n the ne�ghbourhoods where they l�ve, and that they 

1 Ow�ng to personal c�rcumstances Ms Hannah Bell�ot was unable to g�ve her welcome speech at the 
conference, but �t �s �ncluded �n these proceed�ngs.
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want to take an act�ve part �n th�s. We have the good fortune that the number of �nhab�t-
ants who part�c�pate �n the many d�fferent cultural fac�l�t�es here �n Amsterdam such 
as c�nemas, museums, theatres and so on, �s remarkably h�gh �n compar�son to other 
c�t�es �n the Netherlands. However, th�s predom�nantly happens w�th�n people’s own, 
fam�l�ar soc�al or cultural group. We want to he�ghten the feel�ng of be�ng a sharehold-
er by st�mulat�ng �ntercultural exchange and encourag�ng people to cross borders.

It �s clear that cultural her�tage �n our museums, arch�ves and publ�c spaces can play 
an �mportant part �n th�s. In my op�n�on c�ty museums have a spec�al role here. The 
outreach project of the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum �n a ne�ghbourhood �n the East 
of Amsterdam �s a good example. Although �t �s not str�ctly speak�ng a c�ty museum, I 
would also l�ke to ment�on here the work of L�ane van der L�nden and her colleagues at 
Imag�ne IC.

I w�sh you all a fru�tful cont�nuat�on of your conference.
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The urban mosa�c 
Townscapes and res�dent�al patterns �n the Western 
world

Michiel Wagenaar 
University of Amsterdam

Introduction
Th�s essay �s about people and places; about soc�al topography and the bu�lt-up env�-
ronment of the c�ty; about how c�t�es work l�ke sort�ng mach�nes �n filter�ng the local 
populace to d�fferent locat�ons. The system does not d�sperse res�dents at random over 
the urban doma�n. Income, status and ethn�c�ty play a cruc�al role �n expla�n�ng how 
someone finds the�r place �n th�s urban mosa�c. 

However, that place w�ll change over the years and w�ll also be determ�ned by the 
dom�nant pol�t�cal and econom�c system. I w�ll argue that when the pre- modern urban 
order collapsed under the tw�n forces of �ndustr�al�zat�on and rap�d urban�zat�on, two 
models of land use emerged that have cont�nued to play an �mportant role r�ght up to 
the present, desp�te �mportant changes after World War II.

The pre-modern urban order
Unt�l the m�ddle of the 19th century, the dom�nant res�dent�al pattern was that of the 
pedestr�an c�ty. Generally, people had to l�ve w�th�n walk�ng d�stance of the�r jobs. 
Transport was only ava�lable for a handful of pr�v�leged c�t�zens. Th�s alone caused h�gh 
bu�ld�ng dens�t�es and compact c�t�es, even more pronounced �f the c�ty �n quest�on was 
confined by �ts old c�ty walls. S�nce master and servant both l�ved w�th�n close prox�m-
�ty �n those days, urban areas were more soc�ally m�xed than they would ever be �n later 
years. Thus �n Amsterdam, for example, the houses w�th �mpress�ve facades along the 
canals were the doma�n of the well-off. Just around the corner, the rad�al streets run-
n�ng off from them housed the m�ddle classes, wh�lst back streets, mews and courts 
were the hab�tat of the work�ng-class manual labourer. The houses beh�nd the ornate 
facades along the canals and those �n the streets beh�nd them were homes to spec�fic 
layers of soc�ety, whereas �f the area �s v�ewed �n �ts ent�rety there was a broad soc�al 
m�x . 

Th�s s�tuat�on was common �n all European c�t�es. Parks, broad streets or squares 
were an �nv�tat�on to contractors to bu�ld more prest�g�ous hous�ng for the upper class-
es, whereas back streets and courts were the realm of coachmen and servants. From 
Bloomsbury �n London to the Mara�s �n Par�s th�s was the usual res�dent�al pattern.

From the 1850s onwards the huge numbers of people mov�ng to c�t�es put the pre-
modern order under �ncreas�ng pressure and there was a great deal of overcrowd�ng �n 
cheaper hous�ng areas. The trans�t�on from small craft shops to �ndustr�al plants – 
w�thout su�table prov�s�on of san�tary amen�t�es (sewage, clean dr�nk�ng water, garbage 
collect�on) – led to a rap�d degenerat�on �n the qual�ty of res�dent�al bu�ld�ngs �n areas 
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where hous�ng and bus�ness prem�ses were to be found s�de by s�de. The pre-modern 
�nfrastructure was equally �ncapable of handl�ng the �ncreased volume of traffic, result-
�ng �n cr�ppl�ng congest�on. 

In the Western world two strateg�es evolved to solve th�s ‘urban cr�s�s’ result�ng �n 
res�dent�al homogene�ty or segregat�on on an unprecedented scale. However, the two 
spat�al patterns they engendered were almost complete oppos�tes. Desp�te recent mod�-
ficat�ons, the two models of topography and morphology that or�g�nated �n the 19th 
century are st�ll �n ex�stence today. The roots of the first model were embedded �n unre-
stra�ned free enterpr�se, a subject to wh�ch we shall now turn. 

The laissez-faire response: Manchester
Few c�t�es �n the 19th century attracted as many v�s�tors as Manchester; �ts rap�d 
progress shocked people to the core. The first steam-dr�ven cotton m�lls appeared 
around 1800, wh�le the 1830s saw Manchester’s take-off on �ts way to becom�ng the 
ep�tome of an �ndustr�al c�ty. Between 1800 and 1830 �ts populat�on trebled �n s�ze, 
from 75,000 to 182,000 �nhab�tants. It was th�s comb�nat�on of ruthless free-market �n-
dustr�al�zat�on, and the almost total absence of local government �nvolvement �n hous-
�ng and urban plann�ng, that produced a c�ty h�therto unknown �n the Western world. 
It was seen as a laboratory of modern�ty. Desp�te the fact that Manchester’s rough-and-
ready approach was un�que, many v�s�tors were conv�nced that �t showed how c�ty l�fe 
would be �n the future. 

Few travellers have drawn as v�v�d a p�cture of Manchester as d�d Alex�s de 
Tocquev�lle (1805-1859), who v�s�ted Manchester �n 1835. ‘Look up all around th�s place 
and you w�ll see the huge palaces of �ndustry. You w�ll hear the no�se of furnaces, the 
wh�stle of steam. These vast structures keep a�r and l�ght out of the human hab�tat�ons 
wh�ch they dom�nate; they envelope them �n perpetual fog; here �s the slave, there the 
master; there �s the wealth of some, here the poverty of most; there a soc�ety has not yet 
learned to g�ve. Here the weakness of the �nd�v�dual seems even more feeble and help-
less than �n the m�ddle of a w�lderness. A sort of black smoke covers the c�ty. The sun 
seen through �t �s a d�sc w�thout rays. Under th�s half-dayl�ght 300,000 human be�ngs 
are ceaselessly at work. A thousand noises disturb this dark, damp labyrinth...’.1

Manchester was l�ke a black hole, suck�ng �n labour and cap�tal. Steam-powered 
manufactur�ng �ndustr�es clustered close to one another, t�ed by an ever-grow�ng d�v�-
s�on of labour and spec�al�zat�on. The proletar�an work force, as well as sk�lled mechan-
�cs and the m�ll owners, were housed at walk�ng d�stance from these satan�c m�lls. The 
qual�ty of urban l�fe degenerated at a shock�ng pace. The R�ver Irwell turned �nto an 
�ndustr�al sewer, chang�ng colour every few steps as cotton dyers sp�lled the�r excess 
waste �nto the r�ver. Manchester was covered by a th�ck fog, produced by the mass�ve 
burn�ng of coal. Work�ng class slums, w�th the�r ooz�ng cesspools, turned �nto hotbeds 
of d�sease.

Unt�l 1840, there was no poss�ble escape for the Manchester worker, not even for 
the well-off. Th�s all changed when the ra�lway came. Few �nvent�ons had as powerful 
an �mpact on Br�ta�n’s soc�al geography. It enabled the upper classes, first of all �ndus-
tr�al entrepreneurs, to trade the�r houses �n squal�d, overcrowded central Manchester 
for v�llas �n the suburbs at a cons�derable d�stance from the c�ty. Soon the�r m�ddle 
class fellow c�t�zens followed. What they found �n the suburbs were pr�vate, zoned-off 
estates where �ndustry was str�ctly banned, as were pubs, dance-halls and warehouses.

1 Tocquev�lle, Alex�s de (1835), Tocquev�lle, Alex�s de (1835), Journies to England and Ireland, London 1958.
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These, for the first t�me �n h�story, were single class residential areas. The h�gh cost of a 
ra�lroad t�cket and the �nfrequent serv�ce effect�vely excluded labour, wh�ch was to be 
bound to a locat�on close to �ndustry for a long t�me to come.2

Th�s spat�al segregat�on, the geograph�cal express�on of a class-r�dden soc�ety, 
alarmed contemporar�es. Benjam�n D�srael� (1804-1881), the conservat�ve pol�t�c�an and 
novel�st, vo�ced the fear of many upper-class Br�tons that a d�v�ded soc�ety would even-
tually lead to the collapse of Br�ta�n. In Sybill (1845), s�gn�ficantly subt�tled Two Nations, 
he pa�nted a gr�m �mage of the complete �solat�on of the two rema�n�ng classes �n 
future soc�ety. ‘Two nat�ons; between whom there �s no �ntercourse and no sympathy; 
who are as �gnorant of each other’s hab�ts, thoughts and feel�ngs as �f they were dwell-
ers �n d�fferent zones, or �nhab�tants of d�fferent planets; who are formed by a d�fferent 
breed�ng, are fed by a d�fferent food, are ordered by d�fferent manners, and are not gov-
erned by the same laws… THE RICH AND THE POOR’.3

Such fears proved exaggerated. Contrary to D�srael�’s dark prophecy, the second half 
of the 19th century saw the spectacular r�se of the m�ddle classes. A grow�ng army of 
mechan�cs, clerks, accountants, school teachers, largely recru�ted from the labour�ng 
classes, �llustrated the �ncreas�ng scope for upward mob�l�ty �n cap�tal�st soc�ety. In due 
t�me, they too would leave to find an alternat�ve to the smoke-belch�ng, polluted �ndus-
tr�al c�ty. In the 1860s th�s escape was fac�l�tated by progress�ve members of Parl�ament 
who demanded that ra�lway compan�es �ntroduce work�ng men’s tra�ns. Lower fares, 
and a tra�n t�metable adapted to su�t the open�ng and clos�ng t�mes of bus�ness and 
�ndustry, �n comb�nat�on w�th low land pr�ces �n the urban per�phery st�mulated con-
tractors to bu�ld terraced hous�ng for the sk�lled worker and for the lower-m�ddle-class 
wh�te-collar worker. The effect of the�r exodus was to leave the unsk�lled worker beh�nd 
�n �ncreas�ng �solat�on. These were often �mm�grants, casual labourers, many of Ir�sh 
descent. The�r low rates of pay and �rregular work�ng hours, often �nclud�ng n�ght 
sh�fts, meant they couldn’t afford publ�c transport to the suburbs and the tra�n t�meta-
bles d�dn’t cater for the�r long work�ng hours.

Meanwh�le, the centre of Manchester transformed �nto a Central Bus�ness D�str�ct. 
As face to face contacts dom�nated v�rtually all commun�cat�on, th�s d�ctated a t�ght 
cluster�ng of banks, trad�ng firms and �nsurance compan�es at walk�ng d�stance from 
one another, forc�ng out land users w�th less financ�al power. Ra�lway and tramway 
compan�es fought for a term�nal at the central hub, da�ly pour�ng out an army of com-
muters. As the �mportance of a central locat�on further �ncreased, department stores, 
hotels and le�sure and enterta�nment outlets exerc�sed even more pressure on the core 
area. 

It �s not surpr�s�ng that traffic congest�on paralysed the pre-modern central �nfra-
structure because all local government attempts to remedy �t w�th new arter�al roads 
were thwarted by the appall�ngly h�gh pr�ces of local land. Even m�nor �mprovements 
took years to complete, and the cost was astronom�cal.

The soc�o-spat�al trends Manchester showed so clearly would �n due t�me become 
common �n c�t�es w�th a la�ssez- fa�re pol�cy. A c�ty l�ke Amsterdam, where the manu-
factur�ng �ndustry certa�nly was not as dom�nant as �n Manchester, also had to deal 
w�th the trans�t�on from craft workshops to �ndustr�al prem�ses, and there too the 

2 See on suburban�zat�on of Manchester: F�shman, Robert, See on suburban�zat�on of Manchester: F�shman, Robert,F�shman, Robert, Bourgeois Utopias. The Rise and Fall of 
Suburbia, New York 1987, pp. 73- 101.
3 D�srael� quoted �n Da�ches, D., & J. Flower, D�srael� quoted �n Da�ches, D., & J. Flower, Literary Landscapes of the British Isles. A Narrative Atlas, 
Harmondsworth UK 1981, p. 193.
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process ser�ously underm�ned the qual�ty of l�fe �n the res�dent�al ne�ghbourhoods. 
However, just as �n Great Br�ta�n, they lacked the necessary legal and financ�al back�ng 
to �ntervene. 

After 1918, both Br�ta�n and the Netherlands came to rely on the concept of the 
welfare state as a way out of urban chaos and m�sery. S�gn�ficantly, �n both countr�es 
reform�st Hous�ng Acts were the first steps on the road to �ncreas�ng State �ntervent�on. 
Slum clearance and publ�c hous�ng became key �nstruments �n �mprov�ng san�tat�on, 
as we shall see later on. In both countr�es, however, the market sector cont�nued to play 
a lead�ng role �n the prov�s�on of suburban hous�ng.

Chicago
The welfare state approach was not an opt�on for the USA. After the F�rst World War �t 
took over as the world’s lead�ng la�ssez-fa�re nat�on. The dom�nant spat�al trends out-
l�ned above further crystall�zed �n Ch�cago, the New Manchester of the 20th century. 
A second transport revolut�on, brought about by the pr�vate automob�le, reshaped the 
res�dent�al landscape. Eng�ne- power greatly expanded Ch�cago’s urban area to �nclude 
the outly�ng reg�on from wh�ch people could commute �nto the c�ty’s central bus�ness 
d�str�ct on a da�ly bas�s. The soc�o-spat�al trends wh�ch we saw at work �n Manchester 
were reproduced there on a vast scale, and w�th far greater dynam�cs (fig. 1).

Ch�cago was the first c�ty �n h�story to become the object of systemat�c soc�al sc�-
ent�fic research. Based on census tract analys�s, �n the 1920s urban soc�olog�sts Ernest 
Burgess and Robert Park developed the follow�ng model, that essent�ally summar�zes 
the land use dynam�cs of la�ssez- fa�re cap�tal�sm. Its value was proved when tested �n 
other c�t�es under s�m�lar reg�mes, not only �n the Un�ted States, but �n Canada and 
Austral�a as well. (fig. 2)

The model reads as follows. The further removed from the Central Bus�ness D�str�ct 
(the CBD), the lower the land pr�ces, the larger the plot s�ze, the more recent the bu�ld-
�ng date and the h�gher the res�dent’s �ncome. The key to th�s paradox, whereby the 
wealth�est urban�tes occupy the cheapest land, l�es �n the�r super�or command over 
transport fac�l�t�es. 

Th�s paradox �s m�rrored by the Zone �n Trans�t�on, where the poorest l�ve �n 
overcrowded tenements wh�le land pr�ces are the second h�ghest next to the Central 
Bus�ness D�str�ct. Local landlords, speculat�ng on the expans�on of the office d�str�ct, 
avo�d any ma�ntenance of the�r property s�nce they expect a lucrat�ve buy-out by a com-
merc�al developer.4

 After 1945, the pr�vate car replaced commuter tra�ns and trams. It offered far 
more transport flex�b�l�ty, thus open�ng opportun�t�es for soph�st�cated, select�ve sub-
urban development. As a result, the ‘commuter zone’ as the model calls �t, exploded. 
Increas�ngly, trad�t�onal CBD firms opted out for a suburban or ex- urban locat�on as 
well. Today, downtown has become almost �rrelevant for res�dents of the outer fr�nges, 
not only as employees, but as consumers as well. Shopp�ng malls, le�sure and enterta�n-
ment no longer requ�re a v�s�t to the metropol�tan core.

What 20th century Amer�ca demonstrates, then, �s the almost complete absence of 
publ�c �ntervent�on �n �ts explod�ng c�t�es. The escape from urban m�sery was seen as 
a pr�vate, �nd�v�dual affa�r. Market forces organ�zed the means of escape �n the form of 
tra�ns, trams and cars. Pr�vate developers explo�ted the opportun�t�es of �ncreased mo-

4 See on the Ch�cago School’s land-use model and further research on res�dent�al topography T�mms, See on the Ch�cago School’s land-use model and further research on res�dent�al topography T�mms, 
Duncan, The Urban Mosaic. Towards A Theory Of Residential Differentiation, Cambr�dge UK 1975.
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b�l�ty by creat�ng a suburban h�nterland wh�ch around the 1950s was w�th�n the reach 
of v�rtually all classes, offer�ng terraced hous�ng for the less well- off, sem�-detached 
for the m�ddle classes and detached v�llas and bungalows for the wealthy. Only the very 
poor were left beh�nd, although many would �n due t�me cl�mb the soc�al ladder and 
move to the suburbs as well. Thus, �deally, upward soc�al mob�l�ty matches greater geo-
graph�cal mob�l�ty.

The ‘Strong State’ response
In cont�nental Europe, countr�es w�th an establ�shed ‘strong state’ trad�t�on responded 
�n the oppos�te way. They opted for mass�ve �ntervent�on �n the older urban fabr�c w�th 
�ts totally �nadequate road system, �ts overcrowd�ng and lack of amen�t�es. Par�s led the 
way, where from 1853 to 1870 baron Georges-Eugène Haussmann, Prefect of the Se�ne, 
v�gorously attacked traffic congest�on by cutt�ng new arter�es through the dense urban 
fabr�c. Often, the new boulevards were carefully planned to destroy as many slums as 
poss�ble, thus serv�ng the a�m of soc�al cleans�ng. (fig. 3)

1. Chicago’s land use in the 1920’s, with popular 
names of the various residential districts

2. The ‘abstract’ model based on 
Chicago’s census tract analysis, 
later tested elsewhere

3. Major inventions in Paris as planned by Haussmann
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And finally, the new boulevards were an �mportant �nstrument for the embell�sh-
ment of the c�ty. By us�ng the legal tool of expropriation par zone, Haussmann not 
only demol�shed propert�es that were needed for the new arter�es, but for �ts flanks 
as well. Thus, h�s arch�tects could d�ctate bu�ld�ng he�ghts, mater�als and des�gns for 
the new façades, result�ng �n a un�form style that helped to redefine Par�s – turn�ng �t 
�nto Europe’s most monumental, neo- class�c�st townscape. In some cases boulevards 
were carefully projected to prov�de v�stas of new, �mpress�ve bu�ld�ngs that were real-
�sed under h�s rule. It was for that reason alone that the Prefect dec�ded to pull down 
good qual�ty hous�ng and level the Butte des Moul�ns thus creat�ng an un�nterrupted 
panorama of Gan�er’s new Opéra, one of the most overwhelm�ng test�mon�es of Second 
Emp�re opulence. (fig. 4)

At the same t�me, Haussmann’s �ntervent�ons greatly �mproved the res�dent�al com-
fort of central Par�s. Part of the grands travaux had been the construct�on of aqueducts 
and canals that transported clean dr�nk�ng water to Par�s from unpolluted sources hun-
dreds of k�lometres to the east of the c�ty. The large-scale �ntroduct�on of street l�ght�ng, 
�n the form of gas lanterns, gave Par�s the t�tle of ville lumière. Huge sewers transported 
depos�ts to far away places downstream of the R�ver Se�ne. And finally, Haussmann 
pushed factor�es, slaughterhouses and ra�lway depots to the per�phery- to the banlieue, 
well beyond c�ty l�m�ts. In 1860 these were vastly extended after the V�lle de Par�s an-
nexed the so-called petite banlieue. Roughly speak�ng th�s �s the area that �s covered 
today by the 11th to the 20th arrondissements- �ns�de the former fort�ficat�ons- today’s 
boulevard périphérique. (fig. 5) Thus he not only solved the pollut�on problem of Central 
Par�s, but he also got r�d of the c�ty’s classes labourieuses et dangereuses , who had to fol-
low the�r employers to the per�phery �f they were to rema�n at walk�ng d�stance from 
the�r work. The m�ll�ons of newcomers seek�ng a better l�fe around the French cap�tal 
were forced to do the same. 

The results were �mpress�ve. Central Par�s became the exclus�ve hab�tat of el�te res�-
dents, prest�g�ous publ�c �nst�tut�ons and ma�n branches of lead�ng firms. Res�dent�al 
comfort had greatly �mproved. The monumental townscape, dom�nated by un�form�ty 
of style, symmetry and ax�al�ty attracted numerous v�s�tors. They were no longer con-
fronted w�th marg�nal slum- dwellers, rag-p�ckers and beggars because these had been 
removed and relocated to the banlieue; to La Sibérie Parisienne, where no tour�st ever set 
foot. The banlieusards bu�lt the�r own bidonvilles along unsurfaced d�rt roads, w�thout 
any of the amen�t�es that made l�fe �n central Par�s so attract�ve. Thus, clear�ng ne�gh-
bourhoods of unwanted res�dents, embell�sh�ng the houses and better san�tat�on were 
closely connected facets of the grand plan. 

Around 1870 the ma�n part of the grands travaux was completed. Par�s �mproved 
more thoroughly �n 17 years than London d�d �n 50. To be sure, ne�ther Haussmann 
nor h�s successors succeeded �n remov�ng all the unhealthy dwell�ngs, not even w�th�n 
the first 10 arrondissments, where the ilôts insalubres were h�dden beh�nd the prest�g�ous 
facades of the new arter�es. Substant�al areas outs�de the core would keep the�r low-r�se, 
art�san appearance wh�ch were not to change unt�l qu�te recently.

But fore�gn v�s�tors hardly not�ced these contrasts. They were enchanted by the 
urban beauty that th�s elegant New Par�s offered them. It had become the ult�mate 
Capitale du Plaisir, comb�n�ng a monumental townscape w�th an abundant d�splay of 
bourgeo�s opulence that conv�nc�ngly demonstrated the super�or�ty of the French  
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cap�tal over �ts cont�nental compet�tors.5 However, as Br�tons and Dutchmen remarked,However, as Br�tons and Dutchmen remarked, 
both the s�ze and speed of the grands travaux would have been unth�nkable w�thout 
the financ�al and legal back�ng of the author�tar�an and central�st state of the Second 
Emp�re.

Such a system was a prerequ�s�te for success for all those who w�shed to emulate 
Par�s �n the�r own cap�tal – a des�re part�cularly strong �n the 19th century �n the many 
new states of Europe. Thus, from Budapest �n Hungary to Belgrade �n Serb�a and Rome 
�n un�fied Italy, Haussmann’s strategy was emulated, w�th comparable morpholog�cal 
and topograph�c results, offer�ng an almost d�ametr�cal contrast w�th the la�ssez-fa�re 
model d�scussed above. Thus, the ‘strong state’ model came to dom�nate major parts of 
Southern and Central Europe. 

The post-war period
After 1945, most European c�t�es had to cope w�th ser�ous war damage. In fact even �n 
areas that had not suffered from warfare, such as the Iber�an Pen�nsula, Sweden and 
Sw�tzerland, author�t�es were fac�ng a huge demand for hous�ng. The post-war baby 
boom, wh�ch h�t the devastated c�t�es of Germany, Eastern Europe and Russ�a part�cu-
larly hard, demanded an energet�c response all over Europe. Th�s came �n the form of 
a mass�ve wave of pre-fabr�cated, modern�st publ�c hous�ng estates, often real�sed as 

5 An author�tat�ve survey of Haussmann’s �ntervent�ons �s g�ven by P�non, P�erre, An author�tat�ve survey of Haussmann’s �ntervent�ons �s g�ven by P�non, P�erre, Atlas du Paris 
Haussmannien: la ville en héritage du Second Empire à nos jours, Par�s 2003.

4. Clearing of the Avenue de l’ Opéra

5. Map of Paris with its 20 arrondissments
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h�gh-r�se, upper-deck access flats. Most were bu�lt on the urban fr�nges, but �n places 
where there had been ser�ous war damage they were also tak�ng the place of the old c�ty 
centres.

Although Eastern Europe and Russ�a were repa�r�ng war damage under Commun�st 
rule, the s�m�lar�t�es �n hous�ng strateg�es w�th Western European countr�es, wh�ch 
v�rtually all became welfare states after 1945, are remarkable. Huge satell�te towns, w�th 
few employment opportun�t�es, consumer amen�t�es, schools, hosp�tals and transport, 
prov�ded the standard European solut�on to the overwhelm�ng hous�ng need of the 
1950s. They, �n due t�me, would become the problem areas of the late 20th century.6

However dramat�c the reg�me change �n Eastern Europe or the com�ng of the wel-
fare state �n the West, the two topograph�cal and morpholog�cal models presented ear-
l�er were surpr�s�ngly res�l�ent. Thus, �n Budapest for example, the ‘Haussmann�zed’ 
monumental �nner c�ty, once the exclus�ve doma�n of bourgeo�s and ar�stocrat�c res�-
dents, was to become the favoured hab�tat of the Commun�st nomenklatura. Its work-
�ng-class fr�nges were vastly expanded w�th the bu�ld�ng of proletar�an pre-fab hous�ng 
estates. The same happened �n cap�tal�st Italy, where �n Rome the trad�t�onal ‘strong 
state’ model was re�nforced by the almost unl�m�ted and chaot�c bu�ld�ng wave at the 
c�ty’s edge, hous�ng the less well-off that flocked to the nat�on’s cap�tal. And, �n no-
where less than �n the ‘Mother of All Cap�tals’, Par�s, d�d the ‘strong- state’ model see 
�tself reproduced on such a vast scale. (fig. 6)

Here the banlieue for qu�te some t�me cont�nued to look l�ke one g�ant bidonville, 
g�v�ng Par�s the appearance of a Th�rd World cap�tal. In 1972, the government started 
�ts attack on these slums, replac�ng them w�th mass�ve h�gh-r�se publ�c hous�ng estates, 
the grands ensembles. But desp�te better hous�ng qual�ty, the banlieue rema�ned the least 
des�rable res�dent�al area. If we jump over th�s h�gh-r�se belt we arr�ve �n the m�ddle 
class villes nouvelles. Here s�ngle fam�ly houses dom�nate, desp�te cr�t�cs who found th�s 
‘too Amer�can’ and preferred apartments that were ‘truly French’ �nstead.

In the Un�ted K�ngdom the tw�n challenge of repa�r�ng war damage and cop�ng w�th 
demograph�c growth met w�th a response that generally speak�ng further underl�ned 
the ‘la�ssez- fa�re’ model we d�scussed earl�er. Thus, g�ant publ�c hous�ng estates ap-
peared �n East London, an area that had suffered severely from German bomb�ng ra�ds. 
Trad�t�onally �t had been part of the ‘horseshoe of poverty’ that surrounded the urban 
core, broken only by the well-off western ax�s of Chelsea and Belgrav�a. The transfor-
mat�on of the ‘horseshoe’ �nto a h�gh-r�se publ�c-hous�ng townscape was, however, by 
no means the result of Blitzkrieg damage only. After the ru�ns were cleared, and the 
first estates went up, urban renewal took over. Welfare-state planners �ncreas�ngly saw 
V�ctor�an terraces as �ncompat�ble w�th modern hous�ng standards.

Plann�ng by clearance became the dom�nant renewal strategy for the 1950s and 
1960s, desp�te the fact that �t was clear from the start that the tower blocks replac�ng the 
older hous�ng stock prov�ded �nsuffic�ent capac�ty to re-house all the�r former res�dents. 
The problem was made even more press�ng by the thousands of newcomers flock�ng to 
the cap�tal who also needed homes.

The solut�on came �n the form of the satell�te ‘New Towns’ of the 1960s and 1970s 
– Harlow, Hemel Hempstead and M�lton Keynes. Bu�lt qu�te a d�stance away from the 
cap�tal, w�th a dom�nant emphas�s on publ�c hous�ng prov�s�on, they truly represented 
a breach w�th the la�ssez- fa�re model. Whereas �n the past per�pheral suburbs had tra-

6 For an overv�ew of post-1945 reconstruct�on, see Judt, Tony, For an overv�ew of post-1945 reconstruct�on, see Judt, Tony, Postwar. A History of Europe since 1945, 
London 2005, pp. 384 ff.
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6. Bidonvilles in the banlieue and the 
advance of high-rise housing estates

d�t�onally been the exclus�ve doma�n of the upper classes, they were now be�ng turned 
�nto huge work�ng-class enclaves for an �mported populat�on.

London’s example �nsp�red planners all over North-Western Europe. From 
Stockholm to Amsterdam, ne�ther of wh�ch exper�enced any (substant�al) war damage, 
satell�te towns were des�gned as an answer to urban renewal d�splacement.

Back to the city?
In the 1970s, the course of urban renewal changed from clearance to the �mprovement 
of structurally sound bu�ld�ng stock. In few countr�es were the results as �mpress�ve as 
�n the Netherlands. The 19th century ‘zone �n trans�t�on’ was transformed �nto decent 
ne�ghbourhoods w�th up-to-date apartments. Although rents were kept low by str�ct 
control and subs�d�es, most lower m�ddle-class fam�l�es d�d not return to the�r renovat-
ed home after the work had been completed. The major�ty left for the new satell�te towns 
around the b�g c�t�es, where they finally saw the�r dream come true: a s�ngle fam�ly house 
�n a row of terraced houses, w�th a modest garden and abundant park�ng space.

In Amsterdam, just as �n Berl�n and Copenhagen, they traded places w�th young 
s�ngles, most of them students flock�ng to local un�vers�t�es. Many of them dec�ded to 
stay there after graduat�on. These c�t�es have a job market �ncreas�ngly dom�nated by 
cultural and creat�ve �ndustr�es and by financ�al serv�ces. Un�vers�t�es and polytechn�cs 
also prov�de employment opportun�t�es. At the same t�me women’s emanc�pat�on, and 
the delay�ng of ra�s�ng a fam�ly, fac�l�tates l�v�ng �n small apartments. The �nvas�on of the 
young, br�ght and talented �n the former ‘zone �n trans�t�on’ �s, however, by no means 
a un�que welfare state phenomenon. In market-dom�nated soc�et�es l�ke the US and 
the UK the same has happened. There the process was co�ned gentrification, a term that 
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became common �n Cont�nental Europe as well. That local pol�t�c�ans welcomed gentr�-
ficat�on w�ll not come as a surpr�se. C�t�es l�ke New York, London and Amsterdam had 
a d�fficult t�me �n the 1970s. The �nvas�on of the young creat�ve class was seen as a g�ft 
from heaven, the more so s�nce gentr�ficat�on proved more than a hype-�t was there to 
stay. Med�a coverage of gentr�ficat�on was, and �s, substant�al. The convers�on of former 
warehouses, craft shops and even offices �nto trendy lofts �n once run-down d�str�cts 
drew the attent�on of l�fe-style magaz�nes and telev�s�on programmes everywhere. The 
urban rena�ssance, so �t seems, rules supreme.

Nevertheless we should not close our eyes to the select�ve nature and the l�m�ted 
scope of gentr�ficat�on. Only a few c�t�es are lucky enough to attract the young and 
talented and to keep them there for a substant�al per�od of t�me. Alas, there are more 
c�t�es l�ke Detro�t than New York, more l�ke L�verpool than London and more l�ke 
Clermont-Ferrand than Par�s.

Divided cities
Even these ‘lucky’ c�t�es are fac�ng major problems. The�r g�ant post-war publ�c hous-
�ng estates prov�de shelter for a largely �mm�grant populat�on that hardly benefits at all 
from the opportun�t�es of the creat�ve cultural and knowledge-based c�ty. That d�v�s�on 
�s further enhanced by the ongo�ng process of suburban�zat�on. Whether we are deal�ng 
w�th state-funded satell�te towns around Par�s and Amsterdam or w�th pr�vately funded 
suburban estates �n the US or UK, the results are s�m�lar. The fl�ght to the suburbs con-
t�nues to th�s very day, dra�n�ng the c�t�es of the�r m�ddle class fam�l�es. Remarkably, 
the process cont�nues even around c�t�es that have made a major effort to �mplement 
urban renewal. In Amsterdam, for example, real slums hardly ex�st anymore. And yet 
suburb�a cont�nues to attract evermore m�ddle class fam�l�es. Increas�ngly, c�ty l�fe �s 
seen as �ncompat�ble w�th ra�s�ng ch�ldren. The b�g c�ty, part�cularly �n the US, �s often 
assoc�ated w�th cr�me, v�ce and drugs. It has become a landscape of fear.

These ‘lucky’ c�t�es have thus become divided c�t�es. D�v�ded to the extent that on the 
one hand we have the talented young upcom�ng gentr�fiers, settled �n central ne�gh-
bourhoods next to the older, arr�vé bourgeois- bohèmes who �nvaded these areas �n the 
1970s and are now more or less affluent urban�tes, who would rather be dead than 
to move to m�ddle-class havens �n the suburbs. What upcom�ng gentr�fiers and the�r 
older, settled colleagues share �s that they are predom�nantly wh�te, have a h�gh level of 
educat�on, a cultural outlook and a cosmopol�tan or�entat�on. On the other hand there 
are the less well-off, the �mm�grant urban populat�on that hardly benefits from the op-
portun�t�es of the �nformat�on age. The�r �solat�on �s one of �ncreas�ng ethn�c segrega-
t�on. 

Both groups, the talented ‘creat�ve class’ and the ‘truly d�sadvantaged’ thus l�ve �n 
separate worlds. Par�s, for example, has become the almost exclus�ve hab�tat of h�ghly 
educated, well- pa�d, wh�te ‘cadres’ who now make up more than 55 percent of the ur-
ban workforce. Just outs�de the boulevard périphérique one lands on a d�fferent planet. 
The banlieue Parisienne �s dom�nated by the culture of poverty, a shadow economy 
�n wh�ch unemployment benefits, cr�me and drug-traffick�ng have become the ma�n 
sources of �ncome.

The recent outbreaks of urban v�olence aga�n focused publ�c op�n�on on these 
m�n�mum cho�ce ne�ghbourhoods. But what was perhaps more tell�ng was the wave 
of hyster�a that spread when ‘plans’ were revealed �n wh�ch young banlieusards were 
organ�z�ng a march on Par�s, the wealthy wh�te enclave. Thousands of extra pol�ce 
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were mob�l�zed to defend the cap�tal. In the end, noth�ng came of �t.To br�dge the gap 
between these two worlds �s a major challenge, not only �n France but also �n c�t�es 
that up t�ll now have escaped the fate of urban v�olence. Perhaps �t can be br�dged by a 
shared feel�ng of pr�de of place; by the sort of attachment to a place that w�ll un�te such 
d�verse cultures. And, perhaps, c�ty museums could help br�dge that gap, by present�ng 
the carr�ers of memory that serve as common denom�nators of a shared urban exper�-
ence. What carr�ers, what �mages, what townscape or even soundscape w�ll str�ke that 
key �s a matter of research, �n wh�ch anthropolog�sts, urban h�stor�ans and town plan-
ners should jo�n forces. 
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Urban �cons1

Vanessa R. Schwartz and Philip J. Ethingon  
University of Southern California

Welcome to Icon C�ty (fig. 1) – a mult�-med�a express�on of an on-go�ng research 
project about ‘Urban Icons’ that we have been work�ng on. As users nav�gate the�r way 
around Icon C�ty the argument we are about to make w�ll be la�d out as a web exper�-
ence. Although the web and the museum are two very d�fferent spaces, they are each 
�deal env�ronments �n wh�ch to exam�ne the not�on of urban �cons, wh�ch �s a funda-
mental category of object �n the broader field of what we would call ‘urban v�sual h�s-
tory.’ As th�s field of �nqu�ry develops, scholars must come to terms w�th the on-go�ng 
opportun�t�es that spaces that v�sual�ze narrat�ve present us for advanc�ng and commu-
n�cat�ng research whose central framework �s the v�sual �tself. ‘Urban �cons’, we would 
suggest, prov�de an �deal rubr�c for poss�ble c�ty museum exh�b�t�ons. 

Now �s the t�me for such an exam�nat�on and for such exh�b�t�ons as we are �n a 
cr�t�cal stage �n the evolut�on of �nterd�sc�pl�nary scholarsh�p on urban culture, v�sual 
culture, and the study of spat�al organ�zat�on and conceptual�zat�on, across the hu-
man sc�ences. Urban stud�es have �n recent years been profoundly transformed by the 
l�ngu�st�c turn and the r�se of sem�ot�cs, result�ng �n a new tendency to ‘read’ c�t�es 
as ‘texts.’ V�sual culture has emerged as a major field of �nvest�gat�on, but as yet, h�s-

1 Vanessa R. Schwartz del�vered the talk upon wh�ch th�s essay �s based �n Amsterdam �n November 
2005. The project �s co-d�rected w�th Ph�l Eth�ngton and much of what appears below �s part of a 
spec�al �ssue of Urban History 32:1 (May 2006) (Cambr�dge Un�vers�ty Press) and �ts mult�-med�a 
compan�on that can be accessed through Cambr�dge Journals Onl�ne: http://www.usc.edu/dept/LAS/
h�story/urban�cons/urban_�cons_compan�on/�ndex.htm. We w�sh to thank Cambr�dge for perm�ss�on 
to re-pr�nt and the authors �n the spec�al �ssue as well as those who part�c�pated �n a conference at USC 
on Urban Icons for the�r contr�but�ons to th�s project

1. Screen capture of the website interface

http://www.usc.edu/dept/LAS/history/urbanicons/urban_icons_companion/index.htm
http://www.usc.edu/dept/LAS/history/urbanicons/urban_icons_companion/index.htm


23 

tor�ans have been challenged to show how amorphous concepts such as v�ew�ng and 
v�sual�ty are anchored to the mater�al world, the subject of much �nqu�ry �n the human 
sc�ences.

Urban History
The field of ‘Urban H�story’ has firm roots �n econom�c and soc�al h�story: the h�s-
tor�cal study of c�t�es began w�th the cons�derat�on of soc�al processes such as class 
format�on, �mm�grat�on, revolut�on, and �ndustr�al�zat�on. In th�s l�terature, the c�ty 
operates pr�mar�ly as a sett�ng, or laboratory for the study of these processes. Grafted 
somet�mes uncomfortably onto th�s foundat�on �s a cultural h�stor�cal approach, now 
several decades old, wh�ch figures the c�ty symbol�cally and decodes mean�ng �n �ts 
bu�ld�ngs, spaces, populat�on, usually w�th�n the nat�onal frame. Th�s cultural-h�stor�cal 
approach was w�dely pract�ced by scholar-cr�t�cs such as Lew�s Mumford, Jane Jacobs, 
Kev�n Lynch, and R�chard Sennett, who explored the relat�onsh�p between the c�ty’s 
bu�lt form and �ts �ntang�ble cultural l�fe.2 That stream of scholarsh�p forcefully entered 
the h�stor�cal profess�on w�th the publ�cat�on of Carl Schorske’s landmark Fin-de-Siècle 
Vienna (1980). Schorske, draw�ng heav�ly on art and arch�tectural h�story, showed how 
the cultural mean�ngs of a c�ty’s form could be l�nked to the larger, nat�onal narrat�ves 
of h�stor�cal development, espec�ally those of pol�t�cal culture. Schorske also drew on 
the grow�ng h�story of urban plann�ng, wh�ch traced the �ntent�ons and v�s�ons of those 
respons�ble for self-consc�ous and del�berate urban development.�

Wh�le the aesthet�c d�mens�on of the urban env�ronment has been central to the 
cultural trad�t�on and to the plann�ng trad�t�on �n urban h�story, only recently have 
scholars begun to exam�ne that wh�ch �s prec�sely visual �n urban culture, soc�ety, and 
pol�t�cal l�fe. Recogn�t�on of v�sual culture as a field of urban exper�ence arose from 
many quarters: from Kev�n Lynch’s focus on cogn�t�ve mapp�ng �n urban plann�ng; 
from the r�se of cultural geography4; from c�nema stud�es; and from a broaden�ng of 
the fields of art and arch�tectural h�story to �nclude the vernacular and the popular.5 The 
�dea of a ‘cultural’ or ‘symbol�c’ landscape, developed most keenly by such geographers 
as Y�-Fu Tuan and Den�s Cosgrove, demanded greater cons�derat�on of the connect�on 

2 See Sennett, R�chard, See Sennett, R�chard, The Fall of Public Man, New York 1976; Mumford, Lew�s, The Culture of Cities, 
New York 1938; Lynch, Kev�n, The Image of the City, Cambr�dge, 1960; and Jacobs, Jane The Death and 
Life of Great American Cities, New York 1961.
3 See P�nkney, Dav�d H., See P�nkney, Dav�d H., Napoleon III and the Rebuilding of Paris, Pr�nceton, N.J 1958. Coll�ns, George 
R. and Crasemann Coll�ns, Chr�st�ane, Camillo Sitte and the Birth of Modern City Planning, New York 
Columb�a Un�vers�ty Stud�es �n Art H�story and Archeology, No. 3, (1965). Dyos, H.J, Cannad�ne, 
Dav�d and Reeder, Dav�d A. (eds.) Exploring the Urban Past: Essays in Urban History, Cambr�dge, UK, 
and New York 1982.
4 Rowntree, Lester B. and Conkey, Margaret W.,‘Symbol�sm and the Cultural Landscape,’ Rowntree, Lester B. and Conkey, Margaret W.,‘Symbol�sm and the Cultural Landscape,’ Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers 70:4 (Dec. 1980) 459-474.
5 See Lynch, See Lynch, The Image of the City. Bruno, G�ul�ana, Streetwalking on a Ruined Map: Cultural Theory and 
the City Films of Elvira Notari, Pr�nceton, N.J. 1993; Ventur�, Robert, Scott Brown, Den�se and Izenour, 
Steven, Learning from Las Vegas: The Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form, Cambr�dge, Mass: 1977; 
Fr�edberg, Anne, Window Shopping: Cinema and the Postmodern, Berkeley 1993; and Henk�n, Dav�d M., 
City Reading: Written Words and Public Spaces in Antebellum New York, New York 1998.
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between the mater�al and the symbol�c doma�ns.6 In the earl�er phases of urban h�story 
(the econom�c/soc�al and the cultural) a bu�ld�ng or publ�c square was analyzed accord-
�ng to the arch�tect’s or planner’s relat�onsh�p to the �ntellectual, aesthet�c, and nat�onal 
context. The quest�ons of or�g�nal �ntent or purpose were of paramount �mportance. 
Quest�ons of �mpact were certa�nly ra�sed, but the overarch�ng goal was to expla�n how 
c�t�es have taken the forms and funct�ons that they have, how those forms and func-
t�ons operate w�th�n nat�onal and econom�c systems, and also w�th�n d�st�nct epochs 
such as the Rena�ssance, V�ctor�an or Post-war eras.

Post-war eras
Hav�ng already accounted for the myr�ad bu�lt forms (concentr�c, gr�d, rad�al, etc), hav-
�ng counted the mult�tudes of urban�tes, hav�ng assessed the�r or�g�ns, possess�ons, 
and soc�al cond�t�ons, hav�ng charted the r�se and fall of soc�al movements, �t �s t�me to 
ask new quest�ons. The project of study�ng ‘urban �cons’ attempts to �solate a cr�t�cal, 
visual element �n the construct�on of urban exper�ence and �dent�t�es, and also �n the 
construct�on of extra-urban developments (nat�ons, �deolog�es, econom�es, emp�res, 
global culture). 

To help �llum�nate the usefulness of the concept of ‘urban �cons’ we held an �nterna-
t�onal conference �n order to determ�ne whether the category can be used as a concep-
tual gr�d for study�ng the �ntersect�on of v�sual culture and urban h�story. The confer-
ence began w�th a ser�es of quest�ons:

What ent�t�es, persons (l�v�ng or allegor�cal), spaces and structures have represented 
part�cular c�t�es, or c�ty l�fe as such? 

How and �n what ways have the problem of urban �cons and �con�c�ty changed over 
t�me? What �s the relat�ve ‘�con�c�ty’ of spec�fic c�t�es? (Are some c�t�es, such as Rome 
and Jerusalem more read�ly reduced to the�r �con�c monuments – the Colloseum, the 
Dome of the Rock – than other c�t�es?) 

Can c�t�es be �mag�ned at all w�thout �con�c reduct�on�sm, or �s the �mportance of 
urban �cons a product of the modern era, character�zed by mass med�ated v�sual culture 
�n wh�ch sem�ot�c commun�cat�on �s central to the urban cond�t�on? 

What place do �cons occupy �n the h�story of c�t�es and how we know them? What 
roles have they played �n the h�story of a part�cular c�ty? Is the�r greatest funct�on to 
�nterject c�t�es �nto a global urban narrat�ve?

It was our des�re to cons�der urban �con�c�ty �n the anc�ent, early modern, and mod-
ern eras, and to cons�der examples from As�a, Europe and the Amer�cas. We sought to 
draw the research from d�fferent k�nds of c�t�es as well: cap�tals, �mper�al metropol�ses, 
colon�al c�t�es, pol�t�cal centres, and cultural beacons. 

Urban icons
That research has helped define the object better and allowed us to make some first def-
�n�t�ons. If the study of ‘urban �cons’ �s to be cons�dered v�able as a susta�ned research 
program, we must first clar�fy, w�th relat�ve prec�s�on, the very concept of an ‘�con.’ 
Although the term �s ub�qu�tous �n contemporary culture, as �n the common reference 
to someone who has ach�eved ‘�con�c status,’ we �ns�st that to be analyt�cally mean�ng-

6 See Tuan, Y�-Fu, See Tuan, Y�-Fu, Place and Space: The Perspective of Experience, M�nneapol�s 1977; Tuan, Topophila: 
A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes and Values, Englewood Cl�ffs, N.J. 1974; Cosgrove, 
Den�s, The Iconography of Landscape: Essays on the Symbolic Representation, Design, and Use of Past 
Environments, Cambr�dge, UK, and New York 1988.
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ful, ‘�con’ must denote a part�cular k�nd of pictorial representation. The Greek eikon s�m-
ply means p�cture; �mage �n the broadest sense. The Oxford English Dictionary g�ves us 
‘An �mage, figure, or representat�on; a portra�t; a p�cture; a p�cture, ‘cut’, or �llustrat�on 
�n a book…’7 Most defin�t�ons d�st�ngu�sh ‘�cons’ from ‘symbols’ by the cr�ter�on that 
�cons ‘�n some way resemble what they stand for,’8 whereas symbols, �nclud�ng the let-
ters and words on th�s page, bear an arb�trary relat�onsh�p to the�r referent. Any mark 
or shape can become a ‘symbol,’ by ‘stand�ng for’ any �dea or th�ng, but �cons symbol�ze 
�n a spec�al way. In our account, all �cons are symbols, but not all symbols are �cons. 
Icon�zat�on thus stands apart from symbol�zat�on. 

Icons were or�g�nally defined as those memor�al �mages of deceased persons made 
by early Chr�st�ans – ak�n to Egypt�an mummy portra�ts – that were later embraced by 
early Chr�st�ans and by the Eastern Orthodox Church as cult �mages. These p�ctures 
were �mag�ned as authent�c cop�es of the ‘or�g�nal �mages’ of Chr�st, the V�rg�n Mary, 
the sa�nts or b�bl�cal scenes rather than as objects created by human hands. These de-
vot�onal �mages were made on small and portable wooden panels. The early pract�ce of 
us�ng �cons �n Chr�st�an worsh�p ra�sed concern about the proscr�pt�on of the worsh�p 
of �dols �n the monothe�st�c trad�t�on. The term ‘�con’ thus developed a connotat�on of 
be�ng an object of uncr�t�cal devot�on. Icons also connected v�s�on to touch by v�rtue of 
the anc�ent theory of v�s�on �n wh�ch a v�sual ray �s thought to stream from the eye of 
the v�ewer to touch �ts object. The form of the object then moves back along the v�sual 
ray to �mpr�nt �tself on the memory of the v�ewer. The v�ewer �n th�s model �s act�ve 
and connected to the object. The worsh�pper expects to be touched by the object of v�-
s�on as �ts �mage moves back along the v�sual ray to �mpress �tself on the soul through 
memory.9 

Wh�le the long h�story of the �con �n Chr�st�an devot�onal pract�ce holds �mportant 
clues to the appl�cat�on we seek to refine for the study of urban h�story, �ts more recent 
use �n the ph�losophy of symbol systems may be more helpful to that end. After Charles 
Pe�rce developed h�s ph�losophy of s�gns �n the n�neteenth century, ‘�con’ became a 
mean�ngful sem�ot�c term, denot�ng an emblem or symbol whose form �s �mpl�cated 
�n �ts mean�ng. Pe�rce famously d�st�ngu�shed between ‘�cons’ ‘symbols’ and ‘�ndexes’ 
as the three pr�nc�pal forms of s�gns. ‘It has been found,’ Pe�rce wr�tes, ‘that there 
are three k�nds of s�gns wh�ch are all �nd�spensable �n all reason�ng; the first �s the 
d�agrammat�c s�gn or icon, wh�ch exh�b�ts a s�m�lar�ty or analogy to the subject of d�s-
course.’10 Pe�rc�an sem�ot�cs holds that ‘symbols’ are arb�trar�ly related to the�r referent, 
wh�le ‘�ndex�cal’ s�gns bear the actual �mpress of the�r referent, as does a footpr�nt. In 
contemporary computer des�gn, the Pe�rc�an defin�t�on of ‘�con’ �s most fa�thfully sus-
ta�ned: an envelope denotes ma�l; a folder denotes a place to store files, and so on.

Depart�ng from Pe�rce, we can also say that urban �cons are born as v�sual objects, 
but they do not necessar�ly, or even usually, envelop the�r mean�ng �n the�r form. For 
�nstance, the E�ffel Tower represents Par�s, Frenchness, modern�ty, but none of these 
concepts look l�ke the shape of the tower. In agreement w�th Pe�rc�an sem�ot�c terms, 
however, th�s �s st�ll an �con�c ‘s�gn’ because �t �s a representat�onal shape rather than 
an arb�trary symbol – rather l�ke the p�ctograph�c form of Ch�nese characters. Wh�le the 

7 ‘�con, n.’ ‘�con, n.’ Oxford English Dictionary Online <http://d�ct�onary.oed.com> (10 May 2005).
8 Quoted �n ‘�con, n.’ Quoted �n ‘�con, n.’ Oxford English Dictionary Online <http://d�ct�onary.oed.com> (10 May 2005).
9 See Belt�ng, Hans, See Belt�ng, Hans, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image before the Era of Art, Ch�cago 1994. 
10 Saunders Pe�rce, Charles, Saunders Pe�rce, Charles, Collected Papers (1931) I. III. III 195. Quoted �n ‘�con, n.’ Oxford English 
Dictionary Online <http://d�ct�onary.oed.com> (10 May 2005). 

http://dictionary.oed.com
http://dictionary.oed.com
http://dictionary.oed.com
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s�gn�fier �s an �ron tower of un�que shape and spec�fic h�stor�cal or�g�n, the s�gn�fied 
�s not the tower �tself, but all that the E�ffel Tower has come to represent as part of a 
global landscape. The Hollywood S�gn �s an even more compl�cated case: a typograph�-
cal ‘s�gn,’ �t �s also a monumental structure, so �ts spec�fic, undulat�ng configurat�on 
on Mount Lee above Los Angeles �s the actual form reproduced. The Hollywood S�gn 
(as �con) �s a picture of the word ‘HOLLYWOOD’ that s�ts on the slope of Mt. Lee. The 
�con�c s�gn and the lex�cal one are mutually �nfluent�al, however. Say�ng or wr�t�ng 
‘Hollywood’ reproduces and c�rculates mean�ng that was also or was prev�ously pro-
duced and c�rculated v�a the v�sual configurat�on of the 50-foot tall letter-sculptures on 
the slopes of Mt. Lee.  

Urban �cons, then, are s�gns born when symbols become �mages but are not thereaf-
ter l�m�ted to the�r �ncarnat�on as �mages. They or�g�nate �n spec�fic places – cities – and 
convey mean�ngs that are not only urban but also nat�onal, global, rel�g�ous, �deolog�cal, 
personal, pol�t�cal, commerc�al, emot�onal, and �n all ways h�stor�cal, as mediated by the 
urban context. Wh�le as a subclass of symbols they are also (w�th s�gns �n general) un-
stable carr�ers of mult�ple, perspect�val, �deolog�cal, and often contrad�ctory mean�ngs, 
they can also ach�eve some measure of un�versal, cross-cultural mean�ng. 

Urban �cons, accord�ng to Jérôme Monnet, are �mages of symbols that c�rculate 
through mater�al supports such as books, postcards, and b�llboards. In h�s defin�t�on, 
�cons are an �mage of a symbol �n a sort of second-order symbol�zat�on. An urban 
symbol, for Monnet, �s a mater�al object such as Mex�co C�ty’s Angel monument, or 
the Torre Lat�namer�ca skyscraper, or even the ub�qu�tous Volkswagen Beetle ‘Vocho’ 
(‘Bug’) tax�cabs of that c�ty. They symbol�ze the Mex�can nat�on, modern�ty, or democ-
racy, but each symbol needs to be �con�zed �n order to ‘d�ffuse �ts mean�ng and to struc-
ture a collect�ve representat�on of place.’ 

Definitions
Why �cons? Urban �cons may have prol�ferated as a solut�on to the challenge of the �m-
mens�ty of urban knowledge. Icons condense and reduce. They transform the chaos of 
the exper�ence of the c�ty �nto knowledge and mean�ng through representat�onal prac-
t�ces. The concept of an urban �con helps to forge l�nks between the concrete spat�al�ty 
of the c�ty and the metaphor�c spat�al�ty of ‘�mag�nary landscapes’; between the mater�al 
and the �deal; between the shapes on the ground and the shapes �n the m�nd. 

To summar�ze ALL ICONS: 
–  Are graph�c s�mpl�ficat�ons and condensat�ons of mean�ng. They d�st�l a range of 

�deas �nto a s�ngle representat�on and act metonym�cally as a subst�tute for a mult�-
faceted whole.

–  C�rculate across sem�ot�c forms and across med�a.
–  Are both s�ngular and repeated.
–  Funct�on as v�sual cl�chés, desp�te var�at�on.

URBAN ICONS:
– Approx�mate the status of an ult�mate or summary representat�on of a part�cular 

c�ty.
– Embed the mater�al�ty of exper�ence but also de-terr�tor�al�ze �t through the mob�l�ty 

of the c�rculat�on of �mages.
– Are ‘v�sually no�sy’ attent�on-grabbers, addressed to a d�stracted v�ewer.
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– Carry the stamp of place and t�me, usually that of the �con’s or�g�n but often of �ts 
re-cast�ng �n later h�stor�cal moments.

– Depend �n part on s�ze and locat�on because these features contr�bute centrally to 
the qual�ty of leg�b�l�ty.

On the web, we have created float�ng urban �cons that embody these defin�t�ons. When 
you catch one and cl�ck on �t, you get a postcard of an urban �con. Another cl�ck and 
the user gets the back of a postcard w�th an �dent�ficat�on and �n the address place, a 
l�nk to the �con as �t �s ment�oned �n one of the essays that are part of the ‘Urban Icons’ 
project.

But �cons are not t�meless, even �f they seem to float. Does th�s system of represen-
tat�on emerge at a certa�n moment �n h�story? Put otherw�se, have there always been 
urban �cons or �s there an ‘�con�c’ moment of world h�story, one that �s �nseparable 
from the r�se of global trade and the explos�on of pr�nted v�sual culture dur�ng the 
Rena�ssance, the later advent of photography, and the format�on of a transnat�onal 
global urban�zed world? The E�ffel Tower, we would suggest, �s actually the or�g�nal 
and defin�ng urban �con, a hypothes�s that would ground urban �cons �n the modern 
era. The r�se and spread of urban �cons may result from developments as large as cap�-
tal�sm, as urban�zat�on �tself, and/or changes �n technolog�es of representat�on. But 
smaller developments may also prove �nstrumental: those as spec�fic as tour�sm (and �ts 
postcards) and advert�s�ng (and �ts logos). The �mage, �n such an account, �s the gold of 
modern�ty’s symbol�c field, the c�ty �ts pr�v�leged spat�al express�on. 

Life cycles of urban icons
If urban �cons emerged �n the modern era, they also ra�se the quest�on of the l�fe-cycle 
of spec�fic urban objects and spaces. In an essay on Shangha�, ‘A B�g Ben w�th Ch�nese 
Character�st�cs: The Customs House �n Old and New Shangha�’, Jeffrey Wasserstrom 
asks whether an �con �s born an �con or becomes one over t�me? The Customs House 
�n Shangha� was both born an �con because of customs houses that came before and 
espec�ally mean�ngful as an �con of Shangha� �n the years that followed �ts construct�on. 
Then, as h�s art�cle demonstrates, the Customs House and ‘B�g Ch�ng’ came to work 
d�fferently after the 1949 Revolut�on and aga�n after Pudong’s r�se across the r�ver from 
�t very recently.

Joach�m Schlör’s study of the Berl�n Wall, ‘It Has to Go Away but at the Same T�me 
�t Has to be Kept:’ – The Berl�n Wall and the Mak�ng of an Urban Icons’ foregrounds 
th�s process of change at the generat�onal scale of t�me, but also ra�ses new quest�ons 
about urban �cons �n the late twent�eth century. The Wall became an �con, he argues, 
only when �t ceased to ex�st. For �ts almost th�rty years of l�fe, people l�v�ng near �t 
turned away from �t. It was, however, �mmed�ately appropr�ated as a ‘symbol’ by forces 
on e�ther s�de of the culture of d�v�s�on that �t s�gn�fied: a pol�t�cal d�v�s�on that became 
embedded �n c�ty spaces. If the Brandenberg Gate �s an urban �con of the monumental 
type, the Berl�n Wall seems to fall �nto some other category. It had ne�ther arch�tectural 
nor v�sual amb�t�ons, but ga�ned them secondar�ly.

The essays also suggest that once an �con, not always an �con. Somet�mes they 
become outdated and overshadowed; somet�mes the�r mean�ngs and uses are trans-
formed; somet�me they take on new v�tal�ty through the filter of nostalg�a. Icons seem 
to emerge �n a blaze of novelty but often endure as they embed a sense of the�r h�sto-
r�c�ty. Wasserstrom suggests that we m�ght juxtapose �cons that represent t�me w�th 
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those that represent space or at least quest�on whether there are temporal urban �cons, 
spat�al urban �cons or whether they always represent a spat�o-temporal conjuncture. 
In h�s example, the Customs House today serves as a representat�on of ‘Old Shangha�’ 
wh�ch became fixed as the Shangha� of the 1930’s. Does St Peter’s freeze Rome �n the 
Papal Rena�ssance; St Paul’s Cathedral freeze London �n the 17th century? How does 
the prom�nence of the E�ffel Tower, assoc�ated w�th the Belle Epoque, arrest Par�s 
�n a look that makes �t permanently assoc�ated w�th the start of the last century? The 
place, Par�s then becomes represented as the t�me, 1900. Or, for example, d�d the free-
way become the �con of Los Angeles as Edward D�mendberg argues was suggested 
by Reyner Banham’s The Architecture of Four Ecologies because, at the moment �n the 
1960s-70s, when �mportant new analyses of the c�ty began to emerge, the freeways were 
st�ll novel?11 In what ways do �cons encode not�ons of novelty and the present? When 
urban �cons get worn out, do they just fade away? They almost always seem to stand as 
powerful emblems of what was novel and �s now archa�c. And somet�mes, as w�th the 
E�ffel Tower, wh�ch can now even be found �n Las Vegas, they endure w�th an �ncred-
�bly powerful half-l�fe. Track�ng the ‘careers’ of part�cular �cons over t�me w�ll tell us as 
much about ‘�cons’ as a mechan�sm of representat�on �n a certa�n h�stor�cal moment as 
�t w�ll about the place represented. 

Tour�sm created a flood of representat�ons of place �n a summary and telegraph�c 
fash�on.12 Over the course of the tour�st�c twent�eth century, advert�s�ng has also es-
tabl�shed powerful convent�ons of commerc�al v�sual and verbal story-tell�ng �n wh�ch 
�cons have become one of the key v�sual tools �n the construct�on of brand�ng. The �con 
transm�ts narrat�ve �nformat�on about the c�ty as well as s�gn�fy�ng the c�ty �n general. 
Icons help �n the ‘brand�ng’ of c�t�es.13

Seeing and touching
But urban �cons also tell us about the h�story of ‘urban v�ew�ng’. Whether nat�ve or for-
e�gn, urban �cons �mply an aer�al perspect�ve �n two ways: they seem connected to aer�al 
v�ews (such as the b�rd’s eye or the panorama) but they also seem to have l�terally ‘left 
the ground.’ Unl�ke a monument, wh�ch �s firmly rooted �n �ts phys�cal place, urban 
�cons telegraph mean�ng about place �n a way that �s not at all dependent on be�ng l�ter-
ally co�nc�dent w�th or phys�cally located at the t�me �n the place �t denotes. In fact, the 
test of an urban �con may be �n �ts derac�nat�on and global c�rculat�on as an �mage. 

Because urban �cons c�rculate as �mages, one m�ght argue that they are demater�al-
�zed. Yet our sense �s that the power of �cons res�des �n the fact that they embed w�th�n 
themselves someth�ng of the mater�al�ty of urban exper�ence. It was remarked upon 
dur�ng the course of the conference that many of the �cons began the�r l�ves as objects 
that could be touched, cl�mbed �nto, through or onto. Th�s tact�le relat�onsh�p �s part 
of the trad�t�onal Chr�st�an not�on of �cons �n the first place – why one m�ght th�nk of 
�cons as the ‘corpus myst�cum’ of a secular soc�ety. 

11 D�mendberg, Edward, ‘The K�net�c Icons: Reyner Banham on Los Angeles as Mob�le Metropol�s,’ D�mendberg, Edward, ‘The K�net�c Icons: Reyner Banham on Los Angeles as Mob�le Metropol�s,’ 
�n Urban History, spec�al �ssue on ‘Urban Icons.’ See Banham, Reyner, Los Angeles. The Architecture of 
Four Ecologies, London 1971. 
12 See Gerry and Chr�s Ph�l Kearns, eds., See Gerry and Chr�s Ph�l Kearns, eds., Selling Places: The City as Cultural Capital, Past and Present, 
New York 1993; R�nger, Greg ed., Destinations: Cultural Landscapes of Tourism, London and New York 
1998; Löfgren, Orvar, On Holiday: A History of Vacationing, Berkeley 1999. 
13 See Tw�tchell, James See Tw�tchell, James, Branded Nation, New York 2004.
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Shap�ng the c�ty

By collect�ng objects of �nterest and organ�z�ng exh�b�t�ons and edu-
cat�onal act�v�t�es, the museum records parts of the h�story of the c�ty. 
There �s of course not one h�story of the c�ty; many stor�es shed l�ght  
on the c�ty’s h�story. The h�story of the c�ty �s dynam�c; �t �s chang�ng  
cont�nuously. 

Quest�ons
• In what way does the work of c�ty museums relate to wr�tten h�stor�es 

of c�t�es, �n part�cular to the ‘offic�al’ h�stor�es? Are we aware that we 
play a role �n record�ng h�story? How complete do we want to be?

• What objects do we collect and how? Many museums occupy them-
selves w�th oral-h�story projects, record�ng memor�es and stor�es. 
What cho�ces are made, wh�ch med�a are used, whose memor�es? 
How �mportant �s �mmater�al her�tage?

• Are we concerned w�th the h�story of the ent�re c�ty, or do we actually 
l�m�t ourselves more to the h�stor�c centre? Do we emphas�ze the h�s-
tory of centur�es ago or modern t�mes?

• What �s the relat�onsh�p of c�ty museums w�th other her�tage �nst�tu-
t�ons and serv�ces, such as arch�ves, h�stor�c bu�ld�ngs and serv�ces, 
archaeolog�cal serv�ces etc.? Do we co-operate? How are our tasks de-
marcated?

• How do we choose the themes of our exh�b�t�ons and dec�de what 
to collect? Do we l�sten to others, to the non-museum world (target 
groups, the mun�c�pal�ty …)?
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The D�str�ct S�x Museum �n Cape Town, South Afr�ca

Valmont Layne 
Director District Six Museum

Some historical background
The c�ty of Cape Town �s South Afr�ca’s oldest c�ty, w�th �ts colon�al or�g�ns stretch�ng 
back to the m�ddle of the seventeenth century. The area known as D�str�ct S�x was or�g�-
nally an area covered �n v�neyards worked by slaves. W�th emanc�pat�on �n the n�ne-
teenth century, freed slaves started to settle �n th�s area on the outsk�rts of the colon�al 
town. 

By the late n�neteenth century, Cape Town was a v�brant cosmopol�tan town w�th a 
grow�ng mercant�le economy, fuelled by the d�scovery of d�amonds and gold. D�str�ct 
S�x1 was �n many respects the beat�ng heart of th�s town, a ne�ghbourhood w�th an as-
ton�sh�ngly var�ed commun�ty: descendents of slaves from Ind�a, Indones�a, Malays�a, 
Mozamb�que, West Afr�ca, as well as Jew�sh �mm�grants from Eastern Europe and 
Car�bbean sa�lors. Th�s m�x sowed the seeds of a un�que urban culture. 

In 1966, the South Afr�can government made a declarat�on wh�ch was to have a 
devastat�ng effect on the c�ty of Cape Town. D�str�ct S�x , the v�brantly cosmopol�tan 
�nner-c�ty ne�ghbourhood of 70, 000 people was to be pulled down, �ts res�dents forced 
to leave and a new exclus�ve wh�te suburb was to be bu�lt �n �ts place. Over the next de-
cade, the shape of Cape Town was transformed as D�str�ct S�x, and more than 40 other 
commun�t�es, were declared condemned areas and the res�dents were forc�bly removed 
and taken to the outsk�rts of the c�ty, away from the des�gnated wh�te suburb. In the 
process, �t created a c�ty d�v�ded along rac�al, rel�g�ous and class l�nes. The projected re-
development of D�str�ct S�x �nto a modern new suburb for an exclus�vely wh�te popula-
t�on fa�led to mater�al�ze. What rema�ned was a desolate wasteland flattened by bulldoz-
ers. The area’s destruct�on has now become part of nat�onal h�story, symbol�s�ng one of 
the worst ravages of aparthe�d. 

Urban-renewal projects were common all over the world �n the 1960s, often �nsp�red 
by modern�sat�on and the �nfluence of superstar arch�tects such as Le Corbus�er. What 
made th�s South Afr�can renewal project un�que was that �t was part of a systemat�c 
ethn�c and rac�al reorgan�sat�on of an ent�re country – a pol�cy known as the Group 
Areas Act, an Act that was to affect four m�ll�on people between 1955 and the end of the 
1980s. 

How did the District Six Museum come about?
The foundat�on of the D�str�ct S�x Museum was dr�ven by an urban soc�al movement 
a�med at help�ng people to return to the�r land, and to defend the s�te from pol�t�cal 
and commerc�al �nterests. A conference �n 1988, dubbed the ‘Hands Off D�str�ct S�x 
Conference’, resolved to found a museum �n order to allow the story of what happened 
 

1 The area was named the S�xth Mun�c�pal D�str�ct of Cape Town �n 1867, hence the name. The area was named the S�xth Mun�c�pal D�str�ct of Cape Town �n 1867, hence the name.
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1. Museum interior
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there to be told, and to prepare for democrat�c government �n South Afr�ca. One year 
later the D�str�ct S�x Museum Foundat�on was set up. 

What �s noteworthy here �s that the founders of the museum recogn�sed the trans-
format�ve potent�al of the museum as an �nst�tut�on. They recogn�sed that museums, 
even though concerned w�th conservat�on and publ�c d�splay, also had a role to play �n 
shap�ng att�tudes towards c�t�zensh�p, and hence �n shap�ng c�t�es. It �s no acc�dent that 
the man�festo of the permanent exh�b�t�on �n the D�str�ct S�x Museum declares that: ‘In 
remember�ng, we do not want to recreate D�str�ct S�x, but to work w�th �ts memory…. 
So that we can bu�ld a c�ty �n wh�ch all of us can l�ve, not as races, but as people’.

Two elements of th�s declarat�on are �mportant. F�rst, that the museum �ntends 
to work w�th the Memory of D�str�ct S�x, not to recreate �t. Th�s �mpl�es that, wh�le an 
agenda of rest�tut�on l�es beh�nd the museum’s found�ng v�s�on, that rest�tut�on w�ll 
not necessar�ly always take a mater�al or tang�ble form. 

The second �mportant element here �s the �ntent�on to contr�bute to the bu�ld�ng of 
a c�ty based not on race, but on a common understand�ng of human�ty. The �mpl�cat�on 
here �s that the museum w�shes to al�gn �tself w�th the reshap�ng of th�s South-Afr�can 
c�ty, not na�vely bel�ev�ng that rac�al �dent�t�es do not ex�st, but work�ng on the under-
stand�ng that by mob�l�s�ng the museum, �t can bu�ld a deeper publ�c understand�ng 
of how rac�al legac�es work �n the c�ty, and �n so do�ng, bu�ld the bas�s for a non-rac�al 
future. 

The museum as a driving force for democratic access to the past
For the D�str�ct S�x Museum, rewr�t�ng the h�story of the c�ty means reconceptual�s�ng 
h�story, not only as a narrat�ve of the past, but as a narrat�ve of our relat�onsh�p to many 
pasts, �nclud�ng contested pasts. We want to val�date these pasts, to create democrat�c 
access to the past. In th�s task, we recogn�se that d�fferent sources of knowledge about 
the past are also �mportant. For many people, the past �s not ava�lable through wr�tten 
arch�ves, or �t �s only ava�lable �nd�rectly. What are the strateg�es for fac�l�tat�ng more 
democrat�c access to the past? 

F�rstly, we acknowledge non-trad�t�onal sources of knowledge and formulat�on and 
acknowledge the val�d�ty of exper�ent�al and remembered embod�ments of knowledge 
and h�story. Secondly, we have to acknowledge and engage w�th establ�shed ep�stemolo-
g�es of the past produced largely by academ�cs. The museum pos�t�ons �tself between 
these two forms of knowledge. Hence we have to create a reflex�ve real�ty, for �nstance, 
we engage reflex�vely w�th v�sual culture, oral h�story and other source mater�als �n 
wh�ch the past �s carr�ed forward �nto the present.

Another way �n wh�ch we do th�s �n the museum can be seen �n a map wh�ch �l-
lustrates our des�re to find new ways of produc�ng knowledge about the past. Th�s map 
was created so that former res�dents could r�tual�st�cally and symbol�cally re-�nscr�be 
the�r place �n h�story. People actually get down on the�r hands and knees and wr�te the�r 
names, make correct�ons, and acknowledge the�r ne�ghbours. (fig. 1)(fig. 1)

Moreover, the map has become a field-s�te where people are commemorated �n un-
expected ways. Somet�mes th�s act �s t�nged w�th sorrow, somet�mes w�th joy. The mu-
seum area operates as a mult�d�sc�pl�nary framework �n wh�ch recent memory �s mo-
b�l�sed for the rest�tut�on of the past both soc�ally and culturally. The museum �s both 
a cultural centre for the commun�ty, and a museum �n the convent�onal sense, w�th a 
collect�on of artefacts, photographs, documents and aud�ov�sual record�ngs. 
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Memorials inside and outside the museum
Although the museum �s housed �n an old church, �t has always had a profound rela-
t�onsh�p w�th the barren landscape of D�str�ct S�x. Memor�als have appeared spontan-
eously �n th�s area. A ca�rn has been erected on the s�te of what was once the ma�n 
street. In fact, �t �s through these monuments that a memor�al-s�te was created as there 
have been acts of commemorat�on on the s�te for decades. What �s d�fferent now �s that 
the s�te �s l�kely to be declared a Nat�onal Her�tage S�te. The future placement of memo-
r�als w�ll be regulated through leg�slat�on and by an offic�al conservat�on-management 
plan. 

The museum �s sh�ft�ng �ts focus �n order to be formally �nvolved �n the s�te. The 
challenge now �s to work w�th an establ�shed and embryon�c form of act�ve commemo-
rat�on act�v�t�es and h�story-mak�ng, and to transfer these to a form of comm�tment to 
the s�te. A further challenge �s to turn the area �nto a sort of open-a�r museum space, 
even though the s�te �s at the same t�me be�ng redeveloped as a new ne�ghbourhood. 
F�nally, the challenge �s to mob�l�se the language of her�tage alongs�de the language of 
urban redevelopment, and to do so �n a way wh�ch champ�ons the creat�on of a m�xed 
area both �n econom�c and �n cultural terms. We are ask�ng a lot, but a lot �s at stake. 

The case of Prestw�ch Place, �n another part of the c�ty centre, presents a related 
example of th�s mode of contemporary c�v�c comm�tment to shap�ng the c�ty wh�le re-
spect�ng the past . Not too long ago, a large field conta�n�ng the rema�ns of slaves was 
d�scovered �n the c�ty-centre on the bu�ld�ng-s�te of a new l�festyle centre �n a fash�on-
able part of town. These were the rema�ns of slaves, many of whom would have l�ved 
�n D�str�ct S�x. The museum supported a campa�gn to have a publ�c d�scuss�on about 
the future of the s�te and the rema�ns, �n the face of pressure from the developer to 
complete the project. (fig. 2) In th�s case, the developer won the r�ght to cont�nue the 
project, but the case has led to an�mated d�scuss�ons about the role of the past �n shap-

2. Procession in which the remains of slaves are being relocated
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�ng the future of the c�ty. Another aspect of the Prestw�ch case concerned the r�ght ofAnother aspect of the Prestw�ch case concerned the r�ght of 
sc�ent�sts, archeolog�sts �n part�cular, to study the rema�ns. Th�s r�ght was v�gorously 
opposed by commun�ty groups and rema�ns a bone of content�on even today. 

Reshap�ng the c�ty also enta�ls the r�ght to �nfluence what �s commemorated �n the 
c�ty and the r�ght to �nfluence how knowledge �s mob�l�sed to support th�s memory. The 
Prestw�ch case �s perhaps too lengthy to deta�l here, except to say that �t was a water-
shed-moment �n the emerg�ng field of her�tage �n South Afr�ca. 

Work for the District Six Museum in coming years
The museum �s faced w�th the prospect of keep�ng a number of cons�derat�ons �n 
perspect�ve. F�rstly, D�str�ct S�x �s to be redeveloped as an urban hous�ng project to 
re-house more than 10,000 former res�dents, most of whom l�ve �n econom�cally de-
pressed areas where new soc�al and cultural problems have ar�sen, such as cr�me, gang-
ster�sm, rac�al and rel�g�ous tens�on. We ant�c�pate that many of these problems w�ll be 
brought back by �ts former �nhab�tants when they return. Secondly, D�str�ct S�x �s to be 
declared a Nat�onal Her�tage S�te. S�nce our focus �s on �ntang�ble elements of that her-
�tage, we are challenged to develop access to knowledge about the past �n ways wh�ch 
are w�th�n reach of th�s aud�ence, but wh�ch also ass�st �n bu�ld�ng c�v�c values as well 
as prov�d�ng new opportun�t�es to reshape the commun�ty. 

As the process of land rest�tut�on gets underway, �t �s �mportant that a publ�c d�a-
logue about the future of D�str�ct S�x should be launched too. The museum �s well-s�tu-
ated to help fac�l�tate th�s d�alogue. Th�s process of rest�tut�on �s be�ng watched across 
the country, s�nce there are hundreds of other commun�t�es whose res�dents share the 
asp�rat�on to return to the�r land, and to make a new start, both �n a phys�cal and cul-
tural sense... 

The D�str�ct S�x Museum �s also unusual �n that the story �t tells �s not yet fin�shed. 
It allows us the opportun�ty to cont�nue to create change �n the c�ty, and to mob�l�se h�s-
tor�cal records �n the serv�ce of a c�v�c d�alogue. In one sense, we hope that �t w�ll be a 
never-end�ng story, but that our museum work w�ll always rema�ns on the cutt�ng-edge 
of c�v�c engagement.
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Museums �n the c�ty: a mult�-centred approach to 
pol�cy and c�v�c d�alogue �n Antwerp

Steven Thielemans  
General Director Museums, Libraries and Heritage of the City of Antwerp 
Peter De Wilde  
Head of the Department of Culture, Province of Antwerp

Introduction
Antwerp �s the largest c�ty �n Flanders, apart from Brussels. The terr�tory of the C�ty of 
Antwerp boasts an except�onally �mportant cultural her�tage and Antwerp’s museums 
�ntend to play a p�oneer�ng role �n the follow�ng years �n terms of car�ng for th�s her�t-
age and mak�ng �t access�ble to the publ�c. 

The c�ty has two �mportant groups of museums, those belong�ng to the c�ty (9) and 
those belong�ng to the prov�nce of Antwerp (4). The other four �mportant museums are 
managed by d�fferent organ�zat�ons – two of them belong to the Flem�sh Commun�ty 
(the Royal Museum of F�ne Arts and the Museum of Contemporary Art), one to the 
Mun�c�pal Centres for Health Care and Soc�al Welfare (Maagdenhu�s), and one to a 
bank (Rockoxhu�s). Ow�ng to th�s organ�zat�onal structure, the s�tuat�on �n Antwerp �s 
more complex than �n other Flem�sh c�t�es where most of the museums belong to the 
mun�c�pal�ty or are pr�vate �n�t�at�ves.1 In those c�t�es, however, the number of muse-
ums �s a lot smaller. 

In the past there was some consultat�on between the mun�c�pal, prov�nc�al and 
Flem�sh �nst�tut�ons, but not w�th ent�rely sat�sfactory results due to the rather odd 
make-up of the part�es �nvolved: two groups of museums (mun�c�pal and prov�nc�al) 
and two �nst�tut�ons. Groups of �nst�tut�ons and �nd�v�dual �nst�tut�ons have d�fferent 
pr�or�t�es and �nterests, and th�s �nfluences the�r pos�t�ons and �nvolvement enor-
mously. What’s more, the other two �mportant �nst�tut�ons �n the c�ty (Rockoxhu�s & 
Maagdenhu�s) were not �nvolved �n th�s consultat�on process.

The two groups of museums have recently started a far reach�ng project of col-
laborat�on and the museums �n Antwerp are currently undergo�ng an amb�t�ous pro-
gramme of re-profil�ng, renewal and redevelopment. Th�s amb�t�ous programme and 
project �ntend to reth�nk the story of the c�ty as �t �s told by the d�fferent museums �n 
the c�ty. All these museums touch aspects of the h�story and art of the c�ty. The cruc�al 
quest�on �s: how can we al�gn Antwerp’s current �dent�ty w�th �ts past her�tage pre-
served �n �ts museums? An �mportant new player �n the future w�ll be the Museum on 
the R�ver, wh�ch plans to open �ts doors �n 2008. What role w�ll th�s new c�ty museum 
play �n a c�ty already r�ch �n museums?

1 Most Flem�sh prov�nces adm�n�ster next to no museums, but the Prov�nce of Antwerp �s an Most Flem�sh prov�nces adm�n�ster next to no museums, but the Prov�nce of Antwerp �s an 
except�on. Moreover, �ts four ma�n museums are w�th�n the c�ty’s boundar�es. The Flem�sh 
Commun�ty, respons�ble for cultural pol�cy as a whole �n Flanders, has few �nst�tut�ons of �ts own. 
(Apart from the two �n Antwerp, there �s only a castle near Brussels.)
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Tandem and engine
In the last three years, new boards of d�rectors have been appo�nted to the Museums 
of the C�ty of Antwerp, the Museums of the Prov�nce of Antwerp and the Museum of 
Contemporary Art. Th�s has fac�l�tated a new v�s�on on �nst�tut�onal collaborat�on be-
tween the Antwerp Museums and the�r content. Th�s v�s�on also extends to the�r role �n 
the her�tage field �n general. 

At the beg�nn�ng of March 2004, the Prov�nce of Antwerp and the C�ty of Antwerp 
s�gned a declarat�on regard�ng cooperat�on between the two groups of museums �n the 
c�ty, namely the Museums of the C�ty of Antwerp and the Museums of the Prov�nce of 
Antwerp. They have much �n common as regards the�r promot�onal approach, the�r re-
spons�b�l�t�es as museums and the�r collect�ons �n part�cular. The Prov�nce of Antwerp 
and the C�ty of Antwerp collect�vely allow the�r museums to assume a double respon-
s�b�l�ty: they work closely together as a ‘tandem’, wh�lst funct�on�ng as an ‘eng�ne’ �n 
st�mulat�ng w�der cooperat�on, both w�th regard to other museums �n the c�ty and other 
her�tage organ�zat�ons and �nst�tut�ons �n the prov�nce2. Examples �nclude collaborat�on 
on the monumental churches �n the c�ty and contemporary v�sual arts.

As ment�oned, the cooperat�on between these two groups of museums w�ll �nvolve 
reth�nk�ng the story of the c�ty as told by the d�fferent museums �n the c�ty. Th�s �s of 
major �mportance because of the pos�t�on the new c�ty museum, the Museum on the 
R�ver, w�ll occupy. A cruc�al quest�on �s how to al�gn the c�ty’s current �dent�ty w�th �ts 
her�tage as preserved �n �ts museums, both old and new.

The Museums of the C�ty of Antwerp and the Museums of the Prov�nce of Antwerp 
are part of organ�zat�ons w�th a w�der respons�b�l�ty v�s-à-v�s her�tage; these are 
‘Museums, Conservat�on L�brar�es and Her�tage’ (C�ty of Antwerp)3, and ‘Department 
of Culture’ (Prov�nce of Antwerp)4. Th�s larger organ�zat�onal structure makes an am-
b�t�ous approach w�th a broader v�ew on her�tage (for �nstance mob�l�ty of collect�ons) 
more real�st�c for the new Museum on the R�ver project.

Vision and profiles
The shared v�s�on of the Museums of the C�ty of Antwerp and the Museums of the 
Prov�nce of Antwerp �nvolves ensur�ng that the best poss�ble care �s g�ven to the�r col-
lect�ons and that these collect�ons are made access�ble to a large and d�verse publ�c. As 
a pol�t�cal statement, the Prov�nce of Antwerp and the C�ty of Antwerp regard the real�-
zat�on of th�s v�s�on as an essent�al part of both the�r soc�al and customer-fr�endly ap-
proach, wh�ch should serve to strengthen the�r �dent�ty and the�r �mage. The Antwerp 
Museums have complementary profiles, though together they show cons�derable coher-
ence and, �n terms of the�r collect�ons, some overlap. 

 

2 Together they employ approx�mately 500 people, preserve almost a m�ll�on objects (exclud�ng Together they employ approx�mately 500 people, preserve almost a m�ll�on objects (exclud�ng 
arch�ves and books) and attract approx�mately one m�ll�on v�s�tors a year (2004). The�r total operat�ng 
budget amounts to 10 m�ll�on euros (2004), exclud�ng staff and �nvestments �n bu�ld�ngs.
3 The mun�c�pal author�ty �s also respons�ble for the C�ty L�brary (one of the most �mportant The mun�c�pal author�ty �s also respons�ble for the C�ty L�brary (one of the most �mportant 
conservat�on l�brar�es �n Flanders), the Ruben�anum (the documentat�on centre about Rubens and h�s 
contemporar�es), and the House of L�terature (not only a museum, but more �mportantly Flanders’ 
l�terary arch�ve), as well as the Her�tage Un�t.
4 The prov�nc�al author�ty, on the other hand, adm�n�sters not only 4 museums and a her�tage serv�ce, The prov�nc�al author�ty, on the other hand, adm�n�sters not only 4 museums and a her�tage serv�ce, 
wh�ch �ncludes monuments, archaeology and movable her�tage, but also �nst�tut�ons such as the Castle 
d’Ursel, the Arch�tecture Arch�ves, the L�brary Centre based �n a h�stor�cal castle s�te and, last but not 
least, the ‘Bob & Bobette Ch�ldren’s Museum’, wh�ch �s more of an art educat�on centre.
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The group of 13 mun�c�pal and prov�nc�al museums compr�ses several ‘h�stor�c bu�ld-
�ngs’, �.e Mayer van den Bergh Museum (collector)5, Plant�jn-Moretus Museum (entre-
preneur)6 that has been recogn�zed as a world her�tage s�te, and Rubens’ House (art�st). 
To these three, we can add Castle d’Ursel, a her�tage centre of the Prov�nce of Antwerp, 
where a prest�g�ous 18th-century collect�on from a redundant mun�c�pal museum �s 
go�ng to be exh�b�ted, and the Vr�eselhof L�brary centre also �n a castle. Three more 
castles, adm�n�strated by the Prov�nce, complete the l�st. Each of the other museums 
focuses on a spec�fic art form and/or aspects of creat�ve �ndustr�es: fash�on, photogra-
phy, d�amonds and jewellery, l�terature, mus�c and ethn�c art. Th�s �s a fa�rly un�que 
s�tuat�on on the Flem�sh museum scene. Two other museums (folklore and mar�t�me) 
w�ll be jo�ned together �n the brand new c�ty museum, the Museum on the R�ver. 

Most of the museums referred to, have been – or are be�ng – modern�zed and/or 
promoted w�th a more clearly defined �mage. The recept�on areas �n the three h�stor�c 
bu�ld�ngs have been modern�zed and all the s�gn�ng and other phys�cal a�ds have 
been adapted and streaml�ned. Both the new Fash�on Museum and the new D�amond 
Museum opened �n 2002. The Photo Museum and the House of L�terature followed �n 
2004. That same year, the Mayer van den Bergh Museum acqu�red an add�t�onal area 
for temporary exh�b�t�ons. The M�ddelhe�m Open-A�r Museum of Sculpture has ex-
panded qu�te cons�derably over the last few years and has acqu�red monumental sculp-
tures by, for example, Dan Graham. In 2006 the Vleeshu�s (or Meat Hall) w�ll reopen. 
It w�ll no longer house a rather strange var�ety of collect�ons, but w�ll feature a museum 
of mus�c w�th a clearly defined �mage. And then of course there �s the Museum on the 
R�ver.

One of the advantages of the cooperat�on between c�ty and prov�nce �s that they 
can learn from each other’s strengths. The Museums of the Prov�nce of Antwerp had 
a head start �n terms of publ�c �mage, wh�le the Museums of the C�ty of Antwerp had 
the upper hand regard�ng organ�zat�on, more spec�fically �n the �mplementat�on of a 
coord�nated pol�cy v�s-à-v�s the�r collect�ons and customer serv�ces for all the museums 
together.

MAS – The new museum on the river
An �mportant new player �n the c�ty w�ll be the Museum on the R�ver, a 50 m�ll�on euro 
project wh�ch �s scheduled for 2008. Arch�tect W�llem-Jan Neutel�ngs has des�gned a 
new bu�ld�ng, nearly 50 metres h�gh, located between the c�ty and the harbour. The 
bu�ld�ng can be compared to a p�le of museum boxes surrounded by galler�es and esca-
lators w�th v�ews of the c�ty, the harbour and the prov�nce. The Museum on the R�ver 
w�ll tell the story of the c�ty �n all �ts depth and d�vers�ty on one locat�on �n Antwerp for 
the very first t�me. It w�ll refer the v�s�tor to other museums wh�ch �n turn clar�fy and 
explore a more spec�fic aspect of the c�ty’s story.

 What w�ll be the new museum’s place and role? What relat�onsh�p w�ll �t have w�th 
the many ex�st�ng museums and other her�tage �nst�tut�ons? How w�ll the new and 
the ex�st�ng museums balance between grand narrat�ves and ‘l�ttle h�stor�es’? All these 

5 Fr�tz Mayer van den Bergh (1858-1901). H�s mother had th�s musuem bu�lt �n the style of the 16th 
century for h�s collect�on of Dutch art from the 14th – 16th century.
6 Th�s museum �s housed �n the former Plant�jn-Moretus pr�nt�ng house, wh�ch the fam�ly sold w�th 
�ts ent�re contents to the c�ty of Antwerp �n 1876. The pr�nt�ng house and l�v�ng accommodat�on was 
opened to the publ�c �n 1877. The pr�nter and publ�sher Chr�stoffel Plant�jn founded the Plant�jn-
Moretus pr�nt�ng house �n 1555.
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quest�ons are �mportant but not very easy to answer. The new museum w�ll be a team 
player, and a most act�ve one. It w�ll br�ng three museum collect�ons together – we w�ll 
close two museums – but �n add�t�on �t w�ll show objects from other collect�ons �n the 
c�ty, from museums and other her�tage �nst�tut�ons, as well as conservat�on l�brar�es 
and arch�ves. The dec�s�on to close down a museum �s never easy. In th�s case, how-
ever, the closure of the museum of folklore and the mar�t�me museum has museolog�-
cal reasons, �n part�cular w�th regard to the content (�.e. the need to �ntegrate these two 
collect�ons that are closely related to the story of the c�ty �nto one coherent, complex 
museolog�cal context).

More than the ex�st�ng museums, the Museum on the R�ver w�ll address a w�de 
range of d�fferent target groups; most of the other museums �n Antwerp are spec�fically 
a�med at one or more target groups that closely match the�r collect�on and pol�cy. Our 
v�s�on of the museum, �ts amb�t�on and collect�ons are such that �t w�ll be able to ad-
dress most of our �mportant target groups: ch�ldren, youth, sen�or c�t�zens, commun�ty 
groups from other ethn�c backgrounds and tour�sts. 

The Museum on the R�ver w�ll not only be an �nstrument to strengthen the t�es 
between the museums �n general and the �nhab�tants of the d�fferent parts of the c�ty; 
�t w�ll also be act�vely �nvolved �n br�dg�ng the gap between grand narrat�ves on the aca-
dem�c level and the ‘l�ttle h�stor�es’ �n the memor�es of the hab�tants of the c�ty. These 
‘l�ttle h�stor�es’ may be used as a start�ng po�nt for spec�fic d�splays �n the museum, 
poss�bly as an �llustrat�on or even as a focal po�nt. The new museum w�ll rely more 
than other museums on a large d�vers�ty of sources and collect�ons (for example, oral 
h�story) and try to reflect the percept�on of Antwerp’s �nhab�tants of the�r c�ty. 

Conclusion 
To conclude we would br�efly l�ke to stress some pr�nc�ples wh�ch are �mportant �n 
bu�ld�ng cooperat�on between d�fferent government levels �n general and museums (�n 
Antwerp) more spec�fically. We have personal exper�ence of these ourselves. Th�s expe-
r�ence at a cultural pol�cy level and a museum management level m�ght also be useful 
for other projects.
– Act �n accordance w�th the general pol�cy opt�ons of your sponsors – your pol�t�-

c�ans, or try to make an �mpact on the content of those pol�cy opt�ons; pay attent�on 
to d�fferences between government levels and �nst�tut�ons, and clar�fy the�r profiles;

– By follow�ng pr�nc�ple 1, ga�n the freedom to elaborate these general opt�ons that 
pol�t�c�ans at var�ous levels have offic�ally agreed; act �n a way that �ntens�fies (‘tan-
dem’) and broadens (‘eng�ne’) �n�t�al collaborat�on;

– Ex�st�ng and new museums develop the�r relat�onsh�p w�th the c�ty’s �nhab�tants by 
(a) clar�fy�ng the�r profiles (collect�on mob�l�ty) and renewal, (b) mutual references 
and (c) a balance between grand narrat�ves and ‘l�ttle h�stor�es’;

– By pay�ng balanced attent�on to the d�fferent aspects of work�ng w�th her�tage (ac-
qu�s�t�on, preservat�on, research and the publ�c), museums are able to play an ex-
ceed�ngly act�ve role �n st�mulat�ng collaborat�on w�th�n the field of her�tage; 

– It pays to act sw�ftly, but w�th style; �n do�ng so, you can lead the d�scuss�on.
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Cap�tal C�ty – chang�ng the story

Cathy Ross 
Head of later department Museum of London

Th�s paper d�scusses a new development �n the Museum of London, a major project 
ent�tled Capital City. Th�s �s a tremendously exc�t�ng project for us. It w�ll see the re-Th�s �s a tremendously exc�t�ng project for us. It w�ll see the re-
d�splay of the ent�re grand floor of the Museum, creat�ng a new su�te of galler�es tell�ng 
the story of modern London, from the Great F�re �n 1666 to the present day. If every-
th�ng goes accord�ng to plan we hope to start bu�ld�ng the new galler�es �n 2007 and 
complete them �n 2009.

The development has three a�ms. F�rstly, we want to complete the story of London. 
At the moment the Museum’s permanent galler�es cover London’s h�story only up to 
1914. Although we deal w�th the recent past through temporary exh�b�t�ons, we urgent-
ly need to tell the story of recent and present-day London �n our permanent galler�es. 
The second a�m �s to br�ng a new generat�on of ‘learn�ng exh�b�ts’ �nto our galler�es. At 
the moment we offer v�s�tors a relat�vely trad�t�onal museum exper�ence, dom�nated 
by objects d�splayed �n cases. ‘Learn�ng’ takes place �n separate classrooms. The new‘Learn�ng’ takes place �n separate classrooms. The newLearn�ng’ takes place �n separate classrooms. The new’ takes place �n separate classrooms. The new takes place �n separate classrooms. The new 
Capital City galler�es w�ll br�ng learn�ng act�v�t�es and exh�b�ts together so that both 
share the same spaces. Our th�rd a�m �s to tell new stor�es about London. We see the 
new galler�es as not just a new museum vers�on of an old h�story, but as a completely 
new publ�c h�story for London, d�fferent �n scope and focus from the v�ew of the past 
that we have presented before. 

Th�s paper focuses on th�s last a�m. Capital City has prompted much cr�t�cal reflec-
t�on w�th�n the museum over the past 18 months and I‘d l�ke to share some of my wor-
r�es about the prospect of tell�ng a new story about a c�ty’s past. How can we ensure’s past. How can we ensures past. How can we ensure 
our v�s�tors rece�ve our new story as leg�t�mate, someth�ng they recogn�ze as match�ng 
the�r own understand�ng of the�r c�ty’s past? How can we del�ver a story that balances’s past? How can we del�ver a story that balancess past? How can we del�ver a story that balances 
the good and bad aspects of London’s past �n a way that st�mulates but does not d�sturb, 
provokes but does not al�enate?

New stories
Our new story w�ll emphas�ze two strong themes about our cap�tal c�ty. F�rstly, 
London’s global nature: we want to look at London as a c�ty look�ng outwards rather 
than �nwards. Th�s w�ll not just be a story about events w�th�n the c�ty walls. It w�ll take 
a global framework and explore the way the c�ty has spread �ts tentacles around the 
world. Thus our story w�ll be as much about Br�ta�n and �ts �mper�al h�story as London 
and �ts c�ty h�story. 

Our second theme �s culture. Our new galler�es w�ll tell the bas�c urban story – the– the the 
c�ty’s phys�cal and funct�onal growth, �ts bu�ld�ngs, transport networks and �nst�tut�ons. 
But, more �mportantly, we also want to emphas�se �ntang�ble th�ngs – the c�ty as a place 
of �deas, values and bel�efs. We want to explore such th�ngs as: 
– ‘C�t�zensh�p’: what defines �ns�ders and outs�ders �n a c�ty; how has the State’s rela-

t�onsh�p w�th the �nd�v�dual changed over t�me? 
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– Values: what are the common values that b�nd c�t�zens together and how have these 
changed over t�me?

– Ident�ty: how does the c�ty see �tself; what are �ts myths and bel�efs about �tself?: how does the c�ty see �tself; what are �ts myths and bel�efs about �tself?how does the c�ty see �tself; what are �ts myths and bel�efs about �tself?; what are �ts myths and bel�efs about �tself?what are �ts myths and bel�efs about �tself? 
We want to pa�nt a p�cture of a cap�tal c�ty, that �s not just a mechan�st�c mach�ne 

for l�v�ng but a place that expresses �deolog�es and values, myths and bel�efs. Th�s w�ll 
be a cap�tal c�ty created by Br�ta�n’s �mper�al past, �ts Protestant past and our nat�on’s’s �mper�al past, �ts Protestant past and our nat�on’ss �mper�al past, �ts Protestant past and our nat�on’s 
deep add�ct�on to free-market cap�tal�sm.

As I’m sure you w�ll apprec�ate, th�s w�ll produce a h�story told very much from the’m sure you w�ll apprec�ate, th�s w�ll produce a h�story told very much from them sure you w�ll apprec�ate, th�s w�ll produce a h�story told very much from the 
po�nt of v�ew of the 21st century, a h�story consc�ously shaped by the events and con-
cerns of the present day. In London, as �n all c�t�es, the concerns of the present day are 
deep and somet�mes troubl�ng ones: what sort of soc�ety do we �n fact l�ve �n; what are 
the common values that define be�ng Br�t�sh; what degree of conform�ty to these values 
can and should soc�ety expect of �nd�v�duals and groups; how much d�ssent can we 
tolerate? Many of these debates are underp�nned by a new sense of sh�ft�ng values as 
global�zat�on and mult�cultural�sm are endlessly d�scussed, quest�oned, cr�t�c�sed, re-af-
firmed and re-d�scussed. We are consc�ously try�ng to jo�n th�s debate through Capital 
City, shap�ng our story to br�ng out resonances between past and present. One of the 
new gallery’s key a�ms �s to ask quest�ons about the past �n such a way that w�ll have’s key a�ms �s to ask quest�ons about the past �n such a way that w�ll haves key a�ms �s to ask quest�ons about the past �n such a way that w�ll have 
leg�t�macy and mean�ng for aud�ences today. 

Isn’t �t a good th�ng that museums can play the�r part �n contemporary debates’t �t a good th�ng that museums can play the�r part �n contemporary debatest �t a good th�ng that museums can play the�r part �n contemporary debates 
of th�s sort? Yes, of course �t �s a good th�ng and I have no doubts at all that we have 
chosen the r�ght approach for our re-presentat�on of London’s past. It �s, �ndeed, a’s past. It �s, �ndeed, as past. It �s, �ndeed, a 
very exc�t�ng approach for us, mov�ng us forward from our ‘old story’ of London wh�ch‘old story’ of London wh�chold story’ of London wh�ch’ of London wh�ch of London wh�ch 
was essent�ally conce�ved �n the m�nd-set of the 1970s, when the museum opened. 
However, although I am pleased at the path we have chosen, I also have some more 
caut�ous reflect�ons on the journey before us.

Legitimacy
My first concern �s the degree to wh�ch our new story w�ll be rece�ved by our v�s�tors asconcern �s the degree to wh�ch our new story w�ll be rece�ved by our v�s�tors as �s the degree to wh�ch our new story w�ll be rece�ved by our v�s�tors as 
leg�t�mate. W�ll they recogn�ze our author�ty to tell the c�ty story �f what we have to say 
about the�r c�ty �s, �n the�r v�ew, unrecogn�zable or ‘pol�t�cally correct’ – a term of abuse‘pol�t�cally correct’ – a term of abusepol�t�cally correct’ – a term of abuse’ – a term of abuse – a term of abuse– a term of abuse a term of abuse 
�n England. If they come to the museum expect�ng a story about V�ctor�an London, 
the Second World War and the 1951 Fest�val of Br�ta�n (fig. 1), w�ll they be bew�ldered, 
�ndeed angry, to find a story about London’s role �n the slave trade, the Br�t�sh Emp�re’s role �n the slave trade, the Br�t�sh Emp�res role �n the slave trade, the Br�t�sh Emp�re 
and rac�sm �n the 1950s (fig. 2). If v�s�tors come expect�ng a fam�l�ar story about the�r 
own ancestors – say, poor fam�l�es �n the 19th-century East End, w�ll they be upset to 
find a story about somebody else’s ancestors – say, poor fam�l�es �n 1920s Ind�a.

My second concern �s that we run the r�sk of d�sappo�nt�ng our v�s�tors by offer�ng 
them less of the th�ngs they expect museums to prov�de: less of the cosy, nostalg�c ‘how 
Granny used to l�ve’ d�splays that we all know are popular. Space w�ll be l�m�ted �n the 
new galler�es and we w�ll have to make some hard dec�s�ons about the balance between 
‘easy’ and ‘d�fficult’ exh�b�ts. We w�ll also have to dec�de wh�ch subjects and events w�ll 
dr�ve our narrat�ve. A good example of th�s d�lemma �s the degree of �mportance we 
w�ll place on the Second World War. The War, and �n part�cular the London Bl�tz, �s 
usually seen as a major m�lestone �n London’s h�story, a mass�ve po�nt of reference and 
reflect�on. But �n our new story, the b�gger m�lestone �s arguably the mass m�grat�ons 
from former Emp�re countr�es that followed the War. In th�s new narrat�ve �t �s the loss 
of the Emp�re, rather than the w�nn�ng of the War wh�ch forms the mass�ve po�nt of 
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1. Placard advertising the Festival of Britain, 1951
2. Caribbean family in Trafalgar Square, oil painting by Harold Dearden, 1950s
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change �n London’s story. But could we get away w�th down- play�ng the Bl�tz �n favour’s story. But could we get away w�th down- play�ng the Bl�tz �n favours story. But could we get away w�th down- play�ng the Bl�tz �n favour 
of post-war m�grat�on? All th�s �s matter for much debate and d�scuss�on. 

Penance
Leg�t�macy and d�sappo�nt�ng expectat�ons are two of my worr�es. A th�rd �s that we are 
go�ng to g�ve our v�s�tors too much of a hard t�me. After all, �f we are deal�ng ser�ously 
w�th values, we can’t avo�d look�ng at hard truths about the gap between the rhetor�c of’t avo�d look�ng at hard truths about the gap between the rhetor�c oft avo�d look�ng at hard truths about the gap between the rhetor�c of 
Br�t�sh values – the tolerance and fa�r play that we take pr�de �n – and the real�ty of the – the tolerance and fa�r play that we take pr�de �n – and the real�ty of theand the real�ty of the 
Br�t�sh exper�ence. We would lose another sort of leg�t�macy �f we del�vered a tour�st 
board v�s�on of London as a place of happy, sm�l�ng people. But how far can we explore 
the less adm�rable aspects of our past w�thout mak�ng the museum �nto a place of col-
lect�ve penance? There are many calls these days for present-day soc�ety to apolog�se for 
the �njust�ces of the past. If we acknowledge the hypocrac�es and �njust�ces �n our past, 
w�ll we only create a gr�m and joyless c�ty story? W�ll our museum be l�ttle more than a 
place where the present apolog�ses for slavery, for �mper�al�sm, for cap�tal�sm, the class 
system and a host of other past behav�ours wh�ch caused hardsh�p and suffer�ng?

One way, of course, of deal�ng w�th hard truths �s to present them through people, 
del�ver�ng the messages of cause and effect through personal stor�es. Present�ng h�s-
tory through eye-w�tnesses �s an enormously helpful strategy for museums. It d�sgu�ses 
the �nst�tut�onal vo�ce and authent�cates the stor�es we tell – h�story through w�tnesses 
somehow seems more ‘real’. It �s a part�cularly helpful mode for ‘d�fficult‘matters, s�nce‘d�fficult‘matters, s�nced�fficult‘matters, s�nce 
these often go hand �n hand w�th compell�ng personal stor�es of struggle and �nner 
strength. In an age wh�ch can accept emot�ons and feel�ngs more read�ly than analys�s 
and ev�dence, we would be fool�sh not to make the most of the many opportun�t�es 
that a c�ty h�story offers for stor�es of struggle, hardsh�p and the tr�umph of the human 
sp�r�t.

Capital City w�ll be packed full of personal stor�es of suffer�ng and redempt�on. 
However we must, I feel, res�st the temptat�on to abd�cate our own respons�b�l�t�es as 
h�stor�ans and we must str�ve to balance these stor�es w�th a more analyt�cal account 
of the past. We are not creat�ng a museum of �nd�v�dual therapy any more than we are 
creat�ng a museum of collect�ve penance. We must recla�m the perhaps sl�ghtly old 
fash�oned role for the museum as the place wh�ch del�vers an author�tat�ve publ�c h�s-
tory – but do so �n a way wh�ch has leg�t�macy for today’s aud�ences.– but do so �n a way wh�ch has leg�t�macy for today’s aud�ences. but do so �n a way wh�ch has leg�t�macy for today’s aud�ences.’s aud�ences.s aud�ences.

Responsibilities
All of my concerns feed �nto a grow�ng self-consc�ousness of our respons�b�l�t�es. 
Creat�ng a new publ�c h�story wh�ch focuses on chang�ng values, bel�efs and �deas 
generates ser�ous respons�b�l�t�es wh�ch we must th�nk through. As agents of c�v�c 
�mprovement we have a respons�b�l�ty to say th�s �s generally a good soc�ety: that, on 
the whole, London may not be a Jerusalem but �t �s a good Babylon rather than a bad �s a good Babylon rather than a bads a good Babylon rather than a bad 
Babylon. At the same t�me we also have a respons�b�l�ty to acknowledge the �mperfec-
t�ons of our good Babylon. And we must do th�s �n a way that does not aggravate or 
confirm the v�ews of those who bel�eve that th�s c�ty �s a very bad Babylon �ndeed.

Perhaps the most thought-provok�ng area �n th�s regard �s the current debate about 
mult�cultural�sm. How do we portray the demograph�c change of the last half of the 
20th century �n a way that acknowledges the mass�ve cultural d�sturbances that have 
taken place but wh�ch accentuates the pos�t�ve aspects of change? What w�ll we say 
about the clash between new and old value systems? We a�m of course to create some 
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sort of calm bas�s for reflect�on but at some po�nt we w�ll have to say that we bel�eve 
th�s �s a better value for our c�ty than that. Th�s respons�b�l�ty �s someth�ng we can’t 
pass to others to dec�de on our behalf.

Strategies
Tackl�ng these matters w�ll of course need careful thought and strateg�es. I’d l�ke to end 
by ment�on�ng the strateg�es we are employ�ng to address some of the concerns I‘ve 
outl�ned. It almost goes w�thout say�ng that the most �mportant strategy �s to �nvolve 
other vo�ces and v�ews �n the cho�ces we are mak�ng. Although the respons�b�l�ty for 
what we say ult�mately rests w�th us, our cho�ces must be �nformed ones. Capital City �s 
�n �ts early days but �t already has �ts networks, both formal and �nformal, of people who 
w�ll help us make the best cho�ces for the story we want to tell. 

Our second strategy �s not to forget the old stor�es. The presentat�on �n our new 
galler�es may take v�s�tors to aspects of London’s past that they may not have cons�d-
ered before, but we want them to have the old stor�es eas�ly to hand. We w�ll do th�s by 
putt�ng the old stor�es �n new technology: that �s, we w�ll �nclude �n the galler�es lots 
of resources through wh�ch people can find out more trad�t�onal th�ngs about the c�ty. 
Those who want to find out about the bas�c urban story, the growth of the c�ty and �ts 
transport systems, �ts bu�ld�ngs and �nst�tut�ons w�ll find �t eas�ly ava�lable on comput-
ers, e�ther �n the galler�es or our planned ’�nformat�on zone’ – part m�cro-gallery and 
part Internet coffee shop.

The th�rd strategy �s to make full use of the work of art�sts and wr�ters �n our ex-
plorat�on of the past. Art�sts offer the �magery and metaphor that all good stor�es need 
and these w�ll be part�cularly useful when �t comes to deal�ng w�th some of the more 
d�fficult subjects. Our final strategy �s to not take ourselves too ser�ously. We must g�ve 
deep thought to our new galler�es but at the end of the day we must wear our del�bera-
t�ons l�ghtly and create spaces that v�s�tors w�ll enjoy and take pleasure �n. 

When the London Museum opened �n 1912 �t saw �ts purpose as c�v�c educat�on. 
Confront�ng soc�ety w�th �ts past was one of �ts expl�c�t a�ms. Early d�rectors talk about 
the museum reflect�ng soc�ety back to �tself and �nst�ll�ng �n �ts v�s�tors a sense of 
London patr�ot�sm. In the years s�nce 1910, th�s broad scope hasn’t changed all that’t changed all thatt changed all that 
much, although the nuances and vocabulary have. Today, we talk about ‘�nsp�r�ng a 
pass�on for London’ rather than generat�ng London patr�ot�sm. At the beg�nn�ng of the 
21st century London �s almost unrecogn�sable from the London of 50 years ago. It has 
new s�ghts, a new demography and a new economy. It feels more l�ke a young c�ty than 
an old one. It needs new stor�es about �ts past to help make sense of �tself and th�s �s 
someth�ng that we w�ll try to prov�de through Capital City. However, our enthus�asm 
for creat�ng these new stor�es must be tempered by a sense of exactly how museums 
funct�on as a place of c�v�c d�alogue. Whether tell�ng new or old stor�es, we have to talk 
�n a language that our v�s�tors understand and to tell stor�es w�th rather than to them.
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D�scuss�on

Chair: Pauline Kruseman 
Director Amsterdam Historical Museum

A l�vely debate followed the presentat�ons. The first po�nt to be ra�sed was the degree 
to wh�ch museums should be del�ver�ng stor�es that su�t the pol�t�cal bod�es that fund 
them. Are museums �n danger of becom�ng veh�cles for pol�t�cal propaganda? The 
general conclus�on was that museums must welcome a d�alogue w�th pol�t�c�ans, par-
t�cularly where the pol�t�c�ans fund the c�ty museum. A museum could not be a true 
place of c�v�c d�alogue �f �t opened up a d�alogue w�th �nd�v�dual c�t�zens yet excluded 
any d�alogue w�th the democrat�cally elected bod�es wh�ch represent them. At the same 
t�me, the museum must take care to present �tself as an �ndependent vo�ce, because 
part of the museum’s leg�t�macy �n the eyes of the publ�c �s as a sem�-neutral place, de-
voted to long term learn�ng rather than short term pol�t�cal a�ms. Overall, �t was felt that 
museums should not shy away from vo�c�ng v�ews that happen to co�nc�de w�th current 
pol�t�cal a�ms, for example promot�ng the �dea of mult�cultural�sm as �ntr�ns�c to a c�ty. 

Delegates also d�scussed the �dea of collect�ons mob�l�ty, as outl�ned �n the Antwerp 
example. It was felt that c�ty museums should become much more pro-act�ve about 
the poss�b�l�t�es of transferr�ng collect�ons between �nst�tut�ons. Th�nk�ng �n a c�ty-
w�de way, as �s happen�ng �n Antwerp at the moment, about where collect�ons m�ght 
be most usefully shown opened up new areas of collaborat�on wh�ch would benefit the 
�nst�tut�ons �nvolved as well as the publ�c. The need for collect�ons mob�l�ty between 
museums �n separate �nst�tut�onal and fund�ng structures was ra�sed as a part�cular 
problem, one wh�ch needed strong pol�t�cal comm�tment as well as the agreement of 
curators w�th�n the �nst�tut�ons. The problem of curators feel�ng over-protect�ve to the�r 
collect�ons was also ment�oned.

The debate about whether museums should a�m the�r presentat�ons at tour�sts or 
local people was ra�sed. For museums �n large c�t�es �t was easy to say that museums 
should make presentat�ons pr�mar�ly for local people and that the tour�sts w�ll come 
automat�cally – �f the presentat�ons are of h�gh-qual�ty. The Museum of London �s v�s-
�ted by approx�mately 70% local v�s�tors and 30% tour�sts. It �s not so easy for smaller 
museums who are under pressure from the�r fund�ng bod�es to attract tour�sts, and 
who have to balance th�s aga�nst the needs of the�r local commun�t�es.

Several other po�nts emerged �n the d�scuss�on. Evaluat�on and consultat�on was 
ra�sed as an essent�al element for museums. Shouldn’t museums be ask�ng people 
what stor�es they want told about the�r c�ty rather than �mpos�ng the stor�es the mu-
seum wanted, new or old. How do we really know what v�s�tors want? How can we 
susta�n the l�nks that we make w�th commun�t�es when we consult them? It was agreed 
that all of these th�ngs need thought and balance. The museum has a respons�b�l�ty to 
prov�de a narrat�ve framework but w�th�n that, collaborat�on and evaluat�on �s essent�al. 
Susta�n�ng collaborat�ons often fa�ls because of lack of resources and th�s �s someth�ng 
that museums need to address. 
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F�nally, �t was agreed that we need to make use of a w�der range of art�sts �n our 
presentat�ons and the des�gn of our galler�es. We should look at v�deo and film makers, 
wr�ters, poets, mus�c�ans and performers as well as pa�nters. All have the potent�al to 
enr�ch our galler�es. Us�ng contemporary art�sts to make temporary �ntervent�ons �n 
ex�st�ng d�splays was also felt to be a good strategy.

Conclusions
– C�ty museums should be �n permanent d�alogue w�th the publ�c and those who 

fund them.
– If we make museums for the local c�t�zens w�ll the tour�sts come �n anyway?
– Spec�fic attent�on should be pa�d to collect�ons mob�l�ty between museums �n sepa-

rate �nst�tut�onal and fund�ng structures. 
– Museums should make use of a w�der pallet of art�sts �n des�gn�ng new galler�es 

and �n present�ng stor�es.
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Hels�nk� C�ty Museum – document�ng suburban l�fe 
�n Hels�nk�

Tiina Merisalo 
Director of the City Museum Helsinki

The background
The found�ng of the Board of Anc�ent Monuments �n 1906 by the Hels�nk� C�ty Counc�l 
marked the beg�nn�ng of mun�c�pal museum’s work �n the c�ty. Hels�nk� had gone 
through a per�od of rap�d growth as a result of �ndustr�al�sat�on. Low wooden houses 
had g�ven way to new metropol�tan-style mult�-storey houses. The m�ss�on g�ven to 
the Board was to document the d�sappear�ng c�ty so they h�red a photographer, S�gne 
Brander, whose job �t was to prov�de photograph�c documentat�on of the c�ty. Today 
the more than 900 photos she took at the t�me form the valuable core of the museum´s 
p�cture collect�ons. S�gne Brander´s photos cover the c�ty and �ts outsk�rts. Her docu-
mentat�on tr�ps by horse-carr�age started at the c�ty’s borders – where the old toll-gates 
were st�ll �n place – and where the dwell�ngs of the poorer �nhab�tants of the c�ty were 
to be found. (fig. 1) The members of the Board were �nterested �n p�ctor�al documenta-
t�on and, although they dec�ded to accept donated mater�als, they d�d not act�vely collect 
objects or arch�ve mater�al. 

The C�ty Museum was finally founded �n 1911, herald�ng the start of an act�ve col-
lect�on pol�cy. For the first four decades the museum’s gu�d�ng m�ss�on was to docu-
ment the cultural and econom�c development of Hels�nk� �n �ts early and ‘later’ per�ods. 
The earl�er, 18th century objects stored �n the C�ty Hall, that had belonged to the c�ty’s 
m�l�t�a, were transferred to the museum collect�ons. Dur�ng the early years the dona-
t�ons came from upper-class and m�ddle class fam�l�es thus represent�ng the l�fe of 
bourgeo�s�e, c�v�l servants, craftsmen and other prosperous people, but they also �n-
cluded memorab�l�a of the c�ty’s pol�t�cal l�fe �n the 19th and early 20th centur�es. The 
geograph�cal area covered by the collect�ons was ma�nly the central c�ty area and the 
actual c�ty centre.

The museum started to extend �ts collect�on �n the 1950s �n two ways. They first 
started to collect products of �ndustr�al Hels�nk� and objects �n everyday use e.g. peo-
ple’s work�ng clothes were collected. The second change was to enlarge the geograph�-
cal area of the c�ty documented. Photographs were taken of the newly annexed d�str�cts 
(1946) and new suburbs, the manor houses belong�ng to country estates border�ng 
on the c�ty, the v�lla culture on the nearby group of �slands and the drast�cally chang-
�ng face of the c�ty �n the 1960s. Bu�ld�ngs that had been nom�nated for demol�t�on 
were photographed too. Everyday h�story from the 1970s onwards was focused on too, 
�nclud�ng documentat�on deal�ng w�th ch�ldren’s l�ves and youth culture and a collec-
t�on of artefacts that �ncluded cosmet�cs and food packag�ng, plast�c objects and other 
memorab�l�a. 
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Urban studies in the 1970s
Between 1970 and 1974 the C�ty Museum carr�ed out three urban ethnograph�c surveys 
and documented these w�th the a�d of the Hels�nk� Un�vers�ty’s Inst�tute of Ethnology. 
Urban l�fe was documented �n three Hels�nk� d�str�cts: the area known as Pas�la, and 
two streets called Vaasankatu and Museokatu. Pas�la had been a work�ng-class suburb 
full of wooden bu�ld�ngs wh�ch was demol�shed to make way for a new res�dent�al and 
office area. Vaasankatu �s a street �n Kall�o, a work�ng-class d�str�ct cut off from the cen-
tre, and the more prosperous southern part of the c�ty by a br�dge, symbol�cally called 
the ‘Long Br�dge’. Museokatu �s a street �n Töölö, a m�ddle-class d�str�ct �n the western 
part of central Hels�nk�. In Museokatu, 120 homes or flats and 120 workplaces were 
photographed and drawn and �ts �nhab�tants and workforce �nterv�ewed. The same 
method was followed �n Vaasankatu’s 112 homes and 45 workplaces. In Pas�la the 
field study �ncluded 130 homes and 63 workplaces. These field surveys are part of the 
research mater�al used �n the academ�c stud�es, and are st�ll ava�lable for further use. 
In 1985 the museum publ�shed two art�cles �n �ts yearbook: one on the Pas�la mater�al 
and one on the l�v�ng rooms �n Vaasankatu.1 In 1997 an �nterd�sc�pl�nary project group 
made a publ�cat�on called Kot�kadu�lla (In the Streets of our Hometown), based on the 
survey mater�al. 2The publ�cat�on outl�nes the �mpact of the �ndustr�al era and advent of 

1 Hakkara�nen, Helena: Hakkara�nen, Helena: Pasila – työväen esikaupunki (Pasila – A Worker’s Suburb), Nar�nkka 1985 
(Hels�nk� C�ty Museum’s Yearbook 1985), Hels�nk� 1986. 
Rantapusks, El�na: Olohuone Vaasankadun kodeissa 1970 – luvulla ( Living Room in the Homes of Vaasas 
Street in the 1970s), Nar�nkka 1985 (Hels�nk� C�ty Museum’s Yearbook 1985), Hels�nk� 1986.
2 Kosk�jok�, Mar�a (ed.): Kosk�jok�, Mar�a (ed.): Kotikaduilla – kaupunkilaiselämää 1970 – luvun Helsingissä (In the Streets of our 
Hometown –City Life in Helsinki of the 1970s), Hels�nk� 1997.

1. Signe Brander´s excursions
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the welfare state from the perspect�ve of the everyday l�fe of the c�ty’s �nhab�tants. Now, 
th�rty years later, the mater�al g�ves a clear dep�ct�on of the fierce, dynam�c transforma-
t�on of the c�ty, w�th �ts soc�al, econom�c and env�ronmental repercuss�ons. 

Shaping the city by preserving its heritage
One of Hels�nk� C�ty Museum´s bas�c tasks �s the preservat�on of the bu�lt-up env�ron-
ment that g�ve the c�ty �ts concrete shape, �n other words the preservat�on of �ts arch�tec-
ture and cultural env�ronment. Unl�ke many European countr�es, whose nat�onal her�t-
age �s guarded by separate �nst�tut�ons, �n F�nn�sh soc�ety �t �s the larger mun�c�pal mu-
seums that have extens�ve respons�b�l�t�es for the preservat�on of local bu�ld�ngs, wh�lst 
the State Office and the Nat�onal Board of Ant�qu�t�es oversee bu�ld�ngs of nat�onal 
�nterest. The C�ty Museum �s respons�ble for the ent�re c�ty area, �nclud�ng mak�ng �n-
ventor�es of the bu�ld�ngs �n the d�fferent d�str�cts, and consult�ng experts on preserva-
t�on and c�ty plann�ng. In sp�te of the work done �n the late 20th century, and that done 
�n the last few years, there are st�ll blank areas �n the w�der c�ty map wh�ch reveal that 
�nventor�es and l�st�ngs have been concentrat�ng on the central areas for wh�ch there �s 
most �nterest. We manage to do an �nventory of approx�mately one d�str�ct a year. Last 
year the museum produced �nventor�es on everyday bu�ld�ngs l�ke k�osks and shopp�ng 
centres. In keep�ng w�th our m�ss�on, we th�nk �t �s �mportant to prov�de �nformat�on 
about the past and �ts ‘bu�ld�ng mater�als’ as th�s �s a part of the local populat�on’s �den-
t�ty and �t promotes the�r well-be�ng .

Reviewing the collecting policies
At the beg�nn�ng of the new m�llenn�um we felt the need to rev�ew and redefine our 
collect�on and documentat�on pol�c�es. Although �n the course of �ts 100 years of ex�st-
ence the museum had tr�ed to document not just the l�fe and env�ronment of the c�ty 
centre but also that typ�cal of the outsk�rts of the c�ty, and later the annexed areas, we 
st�ll felt �t was sl�ghtly contrad�ctory that the core, and most popular part of our collec-
t�ons, best represents the l�fe of the bourgeo�s�e and the m�ddle class �n areas close to 
the c�ty centre �n the 19th and 20th century. Whose �mage of the past �s the museum re-
flect�ng and shap�ng? Whose c�ty are we represent�ng? What are the collect�vely shared 
features or �dent�t�es of our c�ty? 

By look�ng at the h�story of the museum we were able to �dent�fy the ma�n themes 
and gu�del�nes followed �n the past, and we were also able to analyse how much the 
�nterests of the �nd�v�dual museum d�rectors and curators have affected the collec-
t�ons. Th�s has made �t eas�er to �dent�fy the gaps �n documentat�on. It seems that even 
though our collect�ons are w�de and comprehens�ve, they only range from the late 19th 
century to 1960s. There �s a lack of older mater�al. The p�cture collect�ons show us more 
of the publ�c s�de of the c�ty, whereas the objects are more representat�ve of the pr�vate 
h�story of the c�ty. The darker s�de of the c�ty �s less v�s�ble. It looks l�ke the first four 
decades of collect�on work were strongly affected by the Board’s gu�del�nes wh�ch em-
phas�zed collect�ng objects and find�ng documentat�on on the cultural and economical 
development of Hels�nk�. Only mater�al wh�ch supported th�s development was collected 
and anyth�ng clash�ng w�th that goal was left out. The objects ma�nly relate the h�story 
of women, they tell us about the l�ves of the m�ddle-classes and upper-classes �n the 
19th and early 20th centur�es �n areas �n the centre of town. The collect�on �s lack�ng 
�n ord�nary, everyday objects, espec�ally everyday worker’s cloth�ng and text�les that 
used to belong to men. There �s less mater�al about spec�fic fam�l�es and the detached 
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houses of the post-war per�od, less mater�al about the homeless and lodgers, less mate-
r�al about the suburbs �n the latter part of the 20th century, thus a great number of the 
c�ty’s �nhab�tants have not been �ncluded �n �ts h�story. 

Wh�le carry�ng out th�s study we were able to search for features wh�ch on the one 
hand d�st�ngu�sh Hels�nk� from other c�t�es, and on the other shared features wh�ch 
l�nk the c�ty to other c�t�es �n F�nland and elsewhere. One of our challenges �s to reach 
the �nd�v�dual exper�ences and stor�es wh�ch are connected w�th the h�stor�cal (cultural, 
soc�al, geograph�cal) features of Hels�nk�. As a result of th�s self-assessment, and be-
cause resources are l�m�ted, we have tr�ed each year to focus on certa�n projects and 
areas �n keep�ng w�th our collect�on strateg�es. 

Life in Myllypuro
Myllypuro �s a typ�cal 1960s suburb, wh�ch has a very var�ed stock of bu�ld�ngs w�th a 
very w�de-rang�ng soc�al structure. At the same t�me, Myllypuro as �t �s today represents 
a structure that �s already on the decl�ne as work �s about to start on an extens�ve project 
to redevelop �t. 

Myllypuro (fig. 2) �s a suburban area, bu�lt largely �n the 1960s, based on a deta�led 
plan approved �n 1962. The d�str�ct celebrated �ts 40th ann�versary �n 2005. It �s dom�-
nated by h�gh-r�se blocks of flats although �n places there are some clumps of detached 
houses. Hous�ng construct�on �n the d�str�ct cont�nued �nto the 1970s and 1980s. The 
d�str�ct has more rented accommodat�on and more counc�l hous�ng than normally 

2. Aeriael photo of Myllypuro
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found �n Hels�nk�. Its d�verse bu�ld�ng stock g�ves Myllypuro a soc�o-econom�c struc-
ture rang�ng from the affluent owners of detached houses �n the western and eastern 
parts to res�dents struggl�ng to eke out an ex�stence �n more d�fficult c�rcumstances 
elsewhere �n the d�str�ct. In the m�ddle of the first decade of the 21st century Myllypuro 
�s fac�ng major changes. Hels�nk� plans to develop the area and to ra�se �ts profile as 
a versat�le res�dent�al area, �mprov�ng amen�t�es and �ncreas�ng the number of jobs. 
There are plans for a new local centre to be bu�lt on the old shopp�ng-centre s�te that 
dates back to 1964 (fig. 3), as well as plans for �nfill development and a b�g new local 
park.

Th�s year, 2005, Hels�nk� C�ty Museum launched a sequel to the 1970s projects by 
start�ng the ‘L�fe �n Myllypuro’ project, an urban ethnolog�cal study of suburban l�fe.3 
The project a�ms to descr�be the l�fecycle of the suburb of Myllypuro from the first 
generat�on of res�dents to the present day and to document the suburban cultural env�-
ronment �n �ts early 21st century gu�se. The project �s part of C�ty Museum’s collect�on 
strategy, a�med at systemat�cally document�ng contemporary culture, of wh�ch the cen-
tral focus �s suburban l�fe between 2005 and 2007. The C�ty Museum has managed to 
procure some EU/Urban II subs�d�es for the project for the per�od 2005-2006.

3 Th�s �s more open than the 70s approach. The people �nterv�ewed can express the�r v�ews more �n Th�s �s more open than the 70s approach. The people �nterv�ewed can express the�r v�ews more �n 
the�r own words. Furthermore, quest�ons have been added about the surround�ngs and the suburban 
soc�al env�ronment, wh�ch ask them to express how they exper�ence �t, how they make use of �t and the 
l�ke.

3. Myllypuro shopping centre
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Suburbs are not separate from the c�ty, but an �nherent part of Hels�nk�’s d�st�nct 
urban culture. The soc�al pract�ces and mater�al surround�ngs strat�fied �n the suburbs 
represent contemporary cultural h�story. Mak�ng th�s h�story v�s�ble contr�butes to �n-
creas�ng res�dents’ comm�tment to the�r env�ronment. Outl�n�ng the temporal depth of 
suburban culture �s part of culturally susta�nable urban development and �s of s�gn�fi-
cance to the well-be�ng of res�dents. In keep�ng w�th th�s �t has been expla�ned to the 
res�dents and other c�ty-dwellers that the suburbs have bu�lt up a h�story, or many h�sto-
r�es, s�nce the 1950s. Furthermore �t has been expla�ned that the area ex�sted before the 
process of suburban�sat�on and that remnants of th�s earl�er per�od can st�ll be found �n 
the form of old houses, street names and the l�ke. The C�ty Museum’s documentat�on 
project real�ses the project’s soc�al rev�tal�sat�on and susta�nable development a�ms by 
profil�ng everyday l�fe �n the d�str�ct. A network of organ�sat�ons and people who are 
act�ve �n the ne�ghbourhood �s �nd�spensable �n th�s project. Completely new sect�ons 
of the populat�on are be�ng reached. The hope �s that our expert�se w�th the help of the 
end-product (exh�b�t�on, publ�cat�on and webs�te) w�ll contr�bute to boost�ng the local 
commun�ty’s self-confidence and apprec�at�on of the d�str�ct. Th�s project a�ms to g�ve 
shape to the c�ty counc�l’s strateg�c a�ms.

Project aims and approach
The museolog�cal a�m of the project �s to add select�vely to the C�ty Museum’s col-
lect�ons, and to �ncrease the�r mater�als on suburban l�v�ng. The project now started 
w�ll generate mater�al w�th a content comparable to that of the earl�er, 1970s mater�al. 
However, the mater�al �n the 1970s was collected us�ng a quant�tat�ve documentat�on 
method whereas today we are us�ng a qual�tat�ve approach.

Several documentat�on methods w�ll be employed to ensure d�vers�ty. The a�m �s to 
ach�eve an extens�ve descr�pt�on of Myllypuro, so that there �s a record of the d�fferent 
suburban generat�ons and soc�al groups �n the Museum’s collect�ons. The Museum 
would also l�ke to reach �mm�grants. W�th th�s a�m �n m�nd contact has been made 
w�th Russ�an and Somal� commun�t�es �n the area. One of the �nterv�ewers �s spec�al-
�sed �n �nterv�ew�ng Russ�ans. The a�m �s to have at least a some of the exh�b�t�on texts 
translated �nto the relevant languages.

The collect�ons w�ll record: 
– 60-80 �nterv�ews accompan�ed by documentat�on of the hous�ng (photographs).
– Photograph�c documentat�on of hous�ng and the surround�ng area, c. 750-1000  

photos.
– 20-50 objects and parts of bu�ld�ngs.
– Other oral trad�t�on mater�al, work by schoolch�ldren, etc.

The Museum does not have the resources to collect extens�ve qual�tat�ve mater�al. 
Th�s �s why some of the �nterv�ews w�ll be done as a prel�m�nary study �n cooperat�on 
w�th a field course �n ethnology at the Inst�tute for Cultural Research/Ethnology of 
Hels�nk� Un�vers�ty. Two or three project workers w�ll be h�red to go �nto the mater�al 
�n greater depth. In add�t�on to �nterv�ew�ng, these workers w�ll transcr�be the �nter-
v�ew mater�al and help catalogue and store the mater�al collected. A photographer w�ll 
be h�red for the project to work together w�th the Museum’s P�cture Collect�on and 
Cultural Env�ronment un�ts to document the homes of the people �nterv�ewed, the 
bu�ld�ng stock and the cultural landscape of Myllypuro. The a�m �s to add h�gh-qual�ty 
documentat�on mater�al to the core of the Museum’s photograph collect�on wh�ch, �n 
terms of cultural h�story, �s un�que. The photograph�c mater�al w�ll span a per�od of two 
years �n order to prov�de photos of the d�str�ct �n all seasons.
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Object Collection
The a�m �s to record and document everyday objects from the suburb’s �ncept�on to the 
present day. The method and approach used �s bas�cally ethnograph�c and soc�al. The 
study w�ll be carr�ed out as carefully and cons�derately as poss�ble. Although the �nter-
v�ewers w�ll not accept donat�ons, a form w�ll be d�str�buted to �nterv�ewees so that they 
can not�fy us �f they would l�ke to make a donat�on. The objects offered w�ll be assessed 
once the �nterv�ew stage has been completed. 4

Objects w�ll be recorded pr�mar�ly by photograph�ng them, efforts w�ll be made to 
take photos of ent�re walls �n the houses that are to be documented. Add�t�onally, small-
er deta�ls – such as a table and cha�rs, a telev�s�on, enterta�nment electron�cs, a three-
p�ece su�te or a bathroom – can of course be documented �n each home. The Museum’s 
collect�ons �s st�ll lack�ng �n everyday 1970s and 1980s suburban objects such as duvet 
covers and shell-su�ts. (fig. 4)

Picture Collection and Archives
The P�cture Collect�on w�ll record �ndoor and outdoor spaces �n Myllypuro. The project 
w�ll photograph the homes where �nterv�ews have been carr�ed out. The suburban 
env�ronment forges a l�nk between the bu�lt-up and the undeveloped env�ronment. 
Photography of the d�str�ct w�ll seek to h�ghl�ght the user’s perspect�ve by document�ng 
the d�str�ct �n terms of how people exper�ence the place and the space. In other words, 
photographs w�ll be taken pr�mar�ly of places of �mportance to res�dents, ch�ldren, 
young people, the elderly and also of the cultural env�ronment rather than just concen-
trat�ng on arch�tecture. Furthermore, the P�cture Collect�on w�ll be enhanced by scan-
n�ng res�dents’ own photographs, espec�ally those of Myllypuro �n the first decades of 
�ts ex�stence.

4 We have already acqu�red �tems l�ke a shell-su�t from the 1970s, one that was actually worn �n real We have already acqu�red �tems l�ke a shell-su�t from the 1970s, one that was actually worn �n real 
l�fe. Even though they were des�gned for outdoor act�v�t�es and jogg�ng the cheap shell-su�ts were soon 
used �n var�ous sett�ngs as everyday casual cloth�ng. They have also become symbol�c: ord�nary people 
�n the suburbs were somet�mes called ´the shell-su�t people´. 

4. Shell suit
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Cultural environment
There �s already a bu�ld�ng �nventory for Myllypuro, so there �s no need for another. 
Instead, the project’s cultural env�ronment un�t w�ll focus on the relat�onsh�p between 
arch�tecture and l�v�ng pract�ces. Floor plans w�ll be used to study the k�nds of l�v�ng 
pract�ces produced by the �ntroduct�on of un�form floor spaces �n the homes. An en-
t�re group of dwell�ngs round a central sta�rcase w�ll be sketched and photographed to 
record d�fferences and s�m�lar�t�es.

Publication of material
The mater�al w�ll be used for research and exh�b�t�on purposes and arch�ved as part 
of the Hels�nk� C�ty Museum’s collect�ons. The mater�al �s to be recorded along w�th 
the donator’s name. However, �f the donator so w�shes, personal �nformat�on can be 
removed from the records. The user of the mater�al �s respons�ble for ensur�ng that the 
mater�al �s not used �n a manner that could offend or �njure the people �nterv�ewed or 
the�r fam�l�es. If necessary, the author w�ll comply w�th the requ�rement to ma�nta�n 
confident�al�ty so that �t �s not poss�ble to �dent�fy the person �nterv�ewed. 

The same eth�cal pr�nc�ples apply to the use of �nterv�ew mater�al as to the use of 
p�ctor�al mater�al. It w�ll be recorded �n the C�ty Museum’s collect�ons, where, after 25 
years, �t w�ll be made freely ava�lable to the publ�c �n accordance w�th the Museum’s 
general record�ng pr�nc�ples, wh�ch means, for example, the photos can be used by 
commerc�al publ�shers. However, �f the person �nterv�ewed consents, the photographs 
may be made ava�lable earl�er so that they can be used �n the C�ty Museum’s exh�b�-
t�ons, onl�ne exh�b�t�ons and publ�cat�ons.

End-products
The documented and d�g�tal�sed objects and photographs, as well as the transcr�pts of 
the �nterv�ews, w�ll be added to the Museum’s collect�ons. The results of the project w�ll 
be shown to the res�dents of Myllypuro �n an exh�b�t�on to be held at a su�table locat�on 
�n the d�str�ct. It w�ll be a travell�ng exh�b�t�on, wh�ch w�ll be able to tour other parts of 
eastern Hels�nk�, and wh�ch can be used �n schools for teach�ng purposes. The exh�b�-
t�on w�ll �nclude an exh�b�t�on publ�cat�on and educat�onal act�v�t�es developed by the 
museum su�table for use �n local schools.

The results w�ll be made ava�lable to the c�ty’s ent�re populat�on through an onl�ne 
exh�b�t�on on the C�ty Museum’s webs�te. There w�ll be a final wr�tten report on the 
project to measure the extent to wh�ch �t has ach�eved �ts a�ms. Sc�ent�fic stud�es of the 
mater�al w�ll cont�nue to take place �n correlat�on w�th ethnolog�cal stud�es.

Hels�nk� C�ty Museum �s comm�tted to dynam�c �nteract�on w�th the c�ty’s �nhab�t-
ants. The documentat�on project w�ll be carr�ed out �n assoc�at�on w�th Läh�ö-asema 
(commun�ty centre) and the Myllypuro Soc�ety, whose members are already work�ng �n 
the d�str�ct, and w�th Myllypuro lower and upper comprehens�ve school. These contacts 
are �mportant to ach�eve sc�ent�fic coverage and to make sure the results reach a w�der 
publ�c. The a�m of th�s project �s cons�stent w�th the museum’s new v�s�on for the fu-
ture: Helsinki City Museum is … a museum of, and for, the entire city.
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Mak�ng h�story 
Zu�das: the long-term development of an amb�t�ously 
planned c�ty d�str�ct1

Hans Denijs 
Zuidas, Municipality of Amsterdam

Zu�das (l�terally southern ax�s)�s an area �n the southern part of Amsterdam that �s 
grow�ng at a very fast rate. In total, the Zu�das covers 2.5 m�ll�on cub�c metres. Due to 
�ts scale, the Zu�das can be compared to other top locat�ons �n Europe l�ke La Défense 
�n Par�s or the Docklands d�str�ct �n London. The scale of the Zu�das �s five t�mes that 
of the Potzdamerplatz area �n Berl�n. The Zu�das �s rap�dly develop�ng �nto a new 21st 
century c�ty centre, that w�ll be a sort of modern tw�n to the beaut�ful h�stor�c centre of 
Amsterdam. The Zu�das �s s�tuated at a un�que junct�on between the h�stor�c c�ty cen-
tre and Sch�phol A�rport. When fin�shed, wh�ch �s expected to be �n 25 years t�me, the 
Zu�das w�ll be a complete and l�vely urban area.

People l�v�ng there w�ll be �n the m�ddle of a dense urban sett�ng. The final number 
of modern homes �s forecast as be�ng 10,000, rang�ng from the very expens�ve at one 
end of the scale to soc�al hous�ng projects (15% of the total) for the less well-off at the 
other. But the Zu�das �s also �n the process of becom�ng a central bus�ness2 d�str�ct serv-
�ng the European commun�ty, prov�d�ng h�gh-qual�ty office bu�ld�ngs only a few m�n-
utes away from Sch�phol A�rport, one of Europe’s ma�n a�rports. As the area has been 
des�gned to attract headquarters of �nternat�onal firms and the�r ma�n adv�sory serv�ces, 
the number of jobs created by th�s project could r�se to as many as 60.000.

There w�ll be room for all k�nds of schools and the ex�st�ng un�vers�ty and hosp�tal 
w�ll have the opportun�ty to expand and blend �n w�th the new development. In the 
heart of the Zu�das there w�ll be a new large-scale ra�lway stat�on w�th an underground 
ra�lway serv�ce, tra�ns run by the nat�onal ra�lway system and a h�gh-speed ra�l-l�nk 
connect�ng the area to the European cap�tals. The area around the ra�lway stat�on 
Amsterdam Zu�d (South Amsterdam) �s an excellent locat�on for all k�nds of amen�t�es 
l�ke shops, restaurants and enterta�nment fac�l�t�es. In terms of cultural prov�s�on the 
development of a mus�c theatre �s already underway and there are a number of propos-
als for modern art and des�gn museums .

The Zu�das �s no longer at the plann�ng stage. Up to now about 500.000 square me-
tres have been bu�lt and another 500.000 are �n the p�pel�ne. 

If our projected plans are to be real�zed though we w�ll have to tackle enormous 
problems. In terms of �nfrastructure th�s means that we w�ll have to accommodate the 
ex�st�ng r�ng-road and ra�lway-l�nes �n an underground system runn�ng underneath the 
development area and cont�nu�ng for a long stretch (a few k�lometres) underground. 

1 On 7 January 1998 the Masterplan Zu�das project was approved by the Amsterdam mun�c�pal On 7 January 1998 the Masterplan Zu�das project was approved by the Amsterdam mun�c�pal 
counc�l. See also www.zu�das.nl 
2 The d�str�ct w�ll prov�de The d�str�ct w�ll prov�de 1000.000 m2 of h�gh-tech. office bu�ld�ngs

http://www.zuidas.nl
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1. Amsterdam Zuidas, Your Captain Aerial Photography
2. ING House , (architects Meyer and van Schooten), photo Doriann Kransberg, Municipal 
Archives, Amsterdam
3. Training Institute Zorg en Welzijn (architect Dekkers), photo Doriann Kransberg, 
Municipal Archives, Amsterdam
4. ABN AMRO – Cobb (Pei Cobb Freed & Partners in association with Architecten Cie)
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That w�ll be an extremely expens�ve undertak�ng, runn�ng to a budget of some 2,5 b�l-
l�on euros, but �t �s the only way of prov�d�ng the necessary fac�l�t�es and at the same 
t�me creat�ng a new, l�vely urban area w�th h�gh-qual�ty amen�t�es w�th a lot of people 
on the streets.
We l�ke to compare the Zu�das to other top-class developments �n Europe, namely: La 
Défense �n Par�s, The London Docklands, Potsdamer Platz �n Berl�n, or Bankenv�ertel 
�n Frankfurt. In terms of market�ng we th�nk that Zu�das has a few un�que sell�ng 
po�nts:
– The Zu�das �s �n the m�ddle of the urban area of Amsterdam, unl�ke many of �ts 

compet�tors
– The Zu�das �s a few m�nutes away from Sch�phol A�rport
– We offer h�gh-qual�ty office space �n arch�tecturally state-of-the-art bu�ld�ngs
– The Zu�das �s access�ble by both car and publ�c transport
– The area has a good supply of d�fferent types of hous�ng
– There are schools and a un�vers�ty �n the area
– And the c�ty of Amsterdam �s only five m�nutes away.

By develop�ng the Zu�das area �n the way that we are do�ng now, the c�ty of 
Amsterdam w�ll change. We are bu�ld�ng for h�gh-dens�ty and m�xed-use, based on new 
h�gher standards. Once the h�gh-r�se bu�ld�ngs �n the Zu�das area appear, the skyl�ne of 
Amsterdam w�ll change. The hub of publ�c transport w�ll be sh�fted from central stat�on 
�n the h�stor�c c�ty centre to the new ra�lway stat�on �n the Zu�das area. That w�ll defi-
n�tely br�ng a new balance to act�v�t�es �n the c�ty of Amsterdam. There w�ll be cultural 
act�v�t�es �n the Zu�das area too, so there w�ll be more of a dual focus : the Zu�das w�ll 
be a sort of tw�n to the h�stor�cal centre of Amsterdam.

In the past c�ty museums have been accustomed to work�ng retrospect�vely, collect-
�ng objects or works of art from the c�ty´s past, �nclud�ng �ts recent past. The Zu�das 
project group env�sages work�ng the other way around – by document�ng the new c�ty 
d�str�ct as �t �s be�ng constructed- thus bu�ld�ng up an act�ve and ongo�ng h�stor�c col-
lect�on dur�ng the actual bu�ld�ng work. We have already been th�nk�ng about th�s for a 
few years. Dur�ng the early years we made qu�te a few jokes about the collect�on. If we 
were g�ven presents that we, as members of staff, were not allowed to accept, or there 
were objects that were used somewhere, for �nstance �n the bu�ld�ng process of Zu�das 
or dur�ng events and part�es, we had a standard joke: can someone take �t to the Zu�das 
Museum please (of course the museum d�dn’t ex�st). As t�me went on we comp�led a 
large collect�on of the most w�de-rang�ng objects. 

Up to now, we have only managed to keep the usual arch�ves that conta�n docu-
ments relat�ng to the bu�ld�ng work. However, we really would l�ke to do more �n 
order to bu�ld up a h�stor�c collect�on �n cooperat�on w�th the Amsterdam H�stor�cal 
Museum. There �s a great deal of scope as we already have a huge collect�on of p�ctures, 
scale- models and objects, brochures and leaflets. St�ll, �t m�ght be a good �dea to have 
some v�deos made or ma�nta�n a weblog, or organ�se events. We don’t know �f there �s 
a proper way to document the growth of a new c�ty d�str�ct �n a c�ty l�ke Amsterdam? 
We don’t have all the answers but we would l�ke to cooperate. The museum spec�al�sts 
are the profess�onals and we would be grateful for the�r adv�ce. I hope we can d�scuss 
th�s w�th the museum staff as �t w�ll at least spare you the effort of excavat�on works five 
hunderd years from now.
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D�scuss�on

Chair: Rosmarie Beier-de Haan, curator German Historical Museum, Berlin

After the two presentat�ons the quest�ons for the d�scuss�on are: 
What is the ‘road’ to the city museum? 
What do we need and what can we use. With whom can we cooperate?

Remarks/input in the discussion:
Both projects ra�se the �nterest�ng quest�on of how to document change. By what meth-
ods could �nterest�ng mater�al be collected:
– photographs
– objects
– work�ng together w�th un�vers�t�es
– collect�ng �nterv�ews w�th locals/�nhab�tants. Op�n�ons on the projects, d�scuss�ons d�scuss�ons 

about them. Pos�t�ve and negat�ve.
What does the Zu�das project add to the c�ty of Amsterdam? W�ll there be a connect�on 
between the old and the new ‘c�ty’? There have been contacts between the Amsterdam 
H�stor�cal Museum and Amsterdam c�ty counc�l about the project.
Several part�c�pants felt that photos of the project are not suffic�ent. It seems better to 
start a d�scuss�on about the project �tself and talk to the people �n the c�ty.
Do not use random p�ctures/mater�al but make use of art�st�c profess�ons. For �nstance, 
profess�onal photographers or story tellers.
Dur�ng the bu�ld�ng process at Potsdamer Platz �n Berl�n temporary exh�b�t�ons on the 
spot were used. Show the people what �s go�ng on dur�ng the bu�ld�ng process. 
Collect d�fferent strateg�es e.g. bu�ld�ng strateg�es, op�n�ons of res�dents.
Document people’s thoughts on why they th�nk the Zu�das �s necessary.
Look at what the ord�nary l�ves of local �nhab�tants are l�ke. 
What �s wanted for the c�ty museum �s not only p�ctures but also other �mpress�ons of 
real�ty: e.g. smell, sound, stor�es.
Objects as such are valuable but collect�on has to be planned. It must not be random 
l�ke �n London’s M�llenn�um exh�b�t�on, where Londoners were asked to br�ng an ob-
ject they thought representat�ve of the change of the century. Th�s was not a success. 
Objects should reflect the type of collect�on �n the museum. 

Conclusions
– C�ty museums at the beg�nn�ng of the 21st century have a strong role �n document-

�ng the change of a c�ty. That means they have to do someth�ng now.
–  C�ty museums have to reflect and redefine the role of objects. How do we collect and 

for what purpose? What k�nd of cr�ter�a do we have and do we want? Objects are st�ll 
very needed, but we have to show the�r context clearly. Th�s means we have to plan 
new strateg�es for shap�ng collect�ons.

– Var�ous methods should be used to show a c�ty’s past, present and future. How can 
we preserve b�ograph�es as well as e.g. emot�ons, ‘smell’, stor�es?
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–  We are not the only ones to collect the c�ty’s past and present and we do not have to 
be the only ones. We can (and should) cooperate w�th other profess�onals, e.g. c�ty 
planners. Thus we should pay more attent�on to gett�ng �nvolved w�th other �nst�tu-
t�ons and organ�zat�ons (‘network�ng’).
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Permanent and temporary exh�b�t�ons, the many faces 
of Warsaw’s past  
 
The recept�on of h�stor�cal exh�b�t�ons by contemporary v�s�tors 

Joanna Bojarska 
Director  
Barbara Moszczyńska  
Head of the history department Historical Museum of Warsaw

The ma�n role of a c�ty’s h�stor�cal museum �s to �nform people about the c�ty’s past. 
There �s only one past but �ts story can be told �n many ways, us�ng an almost l�m�t-
less number of themes. Museums work w�th �mages; the way they d�splay h�story �s 
somewhat s�m�lar to the way com�c str�ps tell a story. An exh�b�t�on comb�n�ng �mages 
and wr�tten source-mater�als w�th three-d�mens�onal objects and texts (and somet�mes 
mus�c or vo�ces) could, �n the final analys�s, have a much stronger �mpact on the publ�c 
than the trad�t�onal approach wh�ch �s read�ng all about �t �n a book. The way we have 
chosen to deal w�th the past can shape the v�s�tor’s percept�on of h�story, and thus �nflu-
ence the�r present and future att�tudes. However, we are consc�ous of the fact that the 
�mpact of our work on the general memory of our local populat�on �s str�ctly l�m�ted 
because they don’t all v�s�t our museum. If we want to make an �mpact we w�ll have to 
dev�se successful promot�on campa�gns and choose themes that w�ll �nterest our v�s�-
tors at a g�ven moment �n t�me. Warsaw’s permanent populat�on numbers some two 
m�ll�on, of wh�ch two hundred thousand v�s�t the museum each year, so �t �s obv�ous 
that we do not reach the vast major�ty of the c�ty’s �nhab�tants. 

All museums, espec�ally h�stor�cal ones, work w�th�n a spec�fic sphere of �nfluence 
governed by the offic�ally approved, preva�l�ng �deology, wh�ch �s d�fficult, �f not �m-
poss�ble, to �gnore. Th�s has been the case �n Warsaw. (fig. 1) Not only were selected 
themes proh�b�ted, as for �nstance the battle that took place �n 1920 and the person 
to whom Poland owes �ts �ndependence, Józef P�łsudsk�1, but the texts also had to be 
based on Marx�st accounts of h�story. As t�me has passed the demand for pol�t�cal cor-
rectness has become less press�ng and the exh�b�t�on contents have been enr�ched w�th 
�tems that were once forb�dden. However, even today the Museums’ curators wonder 
about the l�m�ts of the�r �ndependence when present�ng the past, espec�ally when they 
have to deal w�th pol�t�cally or soc�ally sens�t�ve problems.

The offic�al h�stor�cal storyl�ne2 has prov�ded general background mater�al �n the 
preparatory stages lead�ng up to the stag�ng of exh�b�t�ons, but somehow museums are 
not pass�ve rece�vers of offic�ally approved op�n�ons. By us�ng the or�g�nal v�sual, wr�t-

1 Battle of Warsaw, 12-15 August,1920 to stop Sov�et army �nvad�ng Poland, led by F�eld Marshall Józef 
P�łsudsk� (1867-1935). P�łsudsk� was an act�v�st fight�ng for �ndependence, as well as becom�ng leader, as well as becom�ng leaderleader 
of the 2nd Pol�sh Republ�c 1918-1935.
2 Deta�led, and generally accepted by h�stor�ans, �n conform�ty w�th the present state of knowledge Deta�led, and generally accepted by h�stor�ans, �n conform�ty w�th the present state of knowledge.
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ten and oral sources the museum can focus on top�cs that have escaped the attent�on of 
those wr�t�ng c�t�es’ offic�al h�stor�es. In th�s way museums can prov�de a d�rect l�nk to 
these test�mon�es. Th�s method snatches people, or spec�fic problems, away from the 
past. Any exh�b�t�on can act as a catalyst to st�mulate scholars to do further research. It 
�s remarkable that a permanent exh�b�t�on on Warsaw’s past t�tled ´Seven Centur�es of 
Warsaw’s Past´ preceded a wr�tten vers�on of �ts h�story and had a great �nfluence on �t.

The Historical Museum of Warsaw 
The dec�s�on to restore the H�story Museum of Warsaw and to allocate to �t the north-
ern s�de of the Old Market Square, w�th a total eleven houses, was taken back �n 1948. 
Its forerunner, the Museum of Old Warsaw founded �n 1936, occup�ed only three of 
these houses and was a branch of the Nat�onal Museum �n Warsaw. The Old Town 
was destroyed by Germans but the ground floors and most of the façades of these 
houses have surv�ved. What have also been preserved are the only three rema�n�ng 
wooden-beamed ce�l�ngs w�th or�g�nal pa�nted decorat�on (16th and 17th century). The 
rebu�ld�ng of the new museum proceeded w�th the �dea of creat�ng a separate space for 
the museum. Many or�g�nal arch�tectural d�v�s�ons were preserved, all of them on the 
ground floor, and all eleven houses have been �nterconnected. 

The new Museum acqu�red an �ndependent status. Later on, �t developed �ts own 
five branches, located �n separate prem�ses: The Museum of Wola (western d�str�ct 
of Warsaw), The Museum of Struggle and Martyrdom �n Palm�ry (a cemetery for the 
v�ct�ms of Naz�s execut�ons from 1939-41), The Pr�nt�ng Museum, The Study Centre 
‘Korczak�anum’3 and The Pharmacy Museum. The Museum of the Warsaw Upr�s�ng, 
�n�t�ally founded as a branch of the H�stor�cal Museum of Warsaw, was transformed 
�nto an �ndependent �nst�tut�on �n 2003, the year when the dec�s�on was taken to adopt 
the d�sused tram power-stat�on bu�ld�ng �n the Wola d�str�ct for th�s purpose.

In d�splay�ng the themes of the past a h�stor�cal museum can choose between two 
types of exh�b�t�ons. The permanent exh�b�t�on has to be the more offic�al vers�on of 
the past, whereas the temporary exh�b�t�ons prov�de the scope for the curator to present 
h�s own research, preferences and po�nt of v�ew. Espec�ally attract�ve for The Warsaw 
H�story Museum’s v�s�tors are themes related to Warsaw’s arch�tecture, wh�lst post-war 
arch�tects’ rebu�ld�ng strateg�es st�ll provoke heated d�scuss�ons. 

Permanent exhibitions
In present�ng the l�fe of the c�ty �n all �ts aspects the newly founded H�stor�cal Museum 
of Warsaw has become not just a c�ty museum focus�ng on local events but, as the cap�-
tal’s Museum, �t also deals w�th the ma�n moments of Pol�sh h�story. The Museum’s 
name should not, however, m�slead the v�s�tor �nto mak�ng false assumpt�ons about 
�ts contents, as the curators have made spec�fic dec�s�ons about what w�ll and w�ll not 
be shown. Its name, Museum of the cap�tal c�ty of Warsaw, could suggest that the 
permanent exh�b�t�on relates the h�story of the ent�re c�ty, but �n fact, �t concentrates 
more on h�stor�c centres, although �t does not ent�rely neglect all the other Warsaw d�s-
tr�cts, evok�ng them �n the moments when someth�ng �mportant has taken place there. 
And, as ment�oned earl�er, Warsaw Museum has a spec�al branch ded�cated to one of 
Warsaw’s d�str�cts, Wola. It �s therefore only natural that a person want�ng to find out 
about the h�story of th�s part�cular area of Warsaw should go there. Also, the Museum 

3 Th�s �nst�tut�on �s ded�cated to Janusz Korczak (1878-1942), real name Henryk Goldszm�t, doctor, Th�s �nst�tut�on �s ded�cated to Janusz Korczak (1878-1942), real name Henryk Goldszm�t, doctor, 
wr�ter and d�rector of a Jew�sh orphanage, gassed �n Trebl�nka.
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1. Exterior of the Historical Museum of Warsaw in 2005
2. Fragment of 1918-1939 section at the Historical Museum of Warsaw
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g�ves a more complete account of the �nd�genous Pol�sh populat�on than of the m�nor-
�ty groups, although they are not excluded from the narrat�ve. To g�ve you a concrete 
example, the permanent exh�b�t�on touches on the role of the Jew�sh populat�on l�v�ng 
�n Warsaw but does not pretend to do so �n an exhaust�ve way. 

The Museum has adopted qu�te a clear system of l�nk�ng certa�n h�stor�cal per�ods 
to part�cular stor�es. The ground floor prov�des the opportun�ty to observe Warsaw’s 
r�se from a l�ttle town founded by the Masov�an dukes (c. 1300) to the cap�tal of the 
Pol�sh K�ngdom. The first floor has d�splays of 17th-18th century Warsaw, w�th spec�al 
emphas�s on the enl�ghtenment per�od dur�ng the rule of k�ng Stan�sław Pon�atowsk�4 
and �t ends w�th the Kośc�uszko Upr�s�ng �n 17945 and the loss of Pol�sh �ndepend-
ence �n 1795. The second floor features the per�od of success�ve struggle to ach�eve 
�ndependence up to the prewar years when, �n 1918, Warsaw became the cap�tal of the 
Second Pol�sh Republ�c. (fig. 2) The top floor, the th�rd floor, �s ded�cated to the World 
War II per�od, the struggle aga�nst the Naz�s, the destruct�on and rebu�ld�ng of Warsaw, 
up to the v�ctory of Sol�darność and the appo�ntment of Lech Wałęsa as Pres�dent of 
Poland �n 1990. 

Design and illustrations and texts
The arrangement of the earl�est exh�b�t�on area was based on the �n�t�al st�pulat�on 
that �t should prov�de an opportun�ty to present a body of knowledge about Warsaw by 
means of texts, �llustrated mater�als and d�agrams alongs�de the exh�b�ts. Th�s approach 
was necessary �n v�ew of the small number of or�g�nal objects �n the collect�on. When 
the museum started off the collect�on was almost non-ex�stent. In 1950 the museum’s 
�nventory numbered only 169 �tems. The Museum’s curators had not only to find or�g�-
nal �tems and get the owner’s to agree to permanent loans (or replace m�ss�ng �tems 
w�th cop�es), but they also had to do extens�ve archaeolog�cal research and consult the 
arch�ves to fill �n the gaps on the h�story of Warsaw. As t�me went by, some �llustrat�ons 
plates and d�agrams have d�sappeared, mak�ng way for or�g�nal exh�b�ts. The Museum’s 
collect�on has grown, �t now amounts to some 300,000 �tems, and the dec�s�on was 
taken to d�splay as many of them as poss�ble.

S�nce the very beg�nn�ngs, the Museum has collaborated w�th outstand�ng arch�tects 
and art�sts, who have shaped the permanent exh�b�t�on. The recreated �nter�ors are 
shown chronolog�cally rang�ng from 17th workshops and a recept�on room, to an 18th 
century room, to early 19th century and art deco salons, end�ng �n an early 20th-cen-
tury d�n�ng room and a k�tchen annex. Th�s approach g�ves the v�s�tor the opportun�ty 
of exper�enc�ng the changes �n atmosphere �n these �nter�ors as t�me has passed by. 
Espec�ally successful was the des�gn of pre-war Warsaw – wh�ch �s on permanent exh�-
b�t�on – the background cons�sts of enlarged photographs of the streets and �nhab�tants 
taken dur�ng that per�od wh�ch creates the �llus�on of actually be�ng �n the c�ty.

It �s obv�ous that the Museum exh�b�ts have to be accompan�ed by capt�ons. The au-
thors of success�ve vers�ons of the permanent exh�b�t�on dec�ded that although capt�ons 
should accompany or�g�nal exh�b�ts they should not play too dom�nant a role, and �n 
some recreated �nter�ors they have del�berately been reduced to a m�n�mum. Th�s may 
reduce the amount of �nformat�on, but �t preserves the or�g�nal beauty of some of the 

4 Stan�sław Pon�atowsk� (1732-1798), last k�ng of �ndependent Poland (1764-1795). Stan�sław Pon�atowsk� (1732-1798), last k�ng of �ndependent Poland (1764-1795).
5 General Tadeusz Ko General Tadeusz Kośc�uszko (1746-1817), Pol�sh hero and hero of Un�ted States War of 
�ndependence. The upr�s�ng took place from March 24 to November 16, 1794, �t was under h�s 
command unt�l he was taken pr�soner by the Russ�ans at the Battle of Mac�ejow�ce on October 10. 
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Museum’s open spaces, and also allows �ts v�s�tors to focus on or�g�nal exh�b�ts rather 
than on add�t�onal comments. 

Temporary exhibitions
Temporary exh�b�t�ons are espec�ally useful �n attract�ng new v�s�tors. Dur�ng the past 
two years, the H�stor�cal Museum of Warsaw and all �ts branches have opened new 
temporary exh�b�t�ons nearly every two weeks e�ther �n the museum’s ma�n prem�ses 
at the Old Town Square, or at other branches of the museum, somet�mes even at other 
locat�ons �n Warsaw. The H�stor�cal Museum tends to organ�se temporary exh�b�t�onsorgan�se temporary exh�b�t�onstemporary exh�b�t�ons 
devoted to all aspects of Warsaw’s h�story but the cho�ce of themes �s naturally d�rected 
by Warsaw �nterests or nat�onal ann�versar�es. Because of the 60th ann�versary of 
Warsaw R�s�ng (1944), many of last two years exh�b�t�ons were devoted to �t or World 
War II per�od. Among the problems wh�ch have rema�ned top�cal and controvers�alAmong the problems wh�ch have rema�ned top�cal and controvers�al 
over the years are the strateg�es taken by arch�tects rebu�ld�ng Warsaw. 

Th�s year, 2005, the 25th ann�versary of Sol�darność movement, was a natural st�m-
ulus for exh�b�t�ons on th�s theme. The Warsaw Museum tends to follow the Warsaw 
populat�on’s preoccupat�ons. When the mourn�ng ceremon�es for John Paul II were 
tak�ng place, and exh�b�t�on t�tled Warsaw Says Farewell to the Pope was organ�zed �n the 
Museum’s entrance hall.

Temporary exhibitions and their design
The Museum’s curators are aware that the �mpact of exh�b�t�ons depends not only on 
the�r h�stor�cal content or theme, but also on the�r des�gn. One very attract�ve and rath-
er unusual exh�b�t�on of photographs taken �n August 1944 was d�splayed on the outer 
walls of the houses that form the ma�n Museum �n the Old Town. The �nner structure 
of the Museum can restr�ct the scope of art�st�c express�on as our museum of rebu�lt 
houses does not prov�de b�g open spaces. The creator of the exh�b�t�on t�tled Varsovians, 
the inhabitants of two cities (fig. 3) chose to stage h�s exh�b�t�on �n the spac�ous �nter�ors 
of the Palace of Culture �n Warsaw, wh�ch celebrated the 50th ann�versary of �ts open-
�ng �n July 2005. Us�ng enlarged photographs (attached to spec�ally des�gned labyr�nth-
l�ke structures and complementary p�eces of l�terary texts about Warsaw) he managed 
to recreate the atmosphere of the town before the d�saster of World War II destruct�on, 
and also presented the �mage th�s c�ty acqu�red �n the s�xt�es. The exh�b�t�on h�gh-
l�ghted the strength of the �mpact of war-t�me destruct�on and post-war dec�s�ons on 
Warsaw and �ts c�t�zens �n such a way that the c�ty’s res�dents who v�s�ted the exh�b�t�on 
came to a new understand�ng of the �mpact of these events.

Social role of the Historical Museum of Warsaw
The a�m of the H�stor�cal Museum of Warsaw �s to be a l�vely �nst�tut�on, attract�ng 
people from d�fferent soc�al backgrounds, w�th vary�ng degrees of h�stor�cal knowledge 
and d�verse art�st�c tastes. It should also be Warsaw’s v�s�t�ng card for tour�sts com�ng 
from other parts of Poland or from abroad. It shapes the percept�on of Warsaw’s past 
and �nfluences the h�stor�cal �dent�ty of Pol�sh c�t�zens. Contact w�th the publ�c �s not 
restr�cted to exh�b�t�ons alone, the staff’ s act�v�t�es extend to contact w�th the press, 
rad�o and TV, where very often the Museum’s curators are asked to g�ve the�r op�n�ons 
on proposed changes to Warsaw’s arch�tectural her�tage or alternately are reveal�ng �n-
format�on about Warsaw or Pol�sh h�story. TV journal�sts frequently use the Museum’s 
rooms to �llustrate educat�onal films on the subject of Pol�sh h�story. 
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In add�t�on to these act�v�t�es the museum organ�zes a great number of act�v�t�es 
and events. The Museum runs a h�story lesson scheme for groups of school ch�ldren 
and every year at least two compet�t�ons are organ�zed. Th�s �s �n add�t�on to permanent 
or temporary exh�b�t�ons arranged for the young people of Warsaw, pup�ls at grammar 
and comprehens�ve schools. Young pup�ls can express the feel�ngs aroused by the�r v�s-
�t to the Museum �n an art�st�c way under the sk�lled gu�dance of a young art�st, a grad-
uate of the Warsaw School of F�ne Art. Dur�ng the summer hol�days, pr�mary-school 
ch�ldren meet at performances and theatre workshops organ�zed spec�ally for them �n 
the Museum courtyard. Furthermore, The Warsaw Gu�ld of Gu�des regularly uses the 
Museum’s halls to teach people about Warsaw’s past and has �nv�ted Museum’s cura-
tors to jo�n the Warsaw Gu�de Exam�nat�on Board to test the competence of the pro-
spect�ve Warsaw gu�des.

The Museum �s also a venue for conferences, and a place where books ed�ted w�th 
the Museum’s support are promoted. It also attracts tour�sts to �ts concerts organ�zed 
on summer even�ngs �n the Museum courtyard (Lap�dar�um).

Future opportunities and competition
At the t�me of �ts open�ng, �n 1955, the Museum had the pr�v�lege of be�ng the only 
h�story museum �n Warsaw. It was here that documentary films on Warsaw’s World 
War II exper�ences were projected. Even today the documentary comm�ss�oned by the 
Warsaw H�stor�cal Museum deal�ng w�th the c�ty’s h�story �n the per�od between 1939 
and 1955 �s almost mandatory for tour�sts v�s�t�ng Warsaw. However, from th�s t�me 
onwards new museums have appeared �n Warsaw, and many are attracted by Warsaw 
themes, so the Museum faces st�ff compet�t�on. 

The Museum’s management w�ll also be obl�ged to tackle a number of d�fferent 
bu�ld�ng projects. The Museum’s houses, wh�ch were hast�ly rebu�lt r�ght after the 
war, are now �n need of ser�ous overall repa�r and renovat�on. The extent to wh�ch they 
can be renovated and the start�ng date w�ll of course depend on the Museum’s ab�l-
�ty to find the necessary funds. Among others changes, the arch�tects are plann�ng to 
�ntroduce l�fts wh�ch w�ll make the Museum access�ble for the d�sabled and those who 
cannot manage the sta�rs. The Museum urgently needs new depots for the grow�ng 
number of exh�b�ts as ex�st�ng storage space �s no longer suffic�ent. Furthermore there 

3. Varsovians – inhabitants 
of two cities, a temporary 
exposition displayed in July-
August 2005 
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�s an absolute requ�rement to �mprove safety measures wh�ch, at the moment, are not 
up to modern standards.

All these arch�tectural changes w�ll also lead to a general reth�nk about permanent 
exh�b�t�ons, wh�ch must be changed �n both content and des�gn �f they are to l�ve up to 
contemporary v�s�tors’ expectat�ons. As we do not want to become the C�nderella of the 
Warsaw museums, we would l�ke to �ntroduce new med�a to our exh�b�t�ons. Although 
w�dely used �n recently des�gned museums, and �n the Warsaw Upr�s�ng Museum 
opened �n 2004, they are v�rtually absent �n our Museum. 

The Museum of Warsaw has reached a cruc�al stage �n �ts development. Dec�s�ons 
taken �n the com�ng months w�ll determ�ne the Museum’s future appearance both �n-
s�de and out.
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C�ty museum and c�ty arch�ves: who should collect 
what?

Alice van Diepen  
Head of Acquisitions, Amsterdam City Archives

Introduction
The Amsterdam C�ty Arch�ves and the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum tac�tly agreed 
years ago that all paper documents should be passed on to the arch�ves and all three-
d�mens�onal objects and pa�nt�ngs to the museum. Th�s arrangement works well, for 
example, �f someone r�ngs me to offer a pa�nt�ng on canvas or a medal to the arch�ves. 
Conversely, we are often approached by people who have been adv�sed by the museum 
staff to contact us about depos�t�ng old photos, cert�ficates or other records. Th�s type of 
agreement between her�tage �nst�tut�ons �s not unusual. But does �t really suffice when 
�t comes to comp�l�ng the contemporary b�ography of a c�ty? Four examples of contem-
porary developments and events �llustrate some of the d�fficult�es and the �ntense need 
for close co-operat�on between her�tage organ�sat�ons on collect�on bu�ld�ng and acqu�-
s�t�ons. (see fig. 1-4)
–  Gay Pr�de, an annual event �n Amsterdam. Should we collect �nformat�on on th�s? 

Who should collect what? 
–  November 2nd 2004, the murder of the Amsterdam film maker and column�st, Theo 

van Gogh, by a Musl�m fundamental�st. People spontaneously placed flowers and 
draw�ngs on the spot where he d�ed, wrote messages express�ng the�r feel�ngs. Who 
should collect what?

–  The former harbour area �n the eastern part of the c�ty, an area that has changed 
enormously �n recent years. For a long t�me the C�ty Arch�ves have been �nvolved �n 
a project document�ng the area �n film and photo. Is there a museum component as 
well? 

– S�khs pray�ng �n the�r new temple �n Amsterdam two weeks ago. The collect�ons 
of both the c�ty museum and the c�ty arch�ves have a lot of mater�al relat�ng to the 
c�ty’s rel�g�ous l�fe and church h�story. W�th regard to the past, I assume we are 
more or less complementary, but how do we ensure that th�s �s also the case for new 
rel�g�ous developments �n the c�ty. 

I w�ll come back to these examples later. 

The text of the conference �nv�tat�on descr�b�ng the top�c of th�s sess�on, ‘shap�ng the 
c�ty’, �ncluded a poss�ble quest�on about the relat�onsh�p between the c�ty museums 
and other her�tage �nst�tut�ons. I have exper�enced th�s fasc�nat�ng subject from two 
d�fferent angles: from the perspect�ve of a curator of a c�ty museum �n Zaandam, where 
I worked some years ago, and currently from the perspect�ve of head of acqu�s�t�ons at 
the Amsterdam C�ty Arch�ves. 
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1. Gay pride, 6th August 2005 , photo Martin Alberts, City Archives Amsterdam
2. Spontaneous street monument after the murder of film maker and journalist Theo van Gogh, 
Amsterdam, 2nd November 2004, photo Martin Alberts, City Archives Amsterdam
3. Aerial photo of the eastern harbour area in Amsterdam 2004, photo Freek de Vos, City Archives 
Amsterdam
4. Opening Guru Nanak Gurudware (Sikh) temple in Amsterdam, 23rd October 2005, photo Martin 
Alberts, City Archives Amsterdam
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The follow�ng quest�ons form the bas�s of my presentat�on: 
– Can we assume that the arch�ves, as well as the museums, have a role to play �n 

comp�l�ng the b�ography of a c�ty?
– If so, �s the story they tell about the c�ty d�fferent from that related by the museums; 

do they complement each other or are they compet�ng w�th each other?
– What do we stand to ga�n from jo�n�ng forces �n the area of comp�l�ng contemporary 

collect�ons?

Stuffy image? 
Before I try to answer these quest�ons I w�ll outl�ne the actual s�tuat�on regard�ng Dutch 
arch�ves. Over the last few years, Dutch arch�ves have been try�ng to shed the�r stuffy 
�mage. They are tak�ng a more act�ve part �n educat�onal act�v�t�es, putt�ng ser�ous 
thought �nto how to reach the general publ�c and �mprove customer relat�ons, and have 
been �ncreas�ngly prom�nent on the Internet. Whereas arch�ves used to be supply-dr�v-
en, they are now focus�ng the�r attent�on on the�r users �n response to the �ncreas�ng 
demand for h�stor�cal �nformat�on. Th�s means that they are start�ng to catch up w�th 
the museums �n the race between the cultural �nst�tut�ons to lay cla�m to consumers’ 
free t�me. There �s no longer any doubt that for both c�ty museums and arch�ves th�s 
focus on the consumer �s (or should be) a gu�d�ng pr�nc�ple �n explor�ng and embark-
�ng on new forms of cooperat�on. Th�s �s, �n fact, already happen�ng on a large scale, 
w�th vary�ng degrees of success. It means that the closer al�gnment between museums 
and arch�ves has more to do w�th appeal�ng to the publ�c than actually comp�l�ng col-
lect�ons. In th�s art�cle, I argue strongly �n favour of extend�ng th�s budd�ng al�gnment 
between museums and arch�ves to contemporary pol�cy on collect�on bu�ld�ng. 

Compiling collections in archives
Let me return to the first quest�on: Do arch�ves really play a part �n comp�l�ng the b�og-
raphy of a c�ty? In other words, �s collect�on bu�ld�ng really a task for the arch�ves? F�rst 
and foremost, the arch�ves have a statutory duty to record the government’s act�ons 
for publ�c �nspect�on. However, as t�me passes, th�s government �nformat�on tends to 
become less relevant to c�t�zens �n search of just�ce and ev�dence, and becomes more 
�mportant �n terms of �ts cultural-h�stor�cal value. From the cultural-h�stor�cal perspec-
t�ve, government arch�ves and collect�ons are only one part of the urban spectrum. The 
other part �s formed by the pr�vate arch�ves and collect�ons preserved to supplement the 
government arch�ves. The Amsterdam C�ty Arch�ves, for example, has had the expl�c�t 
task of �mplement�ng th�s double collect�on pract�ce s�nce the n�neteenth century, gath-
er�ng all k�nds of m�scellaneous documents relat�ng to the h�story of the c�ty alongs�de 
the more trad�t�onal arch�val documents. Photos, postcards, maps, pamphlets, pr�nts, 
draw�ngs, film and sound record�ngs… a huge var�ety of document types. In add�t�on to 
th�s, a revolut�onary new type of document has recently appeared; �nformat�on �n d�g�tal 
form. So arch�ves do collect mater�al, and �n do�ng th�s, they try to balance the publ�c 
and the pr�vate sectors as two parts of one s�ngle ent�ty: the c�ty (or reg�on or v�llage). I 
must adm�t, some arch�ves are better at th�s than others. Although the smaller arch�ves 
have to focus the�r energy on fulfill�ng the�r statutory obl�gat�ons, �t rema�ns a fact that 
all arch�ves are act�vely pursu�ng th�s two-pronged approach to some extent.

3
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Passive recipients or active compilers?
To sat�sfy publ�c cur�os�ty regard�ng the h�story of the c�ty fifty years from now, the 
arch�ves must concentrate on act�vely comp�l�ng contemporary collect�ons. In v�ew of 
the present abundance of �nformat�on, select�on would seem to be a keyword. Strangely 
enough, arch�ves do not generally pay a great deal of attent�on to the pol�cy s�de of col-
lect�ng. They tend to v�ew themselves as the pass�ve rec�p�ents of mater�al that �s of-
fered to them (by soc�al organ�sat�ons, compan�es, trad�ng bod�es or pr�vate �nd�v�duals) 
rather than as organ�sat�ons capable of act�vely determ�n�ng what they w�sh to acqu�re. 
Yet from the arch�ves’ po�nt of v�ew, there �s ample reason to change course. For ex-
ample, the mun�c�pal arch�ves are be�ng offered more and more s�zeable arch�ves and 
collect�ons, whereas mater�al from certa�n sectors, such as sports and youth culture, �s 
under-represented. Th�s k�nd of mater�al requ�res an ent�rely d�fferent approach �f �t �s 
to be secured as an essent�al part of the soc�al-cultural spectrum. The �mproved acces-
s�b�l�ty of arch�ves and collect�ons v�a arch�ve webs�tes has led to a steady �ncrease �n the 
number of potent�al donors of photos and other types of documents, putt�ng ‘customer 
relat�ons’ �nto a new l�ght �n terms of acqu�s�t�ons. New d�g�tal documents, such as 
webs�tes and databases, requ�re new solut�ons and other cons�derat�ons when �t comes 
to acqu�s�t�on, and large groups of new Dutch c�t�zens also expect to see their h�story 
reflected �n the arch�ves. Each and every one of these developments has an �mpact on 
collect�on pol�cy. However, they do not only affect the arch�ves; they also have an �nflu-
ence on the c�ty museums. 

Archives and museums, telling different stories?
The second quest�on was: Is the story that the arch�ves tell about the c�ty d�fferent from 
the story related by the museums, or do they complement each other? In all honesty, 
museums and arch�ves tell very much the same story. Our story accompany�ng a draw-
�ng of the ‘N�euwe Kerk’ (New Church) on Dam Square �s the same as the story the 
AHM tells about a pa�nt�ng of th�s same church. Our story about the murder of Theo 
van Gogh wr�tten to accompany the papers he left �s exactly the same as the story the 
AHM tells about h�s teddy bear. Museums are trad�t�onally better at tell�ng stor�es or 
wr�t�ng capt�ons, �f you prefer. However, the arch�ves have learned from th�s tr�ck and 
d�scovered that tak�ng the�r collect�ons out of the repos�tor�es on a regular bas�s and 
wr�t�ng appropr�ate descr�pt�on or stor�es seems to have a s�m�lar pos�t�ve effect. Qu�te 
r�ghtly! I sa�d that the stor�es were very much the same. Generally speak�ng, I th�nk that 
arch�ves and museums tend to complement each other extremely well w�th regard to 
the h�story of a c�ty, �n both the sort of �nformat�on they prov�de and the type of docu-
ments. F�nally, I would l�ke to po�nt out that the real strength of arch�ves �s the personal 
aspect; everyone can find the�r personal h�story �n an arch�ve – the h�story of the�r 
house, the�r street or the�r fam�ly. You could call th�s the other story of the c�ty. 

Relations between archives and museums in other cities
If �t �s true that arch�ves and museums are tell�ng the same stor�es, �t would only seem 
log�cal that we should search for areas of cooperat�on that m�ght �ncrease the�r value; 
the th�rd and final quest�on. The challenge when �t comes to comp�l�ng contemporary 
collect�ons �s to select mater�al from the enormous supply of documents and objects, so 
that the cho�ce w�ll embell�sh the c�ty’s b�ography. A cho�ce w�th wh�ch the publ�c can 
�dent�fy or �n wh�ch they can act�vely part�c�pate. Th�s k�nd of collect�on pol�cy crosses 
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the boundar�es between the her�tage �nst�tut�ons. D�g�tal technology and the Internet 
are erod�ng these boundar�es anyway, so perhaps �t �s t�me we stopped desperately try-
�ng to hang on to them. I have always been �n favour of look�ng beyond the boundar�es 
and at how other �nst�tut�ons manage the�r affa�rs. In preparat�on for the conference, 
dur�ng the last few months I have asked var�ous colleagues about how they put the part-
nersh�p between arch�ves and museums �nto pract�ce. 

There �s a m�n�mum amount of cooperat�on �n London. The Metropol�tan Arch�ve 
of London g�ves pr�or�ty to the larger arch�ves of the government and pr�vate organ�-
sat�ons w�th collect�ons relat�ng to Central London. There �s no cooperat�on w�th the 
Museum of London w�th regard to the content of the arch�ves and collect�ons, but 
perhaps the obv�ous d�fference �n emphas�s makes th�s less relevant. An �nterest�ng 
development �s tak�ng place �n Bruges, where the h�story of the c�ty �s exh�b�ted at seven 
d�fferent locat�ons. Museums, arch�ves and h�stor�c bu�ld�ngs are act�ng as equal part-
ners. There are no structural agreements at pol�cy level, but th�s partnersh�p �n the area 
of presentat�on bodes well for other forms of cooperat�on. They certa�nly appear to be 
push�ng back the boundar�es. 

Nearer to home, our colleagues �n Rotterdam are not do�ng too badly e�ther. There �s 
regular consultat�on between the mun�c�pal museums and the mun�c�pal arch�ves, not 
only on collect�on pol�cy but also on �ssues requ�r�ng closer cooperat�on. The Rotterdam 
C�ty Arch�ves and Rotterdam Avanço Assoc�at�on, a Cape Verdean organ�sat�on, are 
currently conduc�ng a project on the Cape Verdean commun�ty �n Rotterdam. The ex-
per�ence ga�ned from th�s project w�ll prov�de gu�del�nes for dev�s�ng collect�on pol�c�es 
targeted at the ethn�c-m�nor�ty her�tage for both the Rotterdam collect�on and the Dutch 
collect�on �n general. Furthermore, the Rotterdam H�stor�cal Museum has th�s taken 
th�s �ssue further by g�v�ng ser�ous attent�on to var�ous models on collect�on bu�ld�ng. 
Dur�ng an expert meet�ng last February, spec�al�sts �nd�cated that the best way forward 
was one �nvolv�ng the act�ve part�c�pat�on of the populat�on �n contemporary collect�on 
bu�ld�ng. The resultant mater�al and �mmater�al her�tage w�ll be �ncorporated �nto the 
collect�ons of the Rotterdam H�stor�cal Museum, the World Museum �n Rotterdam or 
the Rotterdam C�ty Arch�ves. The progress of such an �n�t�at�ve should be followed and 
poss�bly adapted to su�t �nd�v�dual urban env�ronments. 

Conclusions
My answer to the th�rd quest�on, what do we stand to ga�n from jo�n�ng forces �n the 
area of comp�l�ng contemporary collect�ons, �s as follows. I am conv�nced that we 
should at least consult w�th each other about what should currently be preserved as 
her�tage. I suggest museums and arch�ves start work�ng together by launch�ng a p�lot 
project to define new gu�del�nes for collect�on pol�cy �n the c�t�es, d�sregard�ng �nst�tu-
t�onal boundar�es, but pay�ng heed to the future generat�ons of users of cultural her�t-
age and �ts enthus�asts.
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D�scuss�on

Chair: Sandra de Vries 
Director Municipal Museum of Alkmaar

When shap�ng the b�ography of the c�ty, a constant d�alogue between the populat�on 
and her�tage �nst�tut�ons �s necessary. Arch�ves, museums and other her�tage �nst�tu-
t�ons all have to play a role �n th�s d�alogue.

In Warsaw, for �nstance, the pol�t�cal pressure was so great that the museum d�s-
plays had to be �n l�ne w�th commun�st pol�t�cs. S�nce the pol�t�cal changes, the mu-
seum has focused on produc�ng appropr�ate temporary exh�b�t�ons. These have offered 
better opportun�t�es for debate, but the permanent exh�b�t�on �s so vast that �t �s d�fficult 
to change. Meanwh�le, contemporary pol�t�c�ans are bu�ld�ng new �nst�tut�ons reflect�ng 
the�r th�nk�ng and spec�fic �nterests. Dur�ng the d�scuss�on �t was ev�dent that th�s alsoDur�ng the d�scuss�on �t was ev�dent that th�s also 
appl�es to the Athens c�ty museum. Her�tage �nst�tut�ons must sh�ft from a collect�on-Her�tage �nst�tut�ons must sh�ft from a collect�on-
or�ented perspect�ve to one that �ncreas�ngly focuses on the aud�ence. 

Collect�on pol�c�es, espec�ally on contemporary h�story, demand cooperat�on be-
tween museums, arch�ves, the h�stor�c bu�ld�ngs counc�l and l�brar�es. In Amsterdam 
the museum and arch�ves agreed ‘who collects what’ a long t�me ago. D�g�tal med�a 
can offer a jo�nt gateway to the collect�ons of all these separate �nst�tut�ons. The Cape 
Verdean m�grant commun�t�es project �n Rotterdam �s a good example that could serve 
as a p�lot for ‘jo�nt collect�on pol�c�es of her�tage �nst�tut�ons �n d�alogue w�th commun�-
t�es’. How to form �deas about collect�ng contemporary objects, papers and �ntang�ble 
her�tage �s one of the quest�ons such a p�lot should address.

In Bruges (Belg�um) the museum �s spread over 7 d�fferent locat�ons �n the c�ty 
�n d�fferent �nst�tut�ons, but that �s not �mportant for v�s�tors. The same �s true of 
Reykjav�k, where the museum of photography and a publ�c l�brary shared the same 
bu�ld�ng. V�s�tors regarded �t as one �nst�tut�on but �n fact they were two separate orga-
n�zat�ons w�th very d�fferent profess�onal staff. One workshop part�c�pant �s an arch�tect 
who has been work�ng on a jo�nt museum and arch�ve bu�ld�ng �n Porto (Portugal). H�s 
exper�ence �s that the two �nst�tut�ons d�ffer greatly and fight all the t�me. In Br�stol the 
d�rector of the Museums and Arch�ves �s develop�ng a new museum for the c�ty, wh�ch 
w�ll offer a gateway to the h�story of Br�stol, also to the arch�ves. Personal h�stor�es are 
very �mportant.

It �s t�me to cross the boundar�es between her�tage �nst�tut�ons. The her�tage �n-
st�tut�ons of a c�ty should formulate the�r collect�on pol�cy together, espec�ally on ar-
ch�ves, documentat�on, photos and objects w�th regard to contemporary h�story. They 
don’t need to be �n the same bu�ld�ng but they do need to be l�nked v�a the Internet. 
D�g�tal�zat�on �s a perfect tool for th�s sort of cooperat�on.
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The c�ty museum and �ts env�ronment: 
the contr�but�on of archaeolog�cal collect�ons

Rachid Bouzidi 
Archaeologist and curator of the archaeological site of Volubilis, Morocco

Introduction
Convey�ng an understand�ng of h�story and cultures through the med�um of the muse-
um depends on the nature and qual�ty of the objects exh�b�ted and on the �nformat�on 
prov�ded about them. But that understand�ng w�ll lack hor�zons �f �t �s l�m�ted solely to 
the collect�on and �ts �mmed�ate s�gn�ficance. The era when a museum was v�rtually a 
cemetery for artefacts, an un�nv�t�ng, �naccess�ble place detached from the dynam�c of 
soc�ety, has been largely surpassed by new concepts �n the profess�onal museum world. 
The museum’s m�ss�on and act�v�t�es become �ntell�g�ble only when �t �s understood as 
an �nst�tut�on that fully engages w�th �ts env�ronment. The cultural, soc�al and urban 
background �s an �mportant field of study, wh�ch must be addressed �n order to g�ve 
the museum a cultural s�gn�ficance, to ass�gn the collect�ons a place �n space and t�me, 
and to enable museum profess�onals to develop a systemat�c and well-structured docu-
mentat�on. We are all occup�ed, at a local, nat�onal and �nternat�onal scale, w�th dev�s-
�ng new methods of �nterpret�ng and present�ng collect�ons, w�th the a�m of attract�ng 
the attent�on and �nterest of a w�de aud�ence and reveal�ng to them the messages of 
our human her�tage �n an homogeneous l�ght, e�ther d�rectly or by means of v�rtual 
presentat�ons. The pr�nc�ple challenge fac�ng us today �s to formulate an adequate re-
sponse to a world marked by profound change and to adapt museums to the pressures 
of global�zat�on, w�th all �ts �mperat�ves and opportun�t�es. In th�s s�tuat�on, how can 
the c�ty museum document and descr�be �ts env�ronment? And what approaches can 
we develop towards present�ng and �nterpret�ng th�s env�ronment? I w�ll attempt to 
formulate some elements of a response by cons�der�ng the potent�al contr�but�on of 
archaeolog�cal collect�ons.

The role of city museums
In a confused and �ncessantly grow�ng world, the collect�ons held by museums and art 
galler�es help us to �dent�fy and define each culture w�th�n the total�ty. Museums are 
a channel of express�on for soc�et�es and commun�t�es, someth�ng we must defend �f 
we are to be capable of understand�ng our her�tage wh�ch const�tutes an �ncreas�ngly 
�mportant vector w�th�n the soc�oeconom�c dynam�c. Yet, the role of the c�ty museum 
�s more complex and open to d�spute than that of other types of museum, for �t �s ded�-
cated to an urban space that encompasses var�ous facets of her�tage, d�fferent commu-
n�t�es, soc�al h�erarchy and numerous problems to whose resolut�on �t must contr�bute 
�f �t �s to become a true forum of c�v�c d�alogue. The concept of the c�ty museum �s 
becom�ng more sharply defined �n some European countr�es, where �t �s regarded as 
a space for reflect�on on the �dent�ty and spec�fic character of the c�ty, and as a cultural 
�nst�tut�on wh�ch fosters the study, protect�on and preservat�on of a mater�al and �m-
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mater�al her�tage that has usually been marked by a w�de var�ety of �ntercultural �nflu-
ences. One of the most str�k�ng modern examples of such an �nfluence �s that of the 
�mm�grant cultures, wh�ch, s�nce the Second World War, have progress�vely establ�shed 
themselves as an �ntegral part of European urban h�story. That phenomenon has gradu-
ally acqu�red cons�derable s�gn�ficance w�th�n the European c�ty’s cultural and soc�al 
mosa�c. Imm�grants and the�r descendants have spent much of the�r l�ves �n the c�ty, 
often cher�sh�ng the�r own trad�t�ons and customs and preserv�ng the�r or�g�nal her�t-
age. These cultures must hence find a proper place �n the p�cture of the c�ty that the 
museum p�eces together, as an hor�zontal h�story tak�ng �n the extended cultural env�-
ronment.

Archaeological collections in city museums
The s�gn�ficance of an archaeolog�cal collect�on �n a c�ty museum depends on var�ous 
parametres, among them the ant�qu�ty of the c�ty, �ts h�stor�cal evolut�on, the d�vers�ty 
of �ts archaeolog�cal s�tes and pol�c�es regard�ng the protect�on and preservat�on of all 
forms of her�tage. An archaeolog�cal object �s not solely a work of art or an everyday 
�mplement, but �s a source of h�stor�cal ev�dence. It �s loaded w�th messages that tell of 
�ts funct�ons and �ts cultural relevance, and w�th art�st�c representat�ons that carry a s�g-
n�ficance �n the�r own r�ght. Our h�stor�cal knowledge has advanced cons�derably, but �t 
�s often der�ved from wr�tten and oral sources, wh�ch supplement the data furn�shed by 
an archaeolog�cal collect�on. Such collect�ons are cons�dered more conv�nc�ng as docu-
ments because they �nform us �n a d�rect, certa�n way about the creat�v�ty of the art�sans 
who made the objects and about the env�ronment �n wh�ch they made them. When 
exh�b�ted �n a well-structured way, such a collect�on may help �nform and actuate a con-
struct�ve d�alogue – on the one hand between v�s�tor and object, and on the other hand 
among v�s�tors of d�fferent cultural or rel�g�ous backgrounds.

The evidence of artefacts
H�stor�ans, generally, accord the c�ty a myth�cal or�g�n, �n wh�ch �ts foundat�on �s attr�b-
uted to the deeds of a hero or to some other legendary occurrence, and wh�ch has been 
handed down �n a trad�t�onal h�stor�ography, �n mythology or perhaps through anc�ent 
trad�t�ons. An archaeolog�cal object rarely confirms legendary data, however, but �t may 
present real �nformat�on about the c�ty’s earl�est h�story. Artefacts from d�fferent per�-
ods help us to retrace urban development �n t�me and space by defin�ng d�fferent layers 
of human occupat�on and the modes of settlement of the �nhab�tants. These objects 
may also y�eld exact ev�dence of the �nhab�tants’ art and �ts h�story, about commerc�al 
and �ntercultural exchanges, and thus about human contacts and cross-fert�l�zat�on 
between d�fferent cultures. As an example, a pa�nted ceram�c vase made at the anc�ent 
pottery of Kouass, near Tang�er �n Morocco, and dat�ng from the oldest level of the ex-
cavat�on (currently fixed at the 5th century BC), �nforms us about trad�ng relat�ons that 
ex�sted between th�s reg�on and the Eastern Med�terranean (fig.1). It bears some char-
acters �n an Amaz�gh (Berber) scr�pt wh�ch are local creat�ons and �nd�cate �nfluences 
from the Pun�c world, thereby confirm�ng that these two cultures were exposed to one 
another �n th�s part of Mauretan�a (anc�ent des�gnat�on of Morocco). These br�ef obser-
vat�ons are �ntended to �nd�cate the role museums can fill �n analys�ng and descr�b�ng 
the c�ty’s h�story along broad l�nes from �ts earl�est ex�stence to the modern era, clar�fy-
�ng the course of ethn�c and cultural �nterm�ngl�ng that have �nfluenced �t and enr�ched 
�ts h�story. W�thout pretend�ng to offer a factual h�story of the c�ty, the museum can 
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present �tself as a space where rel�cs of the past may help the v�s�t�ng publ�c v�sual�ze �ts 
common h�story and may prompt debates on the need to create a jo�nt future for that 
same urban ent�ty.

Archaeolog�cal collect�ons convey other messages, too, messages that evoke the 
�nterplay of d�fferent cultures and rel�g�ons. The excavat�ons at the s�te of Volub�l�s1 
have, for example, revealed several traces of �slam�c occupat�on, such as publ�c baths, 
�slam�c tombs and co�ns struck at Wal�la, the Arab�c (or�g�nally Berber) name g�ven to 
Volub�l�s (fig. 2). Th�s c�ty was the or�g�nal cap�tal of the Idr�ss�d dynasty, wh�ch ruled 
the first �slam�c k�ngdom of Morocco. On the same s�te, archaeolog�sts have found 
palaeo-chr�st�an rema�ns such as necropol�ses, several funerary �nscr�pt�ons dat�ng 
from between 599 and 655 AD, and objects �n ceram�cs and bronze such as a palaeo-
chr�st�an censer decorated w�th a Greek cross. The chr�st�an necropol�ses, s�tuated near 
the tr�umphal arch, bear w�tness to a substant�al chr�st�an�zat�on of the populat�on of 
the c�ty. Volub�l�s has also y�elded traces of a jew�sh presence, such as a bronze seven-
branched candlest�ck, and three �nscr�pt�ons, one �n Lat�n, another �n Greek and the 
last �n Hebrew. One of these �nscr�pt�ons ment�ons the daughter of a Rabb� Jehuda, 
another refers to a protopolite, one of the fathers of the synagogue, named Ka�k�l�anos. 
So, Volub�l�s was first occup�ed by a pagan populat�on and then by a success�on of 
jew�sh, chr�st�an and �slam�c commun�t�es. These archaeolog�cal traces denote certa�n 
character�st�cs of the culture of these commun�t�es, and rem�nd us that all her�tage, re-
gardless of the place �t was produced or the commun�ty respons�ble for produc�ng �t, �s 
a common human her�tage wh�ch must be safeguarded r�gorously and respected w�th 
a tolerance wh�ch transcends the fl�msy rel�g�ous and cultural front�ers, s�nce we are all 
respons�ble for preserv�ng th�s her�tage for future generat�ons.

Preventive archaeology
Each ant�qu�ty has generally been unearthed at a defin�te place and t�me w�th�n the 
framework of an archeolog�cal d�g. The c�ty museum’s presentat�on of th�s category of 
�nformat�on to v�s�tors helps them to form an �dea, firstly, of how archaeolog�sts and 
researchers have explored the c�ty and contr�buted to the wr�t�ng of �ts h�story, and sec-

1 Volub�l�s was one of the great and �mportant c�t�es �n the K�ngdom of Mauretan�a �n the 3rd century Volub�l�s was one of the great and �mportant c�t�es �n the K�ngdom of Mauretan�a �n the 3rd century 
BC. Th�s k�ngdom compr�sed roughly the present Western Alger�a and Northern Morocco. Volub�l�s was 
also the cap�tal �n the early �slam�c per�od when Idr�s I, the founder of the �slam�c K�ngdom of Morocco, 
became the Imam of the c�ty �n 789 AD. Volub�l�s was severely damaged �n an earthquake �n 1755 AD. 
The c�ty has now been placed on the Unesco World Her�tage L�st as a nonetheless except�onally well-
preserved �nstance of a large Roman colon�al c�ty on the fr�nges of the Emp�re.

1
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1. Kouass, painted ceramic vase
2. Walila, Islamic coin
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ondly, about the d�str�but�on of var�ous excavat�ons �n space and t�me. The museum �s 
the place where the publ�c may make acqua�ntance w�th the c�ty’s archaeolog�cal r�ches, 
the h�story of �ts excavat�ons and the map of archaeolog�cal depos�ts. The museum acts 
as an essent�al �ntermed�ary �n the protect�on and preservat�on of the archaeolog�cal 
s�tes, s�nce �t �s a means of ra�s�ng publ�c awareness and offers documentary mater�al 
for the var�ous part�c�pants �n the preservat�on of her�tage.

Most spec�al�sts �gnore one funct�on of the c�ty museum w�th an archaeolog�cal 
content, a funct�on wh�ch goes unment�oned because �t �s l�ttle known and poorly de-
veloped; namely, the museum’s contr�but�on to pedestr�an survey�ng and to prevent�ve 
archaeology. In present�ng documentary matter and archaeolog�cal objects of var�ous 
k�nds and provenances, �t suppl�es the necessary elements for a systemat�c �nforma-
t�on resource wh�ch could prov�de the bas�s for much pedestr�an survey�ng, wh�ch �s 
a method of �nventor�z�ng and sc�ent�fic management of archaeolog�cal her�tage both 
above and below ground. So, the museum �s called upon to develop a database and a 
d�str�but�on map of h�stor�c bu�ld�ngs and archaeolog�cal s�tes at wh�ch the exh�b�ted 
archaeolog�cal artefacts were found. Th�s w�ll g�ve an �dea of the c�ty’s archaeolog�cal 
potent�al, and �t helps the publ�c and people engaged �n her�tage act�v�t�es to local�ze 
the most vulnerable spots, �n part�cular those where there �s a good chance of d�scover-
�ng anc�ent rema�ns and perhaps treasures. Pedestr�an survey�ng �s a method used �n 
prevent�ve archaeology, wh�ch �s becom�ng one of the d�sc�pl�nes of archaeolog�cal sc�-
ence, and wh�ch �s becom�ng extremely �mportant �n modern c�t�es bu�lt over anc�ent 
or med�eval hab�tat�on strata. In effect, the preparat�on of a deta�led d�str�but�on map 
of the finds, labelled w�th the correspond�ng h�stor�cal per�ods, allows people to locate 
the const�tuents of the museum collect�on w�th regard to the�r urban and h�stor�cal 
env�ronment. The d�str�but�on map should g�ve r�se to a c�ty archaeolog�cal map �s de-
r�ved from �t. Th�s archaeolog�cal map �s a tool of her�tage custod�ansh�p and a source 
of systemat�c �nformat�on for prevent�ve archaeology, wh�ch depends on a d�agnost�c 
approach �nvolv�ng assess�ng the archaeolog�cal potent�al of an area, detect�ng potent�al 
s�tes and character�z�ng them w�th a forecast of what they may y�eld. D�agnos�ng th�s 
potent�al �s somet�mes a�ded by the h�stor�cal toponymy of c�ty streets, d�str�cts, �ntact 
or demol�shed h�stor�c bu�ld�ngs and local�t�es. Numerous s�tes have been d�scovered 
�n Morocco thanks to trad�t�onal toponymy, as �s �llustrated by the Roman settlement 
of Ad Mercur� wh�ch was �dent�fied �n a local�ty that the local populat�on call ‘Ju�maà’2. 
Ad Mercur� �s a Lat�n des�gnat�on mean�ng ‘near the Temple of Mercury’, and s�nce 
th�s s�te was �n fact merely a stat�on on the Roman road �n Mauretan�a T�ng�tana, the 
temple must surely have been a small one, wh�ch probably expla�ns the use of the term 
‘Ju�maà’.

The �nformat�on obta�ned from the c�ty museum generally mot�vates the plann�ng 
of rescue excavat�ons and of prevent�ve operat�ons and �ntervent�ons, w�th�n an urban 
context wh�ch �s often under pressure from contemporary construct�on projects. The 
c�ty archaeolog�cal map and the d�str�but�on map of archaeolog�cal finds are representa-
t�ons of databases of suspected depos�ts wh�ch are st�ll underground or those that are 
already known and excavated, and thus g�ve the publ�c a more or less real�st�c p�cture of 
the c�ty’s archaeolog�cal r�ches. The museum consequently becomes an act�ve part�c�-
pant, l�ke others such as the offic�al archaeolog�cal serv�ces, �n prevent�ve archaeology 
and �n formulat�ng pol�c�es towards safeguard�ng her�tage and towards development of 

2 Ju�maà �s a term from the Moroccan Arab�c d�alect mean�ng ‘l�ttle mosque Ju�maà �s a term from the Moroccan Arab�c d�alect mean�ng ‘l�ttle mosque’.
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the c�ty and �ts env�rons. The museum thus becomes another accepted organ of control 
w�th regard to construct�on or clearance projects, as well as a forum – and surely the 
only one – where c�t�zens may d�scuss matters of th�s k�nd w�th profess�onals �n the 
field, state the�r op�n�ons on the nature and course of urban development projects, and 
perhaps take an effect�ve standpo�nt �n the event of her�tage destruct�on. In future, the 
museum �s thus expected to become a more �nfluent�al part�c�pant �n prevent�ve urban 
archaeology, wh�ch urban planners w�ll �ncreas�ngly accept as normal pract�ce and �n-
tegrate �nto the�r procedures and the�r budgets. The outcome w�ll be a truly �ntegrated 
strategy for protect�ng her�tage from urban redevelopment. The c�ty museum, whose 
sp�r�t �s nour�shed by the treasures of the past wh�ch �t possesses, �s not only requ�red 
to pos�t�on �tself as a pr�nc�pal actor �n the c�v�c d�alogue, but also to develop and target 
the mater�als of urban-scale archaeolog�cal explorat�on that are at �ts d�sposal, so that �f 
need be �t can reopen the ‘War Aga�nst the Demol�shers!’ wh�ch V�ctor Hugo launched 
�n the first half of the n�neteenth century3.

Conclusion
The pr�mary m�ss�on of the c�ty museum w�th an archaeolog�cal collect�on �s to open 
up and enr�ch a cultural d�alogue; �t must �nv�te an apprec�at�on of human creat�v�ty 
from an art�st�c v�ewpo�nt, wh�le at the same t�me present�ng th�s creat�v�ty aga�nst 
the broader background of c�v�l�zat�ons and cultures. Even �f th�s type of museum �s 
w�dely thought of as a m�rror of the c�ty, th�s does not mean �t has already deployed 
all the ava�lable means and techn�ques for creat�ng a p�cture capable of reflect�ng the 
pr�nc�ple contours of the c�ty’s l�fe and dynam�c. Develop�ng the not�on of the c�ty mu-
seum �n th�s d�rect�on (effect�vely expand�ng the scope of the c�ty’s memory) would 
have the effect of enlarg�ng �ts field of research towards quest�ons of publ�c �nterest and 
gu�d�ng the c�v�c d�alogue towards a ph�losophy of openness and tolerance. So the mu-
seum would become not merely a space where the publ�c can obta�n �nformat�on and 
knowledge, but rather a forum that furn�shes �ts v�s�tors w�th the poss�b�l�ty of help�ng 
shape pol�c�es towards documentat�on, knowledge, acqu�s�t�ons and collect�ons, as well 
as tak�ng part �n the ma�n cultural d�scourses. Th�s would boost the publ�c’s loyalty to 
the museum and the�r �nvolvement �n the safeguard�ng of her�tage, both mob�le and 
�mmob�le, both mater�al and �mmater�al. It �s also essent�al to further develop the mu-
seum’s role as a place of educat�on, �f we asp�re to wr�t�ng the h�story of the c�ty w�th 
a new slant that fosters the cultural d�alogue on common �ssues, w�th a v�ew to better 
understand�ng the present and �mag�n�ng the future.

3 V�ctor Hugo, V�ctor Hugo, Guerre aux démolisseurs!, 1825 and 1832. In two pamphlets, Hugo pleaded for theIn two pamphlets, Hugo pleaded for the 
preservat�on of med�eval arch�tectural her�tage that was be�ng destroyed to make way for urban 
redevelopment.
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The role of archaeolog�cal research and archaeolog�cal 
collect�ons �n the mak�ng of the Bruggemuseum

Hubert De Witte 
Curator Bruggemuseum, Bruges

Introduction
The new c�ty museum of Bruges, the Bruggemuseum, w�ll not be housed �n one s�ngle 
bu�ld�ng, but w�ll be spread over seven d�fferent locat�ons. S�x of these are �n the centre, 
the seventh on the edge of the c�ty. What are these locat�ons, what themes and �deas 
form the bas�s of the new museum structure and when w�ll the refurb�sh�ng be fin-
�shed?

Town Hall: Parts of the ground floor and the first floor w�th �ts marvellous Goth�c 
Hall are open to the publ�c. (fig. 1) The Town Hall has been the seat of the C�ty Counc�l 
s�nce the 14th century. The theme �n th�s locat�on �s ‘C�t�zen and Counc�l’. It was refur-
b�shed �n 2005. On the ground floor, th�s �ncluded a new desk and an exh�b�t�on wall 
w�th film fac�l�t�es, touch-screen equ�pment and d�splays on the arch�tectural elements 
of the bu�ld�ng. It opened to the publ�c on 23 December 2005.

Liberty of Bruges: The seat of the Counc�l of the L�berty of Bruges (a large area of 
countrys�de around the c�ty). The ‘Rena�ssance room’ of th�s bu�ld�ng �s part of the 
Bruggemuseum. Th�s bu�ld�ng also houses the C�ty Arch�ves. ‘Just�ce and Memory’ 
�s the theme of the refurb�shment here. The restorat�on of the Charles V ch�mney, �n 
comb�nat�on w�th the �nstallat�on of cl�mate control �n the Rena�ssance room, w�ll de-
term�ne when the room w�ll be refurb�shed (probably �n 2006 or 2007).

The Belfry tower dat�ng from the 13th – 15th century: Th�s �s a symbol of the 
freedom of the med�eval c�ty. The theme for th�s locat�on w�ll be ‘Ident�ty and 
Commun�cat�on’. Work w�ll probably commence �n 2008. 

Gruuthuse Museum: A former 15th-century ‘palace’ of the Lords of Gruuthuse, an 
�mportant noble fam�ly. In the 17th century �t became a char�ty �nst�tut�on and �t w�ll 
be home to the theme ‘Wealth and Poverty’. It w�ll be refurb�shed after the roofs and 
façades have been renewed and an �mportant exh�b�t�on t�tled ‘Fa�th and Fortune. 
Ornament and Devot�on �n Med�eval Flanders’ has taken place, so probably at the end 
of 2007 or the beg�nn�ng of 2008.

Church of Our Lady: One of the most �mportant par�sh churches of Bruges w�ll be 
used to evoke the �dea ‘Rel�g�on and Commun�ty Sp�r�t – the Role of the Church �n 
Bruges H�story’, most probably �n 2009. 

Archaeological Museum: Th�s museum �s housed �n the former eye cl�n�c of St 
Jan’s hosp�tal. The bu�ld�ng �s Neo-Goth�c w�th a façade from the 16th century. In 
2004 part of the Archaeolog�cal Museum was redes�gned as the first locat�on of the 
Bruggemuseum. (fig. 2) Da�ly L�fe (and Death), Hous�ng and Crafts w�ll be the central 
themes at th�s locat�on, wh�ch w�ll be fin�shed dur�ng the first half of 2006.



79 

1

2

1. Bruggemuseum – Town Hall: new display with building material, paintings, flat screen and 
touch screen application
2. Bruggemuseum – Archaeology: visitors enjoying the new displays
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Ghent Gate: One of the four ex�st�ng med�eval town gates, th�s c�ty gate �s part of 
the med�eval defence system of the town. The ‘C�ty Boundary’ �s the �dea �nsp�r�ng the 
refurb�shment of th�s locat�on. The open�ng �s planned for the end of 2006 or the beg�n-
n�ng of 2007.

In th�s way, a new c�ty museum w�ll be created. It w�ll tell the h�story of the c�ty �n 
seven d�fferent h�stor�cal locat�ons, wh�ch w�ll house Bruges’ ex�st�ng her�tage collec-
t�ons. The archaeolog�cal collect�ons w�ll play an �mportant role �n th�s whole process. 
The symbol�c value of the authent�c h�stor�cal s�tes has helped determ�ne the themat�c 
– chronolog�cal approach. The target date for complet�on of the ent�re project �s 2010.

Archaeology and museums in Bruges: a brief history 
Broadly speak�ng, the c�ty of Bruges has two k�nds of archaeolog�cal collect�ons. The 
first was collected by the Archaeolog�cal Soc�ety of Bruges (Soc�été Archéolo-g�que(Soc�été Archéolo-g�que 
de Bruges), wh�ch was founded �n the m�d-19th century. Th�s club of long-stand�ng), wh�ch was founded �n the m�d-19th century. Th�s club of long-stand�ng 
fr�ends set out to trace and collect artefacts concern�ng the h�story of Bruges and the 
reg�on. No d�st�nct�on was made between art-h�stor�cal objects and purely h�stor�cal ob-
jects. They bu�lt up an �mmense collect�on that �ncluded reasonably �mportant archaeo-
log�cal objects, both qual�tat�vely and quant�tat�vely. In 1905 the Gruuthuse museum 
opened w�th an exh�b�t�on of th�s collect�on. The Gruuthuse museum can �n some ways 
be cons�dered to be the ‘c�ty museum of Bruges’ at that t�me, as the collect�on pol�cy 
was ma�nly h�stor�cal. In the 1950s the collect�ons of the Archaeolog�cal Soc�ety were 
handed over to the c�ty. Th�s d�verse collect�on was spl�t up at the beg�nn�ng of the 
1970s. Most of the pa�nt�ngs were moved to the Groen�ngemuseum (museum of fine 
arts), and the pr�nts and draw�ngs to a separate cab�net �n the bu�ld�ng wh�ch housed 
the museum adm�n�strat�on. The Gruuthuse museum was redes�gned as a museum 
for appl�ed arts. The archaeology collect�on moved �nto a separate bu�ld�ng, �n front of 
the Gruuthuse museum.

The Department for Town Archaeology (SAD) of Bruges, founded �n 1977, exca-
vated the second and largest group of objects. From the beg�nn�ng, th�s Department 
was part of the group of Mun�c�pal Museums of Bruges (14 �n all). The archaeolog�st 
�n charge was also g�ven respons�b�l�ty (as ass�stant curator) for the archaeolog�cal 
collect�ons �n the Gruuthuse museum. From 1987, objects from both archaeolog�cal 
collect�ons were exh�b�ted �n a new Archaeolog�cal Museum. In 2001, the new mu-
seum management asked the head of the Department for Town Archaeology and the 
Archaeolog�cal Museum to make a feas�b�l�ty study for a Bruges c�ty museum. The 
study was presented �n 2002 and �t was approved by the museum management, as well 
as the c�ty counc�l1. The first phase of the Bruggemuseum was the refurb�shment of the 
Archaeolog�cal Museum �n 2004. A�med �n part�cular at young people, �t takes v�s�tors 
on an �nteract�ve archaeolog�cal journey through the h�story of Bruges.

1 Hubert De W�tte, Het Bruggemuseum. Een stadsmuseum op verschillende historische locaties. Missie, 
doelstellingen en stappenplan voor de uitbouw van dit ‘meerlocatiemuseum’. [The Bruggemuseum. A city 
museum on different historical locations. Mission, objectives and planning for the development of this ‘multi-
location museum’] Thes�s subm�tted for the Culture Management d�ploma, Faculty Appl�ed Econom�c 
Sc�ences, Un�vers�ty Facult�es Sa�nt Ignat�us Antwerp, for the academ�c year 2001-2002, 198 pp. + 
append�ces
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Archaeology as an essential key to the city’s history
Twenty-five years of �ntense archaeolog�cal research �n Bruges has resulted �n a huge 
collect�on of archaeolog�cal finds and data. Excavat�ons �n the c�ty centre have prov�ded 
ev�dence on certa�n theor�es, for example the topograph�cal evolut�on of the town, 
and new �nformat�on on per�ods that we prev�ously knew l�ttle about. The quest�on 
now �s, how should we �nform the general publ�c of these results? In �solat�on �n the 
Archaeolog�cal Museum and spec�al�sed publ�cat�ons, or �n the broader perspect�ve of 
the new Bruggemuseum?

In Bruges we bel�eve the answer l�es �n a balanced m�xture of the two. The Archaeo-
log�cal Museum of the c�ty �s of course the obv�ous place to expla�n how archaeolog�-
cal �nformat�on has shed new l�ght on the c�ty’s h�story. W�th the help of aud�ov�sual 
presentat�ons, photos, models and objects, the museum shows the �mportance of 
knowledge ga�ned from archaeolog�cal excavat�ons. W�th�n the themat�c – chronolog�cal 
approach ment�oned above, each of the seven locat�ons w�ll be refurb�shed on the bas�s 
of one or more ‘�deas’ or themes. Da�ly L�fe (and Death), Hous�ng and Crafts are the 
themes for the Archaeology Museum. Archaeology as a d�sc�pl�ne w�ll be expla�ned �n 
parallel to the chronolog�cal development of these themes.

In add�t�on I am conv�nced that the results (objects and �nformat�on) of the ar-
chaeolog�cal research �n and around the c�ty may not be restr�cted to that one museum 
locat�on (Archaeolog�cal Museum). Depend�ng on the themes developed �n the other 
museum locat�ons, both archaeolog�cal objects and �nformat�on obta�ned from excava-
t�ons must be �ntegrated �nto the new museum d�splays, as we demonstrate below. Can 
we neglect archaeolog�cal �nformat�on when, for example, d�splay�ng the topograph�cal 
evolut�on of the town?

In the Bruggemuseum’s most �mportant locat�on, Gruuthuse, the refurb�shment w�ll 
be based on the theme ‘Wealth and Poverty’, reflect�ng the two ma�n funct�ons of the 
bu�ld�ng over the centur�es. The current Gruuthuse collect�ons on d�splay, wh�ch focus 
on appl�ed arts, are su�table for �llustrat�ng ‘wealth’ �n the c�ty of Bruges as they already 
are the result of a select�on. Indeed, most of the t�me objects of the h�ghest qual�ty ob-
ta�n museum status. But the museum repos�tory conta�ns much more… Archaeolog�cal 
objects w�ll certa�nly help to �llustrate ‘poverty’, because th�s k�nd of select�on d�d not 
take place at all. After all, a cessp�t does not l�e… Dur�ng excavat�on everyth�ng �s reg�s-
tered and collected, wh�ch sheds l�ght on both r�ch and poor by study�ng the waste they 
produced. Both the old and the new archaeolog�cal collect�ons w�ll prov�de mater�al for 
the d�splays. A pr�vate collect�on of more than 500 archaeolog�cal objects – ma�nly col-
lected w�th a metal detector �n and around Bruges – was acqu�red �n 2003 w�th a v�ew to 
�nclud�ng the objects �n the new d�splays.

Another example �s the Church of Our Lady, where excavat�ons took place �n 1977. 
Many of the finds are �n the current d�splay and w�ll be �ncluded �n the new concept. 
H�stor�c bu�ld�ng mater�al, partly collected dur�ng excavat�ons, w�ll be d�splayed �n the 
Ghent Gate, �llustrat�ng the bu�ld�ng of the Gate �tself, and the role of natural stone 
�n shap�ng the c�ty. Other archaeolog�cal finds, l�ke ceram�cs from d�fferent parts of 
Europe, w�ll be d�splayed as an �llustrat�on of the Gate’s funct�on – a way through wh�ch 
people, goods and �deas entered or left the c�ty.

Archaeology and archaeolog�cal collect�ons w�ll therefore be an �mportant element 
of the permanent exh�b�t�on and collect�on of the Bruggemuseum at four of the loca-
t�ons at least. But archaeology also plays a much more �mportant role than th�s. The 
Town Archaeology Department, w�th all �ts act�v�t�es, results and collect�ons, �s an �n-
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tegral part of the Bruggemuseum. Dur�ng excavat�ons the publ�c are �nv�ted to v�s�t the 
s�tes regularly. Th�s �s an �deal way to �ncrease publ�c support for archaeology and �n a 
broader perspect�ve promote the study of the c�ty’s h�story. Archaeolog�cal results can 
play a role �n how h�stor�cal s�tes and bu�ld�ngs are used. Incorporat�ng archaeolog�cal 
rema�ns l�ke foundat�ons �nto new bu�ld�ngs �s an example. Ind�rectly th�s leads to pub-
l�c d�scuss�ons wh�ch the Bruggemuseum can and w�ll play a role �n.

Temporary exh�b�t�ons at the Bruggemuseum w�ll present archaeolog�cal objects and 
results. Archaeolog�cal finds can be the beg�nn�ng of even major cultural h�stor�cal 
projects. From 22 September 2006 to 4 February 2007 Gruuthuse w�ll hold an exh�b�-
t�on t�tled Faith and Fortune. Ornament and Devotion in Medieval Flanders. The exh�b�-
t�on features p�lgr�m badges and profane, even erot�c badges, that tell a story, �llustrated 
w�th a huge d�vers�ty of exh�b�ts, �nclud�ng jewellery, sculpture, pa�nt�ngs on panels and 
�llum�nated manuscr�pts.

Challenges and questions
– How do we balance h�story, art h�story, archaeolog�cal collect�ons and other muse-

um collect�ons? Do we concentrate archaeolog�cal objects and results of archaeolog�-
cal research �n one locat�on, w�th references to the other museum locat�ons?

– In what way can we l�nk the museum d�splays and stor�es w�th the c�ty (h�stor�cal 
bu�ld�ngs, topography, street names, and archaeolog�cal rema�ns)?

– Can any c�ty museum be complete w�thout archaeology be�ng strongly represented?
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D�scuss�on 

Chair: Marie-Paule Jungblut  
Curator Historical Museum of the City of Luxembourg

In a c�ty museum, a curator dec�des how h�story w�ll be seen by the v�s�tor. Is that what 
a curator should want? Both Rach�d Bouz�d� en Hubert De W�tte agree that there are 
cho�ces to be made by curators, but at the same t�me museums must try to be as objec-
t�ve as poss�ble. Someone remarked that h�story �s always subject�ve and that connect-
�ng h�story w�th the present �s a gateway to becom�ng �nterested �n h�story. Mak�ng the 
publ�c �nterested �n h�story depends on the object used. It doesn’t have to be archaeo-
log�cal. It �s poss�ble to tell d�fferent stor�es about a s�te w�th d�fferent objects. Every 
object has more than one story and �t �s the curator’s task to choose wh�ch story �s to be 
told about that spec�fic s�te. In Volub�l�s, for example, the s�te was occup�ed by d�fferent 
commun�t�es through the ages. As a curator you try to make an exh�b�t�on w�th the ob-
jects that tell the h�story of Volub�l�s. The museum �s not located on the archaeolog�cal 
s�te �tself but �n the nearest c�ty. In th�s way the v�s�tor can make the connect�on be-
tween the h�story of the s�te and the story that �s told. Separat�ng the museum from the 
archaeolog�cal s�te helps v�s�tors to create the�r own context. Both places can be v�s�ted 
and the separat�on of the two st�mulates reflect�on on both of them. 

You should not ask the quest�on (brought up �n the lecture by Hubert de W�tte) 
´Can we neglect archaeolog�cal �nformat�on when d�splay�ng subjects l�ke the topo-
graph�cal evolut�on of the town?´ because archaeology �s an �ntegral part of h�story. 
Not very many objects were found �n Volub�l�s, so the quest�on was asked dur�ng the 
d�scuss�on whether too few stor�es are told about the objects and per�ods. Th�s depends 
on the perspect�ve you look at the subject from. In Morocco �t �s very �mportant to be as 
object�ve as poss�ble, as Moroccans are very sens�ble. Members of the d�fferent commu-
n�t�es who have l�ved �n Volub�l�s down the centur�es st�ll l�ve �n the c�ty today. Through 
a Chr�st�an text, you focus on that part�cular commun�ty, through Musl�m objects you 
concentrate on Musl�ms and so on. Objects from d�fferent cultures are d�splayed sepa-
rately from each other �n the museum but there �s also a room for �nterpretat�on where 
objects from d�fferent cultures are presented together. 

In Bruges the process was d�fferent. Many partners were �ncluded dur�ng the bra�n-
storm�ng per�od on the concept and content of the Bruggemuseum. S�nce th�s reorgan�-
sat�on of the museums �n Bruges, some d�scuss�on �s defin�tely tak�ng place. No more 
´�sland th�nk�ng´ for the d�fferent locat�ons/museums. At the seven d�fferent locat�ons, 
not only archaeolog�cal objects are on d�splay but also documents, pa�nt�ng, co�ns, fur-
n�ture, appl�ed arts, tapestr�es etc. Archaeology �n Bruges �s just one contr�but�on to the 
whole story. Museums are obl�ged to respect h�story and show th�s �n the museum.

The general op�n�on �s that the two museums cannot be compared. In Morocco 
only a part of a per�od was Chr�st�an or Jew�sh and �t �s �mposs�ble to show the way 
of l�fe w�th these few objects. Although the archaeolog�cal s�te �s not small, �t �s not 
b�g enough to prov�de suffic�ent mater�al to represent the way of l�fe. The museum �n 
Morocco �s more of a s�te museum and Bruges �s a c�ty museum w�th seven d�fferent 
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locat�ons. How do you commun�cate to the publ�c? Un�t�ng and present�ng seven loca-
t�ons as one �s d�fficult. It really �s us�ng the whole c�ty as a museum. 

Do we want to �nfluence the way v�s�tors perce�ve the h�story of the c�ty? Important 
remark: we cannot afford to tell h�story exclus�vely from our own po�nt of v�ew. 
D�fferent ways must be used to tell h�story and to reach as many people as poss�ble. 
A museum �s part of the c�v�c d�alogue; museums have a large aud�ence to respond to 
espec�ally when h�story �s not taught suffic�ently at school. In tell�ng the story of the c�ty 
as object�vely as poss�ble, we are not do�ng someth�ng new. What �s new �s the way mu-
seums today are respond�ng to the needs of the publ�c. Museums should not make an 
exh�b�t�on w�thout first l�sten�ng to the publ�c. 

Excavat�on s�tes can, ow�ng to the�r popular�ty, lead v�s�tors v�a objects to the mu-
seum �tself. But �n respond�ng to the w�der aud�ence and tour�sts, museums should not 
forget about the or�g�nal �nhab�tants of the c�ty and the local populat�on. Th�s local aud�-
ence �s somet�mes cr�t�cal and d�fficult to please because of the�r preoccupat�on w�th 
the subject, namely the�r own c�ty. They m�ght only want to hear pos�t�ve stor�es and 
learn about the ´Hollywood car�catures´ of the�r c�t�es. How should museums cope w�th 
th�s? Part�c�pants shared the op�n�on that museums should try to tell the ´true´ story 
and not perpetuate the car�catures of the c�ty. 

Are there taboos connected to archaeology? The ma�n one �s look�ng for objects 
from only one per�od dur�ng an excavat�on. Th�s �s st�ll happen�ng and somet�mes 
means many objects are lost �f they are not ´b�g and �mportant objects of b�g and �m-
portant commun�t�es such as the Roman or Greeks`. Another task of archaeolog�cal c�ty 
museums and c�ty museums �s to gu�de excavat�ons �n the r�ght d�rect�on. 

Conclusions
Can museums help shape the c�ty?
– Yes they can, �n part. Espec�ally museums w�th archaeolog�cal collect�ons and wh�ch 

do excavat�ons themselves. They can st�mulate publ�c d�scuss�on about the c�ty’s 
past. 

– A ser�ous legal bas�s �s �mportant so that they do not only have to do rescue excava-
t�ons but also prevent�ve excavat�ons. 

– There �s no way of approach�ng h�story object�vely. By say�ng th�s, we do not d�s-
cover a new style of presentat�on. But what �s new �s that museums now have to 
take publ�c expectat�ons �nto account; �n the past they mostly ´presented´ what they 
owned or found out. V�s�tors may have cl�ché �deas about the h�story of the�r c�ty. 
Curators can play w�th these stereotypes and present other aspects of h�story. 

– Museums can use archaeolog�cal collect�ons at the same level as other types of col-
lect�ons to tell the h�story of the c�ty. 

– Museums should not only prov�de �nformat�on but they also have a soc�al role to 
play.

– Museums have to choose to be archaeolog�cal museums and present what comes 
out of the ground, or to be a regular c�ty h�story museum �n wh�ch archaeology �s 
part of the larger h�stor�cal collect�ons. 
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Act�vat�ng the c�ty

Do c�ty museums consc�ously want to play an act�ve part �n the c�ty? 
Several c�ty museums have developed an outreach strategy to �nvolve �n-
hab�tants of the c�ty �n the museum. In l�ne w�th th�s strategy some mu-
seums take on an act�ve role �n the c�ty, or �n some parts of �t, to �mprove 
the qual�ty of l�fe for example. Some museums are act�ve outs�de the�r 
bu�ld�ngs, organ�z�ng small exh�b�t�ons �n ne�ghbourhoods or by loan-
�ng objects to a�rports, banks, department stores etc. Why are they do�ng 
th�s, what are the�r object�ves? What all�ances are develop�ng (e.g. w�th 
hous�ng corporat�ons, soc�al organ�zat�ons, bus�nesses and mun�c�pal�-
t�es)? Some museums del�berately present themselves as forums for d�s-
cuss�ons, art performances and as a dynam�c part of the c�ty.

Quest�ons
• In what way do museums seek contact w�th the c�ty and �ts �nhab�t-

ants? What all�ances are be�ng forged? Does the museum want to con-
tr�bute to w�der soc�al object�ves?

• To what extent do exh�b�t�ons funct�on as a platform for d�scuss�on? In 
what way do museums �nvolve groups or �nd�v�duals �n the comp�la-
t�on of exh�b�t�ons (or webs�tes and educat�onal programmes)?

• Do c�ty museums play a part �n what �s nowadays called the ‘creat�ve’ 
c�ty, for example by co-operat�ng w�th �nst�tut�ons for h�gher educa-
t�on, as a platform for art�sts or by comm�ss�on�ng ass�gnments?

• In what way do c�ty museums act�vely �nfluence the her�tage strategy 
of a c�ty?
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The econom�c s�gn�ficance of part�c�pat�on by c�ty 
museums

F.Ph. Bijdendijk 
General director of housing corporation Het Oosten, Amsterdam

Hous�ng Corporat�on Het Oosten �s a pr�vate �nst�tut�on w�th a soc�al object�ve. An 
organ�sat�on that prov�des homes for people – ma�nly people who have trouble �n find-
�ng what they need on the free market – at least under the�r own steam. It operates �n 
Amsterdam where �t manages some 16,000 homes. These are ma�nly less expens�ve 
flats �n the 300 to 500 euro per month pr�ce-range. Moreover, Het Oosten owns around 
2,000 un�ts such as shops, bus�ness prem�ses and garages. On top of th�s Het Oosten 
bu�lds some 800 un�ts every year.

What �s the l�nk between homes, bu�ld�ngs and museums? What �s the s�gn�ficance 
(�f any) of a c�ty museum �n the qual�ty of one’s home and qual�ty of the ne�ghbour-
hoods �n wh�ch we l�ve? These museums are of �mportance – cons�derable �mportance 
– for my job. Although th�s job ma�nly focuses on the present and the future, I shall 
try to �llustrate where h�story comes �n. Every year Het Oosten �nvests around € 150 
m�ll�on �n the c�ty of Amsterdam. Between 75% and 80% of th�s goes to construct�on. 
Between 20% and 25% �s devoted to ma�ntenance, management and ma�nta�n�ng the 
qual�ty of l�fe �n the ne�ghbourhoods. Our goal �s to prov�de people w�th secur�ty and 
pleasure �n l�fe �n the�r homes, �n the long term. Th�s be�ng the case, �t �s cruc�al for us 
to �nvest �n long-term qual�ty. 

What are the real long-term qual�ty aspects of bu�ld�ngs, ne�ghbourhoods and c�t�es? 
My conv�ct�on �s that there are two: accommodat�on capac�ty and the ´prec�ous factor´. 

Accommodation capacity
Most of our res�dent�al areas were bu�lt after Second World War, �n a per�od when both 
Eastern and Western Europe thought �n central�st terms. (fig. 1-4) Nat�onal governments 
took the lead here. Th�s produced the post-war res�dent�al areas: un�form �n des�gn, 
mono-funct�onal and un�form �n pr�ce. Around 15 or 20 years ago we woke up to the 
fact that we were th�nk�ng along the wrong l�nes: people’s needs are not un�form and 
the�r requ�rements are becom�ng �ncreas�ngly harder to pred�ct. The solut�on �s not to 
keep on try�ng to th�nk for other people. People should be g�ven the chance – the best 
poss�ble chance – to keep on adapt�ng the�r hous�ng and homes to the�r needs and 
purses. That �s poss�ble �f bu�ld�ngs, ne�ghbourhoods and c�t�es have accommodat�on 
potent�al: the potent�al to fulfil a whole range of var�able funct�ons. 

Apart from �nd�v�dual needs, wh�ch are expressed �n the need for accommodat�on, 
we are also deal�ng w�th collect�ve �nterests. The long-term �nterests of soc�ety as a 
whole shouldn’t be adversely affected by the short-term �nterests of the �nd�v�dual. To 
deal w�th th�s, when we are des�gn�ng a bu�lt-up area we have to th�nk for a moment 
�n terms of t�me-spans, structures w�th vary�ng l�fe-spans. The greater the collect�ve 
�nterest the greater the des�red l�fespan and at the same t�me the more �mportant �t �s 
to make �n-depth �nvestments. An example. The canal structure of Amsterdam �s 350 
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years old. But we can eas�ly est�mate �ts final l�fespan at between 500 and 1000 years. 
W�th�n th�s structure there are bu�ld�ngs, canal-s�de mans�ons. The�r average l�fespan 
w�ll be much lower, let’s say 150 to 200 years. W�th�n these bu�ld�ngs the world changes 
even faster; because the heart of Amsterdam has been a place of work and res�dence 
for 350 years. For all th�s t�me, beh�nd those r�ch facades, the funct�on of the canal-s�de 
bu�ld�ngs has been chang�ng. Once a res�dence, now a place of work. Today, we can 
eas�ly set the average l�fespan of the �nter�or of one of these bu�ld�ngs at between 15 and 
20 years. 

1. IJburg floating museum
2. Oosterpark neighbourhood, previous history
3. Oosterpark neighbourhood, redevelopment
4. Oosterpark, temporary museum

1

2

3

4
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‘The precious factor’
Alongs�de the grow�ng call for changeab�l�ty there �s also a grow�ng need for emot�onal 
�nvolvement w�th the env�ronment. The way c�t�es were broken up �n the 1960s �s now 
unth�nkable. And �n the wake of the Brundtland conference our sense of respons�b�l�ty 
for the env�ronment �n wh�ch we l�ve has greatly �ncreased our apprec�at�on of h�stor�c 
s�tes and old c�t�es.1 For example, at the w�sh of �ts oldest surv�v�ng c�t�zens, Warsaw, 
85% of wh�ch was destroyed dur�ng the war, has been restored to �ts former glory. Th�s 
sort of example speaks volumes. And �t �s th�s �ntr�ns�c character�st�c at the heart of 
bu�ld�ngs, ne�ghbourhoods and c�t�es, that I call the prec�ous factor.

Accord�ngly, accommodat�on potent�al and ´the prec�ous factor´ are susta�nable 
qual�t�es �n wh�ch we as a hous�ng corporat�on can �nvest. Th�s �s econom�cally sound 
�n that these qual�t�es are compat�ble w�th real human needs. However, the tr�ck �s to 
do th�s w�thout los�ng s�ght of the prec�ous factor. The tr�ck �s to find these frameworks 
and g�ve them a permanent form. The frameworks l�e locked �n our past, rooted �n what 
ex�sts today!

In my v�ew th�s �s a mass�ve field of operat�on for c�ty museums �nvolv�ng trac�ng, 
record�ng and mak�ng these prec�ous frameworks transferable. Loci genius, the sp�r�t 
of the place, best descr�bes th�s phenomenon, as does collect�ve memory. Th�s goes 
beyond the phys�cal character�st�cs of the spot to �nclude the events that unfolded there. 
To capture and share these w�th future generat�ons �s worthwh�le. In my op�n�on c�ty 
museums should follow the soc�al and spat�al developments �n c�t�es or ne�ghbour-
hoods. They should make coal�t�ons w�th organ�sat�ons l�ke hous�ng corporat�ons and 
make a contr�but�on �n terms of real�z�ng the�r potent�al when �t comes to res�dents 
�dent�fy�ng w�th the�r ne�ghbourhoods and �ntegrat�ng w�th one another; �n short, they 
should part�c�pate �n development projects. In th�s way they can contr�bute to that sus-
ta�nable qual�ty that I have called the prec�ous factor. As I have demonstrated, �nvest�ng 
�n th�s �s econom�cally sound. That be�ng the case, the museum’s contr�but�on must 
also be potent�ally profitable. 

1 Un�ted Nat�ons Conference on Env�ronment and Development (UNCED) �n R�o de Jane�ro �n 1992.
The name refers to Dr. Go Harlem Brundtland, �n the e�ght�es cha�rman of the World Comm�ss�on on 
Env�ronment and Development (WCED)



90 

Towards a c�ty museum as a centre of c�v�c d�alogue

Jouetta van der Ploeg 
Director of the Zoetermeer City Museum 
Kees de Groot 
Lecturer on Practical Theology, University of Tilburg

Introduction
Zoetermeer, a med�um-s�zed c�ty near The Hague, has grown tremendously over the 
past four decades. Although the res�dents of Zoetermeer may boast a h�story that can 
be traced back to the eleventh century, the c�ty as we know �t today was created over a 
very short per�od of t�me. The old v�llage of Zoetermeer was offic�ally des�gnated a ‘New 
Town’ �n 1962 to allow �t to grow and thus reduce The Hague’s hous�ng shortage. Th�s 
dec�s�on had far-reach�ng consequences: �n a mere 40 years the v�llage of Zoetermeer 
has ‘exploded’ �nto a med�um-s�zed town. It should be remembered that the process of 
growth most towns exper�ence �s more gradual. Zoetermeer �s to be found at number 
one hundred on Elsev�er magaz�ne’s l�st of Dutch mun�c�pal�t�es (June 19th 2004), 
however �t �s not a run-of-the-m�ll area. The mun�c�pal�ty scores extremely poorly �n 
terms of a lack of countrys�de for recreat�on, h�stor�c hous�ng, large houses, shops and 
reg�stered cr�me. It does do extremely well �n terms of the v�tal�ty of �ts economy, fac�l�-
t�es, road safety, access�b�l�ty by tra�n, park�ng and publ�c gardens. Zoetermeer �s rather 
affluent and has a large percentage (15%) of fore�gn nat�onals. New Towns are �nhab-
�ted by people from a w�de var�ety of backgrounds all m�xed �n together; Zoetermeer 
�s a place w�thout a past for the major�ty of �ts �nhab�tants, each w�th the�r own h�story 
wh�ch often a prev�ous l�fe �n another country.1 

In the 1990s Zoetermeer became synonymous w�th the �dea of ‘a c�ty where noth�ng 
happens at all’. The c�ty has a reputat�on for be�ng stagger�ngly bor�ng. A c�ty of post-
modern arch�tecture w�thout c�ty l�fe. A c�ty w�thout roots. A c�ty w�thout a face, due 
to the fact that so many h�stor�c bu�ld�ngs and farmhouses were pulled down to make 
room for hous�ng projects and concrete bu�ld�ngs.

The Zoetermeer City Museum
The museum �s located at the heart of the old v�llage wh�ch �s st�ll stand�ng. It �s located 
�n a monumental mans�on, bu�lt �n 1872. As has been sa�d before, Zoetermeer became 
the overflow area that housed The Hague’s burgeon�ng populat�on. It grew very qu�ckly 
�n a short per�od of t�me so the d�fferent arch�tectural styles to be found �n the d�fferent 
d�str�cts of Zoetermeer are very ev�dent. Inter�or-des�gn styles also change over a pe-

1 L�fe �n the suburb can eas�ly be compared to wh�te-class ‘suburban bl�ss’. Th�s has become a cl�ché L�fe �n the suburb can eas�ly be compared to wh�te-class ‘suburban bl�ss’. Th�s has become a cl�ché 
from wh�ch there �s no escape. But there �s more to �t than that. Everybody �s a newcomer �n suburban 
res�dent�al areas and �n New Towns l�ke Zoetermeer. There �s also an exc�t�ng m�x of w�dely vary�ng 
cultures and subcultures emerg�ng �n the new c�t�es. See also: Hamers, Dav�d, Tijd voor Suburbia. 
De Amerikaanse buitenwijk in wetenschap en literatuur. [T�me for Surbub�s. The Amer�can outsk�rts �n 
research and l�terature]((Thesis Maastricht), Amsterdam 2003. 
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r�od of 7 to 10 years, th�s �s why, �n add�t�on to h�stor�cal exh�b�ts, the Zoetermeer C�ty 
Museum focuses on collect�ng and present�ng post-war objects used �n �nter�ors. So the 
story of the town �s told by d�splay�ng common utens�ls for everyday use �n and around 
the house, and �n presentat�ons about current soc�al �ssues h�ghl�ght�ng stor�es and 
exper�ences related by Zoetermeer’s �nhab�tants. One of the key elements �n our mu-
seum pol�cy that we �ntend to pursue �n the years to come �s the �dea that the museum 
�s a l�v�ng, and l�vely, Zoetermeer home, w�th the amb�t�on of act�ng as a platform from 
wh�ch d�scuss�ons can be launched.

In th�s art�cle we shall focus on two cases wh�ch resulted �n the temporary trans-
format�on of the Zoetermeer C�ty Museum �nto a Centre of C�v�c D�alogue. One �s our 
project promot�ng �nter-rel�g�ous d�alogue; the other h�ghl�ghts the controversy sur-
round�ng graffit�-art.2

New policy 
The museum dec�ded on th�s new course of act�on after w�tness�ng the success of the 
project ‘ZoeterMeer between Heaven and Earth; soul and consc�ence of a modern New 
Town’ (September 9th, 2004 – January 2nd, 2005) The core of the project was an exh�b�-
t�on �n the C�ty Museum wh�ch focused on a group of res�dents from var�ous cultural 
and rel�g�ous backgrounds. These people were �nterv�ewed by a journal�st from a local 
newspaper (Haagsche Courant) and photographed w�th an object that was sacred to 
them (fig. 1 and 2). P�ctures and quotes from the �nterv�ewees were suspended from 
art�fic�al trees �ns�de the exh�b�t�on area, trees represent�ng the world’s rel�g�ons. The�r 
personal objects were d�splayed and the room was filled w�th sacred sounds. V�s�tors 
were �nv�ted to wr�te the�r comments and the�r own personal stor�es on a wall rem�-
n�scent of the Wa�l�ng Wall �n Jerusalem. After the open�ng event, a ser�es of act�v�t�es 
followed: ‘A Cycle Tour of the World �n your own Home Town’ v�s�t�ng var�ous places 
of worsh�p, ‘Fore�gn Food’ (hav�ng a meal �n an ethn�c env�ronment), weekly lectures 
and meet�ngs between people of d�fferent rel�g�ons, two projects for rel�g�ous educat�on 
(one at pr�mary and one at secondary-school level), and a grand finale celebrat�on �n the 
C�ty Hall.

2 Parts of th�s art�cle has been presented earl�er by Kees de Groot at the 28th Conference Parts of th�s art�cle has been presented earl�er by Kees de Groot at the 28th Conference 
of the Internat�onal Soc�ety of Rel�g�on �n Zagreb, Croat�a, �n a paper ent�tled: ‘For Love of 
Faith. Patterns of religious engagement in a New Town’, July 2005.

1. Jaswant Jagbandhan, 18 years 
old and the youngest participant 
in the project ‘ZoeterMeer 
between Heaven and Earth’
2. Mohamed Chharya, muslim, 
57 years old and leader of the 
Moroccan Community in 
Zoetermeer

1 2
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How d�d the project deal w�th rel�g�on w�th respect to urban cohab�tat�on dur�ng 
the tumultuous pol�t�cal-rel�g�ous cl�mate of autumn 2004 �n the Netherlands? 3 The 
find�ngs of the project, �.e. the exh�b�t�on and the surround�ng act�v�t�es suggest that 
deal�ng w�th rel�g�ous engagement as a personal matter (that �s focus�ng on a person’s 
�nd�v�dual rel�g�ous bel�efs rather than rel�g�on �n �ts �nst�tut�onal�zed form) �n a secular 
sett�ng l�ke a museum may foster rel�g�on’s potent�al power to promote soc�al cohe-
s�on. Th�s made the museum staff real�ze that a museum can �ndeed play an �mportant 
part �f �t moves beyond the boundar�es of �ts usual field of operat�on. The museum was 
therefore mot�vated to redefine �ts m�ss�on to stress the necess�ty of an �nteract�ve ap-
proach �nvolv�ng res�dents from all sect�ons of soc�ety. 

Introduction to the project Zoetermeer between Heaven and Earth
What and who do our c�ty-dwellers bel�eve �n? That was the quest�on posed by the staff 
of the Zoetermeer C�ty Museum. An �ntr�gu�ng quest�on, partly because h�ghl�ght�ng 
modern top�cs �s a fa�rly recent development �n Dutch museums, but also because 
Dutch publ�c �nst�tut�ons used to s�de-step rel�g�ous matters.4 Dur�ng the sevent�es 
Dutch publ�c culture transformed qu�te rap�dly from rel�g�ous to secular. The rel�g�ous 
cl�mate �s chang�ng, however. S�nce the end of the second m�llenn�um, rel�g�on has 
made a come-back �n the publ�c doma�n and �s no longer regarded as the exclus�ve 
terr�tory of rel�g�ous �nst�tut�ons and movements. Rel�g�on �s now �ncreas�ngly be�ng 
recogn�sed by secular publ�c �nst�tut�ons, for �nstance museums, as an aspect of urban 
cohab�tat�on. 

As urban�sat�on �ncreases, urban nu�sances l�ke acts of vandal�sm, trouble-mak�ng 
and lo�ter�ng on street corners are also on the �ncrease among the young. Zoetermeer 
�s no except�on. Concerned about the soc�al cohes�on �n the�r urban�z�ng suburb, the 
mun�c�pal�ty of Zoetermeer subs�d�zed a research project run by the Un�vers�ty of 
Amsterdam to �nvest�gate the supposedly problemat�c s�tuat�on. Accord�ng to the re-
searchers, there were no severe soc�al problems to worry about.5 It wasn’t just the ab-
sence of a any sense of urgency about mak�ng �mprovements that was str�k�ng �n  
th�s final report, �t was also the total absence of �nterest �n the role played by rel�g�on.  
It was not ment�oned as a poss�ble source of d�srupt�on, nor as a potent�al for cohes�on. 
Th�s was remarkable �f cons�dered �n the l�ght of grow�ng tens�on between commun�-
t�es �n mult�cultural Dutch soc�ety. The rel�g�ously mot�vated attacks on New York’s 
Tw�n Towers (9/11/2001) meant these commun�t�es were �ncreas�ngly be�ng defined 
along rel�g�ous l�nes. At the recept�on held to celebrate New Year 2002, the mayor of 
Amsterdam, Job Cohen, addressed th�s ‘re-�ntroduct�on of rel�g�on’ �nto Dutch soc�ety. 
He suggested �nvolv�ng rel�g�ous, �n part�cular Islam�c, commun�t�es �n h�s m�ss�on to 
‘keep the c�t�zens of Amsterdam together as one commun�ty’. Job Cohen’s pragmat�c 

3 The filmmaker Theo van Gogh, known for h�s provocat�ve remarks about, amongst other th�ngs, The filmmaker Theo van Gogh, known for h�s provocat�ve remarks about, amongst other th�ngs, 
Musl�ms, was murdered by a m�l�tant Musl�m on November the 2nd, 2004
4 Groot de, Kees, ´For love of fa�th, patterns of rel�g�ous engagement �n Zoetermeer´ �n: Zoetermeer 
tussen Hemel en Aarde, ziel en geweten van een moderne groeistad, Zoetermeer 2004, p. 11. 
5 Yet the stud�es adv�sed �nvest�ng �n projects ‘to strengthen t�es between �nhab�tants’. In an art�cle Yet the stud�es adv�sed �nvest�ng �n projects ‘to strengthen t�es between �nhab�tants’. In an art�cle 
the Amsterdam urban soc�olog�sts p�npo�nted the lack of soc�al cohes�on as the tragedy of suburban 
res�dents. ‘Suburban people’, they cla�med, ‘are s�mply more sens�t�ve to s�tuat�ons, l�ke cr�me, street 
no�se, pollut�on, vandal�sm, that �nterfere w�th the�r �dea of peace and qu�et’. See: G�nkel van, Rob;See: G�nkel van, Rob; 
Deben, Leon en Lup�, T�neke, ‘Suburbane dromen. Dealen en prakt�jken van het leven �n Zoetermeer’ 
[Surburban dreams. Deals and pract�ces of l�fe �n Zoetermeer] �n: Amsterdams Sociologisch Tijdschrift 49 
nr. 3 (2002) p. 275.
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approach flew �n the face of the grow�ng conv�ct�on that the Islam�c rel�g�on was an 
obstacle to the �ntegrat�on of �mm�grants from Turkey and Morocco.

However, Job Cohen’s v�ew d�d appeal to the museum staff. The �n�t�al �dea was that 
the rel�g�ous d�vers�ty of Zoetermeer would appeal to the cur�os�ty of the publ�c. What �f 
the exh�b�t�on were to prov�de an opportun�ty for people to take a look �n one another’s 
homes. To have a look at an aspect of people’s l�ves cons�dered to be pr�vate l�ke one’s 
fa�th? Insp�red by Job Cohen, the museum was not only strongly mot�vated to present 
rel�g�on �n Zoetermeer as an �nterest�ng theme, but also to encourage people from var�-
ous cultures and rel�g�ons to meet and to get to know each other. Soon, another partner 
wanted to jo�n �n, a rector from the local Dutch Reformed Church. He proposed mak-
�ng use of the secular space of the museum to organ�ze �nter-rel�g�ous meet�ngs, some-
th�ng he had been want�ng to organ�ze for a long t�me. The museum, the rector and the 
Haagsche Courant planned a s�x-month programme centred around the exh�b�t�on. 

Zoetermeer C�ty Museum started off opt�m�st�cally. We were expect�ng people to 
enjoy sett�ng up an exh�b�t�on w�th other bel�evers. The museum was proven r�ght. 
Although �t was d�fficult to find them, bel�evers from all backgrounds agreed to cooper-
ate �n the project. An art�cle �n the local newspaper, Haagsche Courant (28th of February 
2004), launch�ng the project, �nv�ted a Musl�m, a H�ndu and a ‘sp�r�tual’ �nd�v�dual to 
be speakers. Seven people, pract�c�ng bel�evers or people w�th very outspoken v�ews, 
responded to the appeal. Apparently, an appeal �n a newspaper was not enough to 
conv�nce other, somewhat less h�gh-profile bel�evers, to jo�n the project by tell�ng the�r 
story. Therefore, letters went out to rel�g�ous groups and welfare organ�sat�ons �nv�t-
�ng them to publ�c�ze the project amongst the�r followers. Fourteen people responded, 
ma�nly from the Bahaí commun�ty and the Church of Jesus Chr�st of Latter-day Sa�nts 
wh�ch led to these soc�et�es be�ng over-represented. The major�ty of the people the �n-
terv�ewer spoke to had become �nvolved �n the project by chance: they were relat�ves of 
fr�ends, people he met �n Zoetermeer. Many of them stressed the fact that they were 
not representat�ve of the�r bel�ef, were not rel�g�ous or that they had tr�ed several be-
l�efs.6

The project and the social-political context
The open�ng of the exh�b�t�on (September the 9th 2004) took place when tens�on was 
runn�ng h�gh �n the Netherlands. The med�a was full of stor�es about street cr�me be�ng 
comm�tted by Moroccan youths and people were fr�ghtened of Islam�c terror�sm too. 
The Dutch-Somal� member of parl�ament Ayaan H�rs� Al� was st�ll �n h�d�ng because of 
the death threats she had rece�ved. However, she d�d st�ll appear on telev�s�on to sup-
port her film-scr�pt Subm�ss�on (29 August 2004), a c�nematograph�c statement speak-a c�nematograph�c statement speak-
�ng out aga�nst the oppress�on of women �n the name of Islam.7 At the same t�me the 
med�a reported a number of ant�-Sem�t�c �nc�dents. The speaker who opened our ex-ant�-Sem�t�c �nc�dents. The speaker who opened our ex-
h�b�t�on was the prom�nent rabb�, Awraham Soeterdorp, an advocate of �nter-rel�g�ous 
d�alogues. H�s enthus�asm for the project and h�s message that no rel�g�on could cla�m 

6 Wh�le the study method brought together a colourful group of Zoetermeer res�dents (53), �t d�d Wh�le the study method brought together a colourful group of Zoetermeer res�dents (53), �t d�d 
not reflect the compos�t�on of the local populat�on. The age of the Zoetermeer res�dents who were 
�nterv�ewed ranged from e�ghteen to seventy-seven. The average age was forty-e�ght. There were equal 
numbers of male and female part�c�pants, and almost as many Zoetermeer respondents of Dutch 
or�g�n (30). The share of Zoetermeer res�dents of fore�gn or�g�n represented �n the exh�b�t�on was 
therefore three t�mes as h�gh as the overall Zoetermeer populat�on.
7 The filmmaker Theo van Gogh who had ass�sted �n the mak�ng of The filmmaker Theo van Gogh who had ass�sted �n the mak�ng of Submission rece�ved s�m�lar threats 
and was murdered �n November, only a couple of months after the release of the film. 
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to have exclus�ve r�ghts to the road lead�ng to God, fell on fert�le so�l. 
The museum was crowded w�th enthus�ast�c v�s�tors from all sect�ons of soc�ety. A 

lot of them accompany�ng the 53 �nterv�ewees. Bes�des the act�v�t�es for adults organ-
�zed around the exh�b�t�on, several educat�onal programmes were �n�t�ated too. Schools 
from all over the reg�on part�c�pated �n these educat�onal programmes, not just those 
�n Zoetermeer. The exh�b�t�on rece�ved an extraord�nary amount of attent�on from the 
nat�onal med�a. The Zoetermeer project underp�nned the assumpt�on that rel�g�on was 
fash�onable aga�n, and prov�ded a fasc�nat�ng �nt�mate gl�mpse of the rel�g�ous plural�ty 
present �n Dutch soc�ety. More than 3000 people v�s�ted the small museum over a pe-
r�od of three months, and every week 50 people took part �n the �nter-rel�g�ous meet�ng 
on Wednesday even�ng. The first s�x sess�ons had the character of popular educat�on 
about the world rel�g�ons and hol�sm, the second ser�es focused on d�scuss�ons about 
�ssues l�ke health, educat�on and personal relat�ons. These meet�ngs were mon�tored by 
a select�on of n�ne �nterv�ewees (taken from the 53 people �nterv�ewed �n Zoetermeer). 
The ‘rule’ at these meet�ngs was to regard rel�g�ous v�ewpo�nts as personal conv�ct�ons 
and, as such, not to condemn them. 

Then, on 2 November 2004, the assass�nat�on of the filmmaker Theo van Gogh by 
a m�l�tant Musl�m, the second pol�t�cally mot�vated murder �n the recent h�story of the 
Netherlands, shocked the nat�on.8 The follow�ng day, an �nter-rel�g�ous meet�ng on 
educat�on had been scheduled �n the Zoetermeer C�ty Museum. Before the programme 
started, one of the 53 �nterv�ewees, Mohamed Chhayra, read out a statement �n the 
name of the Moroccan commun�ty �n Zoetermeer express�ng the�r horror at the mur-
der and the�r fear, as Musl�ms, of be�ng held respons�ble. 

The first youth meet�ng, as part of the act�v�ty programme and �nter-rel�g�ous meet-
�ngs took place the day after. Aga�n, the d�scuss�on was dom�nated by the recent mur-
der. A pol�ce car drove up and down the road �n front of the museum, s�nce the murder 
had been followed by a ser�es of attacks on Islam�c schools, mosques and churches. The 
th�rty youngsters (aga�n from all sect�ons of soc�ety, who had been asked to part�c�pate 
by local youth and church organ�zat�ons) entered �nto open-hearted d�scuss�ons and 
planned the�r next meet�ng at wh�ch they formed a group known as the Illum�nat�.

At the clos�ng event the follow�ng month an �ntercultural party took place �n the 
C�ty Hall, where the mayor of Zoetermeer pra�sed the project, and the rector of the 
Dutch Reformed Church and the mon�tor�ng group k�cked off a new project ent�tled 
‘Bel�ev�ng �n Zoetermeer’. Th�s project �s carry�ng on the �nter-rel�g�ous d�alogue �n the 
C�ty Museum and �s now prepar�ng a ‘peace m�ss�on’ to Morocco �n autumn 2006, �n 
order ‘to learn from the Moroccan trad�t�on of rel�g�ous tolerance’.

Impulse for a new policy
Aga�nst a background of grow�ng �nterest �n rel�g�on �n the publ�c doma�n and a na-
t�onal debate on the �ntegrat�on of �mm�grants, the Zoetermeer C�ty Museum has �n�t�-
ated an exh�b�t�on and a project to st�mulate the �nteract�on between bel�evers and non-
bel�evers from var�ous backgrounds. The Zoetermeer project may be character�zed as a 
st�mulus to promote soc�al cohes�on, us�ng rel�g�on as a cultural resource. Although the 
museum, has always wanted to br�ng people together and to st�mulate debate, our staff 
was qu�te surpr�sed to d�scover that by defin�ng rel�g�on as a personal matter �n a ‘secu-
lar’ publ�c space, filled w�th var�ous rel�g�ons, people of d�fferent fa�ths were encour-

8 The first pol�t�cal assass�nat�on took place �n 2003 when an outspoken pol�t�c�an was murdered by a The first pol�t�cal assass�nat�on took place �n 2003 when an outspoken pol�t�c�an was murdered by a 
m�l�tant env�ronmental�st of Dutch or�g�n.
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aged to get to know each other, �nclud�ng the�r rel�g�ous persuas�ons.
W�th th�s project, the museum has succeeded �n reach�ng target groups that would 

not normally be at ease on enter�ng a museum and has managed to forge l�nks between 
them and the museum, the sp�n-off be�ng that some groups, �nclud�ng the musl�m 
women’s work-group Hafsa, now use the museum as the�r ‘commun�ty centre’. The 
museum staff also felt that the project was h�ghly st�mulat�ng. Th�s open exchange of 
�deas and our conv�ct�on of �ts relevance to present-day soc�ety, has led us to comm�t 
ourselves to organ�z�ng a project �nvolv�ng var�ous groups of Zoetermeer res�dents 
at least once every year. We are confident that �n mak�ng th�s comm�tment we w�ll 
be contr�but�ng towards better soc�al relat�ons �n our commun�ty – and contr�but�ng 
towards bond�ng act�v�t�es that w�ll forge l�nks between d�fferent soc�al groups. As we 
see �t, a museum of the future must meet the challenge of chang�ng modern soc�ety by 
constantly recons�der�ng �ts role. The publ�c’s �nterest qu�ckly changes from one theme 
to the next and we th�nk the museum’s response should be to offer a cho�ce of pro-
grammes. Such programmes must be a�med at both res�dents and v�s�tors.

Exhibition A Piece4Peace
A recent example of the C�ty Museum’s new pol�cy �s the exh�b�t�on A Piece4Peace. In 
cooperat�on w�th JongerenBelang Zoetermeer (a group of youngsters who promote the 
r�ghts of young people �n the c�ty) and some young graffit� art�sts, the museum organ-
�zed an exh�b�t�on about graffit� art for the exh�b�t�on A Piece 4 Peace. Th�s exh�b�t�on 
was accompan�ed by happen�ngs and afternoons spent loung�ng w�th h�p-hop mus�c, as 
well as performances by d�sc-jockeys, skaters, break-dancers and graffit� art�sts (fig. 3). 

3. Youngsters at work
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A Piece 4 Peace presented elements of l�vely, underground youth culture to be found �n 
present-day Zoetermeer. Th�s exh�b�t�on �nsp�red JongerenBelang Zoetermeer to sub-
m�t a proposal for a graffit�-wall �n Zoetermeer where art�sts could go to work w�thout 
break�ng the law. The real�zat�on of the project moved a step forward at the beg�nn�ng 
of June, when an ample major�ty of the town counc�l �nstructed the alderman respon-
s�ble for youth affa�rs to draw up a plan. The museum �s sat�sfied that the�r support for 
th�s type of project has led to a l�vely d�scuss�on �n the Zoetermeer commun�ty about 
a current soc�al �ssue and, moreover and offered the youth a platform, a platform they 
were sadly lack�ng. As a result of the exh�b�t�on one graffit� art�st dec�ded to apply to 
the Academy of Appl�ed Arts to broaden h�s hor�zons. He was accepted. So, at one level 
museums can funct�on as st�mulators of soc�al processes, but on a more �nd�v�dual and 
personal level a museum can contr�bute to a s�ngle contr�butor’s self-respect, confi-
dence and creat�v�ty. All �n all th�s exh�b�t�on has been very reward�ng.
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‘Cultural d�vers�ty �n the m�ddle of Berl�n’

Rita Klages 
Neighbourhood Museum Association, Berlin

The project ´Cultural d�vers�ty �n the m�ddle of Berl�n´ was �n�t�ated �n 2002 
by the Arts Counc�l of Central Berl�n1 �n cooperat�on w�th the Heimatmuseum 
Wedding (Berl�n Reg�onal Museum at Wedd�ng (part of the same borough) and the 
Nachbarschaftsmuseum e.V ( Ne�ghbourhood Museum Assoc�at�on, Berl�n) The project 
lasted about 7 months.

The a�m of the project was to create a base for the development of �ntercultural work 
�n the borough. The �dea was to look �nto what �ntercultural work could contr�bute to 
br�ng�ng about a publ�c d�alogue between people w�th vary�ng cultural backgrounds. 
Secondly the project was a�med at promot�ng good relat�ons between the res�dents of 
the Berz�k (borough) and the var�ous cultural �nst�tut�ons �n th�s part of Berl�n. Th�s 
amb�t�on appl�ed �n part�cular to the Berl�n Reg�onal Museum at Wedd�ng. The ma�n 
object�ve was that the project would be developed w�th the res�dents and that �t would 
not be �mposed ‘from above’. The project was a�med at mak�ng a contr�but�on to the fol-
low�ng subjects:
– Open�ng up new terr�tor�es to promote cohes�on and cooperat�on �n Wedd�ng.
– Promot�ng a stronger feel�ng of personal �dent�ty, and at the same t�me encourag�ng 

res�dents to adopt a more understand�ng att�tude towards other cultures.
– St�mulat�ng part�c�pat�on �n soc�al events.
– Prevent�ng soc�al segregat�on.

 The project partners
The Berl�n Reg�onal Museum at Wedd�ng2 wants to reflect, commun�cate and exh�b�t 
�n �ts collect�ons the h�story, or rather the d�fferent h�stor�es, to be found �n the d�str�ct, 
as well as focus�ng on the backgrounds of the ‘old’ populat�on and the ‘newcomers’. It 
would l�ke to act as a forum for publ�c d�scuss�ons about current �ssues, the d�fferent 
h�stor�cal roots of �ts res�dents and quest�ons relevant to the future of the c�ty. About  
30 % of the populat�on �n Wedd�ng was not born �n Berl�n, nor �n Germany, most of 
the�r parents or grandparents came here as so-called ‘guest-workers’ or refugees, and 
the�r presence has had a part to play �n creat�ng the �mage of th�s d�str�ct and �ts h�story.  
The Ne�ghbourhood Museum Assoc�at�on, founded �n 1991, operates �n the trad�t�on 

1 S�nce 1 January 2001 Berl�n has been d�v�ded up �nto 12 ‘Bez�rke’(boroughs). Each ‘Bez�rk’ has �ts S�nce 1 January 2001 Berl�n has been d�v�ded up �nto 12 ‘Bez�rke’(boroughs). Each ‘Bez�rk’ has �ts 
own Board of government and �ts own mayor. The former ‘Bez�rke’ Wedd�ng and T�ergarten, have 
been jo�ned up w�th the former Berl�n M�tte to form a new ‘Bez�rk’ Berl�n M�tte w�th more than 
320.000 res�dents. The former ‘Bez�rk’ Wedd�ng �s a borough w�th a h�gh percentage of unemployed 
people, part�cularly �mm�grants are w�thout work. In m�grant c�rcles �n Berl�n Wedd�ng �s cons�dered 
to be a problem area.
2 The museum was founded �n 1989. It �s housed �n a former school bu�ld�ng. After a reorgan�zat�on The museum was founded �n 1989. It �s housed �n a former school bu�ld�ng. After a reorgan�zat�on 
�n November 2004, the museum was g�ven the name Mitte Museum am Gesundbrunnen. It �s st�ll us�ng 
the same bu�ld�ng.
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of the ‘New Museology’.3 It promotes and �n�t�ates projects wh�ch deal w�th h�stor�cal 
quest�ons and contemporary problems and wh�ch �nvolve cooperat�on between muse-
ums and the local populat�on. The Ne�ghbourhood Museum Assoc�at�on’s role �n th�s 
project was to develop the overall concept and set up l�nes of cooperat�on between the 
Berl�n Reg�onal Museum at Wedd�ng and var�ous profess�onal educat�on �nst�tutes, the 
local youth, and m�grant bus�ness commun�ty �n Wedd�ng. 

The concept
The Ne�ghbourhood Museum Assoc�at�on worked together w�th the d�rector of the 
Berl�n Reg�onal Museum at Wedd�ng to draft a concept proposal us�ng as the�r depar-
ture po�nt the current l�v�ng cond�t�ons of the res�dents w�th the�r own spec�fic cultural 
and soc�al c�rcumstances. In do�ng so they had to bear �n m�nd how �t could be appl�ed 
�n pract�ce �n the future. Th�s �s why the project has centred on study�ng concrete �deas 
wh�ch were then real�zed by bus�ness people �n Wedd�ng from var�ous cultural back-
grounds. Th�s var�ed from new products, new forms of commerc�al�sat�on or self-or-
gan�zat�on. The res�dents who thus �n d�fferent ways had bu�lt up a new way of earn�ng 
the�r l�v�ng �n Wedd�ng would be �ntroduced to young people who had only just started 
to make career cho�ces. 

The �dea was to �ntegrate the soc�al and cultural competences of the part�c�pants �n 
th�s project. In th�s way promot�ng a process of cultural learning, cons�dered a l�fe-long 
process, that �s �njected w�th new qual�ty through �nteract�on w�th d�fferent cultures 
(and d�fferent genders, generat�ons, rel�g�ons and soc�al-backgrounds). The knowledge 
ga�ned about others makes people more sens�t�ve towards other cultures, as well as 
confront�ng them w�th the�r own culture and a common culture. The lead�ng quest�ons 
were: What can young people from d�fferent cultural backgrounds learn from m�grants 
who have now become bus�ness people and how can th�s be used to �mprove the�r own 
future prospects? How can they use th�s b�-nat�onal knowledge and the network, they 
just have jo�ned, or are about to create, as a form of empowerment?

The project �s to be rounded off w�th a publ�c jo�nt-presentat�on. The results of the 
project are to be added to the museum’s documentat�on.

The initial stages
F�rst an �nventory was made of the �nst�tut�ons, assoc�at�ons, tra�n�ng �nst�tutes, 
projects and �n�t�at�ves �n Berl�n M�tte, espec�ally �n the Wedd�ng area, wh�ch �n the�r 
work were, �n pr�nc�ple, �ntercultural-m�nded. We looked �nto whether they would 
poss�bly be �nterested �n jo�n�ng �n the project, and wh�ch networks they belonged to. 
The new partners who jo�ned �n d�d so on cond�t�on that they were �n agreement w�th 
the project and that they were prepared to work w�th the Berl�n Reg�onal Museum at 
Wedd�ng and w�th the young people. Prospect�ve new part�c�pants were �nterv�ewed �n 
the run-up to the project. 

3 Accord�ng to Accord�ng to New Museology, the ‘new’ museum �s defined by �ts soc�ally relevant object�ves and bas�c 
pr�nc�ples. Its work as an educat�onal �nst�tut�on �s d�rected toward mak�ng a spec�fic populat�on aware 
of �ts �dent�ty, strengthen�ng that �dent�ty, and �nst�ll�ng confidence �n a populat�on’s potent�al for 
development. The New Museology �s a school of thought on museology-pract�ce that dates back to the 1970s 
and 80s. See also R�ta Klages, He�mat durch Nachbarschaft, Das Museum öffnet s�ch zum Stadtte�l, �n E�nSee also R�ta Klages, He�mat durch Nachbarschaft, Das Museum öffnet s�ch zum Stadtte�l, �n E�n 
Haus �n Europa, Stadtkultur �m Museum, eds Udo Göszwald/R�ta Klages. Band II 1996/97 pp.147-160, p. 
147. Here there �s a reference to a publ�cat�on by the Belg�an museum educat�onal�st Jean Capart. As earlyHere there �s a reference to a publ�cat�on by the Belg�an museum educat�onal�st Jean Capart. As early 
as 1922 he argued �n favour of museum’s be�ng more commun�cat�ve and open to the publ�c.
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On th�s bas�s an agreement was made w�th two profess�onal tra�n�ng schools. One 
was the SOS Ch�ldren´s V�llage �n Berl�n, �nvolv�ng �n part�cular th�s centre’s project 
Freiwilliges Soziales Trainingsjahr 4 (Voluntary Soc�al Tra�n�ng Year). In add�t�on to th�s 
jo�nt-venture agreements were entered �nto w�th var�ous local bus�ness people, local 
author�t�es, m�grant organ�sat�ons and ‘borough management teams’.

The bus�ness people agreed to work w�th the museum as well as w�th the young 
people; some of the young people were offered the opportun�ty of a pract�cal tra�neesh�p 
after the project. They were predom�nantly young, from all l�nes of trade, and some had 
academ�c qual�ficat�ons. The bus�ness people were asked by the team about the�r spe-
c�al know-how, methods of self-organ�sat�on, sell�ng-strateg�es, products and networks, 
cultural contexts and spec�al concerns. The quest�on then posed was: How could th�s 
knowledge be put to good use for the follow�ng generat�ons and for young people look-
�ng for new jobs? Ways of support�ng young people were also d�scussed.

 The partners were pledged to prov�d�ng personnel for the project, to open�ng the�r 
�nst�tutes and bus�nesses to them, to work�ng towards a jo�nt- end-product and to a 
jo�nt-presentat�on of the results.

The realization of the project
Four work�ng part�es of young adults were formed, these were part�c�pants from two 
profess�onal tra�n�ng schools. They were first taught �nterv�ew�ng techn�ques wh�ch 
they then appl�ed stra�ght away �n stud�es of the�r own commun�ty, some by �nterv�ew-
�ng members of the�r own fam�ly. They were taught to become more sens�t�ve to cultur-
al d�vers�ty and the wealth of opportun�ty �t offers. These lessons �ncluded profess�onal 
background knowledge, learn�ng to look at oneself and at other people, learn�ng about 
culture, trad�t�ons and relat�ons between the genders .

Then a quest�onna�re was drawn up for use when �nterv�ew�ng the bus�ness people 
and the part�c�pants were g�ven a bas�c ground�ng �n what cond�t�ons needed to be met 
before open�ng a new bus�ness. One group of part�c�pants �nterv�ewed the bus�ness 
people. The group members came from vary�ng sectors rang�ng over a number of prod-
ucts l�ke a Döner Kebab producer, shops sell�ng herbs, sp�ces, hand�crafts and br�des 
products; and a number of serv�ces, as there was an owner of an Afr�can restaurant, 
who comb�nes cultural events w�th good meals; a bus�ness woman prov�d�ng an �nter-
cultural and �ntergenerat�onal care-serv�ce for the elderly and the hand�capped; a group 
of young men from d�fferent cultural backgrounds who organ�ze Rap-dance sess�ons, 
and the owner of a laundry. In �nterv�ew�ng them the part�c�pants tr�ed to find out:
– what spec�fic element �n the�r cultural background supported the�r or�g�nal �dea and 

�ts real�zat�on;
– how and w�th whom d�d they develop the�r bus�ness strateg�es;
– how d�d they avo�d the p�tfalls?

The �nterv�ews prov�ded the young adults w�th the opportun�ty to reflect on the�r 
own profess�onal conduct �n a cultural and soc�al context and to become more aware of 
the�r own sk�lls. The bus�ness people answered quest�ons about the�r past l�fe and the�r 
profess�onal career. The�r ‘ph�losophy’ reflected the�r background �n terms of culture-
spec�fic know-how, bas�c econom�c sk�lls and new market�ng strateg�es.

4 The SOS Ch�ldren´s V�llage �n Berl�n has been �n ex�stence for s�x years. The Voluntary Soc�al The SOS Ch�ldren´s V�llage �n Berl�n has been �n ex�stence for s�x years. The Voluntary Soc�al 
Tra�n�ng Year project �s d�rected �n part�cular at young people who have dropped out of school. 
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Practical results
One group was respons�ble for document�ng the �nterv�ews for the exh�b�t�on, us�ng 
v�deo-record�ngs and objects to complement the texts. Another group was respons�ble 
for organ�z�ng the publ�c open�ng of the exh�b�t�on, wh�ch �nvolved a talk-show w�th 
some of the bus�ness people as guests. (fig. 1-2) One group organ�sed �ts own company, 
empowered by the �nterv�ews w�th the bus�ness people (a b�cycle repa�r workshop), they 
started sell�ng the�r first products at the open�ng of the exh�b�t�on.5 

The exh�b�t�on �n the presentat�on area of SOS K�nderdorp gave �nformat�on about 
the bus�ness people and the�r products, a presentat�on about the whole project and the 
consequences for the part�c�pants. Local author�ty offic�als, along w�th representat�ves 

5 The strateg�es they learned from the �nterv�ews: avo�d financ�al r�sks, use your resources and sk�lls, The strateg�es they learned from the �nterv�ews: avo�d financ�al r�sks, use your resources and sk�lls, 
and ‘don’t b�te off more than you can chew ‘.

2. Talk show held during the opening of the exhibition.  
Photograph Wojak

1. Opening of the exhibition: SOS Children´s village in the 
building Berlin. Photograph Wojak
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from the econom�c sector, profess�onal tra�n�ng sector, adult educat�on, the arts counc�l 
and some of the bus�ness people part�c�pated �n the open�ng of the exh�b�t�on. The exh�-
b�t�on could be seen for two weeks after the open�ng. The documentat�on from the �n-
terv�ews and the b�ograph�cal �nformat�on on the bus�ness people has been added to the 
arch�ves of the Reg�onal Museum Redd�ng. The objects donated by the bus�ness people 
have also been �ncluded �n the museum’s collect�on.

Cultural work can and should contribute to reflection 
The lack of commun�cat�on �n present-day soc�ety, changes on a global level as well as 
�n local commun�t�es, and too l�ttle knowledge about each other means that �t �s d�ffi-
cult to know what the knowledge-base and mental att�tude of youngsters �s l�kely to be. 
Th�s must be taken �nto account when develop�ng a d�dact�c programme. 

The pos�t�ve learn�ng exper�ence for the part�c�pants from the educat�onal �nst�tu-
t�ons was emphas�zed �n the evaluat�ons. Learn�ng w�th�n one’s soc�al surround�ngs 
was assoc�ated w�th the w�den�ng of one’s hor�zons. The exper�ence of m�grat�on was 
felt to be pos�t�ve: ‘I am not rejected because of �t, �t �s more that I can use �t �n outl�n-
�ng strateg�es. W�th�n my soc�al env�ronment I can pos�t�on myself pos�t�vely and I 
feel that I am accepted.’ People’s own soc�al surround�ngs and areas of competence 
were exper�enced pos�t�vely through cultural programmes because they were l�nked to 
the learn�ng context and could be assoc�ated w�th a profess�onal concept. The com�ng 
together of knowledge about one’s own country and the general knowledge embedded 
w�th�n the context of personal exper�ence and educat�on played a central role.

The young people came �nto contact w�th the work�ngs of the market. They could 
�dent�fy the�r own �nterests, sk�lls and concerns and learned how to get support for 
them. Due to the publ�c presentat�on of the�r project they also came �nto contact w�th 
local people and local author�t�es, who had a respons�b�l�ty towards them as well. They 
showed more �nterest �n the�r own fam�ly h�story, for they saw a relat�on between th�s 
and the�r l�v�ng cond�t�ons �n Berl�n. 

The bus�ness people were h�ghly mot�vated, and were also keen on partner�ng up 
w�th the museum �n the future, and �n collect�ng deta�ls of the�r l�fe-stor�es as bus�ness 
profess�onals and the�r spec�al expert�se. By show�ng such comm�tment they demon-
strated that they wanted to become a part of the soc�al memory of the c�ty.

The project was successful �n br�ng�ng people of d�fferent cultural or�g�ns from the 
Central Berl�n area �nto a product�ve relat�onsh�p w�th themselves and w�th var�ous so-
c�al layers. Us�ng the�r cultural and soc�al competenc�es, the�r personal exper�ence and 
educat�onal background as a bas�s, they played the�r part as act�ve urban res�dents, who 
have contr�buted and who w�ll cont�nue to contr�bute to the�r own h�story and present-
day culture. Cultural d�vers�ty was appl�ed to the�r own l�ves and was exper�enced as 
a boon. The museum obta�ned reference po�nts for the �ntercultural or�entat�on of �ts 
work and was able to ga�n the status of be�ng a competent contact �nst�tut�on.

New ways and networks were found, to make ‘cultural d�vers�ty’ part of a publ�c 
d�alogue and to promote product�ve relat�ons between people, local �nst�tut�ons and the 
museum. Th�s form of cooperat�on between profess�onal tra�n�ng schools, local people 
and the local bus�ness commun�ty led to new l�nks be�ng forged. Th�s was a new way of 
collect�ng and commun�cat�ng the d�fferent h�stor�es and competences �n an �ntercul-
tural sett�ng, w�th ‘Berl�ners’ as the central focus, as they form part of the c�ty’s h�story 
and future. The first steps have been taken to �ncorporate these exper�ences �nto a more 
far-reach�ng �nternat�onal project.
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D�scuss�on

Chair: Marie-Paul Jungblut  
Curator Historical Museum of the City of Luxembourg

A very �nterest�ng d�scuss�on arose about the pr�mary task of a museum: �s the type of 
museum work presented �n both case stud�es really what a museum should be do�ng? 
What are the role and funct�on of museums? Should museums take a lead�ng role or 
just be one of the partners. 

Some remarks from the discussion:
The museum �s a publ�c space, where the cultural her�tage of all �nhab�tants �s cher-
�shed.It �s a very useful place for �nter-rel�g�ous d�alogue because �s not assoc�ated w�thIt �s a very useful place for �nter-rel�g�ous d�alogue because �s not assoc�ated w�th 
one rel�g�on, but �s c�v�c.

Some part�c�pants called the act�v�t�es that R�ta Klages talked about ‘soc�al work’, 
�mply�ng that th�s �s not what the museum should be do�ng. What �f people come w�th 
real problems, l�ke lack of hous�ng, or papers, how can we help them? A response to 
th�s remark was that empowerment through culture �s not the same as soc�al work. It 
�s a form of strengthen�ng and educat�on of c�t�zens. Collect�ng the cultural her�tage 
of c�t�zens of all sorts (genders, ethn�c�t�es, soc�al backgrounds etc) �s part of the mu-
seum’s job. Creat�ve partnersh�ps w�th several organ�zat�ons �n the c�ty can make th�s 
work. If the museum �s go�ng to be a place of d�alogue then �t has to be a place where 
people meet. 

Th�s does have consequences for the sk�lls of the museum staff. Th�s k�nd of workTh�s k�nd of work 
demands new sk�lls, so does the museum have staff w�th the r�ght qual�ficat�ons? What 
tra�n�ng do you g�ve your teams? Be sure to work w�th partners from outs�de the �nst�-Be sure to work w�th partners from outs�de the �nst�-
tut�ons.

It also has consequences for the Performance Ind�cators. Trad�t�onally these are 
v�s�tor numbers, the number of �tems bought, number of publ�cat�ons, press coverage 
etc. What were the results �n Zoetermeer? Very good press coverage as well as cont�nu-
�ng cooperat�on w�th the local newspaper. More than 3000 v�s�tors (�n th�s very small 
museum) and, above all, an aud�ence that now feels connected w�th the museum. The 
Musl�m women have regular meet�ngs on Sundays and many of Zoetermeer’s res�-
dents now also regard the museum as the�r commun�ty centre. The �nterfa�th groups 
st�ll ex�st.

It also means that museums should take c�t�zens ser�ously by buy�ng objects from 
them, just as the museum does from art�sts.

There was no consensus about many top�cs, but one conclus�on was shared: we are 
capable of act�vat�ng the c�ty. The a�m of all th�s �s to lower the threshold that museums 
st�ll have. In other words, �t �s t�me to g�ve every c�t�zen ACCESS to these places.

In the plenary d�scuss�on afterwards, a n�ce snappy sentence came up that summa-
r�zes the two presentat�ons of th�s workshop: the v�s�tor can become the curator. 
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Towards new target groups  
Refugees and bus�nessmen �n Copenhagen

Joergen Selmer 
Director of the Museum of Copenhagen

A new mission statement
The Museum of Copenhagen �s owned by the Mun�c�pal�ty of Copenhagen and run on 
the bas�s of 4-year contracts between the museum and the mun�c�pal�ty. For the latter �t 
�s very �mportant that all the act�v�t�es are seen from the po�nt of v�ew of the res�dents. 
Old cultural �nst�tut�ons l�ke l�brar�es, arch�ves and museums do not have the r�ght to 
ex�st just because they have always been there, have great collect�ons and are useful for 
profess�onal research work. All our act�v�t�es and everyth�ng �ncluded �n our budget 
must be accounted for from the po�nt of v�ew of how useful �t w�ll be for the res�dents. 
To �llustrate: �f we want a sum of money to d�g�tal�se our collect�on of p�ctures, the 
work must be done �n such a way so that everyone w�ll be �nsp�red to use the new da-
tabase, not just the profess�onals – and that �s not a bad th�ng. If, �n add�t�on to th�s, 
the d�g�tal�sat�on process takes �nto account spec�al needs, l�ke easy access for ch�ldren 
or �mm�grants, then �t scores even h�gher. Th�s approach has opened the eyes of the 
museum staff. Only 50.000 of the 1,5 m�ll�on c�t�zens of Copenhagen go to the c�ty 
museum every year. The pol�t�c�ans are not compla�n�ng about th�s number, but the 
museum has greater amb�t�ons. We want to reach more people, and our exper�ence has 
shown us that even when we organ�ze new exh�b�t�ons we cannot �ncrease the numbers 
of v�s�tors.

For many years we, l�ke many other c�ty museums, have been successful �n reach�ng 
school ch�ldren and cultured m�ddle-aged res�dents, but we would l�ke a broader range 
of the publ�c to use our serv�ces, and th�s means we want them to do more than just 
v�s�t the museum bu�ld�ng �tself. Th�s broader focus �s a�med at fulfill�ng our new m�s-
s�on statement formulated �n 2005 wh�ch states: ‘The Museum of Copenhagen must 
part�c�pate �n the strengthen�ng of the �nd�v�dual c�t�zen’s and groups of c�t�zen’s sense 
of �dent�ty – and thus enhance the development of a feel�ng of ‘belong�ng together’ �n 
the c�ty.’ What th�s means more spec�fically �s found �n the m�ss�on statement �n the 
contract, wh�ch says that we must:
– Use the museum for the �ntegrat�on of newcomers to the c�ty: That �ncludes eve-

ryone from refugees from non-Western countr�es to newly-employed clerks at the 
town hall.

– Develop the museum through partnersh�ps w�th commerc�al compan�es and  
develop a museum serv�ce for these commerc�al compan�es parallel to our  
school serv�ces.

– Move the museum’s story-tell�ng from the museum bu�ld�ng out �nto the streets. 
Take �t where the people are.

– Make our collect�ons, research work and story-tell�ng access�ble on the Internet �n 
cooperat�on w�th other museums and w�th the c�ty’s l�brar�es and arch�ves.
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New projects and contacts
Many of our act�v�t�es �n the last 5 years have fit �n very well w�th our new v�s�on state-
ment, and th�s has �nsp�red us to formulate the statement the way �t reads now. But 
we st�ll have a long way to go. I w�ll ment�on some of the concrete act�v�t�es mov�ng �n 
th�s d�rect�on: We are now tell�ng the h�story of the c�ty from a mult�cultural po�nt of 
v�ew by means of spec�al gu�ded-tours and aud�o-gu�des to our permanent galler�es. 
Although the exh�b�t�ons are not created from that po�nt of v�ew, we have super�m-
posed th�s add�t�onal angle �n the gu�ded-tours to make them relevant to people w�th 
a non-European background. It means, for �nstance, that when deal�ng w�th that part 
of the exh�b�t�on that relates the l�fe and pol�t�cal �nfluence of the Copenhagen ar�stoc-
racy �n the 18th century, the aud�o-gu�de focuses on the fact that most of the �tems �n 
the showcases are of fore�gn or�g�n. Also that h�ghly sk�lled craftsmen were brought 
to Copenhagen to create a magn�ficent c�ty and beaut�ful �nter�ors and that the h�gh-
est status symbol among the ar�stocracy was a black servant. We also tell them that a 
portra�t of the absolute monarch was on show everywhere, l�ke �t �s �n total�tar�an states 
today and that the trad�t�on of pun�sh�ng people �n publ�c has many parallels around 
the world to day, and so on. 

However, th�s approach to tell�ng the mult�cultural story of Copenhagen proved to 
be problemat�c: we were us�ng a much too academ�c approach and thus only reach�ng 
very few �nd�v�duals, and not the ones that really needed to understand the�r new coun-
try. The teachers �n the language schools for �mm�grants s�mply d�d not use the aud�o-
gu�de. 

We dealt w�th th�s by bu�ld�ng three l�v�ng-rooms �n contemporary Copenhagen-
style, decorated for celebrat�ons: Chr�stmas, Chanukah and Ramadan. The rooms were 
arranged by the museum staff w�th the help of a Musl�m and a Jew�sh fam�ly. Ch�ldren 
from mult�cultural schools come w�th the�r classes to see these d�splays and to talk 
about the content �n s�mple language. It was a great success. In 2005 our educat�onal 
department, together w�th The Workers Museum and The Nat�onal Museum, devel-
oped programmes deal�ng w�th our democrat�c �nst�tut�ons and the welfare-state �n a 
h�stor�c perspect�ve and at the moment, �n collaborat�on w�th 5 other museums and 
The Royal Theatre, we are develop�ng close t�es w�th the voluntary organ�zat�ons that 
welcome fore�gn refugees when they arr�ve �n Denmark. We have just publ�shed two 
small gu�de books to be used by the voluntary workers who v�s�t our museum w�th 
refugees that cannot read. They po�nt out spec�fic objects and p�ctures that you can use 
to start a conversat�on about �mportant �ssues �n Dan�sh h�story stretch�ng back over 
the last 100 years, e.g. women’s l�berat�on, ch�ld welfare, democrat�c �nst�tut�ons, the 
role of the fam�ly etc. By d�scuss�ng these �ssues at the museum, and many others, the 
refugees learn about some of the fundamental th�ngs �n our soc�ety and �t helps them 
to learn the language.

We find that the museums have an extremely �mportant role to play �n the �nte-
grat�on of newcomers �n our soc�ety, where cultural d�fferences can make both local 
c�t�zens and the newcomers feel more and more �nsecure. The tone �n the debate �n 
Denmark �s becom�ng harder and harder, espec�ally �n the suburbs of Copenhagen, 
where �n some areas the �mm�grants const�tute the major�ty.

But we are also reach�ng out for new target groups �n qu�te d�fferent d�rect�ons. 
Pr�vate foundat�ons support�ng cultural l�fe, and sponsorsh�ps, are well-known �n 
Denmark, but there �s no strong trad�t�on of cooperat�on between museums and pr�vate 
compan�es. In collaborat�on w�th the museums �n Copenhagen and the Confederat�on 
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of Dan�sh Industr�es and the reg�onal cultural adm�n�strat�on we are now try�ng the 
change th�s. We are work�ng on creat�ng an Internet portal s�m�lar to the one that al-
ready ex�sts for the serv�ce we prov�de for schools. Here, from summer 2006, �t w�ll be 
poss�ble for commerc�al compan�es to get an overv�ew of the serv�ces that museums 
can prov�de. Th�s ranges from the poss�b�l�ty of h�r�ng researchers to wr�t�ng a compa-
ny’s h�story; to order�ng a complete h�stor�c d�nner �n or�g�nal h�stor�c surround�ngs; or 
to arrang�ng a gu�ded- tour for Ch�nese bus�ness partners at short not�ce etc.

Reach�ng new target-groups outs�de the museum walls �s not new. For decades we 
have arranged gu�ded walk�ng-tours and bus-tours as well as gu�ded-tours to archaeo-
log�cal excavat�ons. But these act�v�t�es have now been extended to �nclude the sett�ng-
up of ad hoc ’�nstallat�ons’ �n the streets where h�stor�cal research �s go�ng on, wh�ch 
are then left there for a few months. They may be connected to c�ty plann�ng or the 
preservat�on of h�stor�c bu�ld�ngs and c�ty landscapes. Last autumn we put up an �nstal-
lat�on on one of the ma�n c�ty squares. It �nformed people about developments on th�s 
spot from the V�k�ng age to the present day, �llustrated by a reconstruct�on of the ar-
chaeolog�cal layers to be found here, and reconstruct�on draw�ngs show�ng the square’s 
arch�tecture through the centur�es. (fig. 1)

Th�s summer footsteps pr�nted on the pavement of central Copenhagen put �n place 
by ‘Golden Days �n Copenhagen’ showed the favour�te routes of our fa�rytale wr�ter 
Hans Chr�st�an Andersen and, on the bu�ld�ngs he v�s�ted along the way, we put up 
explanatory s�gns and referred people to 60 �nd�v�dual mob�le telephone numbers pro-
v�d�ng more �nformat�on about the actual spot they were stand�ng.

On the Internet we cooperate w�th the Museum Counc�l of Copenhagen and the 
Golden Days �n Copenhagen fest�val secretar�at. The C�ty Museum �s very keen to g�ve 
both organ�zat�ons new Internet access to the museum, wh�ch w�ll be updated every 
day at: www.m�k.dk. In cooperat�on w�th the c�ty l�brary and the c�ty arch�ves we are 
mak�ng our knowledge and collect�ons access�ble on the Internet through the portal: 
www. absalon.nu. Th�s w�ll be up and runn�ng �n summer 2006. It has been named 
after the b�shop that founded Copenhagen �n the 12th century.

1. Temporary archaeological exhibition in the 
open air on a central square in Copenhagen

http://www.mik.dk
http://www.absalon.nu
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Some conclusions
I could �llustrate our pol�cy further, but I would prefer to conclude by shar�ng w�th you 
some of the problems you can expect to encounter when embark�ng upon th�s new sys-
tem of reach�ng out to attract new target groups: There are numerous �deas, but never 
the funds to match. It means that we are jump�ng from project to project, try�ng th�s 
and that for a few months as a ‘p�lot project’, that subsequently rece�ves no permanent 
development grant.

To overcome th�s problem we have to cooperate w�th many partners; other muse-
ums, organ�sat�ons, pr�vate funds, the mun�c�pal�ty and the m�n�stry of culture. Th�s 
�s not a bad development, but �t takes a lot of t�me – so �t necess�tates work�ng at the 
weekend and �n the even�ng. The projects that I ment�oned above w�ll surv�ve �f funded 
�n th�s way, but for the future we need to conv�nce our pol�t�c�ans that chang�ng and 
develop�ng the cultural profile and museum profile of our c�ty requ�res more long-term 
�nvestment and long-term cooperat�on networks l�ke our Golden Days Fest�val, (www.
goldendays.dk). We are now try�ng to change �t �nto a permanent secretar�at for h�stor�c 
events to promote cooperat�on between the museums and organ�ze d�fferent cultural 
act�v�t�es �n Copenhagen.

F�nally, we also need to conv�nce our own staff and our Board, that the success of 
the C�ty Museum depends on all th�s k�nd of act�v�ty ment�oned above; that �nst�tu-
t�onal borders �n the Internet age are no longer as �mportant as they were �n the past, 
and that the number of v�s�tors walk�ng through our front door �s no longer the correct 
way to gauge the success of our act�v�t�es nor our relevance to soc�ety. I th�nk that th�s 
�s the way th�ngs are mov�ng, �t w�ll take t�me, but �n future both res�dents and the mu-
seum staff w�ll be far more aware of our h�story and there w�ll be more contact between 
researchers and local people.

http://www.goldendays.dk
http://www.goldendays.dk
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East Amsterdam, an outreach project 

Mila Ernst  
Head of Educational Department, Amsterdam Historical Museum

Introduction
The Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum has a long trad�t�on w�th regard to reach�ng new 
target groups. The Educat�on Department regularly works, for example, w�th �mm�-
grants who are learn�ng the Dutch language, has a var�ety of school programmes for 
ch�ldren from the age of 4 to 18 years, and also prov�des �nformat�on for ‘well-educated, 
somewhat older museum’ v�s�tors and tour�sts.

From October 2003 to February 2004 the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum presented 
an exh�b�t�on called ‘East: an Amsterdam ne�ghbourhood’. One of the most �mportant 
object�ves of the exh�b�t�on was to reach new target groups. It was very successful. I 
worked on th�s project w�th Lotte Bekker, a temporary member of the museum staff 
who had stud�ed at the School for Soc�al Work. It was the first t�me that the museum 
had worked on a project w�th someone from th�s background. Her contr�but�on to de-
velop�ng certa�n educat�onal elements of the exh�b�t�on was very �mportant. 

East: an Amsterdam neighbourhood (10 October 2003 – 29 February 2004)
The d�vers�ty of l�festyles �n East Amsterdam was the reason why the Amsterdam 
H�stor�cal Museum chose th�s area for �ts first ne�ghbourhood exh�b�t�on. Another rea-
son was the fact that East Amsterdam was not an obv�ous cho�ce – �t’s not a very trendy 
ne�ghbourhood to l�ve �n, nor �s �t well known to tour�sts l�ke the old Jordaan area �n 
the centre of the c�ty. Moreover, the museum was keen to promote �tself as a museum 
for the whole c�ty. In organ�z�ng th�s exh�b�t�on the museum was also a�m�ng to g�ve 
a new boost to var�ous pol�cy areas, such as the target group pol�cy ment�oned above, 
educat�onal pol�cy, market�ng & publ�c relat�ons pol�cy, and current pol�cy on collect�on 
bu�ld�ng.

The East Amsterdam / Watergraafsmeer district 
F�rst a few facts and figures about the d�str�ct wh�ch I shall refer to as ‘East Amsterdam’ 
or just ‘East’. The d�str�ct cons�sts of two ma�n areas, East and Watergraafsmeer. It 
has a populat�on of 60,000 people, wh�ch �s about e�ght percent of the total populat�on 
of the c�ty. Th�rty-s�x percent of the d�str�ct’s res�dents come from an ethn�c m�nor�ty 
group, the largest groups be�ng Turk�sh, Sur�namese and Moroccan. Unemployment �n 
East �s relat�vely h�gh. Hous�ng var�es greatly w�th the h�stor�c part of East Amsterdam 
compr�s�ng small, old houses bu�lt �n the late 19th century. Th�s �s where most of the 
people from ethn�c m�nor�ty groups l�ve. Another part of the area was ma�nly bu�lt 
between 1920 and 1940. The houses are larger and the populat�on �s older and mostly 
of Dutch or�g�n. The soc�al background of East’s res�dents �s very d�verse. It �s a ne�gh-
bourhood where only a few of the museum’s regular v�s�tors l�ve and where the mu-
seum �s relat�vely unknown.
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The most �mportant quest�on �n th�s exh�b�t�on project was: as a major publ�c �nst�-
tut�on �n the heart of the c�ty, what role can the museum play at ne�ghbourhood level? 
How do you operate as a museum �n such an area? The museum’s educat�onal depart-
ment se�zed the opportun�ty presented by the exh�b�t�on to exper�ment w�th new ways 
of reach�ng d�fferent target groups. We d�d not only want to reach new groups but also 
establ�sh a relat�onsh�p and bond w�th them, a relat�onsh�p wh�ch would not end w�th 
the exh�b�t�on. W�th th�s �n m�nd, the museum developed a whole range of outreach ac-
t�v�t�es �n the form of sub-projects, wh�ch took place before the exh�b�t�on opened. Th�s 
paper descr�bes how we tackled these sub-projects and what the results were. 

Participation: mission impossible? 
S�nce �t was the expl�c�t object�ve of the museum to reach new target groups, the edu-
cat�onal department started develop�ng a plan to �nvolve local res�dents �n the exh�b�-
t�on more than two years before �t actually opened – long before the curator started to 
draw up an exh�b�t�on concept. Our earl�er exper�ence w�th outreach and part�c�pat�on 
projects was �nvaluable �n th�s. We rece�ved spec�al fund�ng for the new plans, mak�ng 
�t poss�ble to put our �deas �nto pract�ce. Our most �mportant a�m was to �ncrease the 
participation of East Amsterdam’s res�dents and to �nvolve them �n the process of mak-
�ng the exh�b�t�on.We tr�ed to ach�eve th�s by:
– sett�ng up an effect�ve network �n the ne�ghbourhood
– develop�ng relat�ons based on equal�ty
– work�ng �n a quest�on-or�ented way.

Th�s may sound l�ke a normal way of go�ng about th�ngs, but �n our exper�ence �t 
�s a very unorthodox method for museums. By consc�ously choos�ng th�s way of work-
�ng, our plans were by defin�t�on not clear cut and predeterm�ned when we started talks 
w�th our partners �n East Amsterdam. There were two reasons for th�s: we felt that you 
first have to get to know one another better – �f you are to develop plans together, and 
secondly our partner must benefit as much from the final results as we would. In th�s 
way we thought �t would be poss�ble to ascerta�n what the �nterests of the var�ous poten-
t�al partners �n East were and how the object�ves of the museum and the part�c�pants �n 
East could best be translated �nto pract�cal results. These of course had to be sat�sfactory 
for all the part�es �nvolved. It was a r�sky way of work�ng, as our plans rema�ned vague 
for qu�te a long t�me. Moreover, hav�ng del�berately chosen to cooperate on an equal 
bas�s, the museum d�d not have complete control over the final result. For us, as mu-
seum workers, �t proved to be very scary. But w�th h�nds�ght we have really learnt that 
th�s way of work�ng together – truly work�ng together – leads to far greater part�c�pat�on 
between the partners and hence to far greater success. 

Different projects
We started several projects, wh�ch all had two character�st�cs �n common. F�rstly, a large 
part of the preparat�on and �mplementat�on of all the projects took place on locat�on �n 
the ne�ghbourhood (fig. 1-3), followed by act�v�t�es �n the museum �tself. Th�s made us 
far more access�ble to local people! Secondly, all the projects were set up �n cooperat�on 
w�th welfare and commun�ty organ�zat�ons, a very uncommon way for museums to 
work �n the Netherlands. We collaborated, for example, w�th var�ous �mm�grant organ�-
zat�ons. 
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1. The Stories Chair of the Memories of East project on location, with a local public figure
2. Volunteers with the Alderman for Culture at the opening of the ‘Amsterdam’s East End’ 
exhibition (photo: Hogers, Ingel and Versluis – AHM) 
3. Experienced volunteers teaching Moroccan women from East Amsterdam
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One of the projects was the Amsterdam H�stor�cal street museum. In cooperat�on 
w�th the De Rode Loper, a culture and art fest�val �n East, 125 shopkeepers were asked 
�f they would l�ke to be �nvolved �n a ´street museum´. Museum staff showed them 
h�stor�cal photos of the ne�ghbourhood. They could each choose one photo wh�ch was 
then enlarged and d�splayed �n the�r shop w�ndow w�th an explanat�on of why they had 
chosen that part�cular photo. Th�s exh�b�t�on was held on locat�on for three weeks dur-
�ng the Rode Loper fest�val. By us�ng local shop w�ndows we were hop�ng to make the 
museum v�s�ble to the people l�v�ng �n the ne�ghbourhood. The �mpact was enormous 
and many res�dents learnt about the museum thanks to th�s street event. 

Another project, ma�nly a�med at �nvolv�ng �mm�grant groups, was a very �nformal 
workshop organ�zed by the museum about the s�gn�ficance of objects – a sort of ‘learn-
�ng from objects’ for beg�nners. Fourteen selected groups attended th�s workshop �n-
clud�ng, Turk�sh and Moroccan women. The groups were asked to take objects that had 
a spec�al s�gn�ficance for them when they went to the exh�b�t�on �n the museum. These 
were d�splayed �n the Memory Square at the exh�b�t�on. As the exh�b�t�on went on the 
showcases conta�n�ng these objects (w�th an explanat�on by the owner) became fuller 
and fuller.

Memories of East Amsterdam, a prize winning project1

Another very successful project we started was on storytell�ng. It resulted �n the 
‘Memor�es of East Amsterdam’ webs�te (www.geheugenvanoost.nl, �n Dutch only). 
People l�ke tell�ng the�r stor�es to the museum; �t creates a feel�ng of �nvolvement. 
Certa�nly for a ne�ghbourhood exh�b�t�on �t was �mportant that the stor�es of the res�-
dents themselves were �ncluded. Every �nhab�tant of East Amsterdam has a story, no 
matter whether they are young or old, from the Netherlands or elsewhere. Even some-
one who has only l�ved there for one s�ngle day has a story to tell wh�ch contr�butes to 
a var�ed p�cture of the ne�ghbourhood. We launched th�s project ten months before the 
exh�b�t�on opened. Ord�nary res�dents from the d�str�ct recorded the�r own personal 
h�stor�es and memor�es of the�r ne�ghbourhood and �n do�ng so became our ambas-
sadors �n the�r own network and �n the East area. The �dea was that our ambassadors 
would be able to come �nto contact w�th res�dents whom we could not eas�ly reach and 
help spread �nformat�on on the com�ng exh�b�t�on. The project was developed w�th 
Neighbourhood Online, an organ�zat�on that g�ves computer courses to local res�dents 
�n East. The follow�ng jo�nt object�ves were formulated: �mprov�ng soc�al cohes�on and 
access�b�l�ty, �ncreas�ng sk�lls and help�ng people to become better acqua�nted w�th art 
and culture, as well as the h�story of Amsterdam. As the museum d�d not first prepare 
a deta�led plan but developed the project w�th Neighbourhood Online, the jo�nt object�ves 
came about qu�te naturally. We st�ll work together as equal partners today, even though 
we are relat�vely a much larger organ�zat�on. 

To �mplement the project we looked for volunteers who would l�ke to collect the 
stor�es of East Amsterdam. G�ven our pos�t�on as a c�ty museum, these volunteers had 
to m�rror the soc�al and cultural d�vers�ty of the East area. To ach�eve th�s we tr�ed to 
become �nvolved �n all k�nds of networks �n East – we attended coffee morn�ngs for 
mothers at pr�mary schools, went to organ�zat�ons for the homeless, v�s�ted �mm�grant 
organ�zat�ons, commun�ty centres and so on. We managed to form a fa�rly representa-
t�ve group of volunteers from d�fferent backgrounds. At a certa�n po�nt we real�zed 

1 The project was nom�nated the best Dutch d�g�tal ´trapveld´ project �n 2003. Trapveld projects are The project was nom�nated the best Dutch d�g�tal ´trapveld´ project �n 2003. Trapveld projects are 
projects �n ne�ghbourhood centres where people can learn about computers and computer programs. 

http://www.geheugenvanoost.nl
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there were hardly any young people �n the group and therefore contacted a secondary 
school where we were able to recru�t and tra�n 25 pup�ls to be story collectors. Thanks 
to the stor�es they collected the younger generat�on �s also represented on the s�te. 

Two hundred stories
Ten months before the exh�b�t�on opened we started tra�n�ng the first group of volun-
teers. The first day we had 32 volunteers who, as our ambassadors, had already col-
lected about 200 stor�es and �llustrat�ons. It was �mportant that the volunteers dec�ded 
wh�ch stor�es and p�ctures were �nterest�ng to collect. The museum d�d not �nterfere 
w�th th�s. It really �s h�story as seen through the eyes of local res�dents. The stor�es 
cover the per�od from 1930 to the present day. They are about all k�nds of themes l�ke 
everyday �rr�tat�ons, feel�ng homes�ck for the countrys�de or a faraway place, play�ng on 
the street, Koran lessons, first commun�on, memor�es of shops �n the past, World War 
II, go�ng out for the even�ng, the arr�val of �mm�grants or the stor�es of �mm�grants 
themselves. The stor�es are easy to �dent�fy w�th and that made the memor�es project 
one of the most successful parts of the exh�b�t�on. 

Memory Square
The Memories of East webs�te went onl�ne on 25 June 2003. At the exh�b�t�on �tself, 
wh�ch opened to the publ�c on 10 October 2003, members of the publ�c could v�s�t the 
webs�te on Memory Square and add the�r own stor�es. Volunteers were ava�lable to ass�st 
anybody need�ng help every Wednesday and Sunday afternoon dur�ng the exh�b�t�on. 
Hence the concept of ambassadors could also be used �n another way once the exh�b�-
t�on had opened. They were at the exh�b�t�on to �nform v�s�tors about the webs�te and 
also �nv�ted them to tell the�r stor�es. They acted as hosts and ‘walk�ng encyclopaed�as’ 
for the ent�re exh�b�t�on and were �n fact a l�v�ng l�nk between the museum and the�r 
local ne�ghbourhood. 

Results
The exh�b�t�on featur�ng East Amsterdam �s now over but the Geheugenvanoost 
(Memor�es of East) webs�te �s st�ll ava�lable – some of the story tellers just cannot 
stop. At the request of many local res�dents, the project was prolonged after the exh�-
b�t�on fin�shed. Last year new volunteers jo�ned the project. A couple of exper�enced 
volunteers set up new groups and gave tra�n�ng sess�ons themselves for Turk�sh and 
Moroccan women, help�ng them to overcome language problems when wr�t�ng for the 
webs�te. Th�s enhanced the feel�ng of sol�dar�ty between the var�ous commun�t�es and 
taught them to deal w�th d�fferent cultures.

The s�te has developed a l�fe of �ts own and has become a v�rtual commun�ty for East 
Amsterdam res�dents. One of the volunteers sa�d last year: ‘It’s l�ke an o�l sl�ck, spread-
�ng out unchecked’. To date we have tra�ned 95 volunteers and there are now about 640 
stor�es on the s�te! In September last year the s�te was reg�ster�ng 333 h�ts a day, even 
more than dur�ng the exh�b�t�on.

Mission possible?
The a�m of all the projects descr�bed here was to st�mulate part�c�pat�on and �nvolve 
local res�dents �n the process of mak�ng an exh�b�t�on. Look�ng back we can conclude 
that we have been successful �n th�s. The exh�b�t�on was well v�s�ted and a lot of people 
from East Amsterdam came to the museum, many for the first t�me. Moreover, we have 
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found a new approach to reach�ng new target groups. Our network st�ll ex�sts, almost 
two years after the exh�b�t�on fin�shed. There �s a lot of contact between soc�al workers, 
volunteers, part�c�pants from d�fferent projects and the museum. It has taken a lot of 
t�me to establ�sh th�s network but �t has g�ven us new roots �n the c�ty! Th�s would not 
have been poss�ble w�thout add�t�onal fund�ng and the contr�but�on of add�t�onal tem-
porary staff. 

Dur�ng the summer of 2005 we made an evaluat�on of the memor�es webs�te. Our 
volunteers who had worked on the project sa�d that they feel more �nvolved �n the�r own 
ne�ghbourhood and more empowered, that they had learned new sk�lls and met new 
people. The �nteract�on between res�dents w�th d�fferent l�festyles was cons�dered to 
be most valuable. Our volunteers used words l�ke ‘mult�cultural’, ‘modern’, ‘open’ and 
‘fr�endly’ to descr�be the museum �n the evaluat�on.

We w�ll cont�nue work�ng l�ke th�s, also on other exh�b�t�ons. Our East exper�ment 
has g�ven us new gu�del�nes for the future.
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D�scuss�on 

Chair: Sandra de Vries 
Director Municipal Museum of Alkmaar

Sandra: we have been l�sten�ng to two very l�vely and �nsp�r�ng presentat�ons about 
outreach projects and I adv�se anyone who �s plann�ng to start or �s already �n the m�d-
dle of th�s k�nd of project to contact Joergen Selmer, the d�rector of the Museum of 
Copenhagen and M�la Ernst, head of the Educat�onal Department of the Amsterdam 
H�stor�cal Museum. They can g�ve you a lot of �nformat�on. The a�m of both projects 
was to reach new target groups – �n add�t�on to the ex�st�ng ones – such as �mm�grants 
but also the trad�t�onal �nhab�tants of the suburbs.

Some points from the case study presented by Joergen Selmer
– Focus on other people/groups than the trad�t�onal ones, for �nstance, refugees/�m-

m�grants, or work w�th them �n the museum. An exh�b�t�on about Chr�stmas and 
the celebrat�ons of d�fferent ethn�c groups was very successful. It was an �nterest�ng 
exh�b�t�on for schoolch�ldren to v�s�t.

– The museum focuses on projects, not on permanent exh�b�t�ons. These are too ex-
pens�ve.

– Internet/webs�te �s be�ng used �n cooperat�on w�th other museums. Choos�ng an 
act�v�ty or �nterest automat�cally attracts the v�s�tor to the r�ght museum.

– There are contacts w�th the local bus�ness commun�ty and �ndustr�es, �n part�cular a 
partnersh�p agreement w�th an energy company. 

– Act�v�t�es were developed on the streets for Hans Chr�st�an Andersen year. 
Footmarks on the street and s�gns (photographs) on bu�ld�ngs tell a story / g�ve an 
explanat�on. 

– Archaeolog�cal s�tes �n cooperat�on w�th the mun�c�pal�ty: h�story on the spot.

Conclus�on: d�screpancy �s felt between the work and att�tude �n and outs�de the mu-
seum. 
D�scuss�on/quest�ons: What happens to the collect�on when the company ceases to ex-
�st? Answer: they agreed that the collect�on should go to the museum. The cost of set-
t�ng up the Internet s�te was financed by a pr�vate fund.

Some points from the case study presented by Mila Ernst
The or�g�nal mot�vat�on for th�s project was to try a d�fferent method: to �nclude peo-
ple who never come to the museum. D�fferent l�fe styles and cultural d�vers�ty are the 
reason why th�s part�cular ne�ghbourhood was chosen. The method of work�ng was to 
get �n touch w�th many d�fferent people. Contacts w�th soc�al workers were cruc�al �n 
th�s. People were asked: what objects are �mportant to you when creat�ng a ‘collect�on’ 
for a museum. As a consequence many local res�dents �n East Amsterdam part�c�pated. 
Story tell�ng, photographs, th�ngs from the past but also contemporary objects/stor�es. 
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Banners w�th the name of the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum were hung �n the 
streets. All of a sudden the name of the museum meant someth�ng to res�dents. The 
final result was act�v�t�es �n and on the streets of East Amsterdam and res�dents part�c�-
pat�ng �n the museum �tself by volunteer�ng to tell v�s�tors about the exh�b�t�on.

Conclusion
– After a wh�le the project runs �tself.
– The res�dents were very happy w�th the project and act�vely �nvolved. Integrat�on of 

d�fferent local groups. 
– But �n the long run �t was hard to ma�nta�n support from w�th�n the museum ow�ng 

to �nsuffic�ent money.

Discussion/questions
Were most of the objects collected preserved? A: yes. What was the effect of th�s project 
on the museum as a whole? A: the museum has acqu�red new target groups. There was 
an �mpact on the educat�onal department �.e. young people now know more about what 
the museum does. Was �t d�fficult to get people �nvolved? A: yes. It was very t�me con-
sum�ng. Tra�nees from the school for Soc�al Work were �nvolved �n the project.

General conclusions
The work�ng group concluded that to succeed, you need:
– The Internet: to �nvolve other museums and to �nform people about the act�v�t�es 

that are be�ng organ�sed.
– Partnersh�ps (very �mportant): Amsterdam evolved partnersh�ps w�th soc�al workers, 

for �nstance, and Copenhagen evolved partnersh�p arrangements w�th �ndustry.
Both museums l�terally went out of the�r bu�ld�ngs and onto the streets. The 

Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum hung up banners w�th the name of the museum �n 
the streets. Copenhagen put huge s�gns (photographs) on bu�ld�ngs and footmarks on 
the street to l�nk several �ssues �n the�r outs�de exh�b�t�on (�nclud�ng a very �nterest�ng 
archaeolog�cal d�splay). 

Both presentat�ons led to some recommendat�ons/conclus�ons: 
1. You somet�mes have to go through a process of tr�al and error, before your project 

succeeds. Don’t be afra�d of that.
2. Be aware of the fact that th�s k�nd of outreach project �s very t�me consum�ng and 

money consum�ng.
It �s also �mportant to real�se that th�s type of outreach process doesn’t stop; �t �s 

ongo�ng, even after an exh�b�t�on has fin�shed. Th�s k�nd of project demands a change 
of mental�ty not only outs�de the museum, but also �ns�de.
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What k�nd of museum for the c�ty of Be�rut?

Carla Mardini  
Museologist Association Museum of the Memories of Beirut1

Introduction
The Lebanese c�v�l war devastated Be�rut and �ts suburbs. It lasted from 1975 to 1990. 
Thousands of people d�ed and as many were �njured. The war left the c�ty �n ru�ns, w�th 
badly damaged bu�ld�ngs and abandoned streets. Once the war ended the reconstruc-
t�on process started. S�nce then, the Lebanese have �gnored the recent past, ma�nly for 
pol�t�cal reasons, but also because they want to forget the atroc�t�es that took place dur-
�ng the c�v�l war, preferr�ng to erase a very ‘dark per�od’ �n Be�rut’s h�story from the�r 
memor�es.

Nowadays, there �s a great need for Lebanese people to become reconc�led w�th the�r 
past, to get to know the�r c�ty. In fact, they have to ‘reconc�le w�th h�story’, for by refus-
�ng to look back, they �gnore the c�ty’s modern h�story. They must have to become more 
open to commun�cat�on beyond the trad�t�onal boundar�es of the d�fferent commun�-
t�es. The general att�tude, however, seems to be to forget and to move on. But although 
some memor�es may be pa�nful, be�ng rem�nded of the past �s not a po�ntless exerc�se, 
as some may th�nk, but essent�al. The recall process, �.e. remember�ng, prov�des an op-
portun�ty for memor�es to be shared and common �nterests explored, thus strengthen-
�ng people’s sense of �dent�ty and belong�ng. 

Some people are conv�nced that �t �s �mposs�ble to create a modern h�story museum 
�n Be�rut because of the complex�ty of �ts h�story and the del�cate nature of so many of 
the subjects �nvolved. It �s clear that �n a soc�ety composed of d�fferent powerful com-
mun�t�es, present�ng h�stor�cal events �n a set framework labelled ‘The Truth �s l�ke 
th�s’ would be �mposs�ble. So, what k�nd of c�ty museum concept m�ght be su�table for 
Be�rut? How can a museum on the modern c�ty’s h�story encourage a d�alogue between 
these commun�t�es, approach the del�cate c�v�l war per�od and play a role �n present�ng 
relevant �ssues �n the da�ly l�fe of the c�ty? What role can the museum play �n shap�ng a 
project�on of the c�ty’s future? 

War and reconstruction
There �s no doubt that Be�rut’s h�story �s both r�ch and complex. Modern Be�rut started 
expand�ng �nto an �mportant trad�ng centre �n the reg�on �n the 19th century. It became 
the cap�tal of Mount Lebanon �n the 1920s under the French mandate and was very 
prosperous between 1940 and 1970. Dur�ng these 30 glor�ous years, Be�rut was a l�beral 
Arab c�ty, offer�ng all k�nd of enterta�nment and compet�ng w�th the b�ggest European 
cap�tals. It was a meet�ng po�nt for �ntellectuals, �nternat�onal art�sts and bus�nessmen, 
and was the most appeal�ng c�ty �n the M�ddle East for all Arabs. Be�rut nowadays �s 
cons�dered to be a modern, Arab, western�zed c�ty that �s full of contrasts. 

1 Ema�l contact: Ema�l contact: carla.mard�n�@bmm-museum.org

mailto:carla.mardini@bmm-museum.org
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The war �n Lebanon began �n 1975 for many reasons: reg�onal confl�cts, the Israel� 
occupat�on of the Arab terr�tor�es �n 1967, the PLO Palest�n�an fighters’ �mplementa-
t�on2 on Lebanese ground, local pol�t�cs, and soc�al and econom�c tens�ons. Gradually, 
Be�rut’s central d�str�ct became an open battlefield and the c�ty got d�v�ded �nto East and 
West by the Green L�ne of demarcat�on. Self-suffic�ent sub-centres developed �n d�f-
ferent parts of the c�ty, prevent�ng c�v�c �nteract�on throughout Be�rut. Around 150,000 
people d�ed, 100,000 were �njured, and mass�ve c�v�c destruct�on occurred, w�thout 
ach�ev�ng anyth�ng. Offic�ally the war ended �n 1990. The bomb�ng stopped, l�fe �n the 
c�ty started to return to normal but actually the war was st�ll present for several reasons. 
F�rst of all, the nat�onal ‘Taef agreement’ a�m�ng at nat�onal reconc�l�at�on only led to 
reconc�l�at�on between warlords. The latter allowed the promulgat�on of an Amnesty 
Law �n 1991 that totally �gnored the v�ct�ms. They actually ‘auto-amnest�ed’ themselves 
w�thout acknowledg�ng the�r respons�b�l�ty for the cr�mes they had comm�tted. They 
cont�nued govern�ng and do�ng the�r bus�ness. Secondly, peace was ach�eved through 
the �ntervent�on of the Syr�an forces. Lebanon was s�nce then under the Syr�ans’ tute-
lage and was run by a pro-Syr�an government under the �nfluence of the very powerful 
Syr�an-Lebanese secret serv�ces. They suppressed freedom of speech and took advan-
tage of the country’s resources. The Lebanese-Syr�an system was corrupt and �t lasted 
for 15 years. 

In the post-war per�od the Lebanese people preferred the state of amnes�a. The war 
became a taboo subject �n publ�c, �n order to avo�d pa�nful memor�es and generat�ng 
aggress�ve d�scuss�ons. What counted was to l�ve for the present, to surv�ve the eco-
nom�c cr�s�s and try to bu�ld the future.

Th�s state of amnes�a was also reflected �n Be�rut’s reconstruct�on’s master plan, 
des�gned by Dar Al-Handasah3 �n 1991. It seemed more l�ke an urban tabula rasa �n 
the heart of Be�rut, preserv�ng only some �solated parts of the c�ty as well as the publ�c 
bu�ld�ngs and the rel�g�ous monuments. The �dea beh�nd th�s amb�t�ous plan was to 
g�ve a modern �mage to the c�ty. At least th�s �s how Rafik Har�r�, the pr�me m�n�ster 
who supported the project financ�ally, �mag�ned �t, w�th a world trade centre, an art�fi-
c�al �sland and a w�de avenue longer than the Champs Elysées �n Par�s! W�th a v�ew to 
real�z�ng th�s project, a demol�t�on campa�gn started �n 1993. Later, a heated d�scuss�on 
arose between ent�tled benefic�ary, powerful bus�nessmen, arch�tects and �ntellectuals 
on several �ssues �nclud�ng the her�tage, publ�c space, the tabula rasa pr�nc�ple, the cost 
of the project and the expropr�at�on of owners. As a result of th�s d�scuss�on, Sol�dere, 
the real estate company for the Development and Reconstruct�on of Be�rut Central 
D�str�ct, made changes to the project so that more of the arch�tectural and archaeolog�-
cal her�tage would be preserved and g�v�ng more cons�derat�on to publ�c space. Instead 
of preserv�ng only 120 bu�ld�ngs as �n�t�ally planned, Sol�dere saved 300 bu�ld�ngs and 
35 per cent of developed land �n the or�g�nal c�ty centre.

Half of Sol�dere’s shares were g�ven to all those who owned or leased property �n 
the old centre �n return for forego�ng control of �nd�v�dual plots. The other shares were 
sold on the market. Th�s soc�al problem does of course ex�st elsewhere. Peter Davey4 

2 In 1971, the Palest�ne L�berat�on Organ�zat�on moved �ts base of operat�ons to Lebanon. In 1971, the Palest�ne L�berat�on Organ�zat�on moved �ts base of operat�ons to Lebanon.n 1971, the Palest�ne L�berat�on Organ�zat�on moved �ts base of operat�ons to Lebanon.
3 Founded �n 1956, Dar Al-Handasah Sha�r and Partners �s a lead�ng �nternat�onal consultancy Founded �n 1956, Dar Al-Handasah Sha�r and Partners �s a lead�ng �nternat�onal consultancy 
spec�al�z�ng �n arch�tecture, eng�neer�ng, plann�ng and econom�cs.
4 Davey, Peter. Davey, Peter. ‘Potsdamer Platz – des�gn and construct�on of town square �n Berl�n, Germany’. 
Architectural Review, The,  Jan, 1999. http://www.findart�cles.com/p/art�cles/m�_m3575/�s_1223_205/
a�_54067552/pg_2

http://www.findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m3575
http://www.findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m3575/is_1223_205
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commented on the Potsdamer Platz �n Berl�n: ‘the hous�ng w�ll be ava�lable only to the 
fa�rly prosperous. Phys�cally, the way �n wh�ch the land has been sold has meant that �t 
�s �mposs�ble to ach�eve the dense l�vely texture of the old Potsdamer Platz, generated 
by numerous cont�guous �nd�v�dual hold�ngs and uses.’(fig. 1 and 2)

It �s clear that the Be�rut Central D�str�ct ne�ther looks nor funct�ons l�ke �t d�d be-
fore the war. How d�d the c�t�zens exper�ence th�s metamorphos�s and what �s done to 
l�nk Be�rut’s past w�th �ts present? People who used to know the centre, l�ke the wr�ter 
Hanan El Che�kh, descr�bed the reconstructed c�ty centre as be�ng ‘on the moon’. She 
sadly real�zes that she lost her v�sual landmarks. Of course, people started gradually 
gett�ng used to the new centre. It �s the largest pedestr�an area �n Be�rut where ch�ldren 
can play, and parents shop �n luxur�ous bout�ques, and eat and dr�nk �n the new cafés 
and restaurants. Hopefully, the centre of Be�rut w�ll also develop a new soul.

Sol�dere �s creat�ng a Her�tage Tra�l for pedestr�ans that w�ll connect all the ma�n 
archaeolog�cal s�tes, places of h�stor�c �nterest, monuments and her�tage bu�ld�ngs 
that are an �mportant part of Be�rut’s h�story and located �n the old h�stor�c centre and 
Conservat�on Area of Be�rut. The tra�l w�ll be marked by brass plates set �n the pave-
ment for v�s�tors to follow. Along the tra�l, v�s�tors w�ll find three d�fferent k�nds of 
Her�tage Panels: General Panels for �nformat�on on the urban sector, S�te Panels for 
�nformat�on on h�stor�cal s�tes and Monument Panels for �nformat�on on her�tage 
bu�ld�ngs. Th�s �n�t�at�ve w�ll prov�de valuable �nformat�on on the her�tage s�tes �n the 
central d�str�ct, but �f only pleasant stor�es are told �n front of newly renovated monu-
ments, won’t �t be a consp�racy w�th amnes�a? 

1. Star Square at the end of the civil war. 
Photograph: Ayman Traoui 

2. Star Square after reconstruction. 
Photograph: Ayman Traoui 
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Memories of Martyrs’ Square and the role of art 
At the end of the c�v�l war �n 1990, Robert Sal�ba5 carr�ed out an �nterest�ng survey. He 
asked about e�ghty people, who were d�v�ded �nto age groups, to draw mental maps of 
Be�rut c�ty centre. The results show that the youngest �nterv�ewees (�n the under 25 age 
group), who had not had much �nteract�on w�th the c�ty before the outbreak of the c�v�l 
war �n 1975, have an �mage of the c�ty based on �nformat�on prov�ded by the med�a and 
the�r parent’s accounts. ‘The�r mental maps of the c�ty centre emerged as an empty 
space w�th two markers: the Place des Martyrs and al-Masar�f Street (Banks’ Street).’ 
Interv�ewees over 45 years of age gave the most deta�led mental maps. The youngest 
and the oldest age groups both supported the reconstruct�on of a new central d�str�ct 
but for d�fferent reasons. It �s clear from th�s that there �s a vo�d between these two 
generat�ons. To create cont�nu�ty, the her�tage profess�onals can preserve the h�story of 
the centre along w�th �ts soc�al h�story, by pass�ng on memor�es from one generat�on 
to another, espec�ally as not much has been saved phys�cally and the c�ty’s features are 
chang�ng. 

Martyrs’ Square used to be the heart of the c�ty’s publ�c transport system, an ex-
tremely crowded open-a�r ‘stat�on’ for buses and tax�s. It was destroyed tw�ce, first by 
the war and then dur�ng the reconstruct�on project. Dur�ng the war �t became a no-
man’s land, an empty space where no one dared to walk for fear of be�ng k�lled by a 
sn�per. When reconstruct�ng Be�rut, Sol�dere demol�shed everyth�ng on one s�de of the 
square to make �t open to the sea. To fill the gap, Nada Sehnaou�6, a Lebanese art�st who 
works on memory through art, created a publ�c �nstallat�on �n 2003 called ‘Fractions of 
Memory’. (fig. 3) It a�med to link generat�ons through memor�es and was located on 
what used to be Martyrs’ Square �n downtown Be�rut. Through advert�sements �n the 
press and on the Internet, she c�rculated the follow�ng appeal for people to part�c�pate 
�n the mak�ng of the �nstallat�on: ‘Do you have memor�es of da�ly l�fe �n downtown 
Be�rut before the 1975 war? If you w�sh to share these memor�es w�th other people, 
please wr�te about them on one or more pages of wh�te paper, �n the language of your 
cho�ce, handwr�tten or typed, s�gned or anonymous, and send your contr�but�on to the 
follow�ng address…’ The �nstallat�on cons�sted of 360 paper structures made from a to-
tal of 20 tons of newspaper. Many of these structures d�splayed what people had wr�tten 
�n response to the appeal. Other structures rema�ned blank – m�ss�ng texts – represent-
�ng lost memor�es. 

It �s clear that there �s a need for an �nst�tut�on such as a museum to promote the 
c�ty’s modern h�story �n a creat�ve way and make �t access�ble and attract�ve to the pub-
l�c. It �s th�s �nst�tut�on’s duty to prove that h�story can create bonds, a sense of belong-
�ng, and g�ve valuable �nformat�on to v�s�tors. 

Towards a Beirut City History Museum
Unfortunately, we do not have c�ty h�story museums �n Lebanon. In Be�rut we do have 
several archeolog�cal museums such as the Be�rut Nat�onal Museum, the Amer�can 
Un�vers�ty Museum and the St Joseph Un�vers�ty Museum. 

As part of the master’s course �n museology at the Re�nwardt Academy �n Amster-
dam, the academy organ�zed a v�s�t to the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum �n 2002. I 

5 Sal�ba, Robert. ‘Deconstruct�on Be�rut’s reconstruct�on: 1990-2000. Com�ng to Terms w�th the Sal�ba, Robert. ‘Deconstruct�on Be�rut’s reconstruct�on: 1990-2000. Com�ng to Terms w�th the 
Colon�al Her�tage’. An essay based on a publ�c lecture presented at Darat al-Funun, Amman on Apr�l 
19, 2000. http://www.csbe.org/sal�ba/essay1.htm
6 Nada Sehnaou� attended the conference and part�c�pated �n the d�scuss�on after the lecture. Nada Sehnaou� attended the conference and part�c�pated �n the d�scuss�on after the lecture.

http://www.csbe.org/saliba/essay1.htm
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found �t fasc�nat�ng to learn about the c�ty’s development, monuments, events, people’s 
l�ves and occupat�ons, to v�s�t the museum and have fun, to be engaged �n �nterac-
t�on. It was the first t�me I’d v�s�ted a c�ty h�story museum. Wh�le I was learn�ng about 
Amsterdam �n the museum, I found myself ask�ng what I knew about Be�rut’s h�story. 
I belong to the generat�on born �n 1975, who d�dn’t know Be�rut before the war; I real-
�zed that I totally �gnore how Be�rut developed �nto a c�ty. Even �ts contemporary h�story 
�s fragmented �n my m�nd. At school we only learned Lebanon’s h�story unt�l 1943, the 
year of �ndependence. Shortly after the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum v�s�t, I dec�ded 
to work out what k�nd of c�ty h�story museum m�ght su�t Be�rut. Two years later, �n 
June 2004, I wrote my thes�s: ‘Beirut Memories Museum: a theoretical proposal for a mod-
ern history museum in Beirut’.

It d�d not seem l�kely to me to talk about the Be�rut Memor�es Museum (BMM) 
proposal �n Lebanon because of the pol�t�cal s�tuat�on back then. Unfortunately, a dra-
mat�c event had to happen to provoke change: the assass�nat�on of the Pr�me M�n�ster, 
Rafik Har�r� (1944-2005), on February 14th 2005 �n the heart of Be�rut. Thousands of 
Lebanese gathered �n the Martyrs’ Square on the day of h�s funeral.

On March 14th, one month after Har�r�’s assass�nat�on, one m�ll�on people from 
all over Lebanon (a quarter of the total populat�on) from all commun�t�es were un�ted 
on Martyrs’ Square, to cla�m nat�onal un�ty – Syr�ans out – accountab�l�ty – the truth. 
And w�th the help of �nternat�onal pressure, the Syr�ans left. A new era had started. 
Although I was �n Par�s at that t�me, I was dr�ven by the same enthus�asm. After a 
couple of months of d�scuss�ons about the �dea of the BMM w�th a group of French 
and Lebanese, the ‘Musée des Mémo�res de Beyrouth’ Assoc�at�on was founded �n July 
9th 20057. The a�m of the assoc�at�on �s to promote and real�ze the Be�rut Memor�es 

7 The Assoc�at�on’s reg�strat�on reference number ‘1560’ appeared �n the offic�al French Republ�c The Assoc�at�on’s reg�strat�on reference number ‘1560’ appeared �n the offic�al French Republ�c 
journal of Par�s N28, July 9 2005. The assoc�at�on’s founders are: Omar Kanaan (Dr of Ph�losophy), 
Carla Mard�n� (Museolog�st), J�han Safar (Dr of Econom�c-Demography) and G�l de B�zemont 
(Arch�tect and Graph�c Des�gner). 

3. ‘Fractions of Memory’, installation by Nada Sehnaoui on Martyrs’ Square, Beirut
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Museum project and support c�v�c engagement, reconc�l�at�on and sol�dar�ty through 
knowledge of the past, present and future of Be�rut’s c�ty and c�t�zens. 

The Beirut Memories Museum Concept
What k�nd of c�ty museum concept m�ght be su�table for Be�rut? I bel�eve that there 
�s no place for a ‘class�cal type’ of c�ty h�story museum �n Be�rut, �n wh�ch a dom�nant 
group �mposes �ts �deology or promotes a myth or an �dent�ty, l�ke all nat�onal muse-
ums used to be conce�ved �n the past. The erad�cat�on of d�vers�ty and plural�sm to cre-
ate a homogenous soc�ety �n Lebanon w�ll only strengthen the d�v�s�ons. There are 17 
�nst�tut�onal�zed confess�onal commun�t�es8 that deal w�th c�v�c �ssues and are pol�t�cal-
ly �nvolved �n the government. However, a commun�ty �s not necessar�ly homogenous. 
The confess�onal commun�t�es also �nclude a var�ety of �mm�grants from Palest�ne, 
Armen�a and Syr�a who have become part of the Lebanese ‘soc�al mosa�c’. For th�s rea-
son the museum must find an approach that takes �nto cons�derat�on the complex�ty of 
Be�rut’s h�story and �ts soc�al d�vers�ty. 

The museum w�ll cover the h�story of Be�rut from 18309 to the present day present-
�ng ‘The city’ and ‘The people’ through d�fferent themes around Be�rut’s modern�ty. 
The concept of the museum �s based on the follow�ng �deas and pr�nc�ples: 

A democratic institution, open to all people and involving them 
– The BMM w�ll str�ve to be access�ble to all c�t�zens from all backgrounds and gen-

erat�ons.
– The museum w�ll prov�de v�s�tors w�th d�fferent �nterpretat�ons of h�story through 

memor�es and test�mon�es of Lebanese and non-Lebanese, prov�d�ng a r�chness and 
d�vers�ty of po�nts of v�ew.

– It w�ll take people’s expectat�ons of such a museum �nto cons�derat�on and w�ll try 
to understand the�r way of commun�cat�ng and the�r �nterests (for example through 
publ�c research stud�es). 

– People w�ll be �nv�ted to part�c�pate act�vely �n develop�ng the museum’s act�v�t�es 
and not merely �nteract w�th the museum. (For �nstance, there w�ll be an �deas 
laboratory �n wh�ch v�s�tors can part�c�pate – choos�ng exh�b�t�on themes, act�v�t�es 
�nvolv�ng un�vers�ty students �n research and creat�ng exh�b�ts etc.) 

Present the city’s history through people’s stories 
– The BMM deals w�th many memor�es. It represents the c�ty �n an object�ve, h�stor�-

cal framework that supports people’s memor�es and stor�es. In th�s way the BMM 
w�ll offer v�s�tors the chance of captur�ng the essence of the h�story of the c�ty and 
d�scover �nterest�ng deta�ls through test�mon�es, prev�ously untold stor�es, personal 
stor�es and exper�ences.

– The purpose �s to br�ng the h�story closer to c�t�zens. These test�mon�es hold emo-
t�onal values as well, that m�ght help the �dent�ficat�on process and speak more to 
the v�s�tors. 

8 Of the 19 commun�t�es that ex�st, only 17 are �nst�tut�onal�zed. The two commun�t�es that are not yet Of the 19 commun�t�es that ex�st, only 17 are �nst�tut�onal�zed. The two commun�t�es that are not yet 
establ�shed are the Ismael�te and the non-sectar�an commun�t�es. 
9 1830 �s the date when Be�rut begun to flour�sh because of the act�v�ty of her port and the creat�on at 1830 �s the date when Be�rut begun to flour�sh because of the act�v�ty of her port and the creat�on at 
that t�me of steam eng�nes for boats.
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Use exhibition techniques to keep the visitor active and productive
– The BMM �s not an object-focused museum. The objects are merely there to �llus-

trate people’s stor�es.
– The BMM wants to use techn�ques that w�ll tr�gger v�s�tors’ cur�os�ty, and prompt 

quest�ons and doubts. V�s�tors w�ll be �nv�ted to g�ve the�r op�n�ons, be creat�ve and 
express themselves. 

The social role of the museum
Encourage Civic Dialogue
– The BMM wants to develop commun�cat�on between the c�ty’s d�fferent commun�-

t�es as a means of d�ss�pat�ng tens�on between them, encourag�ng them to get to 
know each other and share the same exper�ence. 

– Commun�t�es should be able to d�scover what they have �n common as well as to 
learn to apprec�ate the�r d�fferences. Th�s m�ght lead to the creat�on of a ‘L�ban�ty’10 
that goes beyond pol�t�cal and rel�g�ous affil�at�on.

Link generations 
– The BMM w�ll be ‘a l�v�ng memory’. It w�ll constantly refresh old memor�es and 

record new ones from the present w�th the a�m of connect�ng generat�ons and creat-
�ng a cont�nuous c�ty memory.

Provide civic education
– The Museum w�ll be a tool to veh�cle soc�al behav�our values through c�v�c and 

peace culture educat�on programs that gu�de v�s�tors to be better c�t�zens and re-
spect each others d�vers�t�es. 

Facilitate civic engagement and encourage initiatives 
– The museum w�ll have a Forum Hall – an area for conferences, debates and sem�-

nars on subjects relat�ng to Be�rut. The museum w�ll be a meet�ng po�nt for act�veThe museum w�ll be a meet�ng po�nt for act�ve 
c�t�zens who would l�ke to make a change �n cooperat�ng w�th others who also str�ve 
to create a modern and successful c�ty, regardless of pol�t�cal or confess�onal conv�c- regardless of pol�t�cal or confess�onal conv�c-
t�ons.

Freedom of speech 
– The museum has to make �tself known and respected as a hallmark of ‘freedom of 

speech’. It �s the museum’s duty to tackle del�cate and controvers�al �ssues.

The civil war presentation in the museum 
The c�v�l war �s the most sens�t�ve �ssue and I would therefore l�ke to descr�be how the 
museum w�ll approach �t. The �ntent�on of the c�v�l war presentat�on �s not to judge the 
warlords or analyze the causal�t�es of war; �ts ult�mate object�ve �s to show the effect of 
war on the c�ty and �ts c�t�zens’ l�ves. It �s essent�al to talk about war on a lower level, 
from the perspect�ve of da�ly l�fe, and to focus more on the consequences of war and 
what can we learn from �t. Curators w�ll a�m to present the facts and not try to �gnore 
the sens�t�ve and unpleasant �ssues of the past. If th�s approach �s not respected, �t w�ll 
lead to a consp�racy w�th amnes�a to m�sgu�de the v�s�tor. 

10 A Lebanese �dent�ty. A Lebanese �dent�ty.
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Know�ng that, Lebanese generally prefer the state of amnes�a when �t comes to 
remember�ng the c�v�l war and real�z�ng the �mportance of evok�ng the horrors of war 
as a lesson for post-war generat�on. Hence, the museum �s most l�kely to deal w�th the 
war �ssue w�th the help of ‘exemplary memory’11 and prov�d�ng peace culture. The ‘ex-
emplary memory’ encourages the dynam�c of exchange and encounter. It �s about ‘re-
negot�at�ng’ the traged�es, the pa�n and the old wounds through a respectful d�alogue, 
the mutual w�ll to l�sten to others and an empath�c comprehens�on so that everyone �s 
heard and the suffer�ng of all �s acknowledged. 

The BMM w�ll present the facts on the c�v�l war and w�ll g�ve people from d�ffer-
ent backgrounds and nat�onal�t�es an equal opportun�ty to g�ve the�r po�nt of v�ew. 
Test�mon�es of people who were affected by the war atroc�t�es w�ll be presented. The 
museum w�ll also show how the Lebanese surv�ved th�s per�od, how they adapted to 
the s�tuat�on, the�r hopes, the�r atyp�cal exper�ences and absurd moments of happ�ness. 
The museum w�ll also ded�cate a room to Peace �n wh�ch the v�s�tor w�ll learn about h�s 
dut�es as an �nd�v�dual to protect peace through h�s �nd�v�dual da�ly l�fe c�v�c behav�our.

Conclusion
Many changes have occurred �n Be�rut; the c�ty �s search�ng for stab�l�ty as well as devel-
op�ng an �mage and a role �n the reg�on. It needs a dynam�c �nst�tut�on that absorbs �ts 
h�story’s complex�ty, respects �ts c�t�zens’ d�vers�ty and gu�des the c�ty’s changes. The 
Be�rut Memor�es Museum w�ll therefore be more than just a museum on the modern 
h�story of Be�rut and �ts c�t�zens; �t w�ll be an �nst�tut�on that serves soc�ety through h�s-
tory. The BMM bel�eves that �t �s only by educat�ng future generat�ons and by prov�d�ng 
rel�able �nformat�on that �t can hope to provoke change. The museum project �s st�ll �n 
the very early stages of development and for the t�me be�ng, the Assoc�at�on �s promot-
�ng the BMM to attract �nterest �n Lebanon. 

Meanwh�le, the valuable test�mon�es of people who have w�tnessed events �n Be�rut 
s�nce the 1920s must be recorded. It �s essent�al to start �nterv�ew�ng these people and 
comp�l�ng an �nvaluable oral h�story collect�on, wh�ch �ncludes deta�led �nformat�on on 
da�ly l�fe �n the c�ty. A museolog�cal d�scourse �n the form of a round table of Lebanese 
�ntellectuals and profess�onals �n th�s field must also be organ�zed.

I would l�ke to end by pay�ng tr�bute to Sam�r Kass�r (1960-2005), a Lebanese jour-
nal�st, h�stor�an and professor of pol�t�cal sc�ence at St Joseph Un�vers�ty �n Be�rut. He 
was k�lled on June 2nd 2005, when an explos�ve was put under h�s car seat. He wrote 
�n h�s book ded�cated to Be�rut’s h�story12 ‘Beyrouth est plur�elle…plur�elle n’est po�ntelle n’est po�nt 
�ndéfin�ssable’ – Be�rut �s plural …Plural �s by no means �ndefinable.’ – Be�rut �s plural …Plural �s by no means �ndefinable.

11 Dubo�s, Chr�stophe Dubo�s, Chr�stophe. La survie libanaise ou l’expérience de la différence : un nécessaire élan vers 
l’harmonie multiconfessionnelle. Brussels : PIE Lang, 2002. p.90-93
12 Kass�r, Sam�r. Kass�r, Sam�r. Histoire de Beyrouth. Ed. Fayard, 2003.
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The museum of Gadagne, a museum w�th many 
partners

Simone Blazy 
Director Museum Gadagne, Lyon

Gadagne Museum �s the h�stor�cal museum of the c�ty of Lyon, housed �n an �mpres-
s�ve Rena�ssance bu�ld�ng �n the old c�ty centre. The museum opened �ts doors to the 
publ�c �n 1921. In 1950 the �nternat�onal puppet museum became part of the Gadagne 
Museum too. A major project for the restorat�on of the bu�ld�ngs and the restructur�ng 
of the museum was launched �n 1998. One of �ts a�ms �s to broaden the scope of the 
h�stor�cal museum so that �t can meet new urban challenges head on. 

An �mportant aspect of our new museolog�cal pol�cy �s to make the museum more 
user-fr�endly and more attract�ve to a w�der aud�ence. We �ntend to go about th�s �n 
several d�fferent ways. There w�ll be new serv�ces l�ke workshop-spaces, a small theatre, 
a café and a shop across the road. We also want to prov�de the v�s�tor w�th �nformat�on 
on the urban and soc�al context of the h�story of the c�ty by means of an aud�ov�sual 
sound show, offer�ng v�s�tors an �ntroduct�on to the museum. Th�s �ntroduct�on w�ll 
�nvolve walk�ng around outs�de as well as �ns�de so for th�s reason we are work�ng w�th 
eng�neers to make an aud�o-gu�de that can be l�stened to �n the museum as well as on 
the street. Th�s ´�ns�de-outs�de´ approach �s part of our des�gnated strategy that w�ll be 
expressed �n many d�fferent ways. For th�s case study I want to focus on some of the 
projects and act�v�t�es that have or�g�nated from the museum’s 25 partners �n the c�ty. 
These partnersh�ps are of spec�al �nterest at the moment because the museum �s closed 
for renovat�on. It �s for us an �mportant way to st�mulate �nterest �n her�tage and �n the 
h�story of Lyons and also to help c�t�zens to take an act�ve approach towards collect�ng 
and present�ng the�r own h�story.

Webzine Visaville (www.visaville.net)
As the relat�on between the h�story shown �ns�de the museum and the her�tage one 
can find outs�de �t �s one of the cornerstones of our museum’s strategy, we organ�se 
all k�nds of tours of the c�ty. These tours may also be v�rtual. An �nterest�ng example 
of th�s type of tour can be found on the V�sav�lle webs�te. (fig. 1) The central theme 
of V�sav�lle �s the d�scovery of our urban her�tage, �nclud�ng the �n-put of ch�ldren �n 
the 9-13-year-old age-group. In 2000 a partnersh�p was started between the Gadagne 
Museum and the soc�ety In-phase, wh�ch �s spec�al�sed �n aud�o-v�sual projects. 
Research was carr�ed out together w�th the ch�ldren on several theme’s connected w�th 
the urban her�tage of the c�ty. When they have fin�shed they commun�cate what they 
have learned �n V�sav�lle, a three-monthly webz�ne espec�ally for ch�ldren. Th�s year, 
for Internet day, they created a v�rtual game wh�ch gu�ded Internet v�s�tors all over the 
town. 2000 people (ch�ldren on the�r own or ch�ldren w�th the�r class or fam�ly) jo�ned 
�n dur�ng the first week. Pr�zes were g�ven dur�ng a party organ�sed at the soc�al centre 

http://www.visaville.net
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of Monpla�s�r. In projects l�ke th�s the Gadagne Museum w�th �ts museum collect�ons 
funct�ons as an �nformat�on centre. It also organ�ses the workshops and cultural act�v�-
t�es the ch�ldren need for the�r research.

The musical heritage of La Guillotière
A second example of how Gadagne Museum works on �ts urban her�tage �n partner-
sh�p w�th others �s by way of a notebook on the d�fferent squares �n the d�str�ct of La 
Gu�llot�ère. It was here that the �mm�grants used to arr�ve �n the past, and �t st�ll �s a 
very mult�cultural sett�ng. Dur�ng a spec�ally organ�sed mus�c day fourteen groups of 
mus�c�ans played mus�c �n these squares from mus�cal scores wh�ch had been collected 
by the Centre des Mus�ques Trad�t�onnelles (Trad�t�onal Mus�c Centre). The notebook 
also expla�ned the or�g�ns of the d�fferent types of mus�c wh�ch entered Lyon when �m-
m�grants from d�fferent reg�ons of the world arr�ved. In th�s case, I th�nk the museum 
has succeeded �n mak�ng the �nhab�tants of La Gu�llot�ère more aware of the�r past 
and of the�r cultural and mater�al her�tage. The mus�c day was also the occas�on when 
all eleven assoc�at�ons (Com�té des Hab�tants du Quart�er Moncey; Awal; Capoe�ra 
Senzala; Contresens; Coup de Pouce Rela�s; Defkalyon; Espace Culturel Mésopotam�e; 
Les Inattendus; Noao; Les Ch�no�s d’Outremer and Choros) �n th�s area worked to-
gether. Hold�ng the event at th�s locat�on was qu�te a challenge because people l�v�ng 
there are not very w�ll�ng to m�x and find �t d�fficult to work together on a jo�nt project. 
Actually the mus�c day was a success so the museum and �ts partners were extremely 
proud of what they had ach�eved.

Th�s jo�nt project should be v�ewed �n a broader context, as last year the museum 
and several other cultural �nst�tut�ons s�gned an agreement of �ntent on cultural co-op-
erat�on w�th the c�ty counc�l. Th�s targets part�cular areas of the c�ty w�th d�fficult eco-
nom�c and soc�al problems. The gu�d�ng pr�nc�ple beh�nd the agreement �s to take care 

1. Homepage of the webzine VISAville
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of the var�ed needs of the c�ty �nhab�tants no matter where they come from, and to offer 
help to those who need �t. It a�ms at creat�ng a new d�alogue between d�fferent actors 
�n the c�ty. In the text of the agreement Gadagne Museum �s descr�bed as a reference 
fac�l�ty for prov�d�ng �nformat�on on Lyons’ h�story, a museum wh�ch can play a central 
and connect�ng role �n the h�story and her�tage of Lyons. It �s also seen as a key to the 
�dent�ty of the town, a sc�ent�fic research centre and a place connect�ng assoc�at�ons and 
organ�sat�ons spread all over the c�ty work�ng on her�tage and �dent�ty. The museum �s 
expected to prov�de the methodology and resources to help people to retr�eve memor�es 
and to tell the�r l�fe stor�es, as well as produc�ng spec�al documents and tak�ng spec�fic 
act�on to emphas�se the shared h�story common to all. The museum w�ll be work�ng on 
th�s jo�nt project over the next five years.



126 

D�scuss�on

Chair: Rosmarie Beier-de Haan1  
Curator German Historical Museum 

Question: The follow�ng quest�on was asked w�th regard to the �mpress�ve art�st�c work 
on memory created by the young Lebanese art�st Nada Sehnaou�: �n th�s country where 
h�story doesn’t ex�st �n schools and �n publ�c d�scuss�on, can one say that art turned 
�nto an alternat�ve for h�story �n museums? Is �t poss�ble that art can do more for soc�-
ety than museums?
Answer: Mrs. Sehnaou� stated that museums are also necessary but that art can some-
t�mes break through a country’s amnes�a. The artwork was made to un�te and to break 
open the d�scuss�on. It was an opportun�ty for everybody to tell the�r stor�es of the past. 
Museums can do th�s as well.

Question: In a country where people prefer not to look back and pol�t�cs neglect the past, 
how do you negot�ate the tens�on between want�ng to create (a c�ty h�story museum) 
and want�ng to forget (the past)? What strateg�es do you use? 
Answer: Carla Mard�n� answered th�s quest�on by stat�ng that �t �s l�ke a r�ot. A r�ot 
about what people want. The confrontat�on between pol�t�cs and publ�c w�ll be there, 
but the react�on of the publ�c can not be neglected any longer. 

Question: In the museum a lot of attent�on w�ll be pa�d to peoples´ memor�es. Are h�s-
tory and memory not too hard to reconc�le? 
Answer: It w�ll be a museum of the h�story of Be�rut and the war �s part of �t, but not the 
only top�c. Much space w�ll thus be devoted to other h�story as well. But memor�es are 
what the publ�c wants and needs now. Maybe later a more trad�t�onal form of h�story 
w�ll work for the people �n Be�rut but not yet. 

Question: What �s the role of the v�s�tor?
Answer: The v�s�tor �n the museum can be seen as the h�stor�an or even as the cura-
tor. Because of the�r role �n reconc�l�ng other people’s memor�es they must dec�de for 
themselves what k�nd of h�story they get out of the stor�es and memor�es. The v�s�tor 
�s try�ng to understand and make an analys�s of what h�story he wants for h�mself. In 
Lebanon many commun�t�es l�ve together. You must not want to tell the Sh��te h�story, 
the Soen�t h�story and so on; you must tell the c�t�zens’ h�story. 

Question: The cha�r states that �t �s �mportant for the curator to make a self defin�t�on. 
What �s your standpo�nt, what are your a�ms and what are your d�fferences w�th others. 
The quest�on to be asked here �s: can museums really create a forum? How can a mu-
seum make cho�ces �n a compl�cated s�tuat�on? 

1 Ow�ng to personal c�rcumstances Ms S�mone Blazy was unable to g�ve her paper at the conference 
but �t �s �ncluded �n these proceed�ngs
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Answer: We assume nowadays that there �s c�v�c space �n museums but you can not take 
that for granted. The first step must be to create a museum. The museum �n Be�rut 
w�ll make exh�b�t�ons but at the same t�me wants to prompt d�scourse. One of the ma�n 
reasons �s that Be�rut and Lebanon are not as museum or�ented as c�t�es �n Western 
Europe are. People �n Be�rut do not v�s�t class�cal museums. 

Question: W�ll you take �nto cons�derat�on people who left Lebanon years ago and can 
look back on �t? 
Answer: Espec�ally people who left Lebanon can reflect on the�r homeland. 

Question: How are you go�ng to organ�se the quant�ty of space ava�lable for everyone? 
Must all groups be g�ven the same amount of space? 
Answer: Th�s �s a really problemat�c aspect. Th�s must stem from what the people them-
selves want to contr�bute and �nput. If you know how they want to part�c�pate you can 
sort that out. Most �mportant �s that the opportun�ty �s there!

The way to make the Lebanese people react w�ll be by openness and boldness. In th�s 
way part�c�pat�on �s poss�ble. If a var�ety of people part�c�pate that �s a good th�ng. 
Plural�sm does not mean fragmentat�on; �t �s r�chness and d�vers�ty. 

Creat�ng a museum �s Carla Mard�n�’s way to open up h�story. The fact that 
Lebanon does not have a h�story of creat�ng museums does not mean that the publ�c 
rejects museums and the�r creat�on. Lebanese people are cur�ous. Museums w�ll be 
cr�t�c�sed but that w�ll be helpful. 

The museum �s not a neutral space. It �s �tself an �deolog�cal space. The curator 
br�ngs op�n�ons and �s an actor �n the play. A museum �s made for understand�ng, 
maybe even prevent�ng some th�ngs happen�ng aga�n but judg�ng �s not the�r job. In 
say�ng th�s one must not forget that curators, �n a way, always judge – by choos�ng what 
�s presented �n a museum and what w�ll be kept unseen. But �n the case of Be�rut the 
curator w�ll not leave out the darker parts of the past but present the full h�story. 

Conclusions 
– Museums are chang�ng. Museums must be seen as part of the c�v�c space and ac-

cord�ngly th�s must be open to publ�c d�alogue. The curator’s role must change as 
well. The relat�onsh�p between curator and v�s�tor somet�mes has to be redefined 
because the v�s�tor can become the curator and the museum can become a forum 
where d�scuss�ons take place. Plural�sm (�n represent�ng d�fferent vo�ces and op�n-
�ons) does not mean fragmentat�on. It can mean r�chness �nstead. 

– The general assumpt�on that a museum just has to offer solut�ons to the publ�c �s 
a m�sconcept�on, as a museum offers space, can make m�stakes and learn from 
them. Openness and boldness w�ll be the way to prompt react�ons from the publ�c. 
Part�c�pat�on must be poss�ble.

– Curators and other museum profess�onals always make judgements and they must 
be aware of that. They make dec�s�ons, have a standpo�nt and make th�s part of the 
transparency of the museum. Self reflect�on and clear standpo�nts are essent�al for 
th�s transparency.
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Add�s Ababa Museum1 as a centre of publ�c d�scuss�on

Estifanos Admasu Jenberie 
Head of Tourism Promotion, Addis Ababa Tourism Commission 

The purpose of th�s art�cle �s to d�scuss some of the act�v�t�es of the Add�s Ababa 
Museum (fig. 1 and 2) a�med at creat�ng a dynam�c env�ronment �n wh�ch the c�ty’s 
res�dents can come together and d�scuss the�r h�story and da�ly l�fe. The museum has 
already successfully made contact w�th var�ous organ�zat�ons, assoc�at�ons and other 
�nterested part�es. In a country where there are recurrent econom�c, pol�t�cal and soc�al 
problems, museums are respons�ble for creat�ng a dynam�c atmosphere to address 
these �ssues w�th a v�ew to creat�ng a better way of l�fe. Th�s paper also �ncludes back-
ground �nformat�on to g�ve readers �ns�ght �nto the museum’s collect�ons and struc-
ture. Lastly, some problems are �dent�fied and poss�ble solut�ons suggested.

Ethiopia
F�rstly, I w�ll g�ve a br�ef descr�pt�on of the country of Eth�op�a and of the c�ty of Add�s 
Ababa �n part�cular. Eth�op�a �s located �n the horn of Afr�ca bordered by Sudan on the 
west, Somal�a and Dj�bout� on the east, Er�trea on the north and Kenya on the south. 
The country covers an area of approx�mately 1.14 m�ll�on square k�lometres/444,000 
square m�les w�th a populat�on of 77.4 m�ll�on, grow�ng at the rate of 2.4% per annum. 
The topography of the country features rugged mounta�ns, flat-topped mounta�ns, deep 
r�ver canyons, roll�ng pla�ns and lowlands. Eth�op�a’s great r�ft valley, wh�ch d�v�des the 
country �n two, �s home to d�verse fauna and flora, and has mounta�ns, lakes, deserts 
and savannahs. 

Eth�op�a �s 15 degrees north of the equator. Ow�ng to the moderat�ng �nfluence 
of h�gh alt�tude, �t enjoys a pleasant temperate cl�mate, w�th the average temperature 
rarely exceed�ng 20oC (68oF). In most of the h�ghlands, ra�nfall occurs �n two d�st�nct 
seasons, the ‘small ra�n’ dur�ng February and March and the ‘b�g ra�n’ from June to 
September. 

Eth�op�a �s one of the oldest nat�ons �n the world w�th an anc�ent culture and deep-
rooted values. V�s�tors can apprec�ate centur�es-old churches hewn from rock and the 
colourful ceremon�es of the Eth�op�an Orthodox Church. Islam also has strong roots �n 
the country that go back many centur�es. The populat�on compr�ses about seventy-e�ght 
ethn�c groups w�th the�r own customs, crafts, hous�ng, and un�que languages. There 
are e�ghty-three languages �n total, w�th 200 d�alects.

Addis Ababa
Add�s Ababa was founded �n 1886. Three years later the c�ty became the cap�tal of 
Eth�op�a. The c�ty has grown rap�dly s�nce World War II. Nowadays �t �s the pol�t�cal 
and commerc�al heart of the country w�th an est�mated populat�on of almost five m�l-

1 The museum was accountable to the Mayor of the c�ty unt�l 1993. From 1994 unt�l the beg�nn�ng of The museum was accountable to the Mayor of the c�ty unt�l 1993. From 1994 unt�l the beg�nn�ng of 
2005, �t was part of the Culture and Sport Bureau of the Add�s Ababa C�ty Adm�n�strat�on. Currently, 
the museum reports to the Add�s Ababa Tour�sm Comm�ss�on.



129 

1. Building of the Addis Ababa Museum
2. Exhibits of the Addis Ababa Museum 
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l�on. Add�s Ababa l�terally means new flower �n Amhar�c, the offic�al language of the 
country. S�tuated on the central plateau at an alt�tude of 2,400 metres, Add�s Ababa �s 
remarkable for �ts cultural and ethn�c d�vers�ty and contrasts. The populat�on of Add�s 
Ababa �s drawn from every corner of the country and fore�gners res�d�ng �n Eth�op�a 
add to the d�vers�ty. Add�s Ababa �s also a c�ty of contrasts arch�tecturally. Modern 
bu�ld�ngs and w�de boulevards are �nterspersed w�th h�stor�cal churches and houses, 
palaces, monuments and museums. 

The headquarters of �nternat�onal organ�zat�ons, �nclud�ng the Afr�ca Un�on (AU) 
and the Un�ted Nat�ons Econom�c Comm�ss�on for Afr�ca (UNECA), are located �n 
Add�s Ababa. It �s a major centre of d�plomacy �n Afr�ca w�th more than seventy em-
bass�es and consular representat�ves. Connect�ons to and from the c�ty are good. It �s 
l�nked to all the reg�onal centres by a network of roads and �s Eth�op�a’s major po�nt of 
entry and departure by a�r. Telephone, telex, fax, Internet, and a�rma�l serv�ces connect 
Add�s Ababa w�th every part of the world. The c�ty has excellent hotel fac�l�t�es rang�ng 
from the luxur�ous Sheraton to a good number of m�d-pr�ced and budget accommoda-
t�ons.

Museums in Addis Ababa 
More than e�ght museums are found �n Add�s Ababa, spec�al�z�ng �n d�fferent aspects 
of the country’s r�ch her�tage. They are owned by the government, the Orthodox Church 
or pr�vately. Objects of h�stor�cal s�gn�ficance are kept �n the museums of the Eth�op�an 
Orthodox Church, as the church �s cons�dered to be a safe place to preserve valuable 
�tems. Many of the exh�b�ts represent the eccles�ast�cal wealth of the church and the 
collect�ons �nclude donat�ons from Emperors and royal fam�l�es, as well as the bod�es of 
Emperor Menel�k II2, Empress Ta�tu and Empress Zewd�tu.

The concept of a museum was �n�t�ally �ntroduced �n Eth�op�a �n 1944 when an 
exh�b�t�on of ceremon�al costumes, donated by the royal fam�ly, and other objects was 
opened to the publ�c for the first t�me.3 I w�ll br�efly descr�be three of the museums �n 
Add�s Ababa before I g�ve more deta�led �nformat�on on the Add�s Ababa Museum �t-
self.

The National Museum of Ethiopia. In 1952 the Inst�tute of Archaeology was estab-
l�shed w�th the a�m of promot�ng h�stor�cal and archaeolog�cal research. Some of the 
archaeolog�cal finds were exh�b�ted �n 1955, and hence the archaeolog�cal museum was 
founded. In 1966 a Nat�onal Museum was establ�shed to protect, preserve and exh�b�t 
ant�qu�t�es. Nowadays th�s museum has d�fferent sect�ons, such as the Palaeontolog�cal 
and Pre-h�stor�c sect�on where a repl�ca of Lucy, the 3.2 m�ll�on-year-old hom�n�ds skel-
eton �s d�splayed, the H�stor�cal Archaeology sect�on, the Art Sect�on where works of 
Eth�op�an art�sts are d�splayed, and the Ethnograph�c Sect�on w�th trad�t�onal and cer-
emon�al costumes and jewellery represent�ng the d�verse cultures and numerous ethn�c 
groups. 

The Zoological Natural History Museum �s ded�cated to the r�ch Eth�op�an w�ld l�fe 
much of wh�ch �s endem�c. It was establ�shed by the B�ology Department of Add�s 
Ababa Un�vers�ty �n 1955 and houses 1100 spec�es of an�mals. 

2 Menel�k II (1844-1913) was Emperor of Eth�op�a from 1889-1913. He was the founder of Add�s Ababa Menel�k II (1844-1913) was Emperor of Eth�op�a from 1889-1913. He was the founder of Add�s Ababa 
�n 1886 and made �t the cap�tal of h�s emp�re. 
3 Th�s was an �n�t�at�ve of French archaeolog�sts. They collected 206 objects for the exh�b�t�on, wh�ch Th�s was an �n�t�at�ve of French archaeolog�sts. They collected 206 objects for the exh�b�t�on, wh�ch 
was held �n the Nat�onal Arch�ve �n Add�s Ababa. 
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The Ethiopian Postal Museum has a collect�on of Eth�op�an stamps dat�ng from the 
early 1890s to the present day. 

Addis Ababa Museum
The museum was once the res�dence of Ras B�ru Wolde Gebr�el, M�n�ster of War �n 
the t�me of Emperor Menel�k II. He was one of the war leaders and went �nto ex�le w�th 
Emperor Ha�le Selass�e dur�ng the Ital�an occupat�on from 1936 to 1941. Th�s magn�fi-
cent bu�ld�ng �s located on a h�ll w�th a command�ng v�ew of the c�ty. Dat�ng back to the 
1920s, �ts d�mens�ons and decorat�ons make �t one of the most fasc�nat�ng old bu�ld-
�ngs of Add�s Ababa. Its arch�tectural beauty �s attr�buted to Ind�an eng�neers. 

The bu�ld�ng �s constructed of stone and mud. Several rooms have cloth ce�l�ngs. 
Rooms upsta�rs were used as bedrooms and the ground floor funct�oned as a hall and 
courtroom. After the death of Ras B�ru, h�s daughters cont�nued l�v�ng �n the house un-
t�l 1971. Dur�ng the DERG reg�me (1974-1991), the house was confiscated and used as 
a government office. In 1986, the Add�s Ababa C�ty Adm�n�strat�on formed a comm�t-
tee to organ�ze the centenary-ann�versary celebrat�ons of the found�ng of the c�ty. The 
comm�ttee comm�ss�oned the establ�shment of a museum ded�cated to the h�stor�cal 
development of the c�ty. It was also to �nclude a department on the future plans for the 
c�ty. The locat�on of Ras B�ru’s house and �ts spac�ous fac�l�t�es, wh�ch could accommo-
date the c�ty’s h�stor�cal art�facts, made �t an excellent cho�ce as home to the museum. 
Exh�b�ts were purchased and donated by �nd�v�duals and �nst�tut�ons. The museum 
opened �ts doors to the publ�c �n 1986. 

The Add�s Ababa museum currently focuses on the h�stor�cal, pol�t�cal, econom�-
cal, soc�al and arch�tectural development of the c�ty s�nce �t was founded �n 1886. It was 
establ�shed w�th the follow�ng object�ves: 
– d�splay the h�stor�cal and cultural her�tage to the publ�c,
– record the h�stor�cal, pol�t�cal, econom�c and soc�al development of the c�ty,
– support research by prov�d�ng h�stor�cal mater�al and sources,
– study the cultural and h�stor�cal her�tage of the c�ty �n cooperat�on w�th research 

�nst�tut�ons.

Tour of the museum
Finfine Hall (the found�ng of the c�ty)
Photographs show�ng the first settlements and other h�stor�cal events and �tems related 
to the or�g�n and development of Add�s Ababa; p�ctures and costumes of Emperor 
Menel�k and h�s w�fe Empress Ta�tu, the founders of the c�ty. 
Edget Hall (development of Add�s Ababa)
Photographs of p�oneer mus�c�ans, the first ra�lway eng�ne, the first hotel, the first tel-
ephone equ�pment and all the Eth�op�an currenc�es, from the early days of salt bars to 
the present-day; photographs of the c�ty’s twenty-e�ght mayors, start�ng from 1892; g�fts 
from reg�onal governments on the occas�on of the Add�s Ababa centenary celebrat�ons. 
Adwa Hall
Adwa �s the place where the Eth�op�an army defeated the Ital�an colon�al power �n 1896. 
The Emperor fought a successful campa�gn and returned tr�umphantly to celebrate the 
v�ctory �n Add�s Ababa. Weapons used dur�ng the battle, trad�t�onal m�l�tary un�forms 
and costumes are exh�b�ted �n th�s hall. 
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Handicrafts Hall
A w�de range of hand�crafts �nclud�ng pottery, weav�ng, basketry, embro�dery, and kn�t-
t�ng. 
Modern Art Hall
Major works of art, ma�nly sculptures and pa�nt�ngs, by contemporary Eth�op�an art�sts. 
Future Vision
Draw�ngs, des�gns and models dep�ct�ng the future v�s�on of the cap�tal c�ty. 
Art Gallery 
Trad�t�onal hand�crafts and souven�rs are for sale. 
The cafeteria serves food and dr�nks. V�s�tors can enjoy a panoram�c v�ew of the c�ty. 

Major activities of the museum
Add�s Ababa Museum prov�des �nformat�on about the c�ty to both local and fore�gn 
v�s�tors. It �s ded�cated to �nform�ng people about the c�ty’s h�story and help�ng them 
to apprec�ate the process of c�v�l�zat�on. Objects of h�stor�cal, aesthet�c and cultural �m-
portance are carefully exh�b�ted w�th a v�ew to educat�ng the general publ�c. D�splays of 
plans and des�gns by the c�ty adm�n�strat�on g�ve v�s�tors a gl�mpse �nto Add�s Ababa’s 
future. W�th �ts cultural, h�stor�cal and art�st�c treasures, the museum serves as a source 
of knowledge and understand�ng for researchers, scholars and spec�al�sts. 

One of the m�ss�ons of the museum �s to �nsp�re students to learn and to �nv�te 
people of all ages, �nterests and backgrounds to share the�r exper�ences. W�th a v�ew to 
attract�ng more v�s�tors, the museum produces promot�onal mater�als for educat�onal 
�nst�tut�ons and other organ�zat�ons. The med�a, both publ�c and pr�vate, g�ve coverage 
to the museum w�th a v�ew to publ�c�z�ng �ts events and act�v�t�es to the general publ�c. 

Much needs to be done to supplement the museum collect�ons. The or�g�nal exh�b-
�ts acqu�red when the museum was founded are d�splayed for at least 20 years. Efforts 
are now �n progress to develop the collect�ons. There are plans for a room ded�cated to 
the h�story of athlet�cs to promote �nterest �n the museum and �t �s act�vely cooperat�ng 
w�th the athlet�cs federat�on. The largest open-a�r market �n Afr�ca �s located �n Add�s 
Ababa. It attracts people from a d�vers�ty of ethn�c groups and cultures. The museum 
has acqu�red photos of h�stor�cal s�gn�ficance from the Eth�op�an Press Agency, wh�ch 
has except�onal collect�ons. 

Temporary exh�b�t�ons are also g�ven space �n the museum w�th a v�ew to attract�ng 
a w�der aud�ence. The subjects of these exh�b�t�ons are related to the museum’s objec-
t�ves. Clean and Green Add�s Ababa Soc�ety has an annual exh�b�t�on program a�med at 
promot�ng solut�ons to the poor san�tary cond�t�ons �n the c�ty. The photograph�c collec-
t�on of Alfred Ilg, a Sw�ss techn�cal adv�sor to Emperor Menel�k who contr�buted greatly 
to the development of the c�ty, �s temporar�ly on d�splay. UNICEF �s also organ�z�ng a 
temporary art exh�b�t�on for one month ent�tled ‘Youth V�s�on’. Add�s Ababa Museum 
�s therefore work�ng on several projects that w�ll contr�bute to produc�ng a var�ed and 
mult�far�ous exh�b�t�on and attract more v�s�tors. 

We bel�eve volunteers are a great asset to the museum. At the moment the museum 
�s establ�sh�ng a Soc�ety of Add�s Ababa Museum Fr�ends. Ambassadors’ w�ves, profes-
s�onals �n the museum sector and other volunteers, from both Eth�op�a and abroad, 
w�th an �nterest �n museums or the ab�l�ty to coord�nate fund�ng and profess�onals w�ll 
hopefully jo�n the Soc�ety. The const�tut�on of the Soc�ety has been drafted and subm�t-
ted to the relevant government body for endorsement.
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As one of �ts first act�v�t�es, the Soc�ety �s work�ng on an exh�b�t�on t�tled Addis 
Ababa- from Camp to Capital of Africa. The exh�b�t�on tells the h�story of Add�s Ababa 
through the med�um of �ts h�stor�cal bu�ld�ngs. Apart from dep�ct�ng the econom�c, 
soc�al and pol�t�cal h�story of Add�s Ababa, v�s�tors are g�ven an opportun�ty to look �nto 
the future of the c�ty. Ch�ldren’s draw�ngs of the�r v�s�on of the c�ty �n the future w�ll be 
exh�b�ted; mayors, past and present, and other popular figures w�ll talk about what they 
would l�ke Add�s Ababa to become �n the future. Th�s �s one way of mak�ng res�dents of 
Add�s Ababa �nvolved and concerned about the�r c�ty. 

 The other major act�v�ty �s the tw�nn�ng of Add�s Ababa Museum w�th the Museum 
of London. Th�s could fac�l�tate the acqu�s�t�on of techn�cal, mater�al and other support 
from a modern, well-organ�zed museum. Ad hoc comm�ttee members have been se-
lected from the Add�s Ababa Museum to real�ze the tw�nn�ng project. 

Some problems in the museum
The follow�ng are some of the problems �dent�fied that need support from fund�ng or-
gan�zat�ons and volunteers. 
– The museum �s adm�n�stered by one department of Add�s Ababa Tour�sm 

Comm�ss�on. It does not have �ts own budget and adm�n�strat�on. Th�s has a nega-
t�ve �mpact on the number of qual�fied staff and the museum’s endeavors to play an 
act�ve role �n soc�al change.

– To �mprove the qual�ty of the museum �t �s essent�al to work on the profess�onal�sm 
of the staff. At the moment the museum staff has l�ttle or no profess�onal tra�n�ng.

– Many act�v�t�es and areas requ�re fund�ng: 
 restorat�on and mod�ficat�on of the bu�ld�ng 

aud�ov�sual equ�pment and l�ght�ng 
conference fac�l�t�es and meet�ng rooms 
expans�on of the museum to prov�de temporary exh�b�t�on fac�l�t�es 
�mprovement to d�splay techn�ques 
publ�cat�ons 
acqu�s�t�on of objects/mater�als to enr�ch the museum collect�ons
coord�nat�on of art�sts and other spec�al�sts to �mprove the bu�ld�ng, the museum 
compound and d�splay mater�als. 

Possible solutions
If the museum �s to make an �mportant contr�but�on to l�fe �n the c�ty, �t must be re-
structured and allocated �ts own budget and adm�n�strat�on under the close superv�s�on 
of the mun�c�pal author�t�es. The museum w�ll then be �n a pos�t�on to ra�se people’s 
awareness of the�r role �n the c�ty’s development. 

 Other solut�ons wh�ch could help the museum to ach�eve �ts goals �nclude: sourc-
�ng fund�ng from financ�al organ�zat�ons, embass�es, pr�vate compan�es and NGOs; 
establ�sh�ng work�ng relat�onsh�ps w�th museums �n developed countr�es and museum 
assoc�at�ons; organ�z�ng volunteers to help prov�de mater�al, profess�onal and finan-
c�al ass�stance to the museum; expand�ng and develop�ng the Soc�ety of Add�s Ababa 
Museum Fr�ends; work�ng w�th the med�a to publ�c�ze the museum and �nvolve the 
commun�ty �n act�v�t�es; organ�z�ng forums where res�dents can d�scuss da�ly l�fe �n the 
c�ty; short-term tra�n�ng programs to �mprove staff sk�lls. F�nally, ICMAH can cons�der 
the Add�s Ababa Museum to be a su�table centre for exper�ment�ng w�th the role of c�ty 
museums �n a s�tuat�on where econom�c and pol�t�cal problems preva�l.
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Museums as H�story Workshops 
A case study from Skövde C�ty Museum, Sweden

Curry Heimann 
Director Skövde City Museum Sweden

Many Swed�sh museums have �n recent years exper�enced a per�od of recons�der�ng 
the�r goals and the methods they use. Much has been due to fluctuat�ng econom�c con-
d�t�ons but also a change �n the expectat�ons of the publ�c. Th�s paper �s about a small 
c�ty museum �n Sweden, that dur�ng the last couple of years has been forced to reth�nk 
the whole purpose of the museum, everyth�ng that has been done, why and for whom. 
Th�s process of change has resulted �n a project named ‘Skövde C�ty Museum – a h�s-
tory workshop’ and my paper w�ll focus on th�s. 

The museum structure in Sweden
Before d�scuss�ng the ‘h�story workshop’ project, I w�ll make some br�ef comments on 
the museum structure �n Sweden. Museums are �n general organ�zed �n a k�nd of mu-
seum h�erarchy. Swed�sh museums, and I am now referr�ng to offic�al stat�st�cs from 
2003 on 198 museums, can be d�v�ded �nto four groups. Museums w�th a nat�onw�de 
rem�t �n a spec�al subject are often labelled ‘central museums’, all ma�nly govern-
ment funded. Th�s first category compr�ses 24 museums, for example the Nat�onal Art 
Museum, the Museum of Natural H�story and the Nat�onal Museum of H�story. Most 
of these are qu�te large �nst�tut�ons located �n or near the cap�tal c�ty, Stockholm. A 
second group of 25 museums are called ‘reg�onal museums’. The county boundar�es 
usually determ�ne the�r work�ng area. They normally have a very broad task ma�nly 
compr�s�ng cultural h�story and art. These museums are partly financed by the govern-
ment but the ma�n part of the fund�ng �s by the local county adm�n�strat�on. The th�rd 
and largest group of museums �s made up of 70 small and med�um-s�zed museums 
funded by local mun�c�pal�t�es or commun�t�es. A fourth group cons�sts of a m�xture of 
d�fferent k�nds of museums, �nclud�ng pr�vate and spec�al�zed museums. 

How financ�al subs�d�es from the publ�c sector are granted to the d�fferent catego-
r�es of museums �n Sweden var�es greatly. In 2003 the 24 central museums shared 
more than 800 m�ll�on Swed�sh kronor, whereas the 70 local museums rece�ved less 
than half of th�s sum. These figures tell us someth�ng about how Swed�sh cultural 
pol�cy re�nforces the reg�onal �mbalance �n Sweden, where most of the �nst�tut�ons 
and financ�al and personnel resources are located �n the v�c�n�ty of the cap�tal. In 2003 
there were 198 Swed�sh museums �n the offic�al stat�st�cs; 54 of them were located �n 
Stockholm.

The huge var�at�on makes �t clear to me that we must spec�fically state the type of 
museum and �ts financ�al resources when we d�scuss the role of museums �n con-
temporary soc�ety. Th�s �mbalance �s re�nforced by the fact that Sweden’s populat�on 
�s spread out over a vast geograph�cal area. Urban�zat�on as a process of m�grat�on 
occurred later �n Sweden than �n most other western European countr�es. After the 
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Second World War �t accelerated but Sweden st�ll has only a few urban centres w�th 
more than 500,000 �nhab�tants. 

In the late 1960s th�s part�cular s�tuat�on d�d prompt the �nst�tut�on of ‘R�ksutstä
lln�ngar’(Swed�sh Travell�ng Exh�b�t�ons). The object�ve was to take exh�b�t�ons from 
Stockholm to the rest of the country. The �deolog�cal bas�s of th�s pol�cy �s deeply rooted 
�n the movement of the Swed�sh Soc�al-Democrat�c Party, wh�ch has been �n favour of 
large-scale nat�onal solut�ons s�nce the 1930s. A key �dea �n th�s �deology �s to g�ve equal 
opportun�t�es to all people regardless of where they l�ve, as well as a strong bel�ef �n na-
t�onal �nst�tut�ons and the role of cultural �nst�tut�ons as ‘senders’ �n a commun�cat�on 
process, wh�ch �n many ways was only one d�rect�onal. However, somewhat conversely, 
the �deology of the Soc�al Democrat�c Party also �ncludes a bel�ef �n local popular move-
ments, wh�ch �s how the party �tself �s organ�zed. D�fferent v�ews on how soc�ety should 
be organ�zed have created tens�ons and s�nce the 1970s resulted �n a publ�c debate on 
the relat�ons between local commun�t�es and the central power �n Stockholm. Th�s 
has also led to an on-go�ng debate on the relat�ons between central, reg�onal and local 
publ�c author�t�es �n Sweden, a debate that has had great �mpl�cat�ons for the cultural 
sector �n general and to museums �n part�cular. Today there �s st�ll a strong bel�ef �n a 
central�zed museum model w�th the �mpl�cat�on that the cultural pol�cy of the state has 
no respons�b�l�ty for �ssues concern�ng local �nst�tut�ons. 

Short history of the City Museum of Skövde
The C�ty Museum of Skövde belongs to the category of local museums, wh�ch are al-
most completely subs�d�zed by the local mun�c�pal�ty. Skövde �s located �n the �nland 
part of western Sweden, about 150 k�lometres from Göteborg, the second largest c�ty �n 
the country. The c�ty �s a reg�onal centre �n a rural reg�on character�zed by farm�ng and 
small towns. (fig. 1) It has a populat�on of 50,000 and s�nce the early 20th century has 
been dom�nated by m�l�tary reg�ments and �ndustr�al plants. Dur�ng the last 40 years 
the c�ty of Skövde, l�ke Sweden �n general, has changed a great deal. The populat�on has 
now �ncreased from 10, 848 �n 1932 to over 50,000 ma�nly due to m�grat�on from other 
parts of Sweden as well as from abroad. Today 15% or�g�nate from fore�gn countr�es, 
many from the former Yugoslav�a and the M�ddle East reg�on. Volvo �s currently the 
largest employer w�th three factor�es mak�ng car and lorry eng�nes, w�th a total of 5,000 
employees. The establ�shment of a un�vers�ty college dur�ng the last decade has g�ven 
the c�ty a more l�vely, youthful atmosphere than before. The soc�al and cultural l�fe �n 
Skövde has thus become more var�ed and m�xed �n many d�fferent ways �n recent years.

The c�ty museum was founded �n 1924 by the local h�story assoc�at�on and �n 1952 
was made an offic�al c�ty museum adm�n�stered by the c�ty counc�l. For more than 50 
years �t was a very trad�t�onal local museum on the h�story of the c�ty and �ts folklore, lo-
cated �n the former 18th-century town hall. (fig. 2) Exh�b�t�ons were very trad�t�onal and 
the l�m�ted exh�b�t�on space (350 square metres) has made �t �mposs�ble to d�splay more 
than a very l�m�ted number of objects. Most of the objects collected were stored �n other 
parts of the c�ty and never put on d�splay. The collect�on grew rap�dly cons�st�ng of a 
w�de var�ety of objects, both archaeolog�cal and h�stor�cal, as well as pa�nt�ngs and pho-
tographs etc. The d�splays focused on var�ous hand�crafts and local h�story from before 
the �ndustr�al revolut�on �n the late 19th century, and seldom changed. The d�splays 
were generally very s�mple and many people thought they were rather bor�ng. Th�s was 
one of the reasons why v�s�tor numbers and support �n general for the museum were 
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1. Map showing the location of Skövde, Sweden.
2. The old Town Hall where the City Museum formerly was situated.

1

2

d�m�n�sh�ng. Only a few people were �nterested �n the museum. V�s�tors were mostly 
elderly and predom�nantly members of the local h�story assoc�at�on. 

The museum was �n many ways of course s�m�lar to numerous other small local 
museums �n Sweden. It has always been a small museum w�th just a few members of 
staff w�th un�vers�ty degrees. Dur�ng the 1960s there were only one or two staff mem-
bers, often w�th a low level of educat�on. The number of v�s�tors was always between 
7,000 and 10,000 a year, mostly local c�t�zens of Swed�sh b�rth. 
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A new museum in the storage building
From the late 1960s there was grow�ng d�ssat�sfact�on w�th the state of the museum. 
The local h�story assoc�at�on and others made proposals to enlarge the old bu�ld�ng and 
to make �t access�ble to d�sabled people. But pol�t�cal support was lack�ng desp�te the 
found�ng of a soc�ety of museum fr�ends �n 1981 to support the proposal. In 2001 the 
c�ty exper�enced an econom�c cr�s�s that had severe consequences. The c�ty museum 
was one of many �nst�tut�ons that had to econom�ze drast�cally. The number of employ-
ees, at the t�me five, had to be cut and to reduce the rent, the cultural comm�ttee of the 
c�ty dec�ded to close the old museum bu�ld�ng. All of the museum’s work had to be con-
centrated �n the storage bu�ld�ng where all of the 40,000 objects were moved to �n 1995. 
Th�s bu�ld�ng �s located on a former �ndustr�al s�te on the outsk�rts of the town. When 
the museum moved out of the old bu�ld�ng the d�rector also left. We had to re-establ�sh 
and reshape the ent�re museum; exh�b�t�ons, offices and arch�ves were from then on all 
located �n the former storage bu�ld�ng. 

Th�s totally new s�tuat�on necess�tated d�scuss�ons on the purpose of the museum. 
We had to start quest�on�ng what we were do�ng, why and for whom. These d�scuss�ons 
resulted �n 2004 �n the project we called ‘The museum as a h�story workshop’. A cul-
tural foundat�on funded the development of the project �n 2004-2006. 

‘The museum as a history workshop’ – a project
The start�ng po�nt for the project was an analys�s of the role of the museum �n contem-
porary local soc�ety. Both the museum staff and the board of the local h�story assoc�a-
t�on found that the museum had fa�led to adjust to a chang�ng soc�ety. As already men-
t�oned new groups had moved to Skövde, both from other parts of Sweden and from 
abroad, �nclud�ng qu�te a few refugees. The whole �dent�ty of the c�ty had changed by 
the end of the 20th century but the museum st�ll only reflected what could be called the 
m�ddle-class or bourgeo�s�e of the 19th century. The old museum bu�ld�ng, the former 
c�ty hall, was �n �tself a symbol of the old c�ty l�fe.

Mov�ng out of the c�ty centre to a former �ndustr�al bu�ld�ng �n a d�str�ct that was 
becom�ng a popular shopp�ng area gave us the �dea of redes�gn�ng the museum on a 
commerc�ally �nsp�red model. Th�s model made the expos�t�on of the objects the ma�n 
focus. Our financ�al resources were st�ll very l�m�ted and we had to convert the storage 
bu�ld�ng �nto a publ�c space w�th no add�t�onal subs�d�es from the c�ty counc�l. It was 
only thanks to pr�vate fund�ng that �t was poss�ble.

The h�story workshop has five major goals: 
1. open up the collect�ons and make them access�ble to more people 
2. allow v�s�tors (school classes, study groups etc) to use the collect�ons �n the�r own 

projects
3. take a more act�ve �nterest �n start�ng d�alogues w�th local people 
4. hold more museum act�v�t�es and exh�b�t�ons outs�de the museum bu�ld�ng 
5. make the museum reflect contemporary soc�ety rather than be�ng a place of nostal-

g�a.
None of these goals have been fully ach�eved yet. We cons�der them to be our strat-

egy for the future, even though the first goal w�ll be ach�eved soon and we are mak�ng 
progress on others. 

Parts of the new museum opened �n Apr�l 2005. (fig. 3) In the first phase, two exh�-
b�t�on halls and a new recept�on area w�th a cloakroom etc. opened. The major d�splay 
�s �nsp�red by the old system but the objects are now more v�s�ble to v�s�tors. After the 
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3. Exhibition in the new Skövde City Museum

open�ng we �nv�ted organ�zat�ons, non-profit assoc�at�ons, schools and compan�es to 
the museum to start a d�alogue and encourage new ways of us�ng the museum collec-
t�ons. The groups �nv�ted were not p�cked on a representat�ve bas�s or �n a systemat�c 
way. Instead we made use of the opportun�t�es open to us. Many t�mes we have used 
temporary exh�b�t�ons as a way of creat�ng �nterest �n the museum. In one example we 
�nv�ted college students to collaborate w�th us on a des�gn exh�b�t�on; the�r �deas were 
�nvaluable. We made contact w�th people work�ng at the Volvo factory �n another exam-
ple, when we held an exh�b�t�on on the story of a s�ngle Volvo car from the 1960s. The 
a�m of the exh�b�t�on was to show the role of cars �n Swed�sh soc�ety and how people 
use cars as a way of express�ng the�r own personal l�festyle. To th�s day we go out �nto 
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the commun�ty, attend�ng var�ous meet�ngs of local organ�zat�ons or spec�al sem�nars, 
to d�scuss w�th people how the museum can be a platform for contact between d�fferent 
ethn�c groups. More than 10 percent of the populat�on �n Skövde was born �n another 
country. These people and the�r h�story are seldom seen �n ord�nary museum work. 
At the moment we have establ�shed good contacts w�th the local Musl�m organ�zat�on 
wh�ch has resulted �n a m�nor exh�b�t�on at the museum. 

We have put part�cular effort �nto reach�ng d�fferent groups of d�sabled people. The 
new museum �s much more access�ble. We also have a group of mental-health pat�ents 
work�ng �n the museum wh�ch g�ves us a spec�al opportun�ty to make the museum a 
mean�ngful place to them as well. 

Our collect�ons are our ma�n resource. We are try�ng to make the best poss�ble use 
of the new s�tuat�on, convert�ng a former storage bu�ld�ng �nto a publ�c space. Just 
walk�ng around thousands of objects makes people �nterested �n mater�al culture as 
well as the l�ves of the people beh�nd the objects. Show�ng people the 40,000 objects, 
the arch�ves w�th 100,000 p�ctures and other documents �s a good start to d�scuss�ng 
how we can use these resources. Dur�ng gu�ded tours, the museum staff always try to 
develop th�s k�nd of d�alogue. As a small museum w�th a staff of 8-10 people, we must 
find new ways of attract�ng ord�nary c�t�zens. We must have the courage to reorgan�ze 
the collect�ons and make objects more eas�ly access�ble to the publ�c. Th�s can be done 
�n many ways, �nclud�ng us�ng computers and aud�ov�sual a�ds or �n the des�gn of exh�-
b�t�ons. Valuable or very del�cate objects have to be protected but others can be used �n 
a more act�ve way by both the museum staff and the publ�c. For example, we should let 
people touch and use the many �ndustr�ally made objects from the 20th century, most 
of wh�ch are unl�kely to be damaged. 

Dur�ng the last year the museum bu�ld�ng has undergone renovat�ons to su�t �ts 
new purpose. At the t�me of wr�t�ng th�s work �s st�ll �n progress. Over the next couple 
of years three d�fferent rooms w�ll be created from the 1800 square metres we have at 
our d�sposal. The first room, room A, w�ll focus on the h�story of the c�ty and also func-
t�on as an �ntroduct�on to the c�ty and the museum. Room B w�ll be used for temporary 
exh�b�t�ons and other act�v�t�es. The th�rd room (room C) �s at the moment be�ng rebu�lt 
and w�ll hopefully be fin�shed dur�ng the com�ng year. Th�s w�ll house the arch�ves as 
well as the major�ty of museum �tems and they w�ll all be d�splayed �n an access�ble way 
to the publ�c. The newly reorgan�zed museum w�ll fac�l�tate more flex�ble and act�ve use 
of the museum collect�ons.

So, what have we ach�eved so far? The h�story workshop project means chang�ng 
the role of the museum staff from be�ng eager to teach what we cons�der to be essent�al 
knowledge �n the museum, to one of a cooperat�ve l�sten�ng partner, work�ng d�ffer-
ently w�th d�fferent groups �n soc�ety. Th�s also means not try�ng to control everyth�ng 
and accept�ng that some objects w�ll be lost or damaged. We must also accept that we 
somet�mes w�ll fa�l when we cooperate w�th groups who are not used to museums. 
Many people �n the Skövde area have no exper�ence �n how to use museums. Th�s �s 
very often due to lack of educat�on and the fact that few pup�ls make school v�s�ts to 
museums. Th�s �s �n sharp contrast to the s�tuat�on �n the major c�t�es of Sweden. By 
mak�ng the necessary changes �n the local museum we w�ll hopefully be an act�ve part-
ner �n st�mulat�ng closer cooperat�on between schools and the museum. Dur�ng the 
last year we have also started cooperat�ve projects w�th homes for elderly people as well 
as w�th d�fferent organ�zat�ons and compan�es. 
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Conclusions
In my art�cle I have g�ven some examples of how we have tr�ed to follow our new pr�nc�-
ples. If we ser�ously want to make the c�ty museum a centre of c�v�c d�alogue we must, 
�n my op�n�on, �nv�te people to create h�stor�es and comments on contemporary soc�ety 
by us�ng the museum’s collect�ons and arch�ves on the�r own prem�ses. Th�s must of 
course happen �n such a way that secures the most valuable and h�stor�cally un�que 
objects for future generat�ons. Th�s judgement must be made by profess�onal museum 
staff and nobody else. I am conv�nced that a reflex�ve d�alogue w�th �nst�tut�ons l�ke 
museums can empower people to make changes �n the�r da�ly l�ves. F�rst of all, how-
ever, we need to let them �nto our �nst�tut�ons and open up these �nst�tut�ons.

My a�m �n present�ng th�s case study has been to d�scuss some of the problems, 
cons�derat�ons and work�ng methods we have encountered �n try�ng to reshape a small 
rather sleepy museum. In recent years we have tr�ed to create a museum that �s open 
and flex�ble that can be used as a ‘h�story workshop’ tool. By quest�on�ng much of what 
has been done �n the past at the museum (as well as our own work�ng methods), we are 
look�ng for new ways of cooperat�ng w�th people (�nd�v�duals and organ�zat�ons al�ke) 
outs�de our �nst�tut�on. I bel�eve that we must redefine the role of the museum curator. 
We must put more effort �nto be�ng a partner that l�stens and much less �nto try�ng to 
educate our aud�ence. L�ke a l�brar�an help�ng you to find the r�ght l�terature, we can as 
museum workers be act�ve partners �n help�ng people make the�r own h�story out of the 
jungle of artefacts, p�ctures and var�ous wr�tten sources found �n the museum. 
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D�scuss�on

Chair: Darryl McIntyre 
Group Director of Public Programmes, Museum of London

Museums world-w�de are undergo�ng enormous changes as they embark on major 
new development schemes, repos�t�on themselves to respond better to the needs of the 
aud�ences and commun�t�es they serve, undertake pro-act�ve c�v�c engagement or �n the 
case of some small c�ty museums confront the prospect of closure because of financ�al 
�ssues or decl�n�ng v�s�tor numbers. One of the b�ggest challenges fac�ng museums �s 
that the�r collect�ons and programmes must be part of a w�ndow for the contemporary 
world and deal w�th complex �ssues such as m�grat�on, cultural d�vers�ty and the dy-
nam�cs of c�t�es.

Museums can also play an �mportant role �n relat�on to reg�onal development where 
h�stor�cal collect�ons and the�r contextual �nformat�on can contr�bute to contemporary 
arts and cultural development. Th�s �s the case w�th the museum �n Skövde, Sweden. 
W�th�n the next four years the museum w�ll move �nto a d�fferent h�stor�cal bu�ld�ng 
w�th a cap�tal comm�tment for redevelopment. The museum w�ll be much more �nte-
grated w�th reg�onal tour�sm. The Skövde Museum and staff have r�sen to these chal-
lenges by exam�n�ng the role of museums as cultural commun�cators. It �s �mportant to 
be act�vely �nvolved w�th document�ng, �nterpret�ng and commun�cat�ng the commu-
n�t�es’ h�stor�es as a partnersh�p. It �s �nterest�ng that work�ng together w�th d�fferent 
local commun�t�es w�th�n the museum �s also a d�alogue.

Regenerat�on, renewal and chang�ng urban demograph�cs also present new op-
portun�t�es for museums. The geograph�cal and demograph�c changes �n Br�stol have 
been challeng�ng for the organ�zat�on of the�r c�ty museum. They have responded by 
now work�ng d�rectly out of commun�t�es and jo�n�ng w�th cultural fac�l�t�es to progress 
th�s. In the near future Rotterdam w�ll be a c�ty where 60 percent of the populat�on w�ll 
be non-Dutch. The c�ty’s museums must respond to th�s new dynam�c. How w�ll they 
present the c�ty and �ts chang�ng populat�on �n the future and how w�ll they tell the h�s-
tor�es of the prev�ous generat�ons as well as the present day. Rotterdam has adopted the 
use of a mob�le curator. They tell the stor�es of the people �n comb�nat�on w�th the local 
commun�ty and they present th�s to the new aud�ences. They try to encourage v�s�ts 
by the local commun�t�es to museums through educat�onal programmes and her�tage 
programmes.

The Museum of London operates �n a s�m�lar way. In the case of recent refugees, 
the Museum has embarked on a project w�th four commun�ty-based museums to ex-
plore cultural ma�ntenance - what part�cular refugee commun�t�es value and ma�nta�n 
and pass on to the�r ch�ldren. They bel�eve that commun�t�es can play a pos�t�ve role �n 
museums and try to work together. The staff needs tra�n�ng �n cross-cultural develop-
ments to work w�th the commun�t�es. It �s �mportant to work on susta�n�ng these rela-
t�onsh�ps �n order to bu�ld on the�r trust and to be able to make the cultural translat�on. 
All the part�c�pants agree on th�s and they bel�eve �t takes ten years to bu�ld and nurture 
these commun�ty partnersh�ps.
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As a museum you need to make cho�ces and you need to focus on certa�n target 
groups. Museums cannot establ�sh strong, creat�ve partnersh�ps w�th every commun�ty 
(however defined) �n a c�ty. Somet�mes you have to be poor to �nvent someth�ng and 
to see what you have. In Bruges there are 15 museums, and each museum has �ts own 
commun�ty focus.

We have a respons�b�l�ty for museums to be pro-act�ve �n c�v�c engagement and to 
be aud�ence focused and respons�ve. In L�verpool they make use of act�ve commun�ty 
partnersh�ps. Th�s does present changes and to ma�nta�n the �nvolvement of the com-
mun�ty �s a challenge. It �s about test�ng and find�ng the r�ght balance. You need to 
quest�on how people want to use certa�n spaces; for d�alogue, to learn, to relax. 

The �ssues confront�ng the Add�s Ababa c�ty museum present an alternat�ve case 
study. The ‘baggage’ that western museums carry �ntellectually can be a burden. 
Museums should take a step back somet�mes and define what they are and for whom 
they are there.

Conclusions
– Museums are reth�nk�ng the�r role of who they are, and how they can enroll com-

mun�t�es.
– Museums are often forced to do so because they are �n cr�s�s. 
– Mov�ng away from trad�t�onal ways, museums become more aud�ence focused. So 

we have to understand who our aud�ences are. 
– Museums need to reth�nk how to engage new aud�ences and how to use collect�ons.
– Museums engage w�th people across the c�ty and fac�l�t�es to cooperate w�th the 

commun�ty.
– C�t�es are chang�ng demograph�cally as are nat�onal populat�ons. It takes years to 

bu�ld up relat�ons w�th the culturally d�verse commun�t�es.
– The role of the museum curators and staff �s chang�ng �n response to publ�c engage-

ment.
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Represent�ng the c�ty

Every c�ty evokes �mages. Inhab�tants all have the�r own mental p�cture 
of the c�ty. Tour�st serv�ces often bombard tour�sts w�th spec�fic, carefully 
chosen �mages. Tour�sts have seen the c�ty on telev�s�on and read books. 
Some �mages of the c�ty are pleasant and soc�ally acceptable, but other 
�mages refer to the darker, less pleasant aspects of the c�ty. C�t�es also 
use �mages when compet�ng w�th other c�t�es for tour�sts, as well as for 
new bus�nesses and econom�c act�v�t�es etc. of new �nhab�tants. Is �t pos-
s�ble to make a general analys�s of how these �mages are chosen and of 
the role c�ty museums play �n th�s?

Quest�ons
• Tour�st boards choose spec�fic �mages of the c�ty for the�r promot�onal 

act�v�t�es. Is there any contact w�th c�ty museums, do the museums 
part�c�pate �n th�s? What s�m�lar�t�es and d�fferences are there between 
the �mages tour�st boards choose and those man�fested �n c�ty muse-
ums?

• Is �t poss�ble or des�rable for c�ty museums to a�m to make an act�ve 
contr�but�on to d�smantl�ng spec�fic stereotypes that the museum 
cons�ders to be undes�rable or �ncorrect? Can they try to contr�bute to 
form�ng new stereotypes?

• In some c�t�es a so-called ‘her�tage centre’ �nforms tour�sts about the 
c�ty. What should be the relat�onsh�p between c�ty museums and th�s 
type of act�v�ty?



144 



145 

The C�ty – A Wondrous Place? 

David Fleming  
Director National Museums Liverpool

Introduction
Ten years ago I wrote the follow�ng w�th a degree of opt�m�sm:

‘Museums and urban h�story have, unt�l relat�vely recently, not m�xed at all well. 
There may be many th�ngs museums have fa�led to ach�eve �n the�r var�ous soc�et�es, 
but the�r fa�lure to enl�ghten people about the nature of urban commun�t�es, h�stor�c 
or contemporary, has been of hero�c proport�ons. Analys�s of those commun�t�es has 
rarely been better than superfic�al, as curators world-w�de, pr�soners of the�r own 
cultural or�g�ns, have e�ther s�mply shown l�ttle �nterest to start w�th, or have allowed 
themselves to be overwhelmed by the sheer scale of towns and c�t�es, espec�ally �n the 
�ndustr�al and post-�ndustr�al eras.

A natural, albe�t safe and conservat�ve, preoccupat�on w�th object-based mater�al 
culture, but at the expense of dangerous people-based h�stor�cal themes, has fomented 
th�s narrow approach. In part�cular, �t has tended to exclude all but a m�nor�ty of towns-
people from museum �nterpretat�on, produc�ng exh�b�t�ons and programmes where the 
technology, des�gn and aesthet�cs of largely unrepresentat�ve objects has clear pr�macy 
over soc�al h�story, and where there has been too l�ttle attent�on pa�d to the real�t�es 
of urban culture. The r�se and r�se of local, soc�al and, ult�mately, urban h�story has, 
though, begun to have a profound effect on museums, and one has a d�st�nct feel�ng 
that c�ty museums are finally about to come �nto the�r own.’1

In th�s art�cle I shall focus �n on how c�ty h�story museums represent c�t�es and try 
to see whether, 10 years later, we are mak�ng the progress I thought I sensed back �n 
1995. S�nce that t�me the role of museums �n urban regenerat�on has become more 
prom�nent, and the�r role �n help�ng promote c�t�es as tour�st dest�nat�ons has grown. 
In some ways th�s promot�onal value does not s�t eas�ly alongs�de the need for muse-
ums to portray c�t�es �n all the�r d�vers�ty and complex�ty, and so we may find c�ty h�s-
tory museums be�ng pulled �n d�fferent d�rect�ons. Th�s can be a ser�ous matter �f fund-
�ng bod�es, or even ord�nary c�t�zens, dec�de that they want a museum wh�ch generates 
a pos�t�ve �mage of a c�ty rather than one wh�ch dwells upon the more unpalatable 
aspects of a c�ty’s h�story. 

I shall beg�n by cast�ng my m�nd back to the 1970s, when I was a postgraduate ur-
ban h�story student, first becom�ng aware of the shortcom�ngs of c�ty museums. Urban 
h�story was then st�ll a relat�vely obscure academ�c d�sc�pl�ne. My only exper�ence of 
c�ty museums up unt�l that po�nt was l�m�ted. Leeds C�ty Museum �n my hometown 
conta�ned many th�ngs, but was not at all concerned w�th the c�ty �tself, except �nc�den-
tally – I remember a g�ant sp�der wh�ch had been found �n Leeds market. That such a 
monster m�ght be found �n Leeds was about all I learned about the c�ty. It �s certa�nly 

1 Flem�ng, Dav�d, ‘Mak�ng C�ty H�stor�es’ �n Gaynor Kavanagh (ed), Flem�ng, Dav�d, ‘Mak�ng C�ty H�stor�es’ �n Gaynor Kavanagh (ed), Making Histories in Museums, 
Le�cester 1996.
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all I remember. Leeds also boasted Abbey House Museum, wh�ch conta�ned a recon-
structed old street of shops and some toys, none of wh�ch looked l�ke anyth�ng I had 
ever seen. Noth�ng �n the museum evoked the hard, gr�tty l�fe wh�ch I was fam�l�ar w�th 
�n th�s Northern �ndustr�al c�ty, and �nstead �t created an �mage of Leeds that was pol�te 
and nostalg�c. Because I was study�ng and research�ng urban h�story, th�s struck me 
not only as unsat�sfactory, but as a pos�t�vely outrageous neglect of the real�t�es of urban 
l�fe.

Early �n my museum career, �n 1983-5, I worked �n Leeds Museums, scene of my 
ch�ldhood museum v�s�ts. Abbey House Museum had changed not one b�t �n 20 years 
and st�ll had the same old shops and toys. Leeds C�ty Museum had moved bu�ld�ng, 
but �t st�ll had noth�ng �n �t about Leeds. A new museum had appeared though: Armley 
M�lls Industr�al Museum actually had the mak�ngs of a true urban h�story museum �n 
that, wh�le �t concentrated on �ndustry and technology, there were gl�mpses of the real 
people who worked �n the Leeds text�le factor�es. 

By th�s t�me �n the UK, soc�al h�story was becom�ng a respectable new d�sc�pl�ne �n 
museums. New th�nk�ng from younger people, from more d�verse backgrounds, and 
w�th a broader academ�c tra�n�ng, meant that museum att�tudes towards h�story began 
to sh�ft. Soc�al and urban h�story began to r�se up the agenda as academ�cally qual�-
fied soc�al and urban h�stor�ans began to r�se �n the museum profess�on. And so we 
saw new approaches to c�ty h�story. Instead of be�ng sat�sfied w�th eclect�c d�splays of 
memorab�l�a, purport�ng to represent the h�story of c�t�es, such as I had seen �n Abbey 
House Museum as a ch�ld and as a young adult, curators began to delve deeper, to use 
sources other than unrepresentat�ve collect�ons to get at the people who are at the core 
of all soc�al h�story museums. They moved away from just exh�b�t�ng objects, and be-
gan tell�ng stories. Thus, true urban h�story arr�ved �n museums, and the c�ty h�story 
museum began �ts cl�mb from obscur�ty.

A people-based approach
My own efforts �n th�s field began �n the m�d-1980s �n the c�ty of Hull, where our team 
created The Old Grammar School museum �n a 16th century schoolhouse. Or�g�nally 
env�saged by others as a museum of educat�on, th�s project del�vered a people’s h�story 
of Hull �n three d�mens�ons. It was dur�ng th�s project that I real�sed how exceed�ngly 
d�fficult �t �s to create effect�ve h�stor�cal exh�b�t�ons about c�t�es. Once our amb�t�ons 
soar any h�gher than d�splay�ng objects �n e�ther a chronolog�cal or themat�c sequence, 
we enter a cosmos of complex�ty, where no story �s eas�ly told, where no theme runs 
stra�ght and true, and where ex�st�ng museum collect�ons prove to be at best �nad-
equate, and at worst, downr�ght m�slead�ng. Th�s �s, of course, because we face a bas�-
cally �mposs�ble task – that of captur�ng the essence, the soul of a c�ty, and represent�ng 
�n a v�rtual, art�fic�al way, the c�ty �n all �ts contrad�ct�ons and contrast, as �t sh�fts and 
reshapes over the centur�es, peopled by thousands, perhaps m�ll�ons. I know now, even 
�f I d�d not know �t then, that actually c�ty h�story museums can create only impres-
sions. In th�s they are l�ke poetry or pa�nt�ngs. They are s�mulat�ons, and we should 
revel �n the freedom that g�ves us, �nstead of tortur�ng ourselves because we cannot tell 
the whole story �n all �ts deta�l, full of certa�nt�es. 

In Hull, we created what I bel�eve to be a p�oneer�ng and �nfluent�al c�ty h�story 
museum, albe�t one wh�ch d�d not ex�st for very long. It was story-based, �t avo�ded 
pred�ctable chronology, �t placed great emphas�s on temporary exh�b�t�ons rather than 
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permanent d�splays.2 Most of all, �n a trad�t�onally work�ng class c�ty �t put work�ng 
class h�story centre stage. Th�s was unknown prev�ously �n Hull, and the new museum 
qu�ckly bu�lt up large, enthus�ast�c aud�ences. Local people seemed to apprec�ate that 
the museum reflected the muscular nature of the�r c�ty, where everyone unt�l recent 
t�mes had connect�ons w�th the sea, and where the sea cla�med l�ves and ru�ned fam�-
l�es on a regular bas�s. 

We had had few thoughts of the potent�al pol�t�cal �mpact of creat�ng a c�ty h�story 
museum �n Hull. Although we had seen the absurd�ty of our museum serv�ce barely 
acknowledg�ng the tough, tattooed urban undertow wh�ch gave the c�ty �ts character, 
we had responded, I would say, �n a fa�rly naïve way. We d�d not th�nk to ask whether 
anyone else l�v�ng �n the c�ty m�ght agree w�th us. Certa�nly, we d�d not engage to a 
great degree w�th the soc�al�st pol�t�c�ans who governed the c�ty. They were aware of 
the project, of course, because they had to approve the fund�ng, but what they were 
probably expect�ng was another soft-centred add�t�on to Hull’s fine group of museums, 
wh�ch would g�ve the c�ty’s tour�sm asp�rat�ons another boost. What they d�d not expect 
was a more pugnac�ous an�mal, one w�th an att�tude, wh�ch �mmed�ately connected 
w�th Hull’s own populat�on. The message was qu�ckly rece�ved once the museum was 
open, and I remember the glee of the Leader of the C�ty Counc�l, Patr�ck Doyle, when 
he real�sed what we had del�vered for the c�ty.

The museum, stopped �n �ts tracks a few years later by a new management reg�me, 
should be seen as part of a development �n the UK wh�ch was susta�ned more success-
fully elsewhere, that of the appl�cat�on of soc�al h�story, people-based approaches to c�ty 
museums.

A new image for Newcastle
My next attempt at br�ng�ng �nto be�ng a c�ty h�story museum was �n Newcastle upon 
Tyne. There, �n the early 1990s, our team took the un�nsp�r�ng and unpopular Museum 
of Sc�ence and Eng�neer�ng, created w�th�n �t an urban h�story gallery, and re-launched 
the museum as the D�scovery Museum. Unl�ke �n Hull we used a chronolog�cal ap-
proach to our �nterpretat�on of the c�ty, because we d�dn’t have enough money to tell 
all the stor�es we wanted, and so we dec�ded that the first phase of our work should be 
concerned w�th the 20th century up to the present day, for max�mum �mpact on the 
publ�c. Our �ntent�on, wh�ch we were able to follow through later, was to d�g deeper 
�nto Newcastle’s earl�er h�story �n adjo�n�ng spaces. To th�s day I rema�n torn between a 
chronolog�cal approach, wh�ch finds favour w�th many v�s�tors, and themat�c approach-
es, wh�ch I bel�eve allow us to be more creat�ve, and wh�ch also g�ves the museum 
greater flex�b�l�ty.

In contrast to our approach �n Hull, we lobb�ed hard for pol�t�cal support for our 
new c�ty h�story museum from the start. We gave the project a brand name ‘Great C�ty, 
Great H�story’, so as to appeal to local pr�de. We organ�sed a pet�t�on, the first name on 
wh�ch was that of Counc�llor Barney R�ce, Cha�rman of the museum’s parent comm�t-
tee and an �nfluent�al c�ty counc�llor. We launched our campa�gn w�th a temporary ex-
h�b�t�on about Newcastle’s h�story, called Time Tunnel, the first t�me the museum serv-
�ce had ever ser�ously attempted to look back �nto the past further than the �ndustr�al 
per�od. Newcastle, famous for �ts sh�pbu�ld�ng, heavy eng�neer�ng and coal trad�ng, had 
actually been a major med�eval trad�ng port, but th�s was barely known �n the c�ty, let 
alone by outs�ders. We actually set out to challenge the �mage of the c�ty as a dour and 

2 Frost�ck, El�sabeth, ‘Worth a Hull Lot More, Frost�ck, El�sabeth, ‘Worth a Hull Lot More, Museums Journal, 91 nr. 2 (1991).
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gr�my product of the �ndustr�al age, and to k�ndle an apprec�at�on of Newcastle’s or�g�ns 
as a Roman br�dg�ng po�nt across the R�ver Tyne, and to expla�n the mystery of the 
c�ty’s very fine med�eval walls. As �n Hull, the pol�t�c�ans warmed to the project, w�th �ts 
dual capac�ty to prov�de an �mportant educat�onal resource, and to challenge the c�ty’s 
�mage as no more than a great �ndustr�al c�ty �n decl�ne.

Also �n contrast to our approach �n Hull, �n Newcastle we set out to engage local 
people �n the project from the outset. To a degree, th�s was ach�eved through consulta-
t�on over the d�splays we a�med to create. However, th�s was never go�ng to reach out to 
the new aud�ences we wanted. Much more fert�le ground w�th regard to new aud�ences 
was found �n the creat�on of the People’s Gallery, a commun�ty-based exh�b�t�on fac�l�ty 
�n wh�ch our �ntent�on was to explore contemporary Newcastle through the eyes and 
exper�ences of �ts �nhab�tants. An example of the many People’s Gallery projects was 
Newcastle is My City, a collaborat�on between the D�scovery Museum and Newcastle 
C�ty Counc�l’s Adopt�on and Foster�ng Agency, where�n ch�ldren �n care and at r�sk 
of exclus�on from school created photograph�c records of the�r l�ves, wh�ch were used 
to make a CD presentat�on �n the People’s Gallery. In my v�ew the People’s Gallery �n 
Newcastle rema�ns the UK’s most �mportant �n�t�at�ve �n c�ty h�story museum develop-
ment �n the past 20 years.

I want to make some further observat�ons on these two c�ty h�story museum 
projects. Both were undertaken under the ausp�ces of s�zeable museum serv�ces, and 
so they were relat�vely blessed w�th staff and other resources – an advantage not always 
enjoyed by colleagues work�ng elsewhere. Both were developed �n a mun�c�pal, local 
author�ty context and both were respons�ble ult�mately to elected local pol�t�c�ans. Both 
c�t�es, Hull and Newcastle, had early 20th century populat�ons of around 300,000, so 
they are s�zeable, and complex urban ent�t�es, but these are not global superc�t�es or 
nat�onal cap�tals. I bel�eve th�s means that �t �s feas�ble to create c�ty museums wh�ch 
can enable v�s�tors to understand the dynam�cs and mean�ng of these c�t�es – a task 
wh�ch becomes harder for b�gger urban ent�t�es. Both c�t�es decl�ned dur�ng the 20th 
century and have struggled to find new roles �n a post-�ndustr�al world. Both are hop-
�ng for a new, susta�nable prosper�ty partly based upon the�r attract�veness to overseas 
tour�sts. Ne�ther has, by any stretch of the �mag�nat�on, had a pos�t�ve �mage �n the eyes 
of Br�t�sh people; both are tough, blue collar, work�ng class. In Newcastle (less so �n 
Hull because of the short l�fespan of the Old Grammar School) the D�scovery Museum 
has led local people to reassess the�r c�ty, espec�ally �n terms of recogn�s�ng that �t had 
a long h�story before the �ndustr�al per�od. It has also played a major part �n creat�ng a 
new �mage of Newcastle as a culturally r�ch c�ty. 

In ne�ther c�ty was there pol�t�cal pressure to tone down, or t�dy up and, shall we 
say, ‘gentr�fy’ the museum vers�on of h�story, though �n both c�t�es I was subjected to 
m�ld pol�t�cal �ntervent�on �n other projects. I certa�nly th�nk that there are always pol�t�-
cal elements, and others, whose job �t �s to promote c�t�es to tour�sts and �nvestors, who 
w�ll react negat�vely to portrayals of the c�ty wh�ch they m�ght cons�der to be unhelpful. 
Remember the Hull and Newcastle museums were new ventures. In many ways both 
projects took people by surpr�se. They d�d not know what to expect, and they probably 
d�dn’t expect much. After all, Br�t�sh museums have trad�t�onally avo�ded controversy 
and sought ‘neutral�ty’, and because of th�s they often exc�te no more than pol�t�cal �n-
d�fference. I th�nk that pol�t�c�ans are only just wak�ng up to just how powerful an agent 
of commun�cat�on a c�ty museum can be. 
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In a s�m�lar ve�n, ne�ther museum, pr�or to �ts open�ng, exc�ted much publ�c op�n-
�on one way or the other. Only when they were �n bus�ness and teem�ng w�th v�s�tors 
was there a publ�c react�on, and �n ne�ther case was there anyth�ng espec�ally negat�ve. 
Nobody took e�ther museum to task for offer�ng an honest appra�sal of the c�ty, w�th 
some unflatter�ng observat�ons. We should be encouraged by th�s �n our efforts to 
present truthful representat�ons of our c�t�es, even though th�s may not find complete 
favour w�th those who, for econom�c reasons, would prefer to see a pol�te and san�t�sed 
vers�on of the c�ty’s h�story and �dent�ty.

The Museum of Liverpool
I w�ll now turn to the c�ty of L�verpool. Most reg�onal c�t�es are not w�dely famous for 
anyth�ng �n part�cular, but L�verpool �s espec�ally famous for two th�ngs. L�verpool FC 
are currently, for the fifth t�me, football champ�ons of Europe, and �n some parts of 
the world, such as Ch�na, the words ‘L�verpool’ and ‘football’ are synonymous. In other 
parts of the world, such as the USA, L�verpool means only one th�ng – the Beatles. Even 
now, almost 40 years after the Beatles broke up, they rema�n the most celebrated of all 
pop groups, and the most famous of all 20th century cultural �cons. As an Amer�can 
colleague, whose father was one of the Woodstock generat�on, sa�d to me recently, the 
Beatles ‘changed the world’s cultural conversat�on, and the change was permanent’. 
Th�s �s both a bless�ng, and a curse. Many L�verpudl�ans are t�red of the�r c�ty be�ng 
assessed as no more than where the Beatles came from, a feel�ng fuelled by the fact that 
the Beatles left the c�ty to find fame and fortune, never to return. John Lennon always 
cla�med that wh�le he was born �n L�verpool, he grew up �n Hamburg, and, of course, 
he d�ed a New Yorker.

In the UK, L�verpool has an extremely strong �mage, albe�t a complex one. Probably 
no c�ty �s assoc�ated w�th so many stereotypes: cr�m�nals, car th�eves, drug dealers, 
gangsters on the one hand; comed�ans, enterta�ners, sassy, sent�mental, cheeky, ch�rpy 
and ch�p-lov�ng on the other. These stereoptypes have been fed by s�tuat�on comed�es, 
such as The Liver Birds or Bread , stand-up comed�ans such as Harry Enfield, the mov�e 
Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels and, �t has to be sa�d, by L�verpudl�ans, or Scousers, 
themselves. For the boys, th�nk Wayne Rooney, enfant terr�ble of the England football 
team; for the g�rls, th�nk Atom�c K�tten, brassy, blonde, fe�sty pop stars. Moreover, the 
c�ty espec�ally has a reputat�on �n the UK as down at heel and unemployed. Oppos�ng 
football fans w�ll s�ng at L�verpool, Everton or Tranmere Rovers games ‘Feed the 
Scousers’ to the tune of Band A�d’s ‘Do They Know It’s Chr�stmas?’, or �nstead of the 
famous L�verpool anthem ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’, they w�ll s�ng ‘You’ll Never Work 
Aga�n’. The nat�onal da�ly newspaper The Guard�an wrote of ‘gr�nd�ng, comfortless 
poverty – some of Western Europe’s worst’ (Oct 20, 2004). L�verpool has had a very bad 
t�me, and unemployment has reached cr�ppl�ng levels, and though the c�ty �s fast regen-
erat�ng, �t w�ll take a long t�me for th�s �mage of poverty to fade.

However, th�s last �mage has grown only recently, over the past three or four genera-
t�ons. Before that, L�verpool was prosperous and successful. A hundred to a hundred 
and fifty years ago �t was one of the r�chest c�t�es �n the world, a great port, gateway 
for m�ll�ons of Europeans to the New World, the world market place for cotton and 
gra�n. But when the fall came �t was far and fast. The c�ty fell on terr�ble t�mes, and 
the L�verpool of the Beatles was poverty-str�cken. Novel�st Beryl Ba�nbr�dge once sa�d 
that someone had ‘murdered’ L�verpool, and got away w�th �t. So, we have a beaut�-
ful c�ty, w�th 7 m�les of gran�te docks and acres of the finest Georg�an, V�ctor�an and 
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Edward�an hous�ng, some of the world’s most gorgeous c�v�c and commerc�al bu�ld�ngs 
– so �mportant arch�tecturally that a major part of the c�ty centre �s a World Her�tage 
S�te – museums and art galler�es so �mportant that pr�me m�n�ster Margaret Thatcher 
nat�onal�sed them.In 2008, the c�ty w�ll be, deservedly, the European Cap�tal of Culture. 
Now fewer than 500,000 people l�ve �n a c�ty bu�lt for 1 m�ll�on, so desperate were 
L�verpudl�ans to seek employment and stab�l�ty elsewhere after the Second World War. 
The roller coaster story of the c�ty, from obscur�ty, to global trad�ng hegemony, to ab-
ject poverty, through to 21st century rena�ssance, throws up huge challenges for our 
proposed new c�ty h�story museum, t�ed up as that story �s w�th the powerful, chang�ng 
�magery of the c�ty.

L�verpudl�ans, of course, have the�r own v�ews about the�r c�ty and themselves, and 
�nev�tably they are w�de-rang�ng, var�ous and often contrad�ctory. Memor�es of �mper�al 
greatness are just about gone, but there �s st�ll great pr�de �n be�ng a Scouser. It �s one 
of a handful of Br�t�sh c�t�es – Glasgow and Newcastle also come to m�nd – where therec�t�es – Glasgow and Newcastle also come to m�nd – where there 
�s such a strong sense of belong�ng �n �ts nat�ves. It �s often sa�d, and �t’s probably true, 
that the L�verpudl�an character has been defined by Celt�c, and espec�ally Ir�sh �nflu-
ence. Th�s has caused the local accent or d�alect to develop �nto one �nstantly recogn�-
sable to any Br�ton. It �s also true that L�verpool has never looked �nwards to England, 
�t has always looked outwards to Ireland, to the USA, to the Far East. It �s the least 
Engl�sh of all Engl�sh c�t�es �n character and outlook. And some would say �t �s a rac�st 
and prejud�ced c�ty. 

City history museums as human rights museums
In represent�ng L�verpool �n a new museum wh�ch we hope w�ll open �n 2010, we have 
a host of challenges. (fig. 1 and 2) We have great complex�ty, enormous changes and 
transformat�ons over t�me; v�v�d contrasts, w�th extremes of wealth and poverty; essen-
t�al contrad�ct�ons; engagement and al�enat�on; collect�ve psycholog�es and psycholog�-
cal fragmentat�on.

Moreover, �n creat�ng our c�ty h�story museum we enter a h�ghly charged pol�t�cal 
d�mens�on, and find ourselves confronted by vested �nterests wh�ch push and pull us �n 
all d�rect�ons. We find that everyone has an op�n�on, everyone has a mot�ve. C�ty h�story 
�s democrat�c h�story, owned by everyone, and everyone w�ll have a say. It �s not l�ke 
other museum d�sc�pl�nes, wh�ch, to a greater or lesser degree, do not feel the full force 
of democrat�c �nvolvement, because they are further removed from people’s l�ves. In 
throw�ng open our doors and w�ndows we have to face up to the consequences. We are 
no longer the sole, expert arb�ters and owners of our museums, we share them, and �n 
shar�ng we create someth�ng powerful and wonderful.

Yet we have to find ways of expla�n�ng, reveal�ng, represent�ng. One approach wh�ch 
seems to me to offer r�ch perspect�ves �s to acknowledge that c�ty h�story museums are 
also human rights museums. C�t�es have �n many respects been so bad for, and to the�r 
c�t�zens – or, at least, large proport�ons of them – and �nequal�ty and explo�tat�on have 
been so oppress�ve, that maybe our c�ty h�story museum should be character�sed pr�-
mar�ly as an analys�s of struggle: class struggle, rac�al struggle, rel�g�ous struggle, gen-
der struggle. Perhaps debates about urban mult�cultural�sm, d�vers�ty and commun�ty, 
so central to c�ty h�story, are actually aspects of w�der human r�ghts debates, and the 
‘empowerment’ of m�nor�t�es through cultural act�v�ty �s poss�bly the pr�me funct�on of 
the c�ty h�story museum. Perhaps all players �n the c�ty’s h�story should be seen �n th�s 
perspect�ve. Or �s all th�s too abstract for a museum whose aud�ence �s so broad that we 
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should be more stra�ghtforward about �dent�fy�ng d�fferent commun�t�es and bas�ng 
our h�story around those? Or should we revert to the tr�ed and tested approach of ana-
lys�ng themes such as pol�t�cs, educat�on, �ndustry, le�sure? Or perhaps the museum 
should asp�re only to act�ng as a gateway to other means of understand�ng the c�ty, such 
as �ts bu�ld�ngs and topography?

We are explor�ng all these poss�b�l�t�es �n the new Museum of L�verpool, a hun-
dredm�ll�on euro project by the R�ver Mersey. There are, of course, many more ques-
t�ons and challenges. L�verpool, for example, at the peak of �ts prosper�ty, was a great 
global phenomenon. Its role as gateway to the Br�t�sh Emp�re, and as the great exporter 
of Br�ta�n’s stupendous �ndustr�al output, means that L�verpool’s h�story only makes 
sense �f we explore b�g nat�onal and �nternat�onal themes. There can be noth�ng �ntro-
verted about L�verpool’s h�story museum. How on earth do we �nterpret the story of 
the Br�t�sh Emp�re, and the story of the Industr�al Revolut�on, as well as that of the c�ty 
�tself? 

Furthermore, th�s �s a nat�onal museum, not a mun�c�pal one. Our project need not 
find �tself encumbered by local pol�t�cs, but surely there �s a r�sk that �t becomes severed 
from local democrat�c processes? We have to beware that local commun�t�es do not 
become cut off or al�enated, that the c�v�c d�alogue �s not �nh�b�ted. 

A pract�cal factor wh�ch �s so �mportant that �t actually becomes a ph�losoph�cal one 
�s the degree to wh�ch the museum w�ll be able to reprogramme, to vary �ts exh�b�t�ons 

1. 3xN Mersey view. The Danish architects 3xNielsen won the international competition for 
the Museum of Liverpool in January 2005. Courtesy of 3XN
2. Museum of Liverpool from the outside. Courtesy of 3XN
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2 
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and �ntroduce new stor�es. C�t�es are too complex, too d�fficult and too changeable for 
the�r museums to create essent�ally permanent d�splays, w�th modest scope for tem- to create essent�ally permanent d�splays, w�th modest scope for tem-
porary exh�b�t�ons. The Museum of L�verpool w�ll have up to 60% of �ts d�splay area 
devoted to chang�ng exh�b�t�ons, and a h�gh proport�on of the collect�ons exh�b�ted w�ll 
change every year. Th�s �s because we must endeavour to �nvolve people, to �ntroduce 
new perspect�ves, to be respons�ve, as much as we can, and the trad�t�onal approach to 
d�splay s�mply does not allow th�s. Flex�b�l�ty has to be an absolute core component of 
represent�ng the c�ty effect�vely, and of allow�ng substant�ve �nvolvement by as many 
commun�t�es and �nd�v�duals as poss�ble.

Objects, of course, must be supplemented by other means of storytell�ng, so as to 
counter the �nab�l�ty of objects to represent the c�ty �n �ts glor�ous complex�ty, and to 
enable a host of levels of access to the stor�es we �ntend to explore. Only var�ety creates 
the broadest appeal. Th�s �s not to say that we undervalue objects, or the�r role, and we 
must cont�nue our energet�c h�stor�cal and contemporary collect�ng so as to w�den the 
range of mater�al we have ava�lable to use.

I do not cla�m that any of these approaches are ent�rely new, or un�que. It �s the 
blend�ng of them, on a s�zeable scale, w�th due we�ght accorded to L�verpool’s nat�onal 
and �nternat�onal context, w�th a modern and real�st�c att�tude towards the l�m�tat�ons 
of object collect�ons, and w�th our advantage of be�ng able to des�gn and bu�ld a com-
pletely custom�sed new museum, that makes th�s project spec�al.

The t�tle of th�s paper �s The City – A Wondrous Place? Th�s �s actually a modest pun, 
w�th several layers of mean�ng. It �s taken from the t�tle of a pop song by B�lly Fury, 
Br�ta�n’s first rock-and-roll star, born �n L�verpool, and �s a reference to the extraord�-
nary creat�v�ty of the c�ty. It �s a reference to the c�ty �tself, th�s beaut�ful jewel among 
the world’s port c�t�es. It �s a reference to what we hope w�ll be an extraord�nary c�ty�t�es. It �s a reference to what we hope w�ll be an extraord�nary c�ty 
h�story museum. But �t �s also a quest�on. Are c�t�es wondrous places? In many ways, of 
course they’re not. They can be truly dreadful places. L�verpool sh�ps used to carry hu-
man cargo across the Atlant�c Ocean, �n the greatest forced m�grat�on of people �n h�s-
tory. A few weeks ago, a young black man, Anthony Walker, was murdered �n a rac�al 
attack �n L�verpool, and the c�ty’s name, sta�ned once more, reverberated around the 
world. 

We are, as I bel�eved ten years ago, mak�ng progress. What c�ty h�story museums 
must do �s keep the�r nerve, be rad�cal, pol�t�cally aware, �mag�nat�ve and extrovert, and 
then they can bu�ld on the progress made �n recent years. In represent�ng the c�ty �n �ts 
full glory, and �ts full horror, w�thout los�ng our �ntegr�ty and our fa�th �n what we are 
do�ng, and why we are do�ng �t, I bel�eve we can reach he�ghts of ach�evement and pub-
l�c relevance �n c�ty h�story museums that other museums can only dream of. 
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Old V�enna. The c�ty that never was 
An exh�b�t�on to d�scuss the �dent�ty of a c�ty

Wolfgang Kos 
Director Museums of the City of Vienna

What �s the soc�al m�ss�on of a modern c�ty museum? Surely �t �s not restr�cted to 
merely convey�ng mater�al ev�dence of urban l�fe, �mportant as that �s; �t must also en-
compass the h�story of myths and debates, mental�t�es, �mages and cl�chés. After all, no 
c�ty’s h�story �s homogenous; each �s the sum total of a var�ety of memor�es, �nterests 
and endur�ng �mages.

The W�en Museum (V�enna Museum) located on Karlsplatz, wh�ch was known 
unt�l 2003 as the H�stor�cal Museum of the C�ty of V�enna, �s �n the m�ddle of a proc-
ess of change. It �s comm�tted to dep�ct�ng a w�de range of h�stor�cal perspect�ves. The 
exh�b�t�on Alt-Wien – Die Stadt, die niemals war/Old Vienna – The city that never was 
(November 2004 – March 2005, fig. 1 and 2) – was for many reasons a key project �n 
the development of a new profile. F�rstly, �t was not held �n the V�enna Museum but 
nearby �n the Künstlerhaus bu�ld�ng1, known for legendary exh�b�t�ons l�ke Traum und 
Wirklichkeit about V�enna around 1900, wh�ch was staged �n 1985. Cover�ng around 
1100 square metres, Alt-Wien was much larger than the usual exh�b�t�ons �n the V�enna 
Museum’s ma�n bu�ld�ng. Attendance (57,000 v�s�tors) was also much h�gher. Alt-Wien 
was of strateg�c �mportance �n putt�ng the museum back on the map. Although �t had a 
long trad�t�on of excellence, the museum had lost some momentum �n recent years. 

Alt-Wien was an attempt to attune to current urban themes. We hoped to st�mu-
late debates about the future of V�enna, a c�ty wh�ch st�ll l�ves very much �n and on 
�ts past, by present�ng the long h�story of nostalg�a that �nfluenced V�enna’s �dent�ty 
for more than 100 years. It st�ll shapes the �mage of the c�ty today and �s the bas�s of 
V�enna’s success as a tour�st magnet. We therefore felt compelled to tell the h�story of 
V�enna’s tour�sm. The ever young myth of ‘old V�enna’ has been through many rev�v-
als. But the allegedly �dyll�c and harmon�ous ‘good old days’ – as best exempl�fied by the 
B�ederme�er per�od – were �n themselves a fict�on created by retrospect�ve project�ons 
and nostalg�a. The subt�tle of the exh�b�t�on, The city that never was, emphas�zes th�s. 

Why and how d�d V�enna, th�s beaut�ful old c�ty, become a world metropol�s of nos-
talg�a? Does the past st�ll w�eld power over the future? Quest�ons l�ke these were the 
start�ng po�nt for the exh�b�t�on. Th�s meant that Alt-Wien corresponded w�th the fierce 
debates of the last decade. What seemed to be a debate about h�gh-r�se bu�ld�ngs near 
the c�ty centre – wh�ch became a world her�tage s�te �n 2003 – was �n fact not l�m�ted 
to the c�tyscape, but was a far deeper confl�ct. To what extent does cultural her�tage 
demand a restr�ct�ve approach to the h�stor�cal c�ty? Is V�enna’s c�ty centre �n danger of 

1 S�nce 1868 the W�ener Künstlerhaus, just over the road from the W�en Museum, has been home S�nce 1868 the W�ener Künstlerhaus, just over the road from the W�en Museum, has been home 
to the oldest soc�ety of art�sts �n Austr�a and the soc�ety’s exh�b�t�on centre. For many decades the 
bu�ld�ng has been used for exh�b�t�ons. Currently the future of the Künstlerhaus �s uncerta�n. 
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becom�ng a museum �tself, a k�nd of theme park? Is there space for the new? 
The role of the W�en Museum was to po�nt out that these quest�ons were not new 

at all. All the current arguments have a long h�story. The not�on of ‘old V�enna’ has 
always had a somewhat w�stful r�ng to �t, but �t was also a battle cry – loaded w�th emo-
t�on and oppos�ng the �ncreas�ng pace of the modern world. The exh�b�t�on charted 200 
years of V�ennese h�story, mark�ng the contrast between ‘old’ and ‘new’ and relat�ng 
the age-old confl�cts between ‘wreckers’ and ‘conservat�on�sts’. In the early 20th century 
wr�ters and �ntellectuals warned V�enna of the dangers of ‘Amer�can�sat�on’ – unl�ke 
the ‘young’ Berl�n, wh�ch proudly wore the badge, ‘Europe’s Ch�cago’. V�enna, on the 
contrary, was compared to Ven�ce, a t�me capsule of past glory. V�enna’s role, many 
publ�c figures argued at the t�me, was to be a slow, comfortable and homogenous c�ty 
forever, the ep�tome of trad�t�onal values. It should keep �ts ‘soul’. There were of course 
opponents, l�ke the arch�tect Otto Wagner and �ndustr�al�sts. They expressed the fear 
that V�enna would be left beh�nd. The sat�r�st Karl Kraus commented: ‘I have some 
devastat�ng news for the aesthetes: Old V�enna was once new.’

Paradox�cally, around 1900 V�enna was also a v�brant, fast-grow�ng, �nnovat�ve c�ty 

Fragments of the exhibition Alt Wien

1

2
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w�th a modern �nfrastructure. Spac�ousness, regular�ty and elegance were to replace 
overcrowded, unhealthy cond�t�ons. The R�ngstrasse became the symbol of a ‘new 
V�enna’, synonymous w�th a fundamentally transformed c�ty. The deepest long�ng for a 
‘faded V�enna’ co�nc�ded w�th per�ods of �ntens�ve construct�on work �n the c�ty (for ex-
ample, �n the late 19th century when many bu�ld�ngs �n the old c�ty were demol�shed). 
There were constant ´funerals´ between 1870 and 1914, as one much-loved bu�ld�ng 
after another was torn down. The a�m of property owners and the author�t�es was to 
‘san�t�ze’ and ‘regulate’ the c�ty. Cr�t�cs spoke of ‘�mprovement vandal�sm’. Wr�ters and 
pa�nters hunted down the treasure that was about to be lost and met�culously docu-
mented the destruct�on. Scarcely a house was demol�shed w�thout first be�ng recorded 
for poster�ty. The W�en Museum has thousands of such pa�nt�ngs and watercolours and 
hundreds of them were shown �n the Alt-Wien exh�b�t�on to �llustrate the prol�fic pro-
duct�on of �mages of farewell. Fear and rage turned �nto sent�mental�ty. 

The B�ederme�er per�od, the allegedly �dyll�c and harmon�ous years, had �n fact not 
been qu�et at all. It was then, around 1840, that the express�on ‘old V�enna’ was co�ned. 
We called th�s sect�on of the exh�b�t�on ‘Rap�d old t�mes’. It seems there was always 
a gap between real progress and the state of m�nd, between hard facts and emot�onal 
needs. Hence the scope of a c�ty museum �nev�tably �ncludes the h�story of stereotypes, 
percept�ons, popular culture and sent�mental moods. The mytholog�cal d�mens�on of a 
c�ty �s also present �n artefacts, wh�ch we normally categor�ze as k�tsch. 

The �dea of nostalg�a �s to freeze the past, and the museum �s an �nst�tut�on respon-
s�ble for th�s process. The demol�t�on of the c�ty walls sparked an �nterest �n collect�ng 
defunct rema�ns of the urban past. Anyth�ng under threat was to be documented and 
stored �n a collect�ve c�v�c memory. Rema�ns of the old c�ty gates – l�ke a stone eagle 
– were at first moved to repos�tor�es, then to the V�enna Mun�c�pal Museum (founded 
�n 1887). Some of these ‘w�tnesses of the past’ had not been d�splayed for 100 years. 
The Alt-Wien exh�b�t�on was an opportun�ty to reflect on the role of the museum and to 
d�splay objects that had la�n h�dden and forgotten for ages. We not only d�splayed them, 
we also tr�ed to expla�n why they had been preserved all those years ago. They are rel�cs 
of change.

A central hall was devoted to Franz Schubert, honour�ng h�m not only as a com-
poser, but pr�mar�ly as a popular figure person�fy�ng the good old t�mes. Around 1900 
Schubert’s l�fe was popular�sed �n successful books l�ke ‘Schwammerl’, mean�ng ‘l�ttle 
mushroom’ (Schubert’s n�ckname), mus�cal plays and mov�es �n 1900. There were even 
busts of Schubert made of soap. The poor L�chtental d�str�ct where Schubert grew up 
became the sett�ng for �dyll�c fantas�es. The same happened w�th the so-called ‘V�enna 
types’, a popular name for washer women, lavender sellers and street traders. Real�ty 
became fict�on. The ‘types’ were portrayed �n pr�nts, photographs or porcela�n figures 
and were seen as the qu�ntessence of V�enna. They stood for obduracy aga�nst the 
ent�cements of progress. Even after the ‘types’ had almost d�sappeared they were st�ll 
su�table as ambassadors of Old V�ennese ‘Gemütl�chke�t’. These examples may �nd�cate 
that the Alt-Wien exh�b�t�on d�d deal w�th med�a h�story and the promulgat�on of �m-
ages. Most of the nostalg�c �mages moved from the field of art med�a to the world of 
postcards, souven�rs, popular mus�c and tour�st advert�sements. The exh�b�t�on tr�ed to 
show how arguments and slogans, stereotypes and cl�chés have been repeated over the 
years l�ke the refra�n of a song. 
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Nat�onal Museum of Archaeology of the C�ty and the 
Lagoon, Ven�ce 
Work �n progress for a museum featur�ng a l�v�ng c�ty

Luigi Fozzati 
Nucleo Archeologia Umida e Subacquea Italia Centro Alto Adriatico 
Federica Varosio 
Scuola di Studi Avanzati in Venezia

Represent�ng the c�ty �s a hard task for c�ty museums, espec�ally when deal�ng w�th a 
contemporary c�ty and �ts mult�faceted soc�ety. More and more museums tend to tell 
the story of the�r c�ty not only by objects, but �n part�cular through �mages. As far as th�s 
v�sual approach �s concerned, �t �s eas�er to �mplement �t when start�ng new projects as 
th�s prov�des the opportun�ty of creat�ng new collect�ons and new d�splays, w�thout the 
burden of older museolog�cal att�tudes and collect�ons, and w�thout be�ng hampered by 
�nher�ted dec�s�ons. How can we prov�de v�s�tors w�th �mages that are as real as poss�-
ble? What w�ll our role and our contr�but�on be to everyday c�ty l�fe? 

In Ven�ce the first steps are be�ng taken to create a new museum, ded�cated to the 
presentat�on of the c�ty’s h�story through archaeology. The new museum, a project co-
ord�nated by the Archaeolog�cal Board of Ven�ce, w�ll be called the Nat�onal Museum 
of Archaeology of the C�ty and the Lagoon , and �s scheduled to open by 2010. The a�m 
�s to use a new approach: to create a museum d�fferent from the other trad�t�onal c�v�c 
museums now �n operat�on �n Italy, to make �t more up-to-date and comprehens�ve, 
and to ensure �t w�ll appeal to the c�ty’s res�dents not just to tour�sts. In do�ng so, th�s 
new museum �s a�m�ng at mak�ng a contr�but�on towards present�ng a more real�st�c 
�mage of the c�ty of Ven�ce, �n an attempt ‘to educate’ the v�s�tors, not only about �ts 
h�story, but also about �ts un�que env�ronmental character�st�cs, the da�ly l�fe of �ts �n-
hab�tants and �ts cultural and profess�onal act�v�t�es. The hope �s that �f the v�s�tor’s are 
better �nformed about the c�ty’s frag�l�ty, they w�ll respond by be�ng more respectful 
towards �t.

A new museum on the Lazzaretto Vecchio
The locat�on for the new Nat�onal Museum of Archaeology of the C�ty and the Lagoon 
�s the Lazzaretto Vecch�o �sland, �n the south part of the Venet�an Lagoon, near the 
L�do. (fig. 1) As the name suggests, the �sland was prev�ously used as an �solat�on 
hosp�tal where plague v�ct�ms could convalesce. Th�s was the first lazaretto to open 
�n Europe: �n 1423 the c�ty counc�l establ�shed th�s hosp�tal for that spec�fic purpose 
of �solat�ng and treat�ng th�s ep�dem�c d�sease and to accommodate sa�lors and goods 
com�ng from Med�terranean ports. The latter had to undergo a per�od of quarant�ne on 
the �sland before be�ng allowed onto the ma�n Venet�an �sland �n order to ensure they 
were healthy and would not spread �nfect�ous d�seases, those who were already �nfected 
had to rema�n �n the hosp�tal, those who weren’t were allowed to get on w�th the�r bus�-
ness. Th�s role ended at the beg�nn�ng of 19th century, and now all the bu�ld�ngs that 
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formed part of the anc�ent hosp�tal are about to become the home of the new museum 
of the c�ty and the lagoon. At the moment, �n fact, the ent�re �sland �s caught up �n the 
renovat�on works, as the bu�ld�ngs are be�ng restored and new fac�l�t�es �nstalled. Th�s 
work w�ll be fin�shed by 2007.

The new museum on the Lazzaretto Vecch�o w�ll be l�nked w�th the L�do �sland by 
a drawbr�dge. From here a platform outs�de the external boundary-wall w�ll lead to the 
ma�n entrance of the museum, where the museum route w�ll start, mov�ng through the 
bu�ld�ng’s d�fferent w�ngs, present�ng an exh�b�t�on that w�ll be both chronolog�cal and 
themat�c; at the end of the�r tour v�s�tors w�ll be able to use many other fac�l�t�es �nclud-
�ng a restaurant, a bookshop and a l�brary.

At the same t�me archaeolog�cal �nvest�gat�ons are tak�ng place �n the open areas of 
the �sland, where bur�al layers or sequences have been d�scovered – these are depos�ts 
of bod�es �n layers wh�ch tally w�th the waves of plague �nfect�on. Th�s enables us to 
date the per�od �n wh�ch the people d�ed, often to the exact year and prov�des an �ns�ght 
�nto the s�te’s prev�ous h�story. Some of these archaeolog�cal areas w�ll be presented in 
situ as v�s�tors follow the museum route.

As ment�oned above, the galler�es’ ma�n focus w�ll be on archaeology, both urban 
and underwater. For the last fifteen years there has been a sort of archaeolog�cal rena�s-
sance �n Ven�ce as the department of publ�c works has been obl�ged to allow archaeo-
log�cal research to take place before any new bu�ld�ng can start. The Archaeolog�cal 
Board of Ven�ce has carr�ed out more than 580 excavat�ons, 450 of wh�ch were done �n 

1. The Lazzaretto Vecchio Island, in the south part of the Lagoon, near the Lido. The future 
National Museum of Archaeology of the City and the Lagoon will be housed inside this old 
hospital
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submersed cond�t�ons. All the find�ngs and data com�ng from these excavat�ons, dat-
�ng from preh�story to the early 20th century, have never been exh�b�ted before and w�ll 
form the ma�n content of the museum collect�on. Bes�des th�s, some works of art from 
c�v�c collect�ons w�ll be used to create a h�stor�cal context. 

The new museum w�ll not only d�splay objects and find�ngs, �t w�ll also become a 
museum of �deas, prov�d�ng v�s�tors w�th an opportun�ty to get to know the c�ty from 
a d�fferent angle, one far-removed from the common �dea of Ven�ce as a mere open-
a�r museum, full of churches and monuments. The assumpt�on that �mages andThe assumpt�on that �mages and 
stereotypes �nfluence how people perce�ve the c�ty, fits extremely well �n the Venet�an 
s�tuat�on. However, Ven�ce �s really very d�fferent from the c�ty promoted by the tour�st 
�ndustry, �s not only St Marco Square, the p�geons, the gondolas or the glass. Ven�ce �sVen�ce �s 
a un�que ecosystem, an archaeolog�cal s�te, a un�vers�ty centre and an �ndustr�al devel-
opment centre for north-east Italy, to ment�on just a few of �ts many faces. But first andBut first and 
foremost Ven�ce �s a l�v�ng c�ty that uses a med�eval urban and arch�tectural structure 
to run �ts everyday affa�rs. The new museum w�ll play an �mportant role �n present�ngThe new museum w�ll play an �mportant role �n present�ng 
th�s v�ew of Ven�ce and furthermore �t w�ll offer �ts �nhab�tants the opportun�ty to re-ap-
propr�ate the�r c�ty.

The Venetian Lagoon, an age-old ecosystem and an open-air museum
To exempl�fy th�s approach, we can look at the projected Lagoon Gallery, the first area 
to be reached by follow�ng the new museum’s prescr�bed route. The Gallery �s meant to 
g�ve the v�s�tors an �dea of the�r locat�on and to start them on the�r walk through t�me, 
one that w�ll take them back to the early years of human hab�tat�on �n the Venet�an 
area. The v�sual�zat�on of the lagoon w�ll be created by graph�c p�ctures mounted on 
panels, satell�te photographs, geolog�cal samples and artefacts, and w�ll show �t to be 
a place wh�ch, s�nce med�eval t�mes, has had as a complex urban system, spread over 
a number of �slands; a s�ngle ent�ty w�th water runn�ng through �n wh�ch d�fferent �s-
lands are devoted to d�fferent uses and funct�ons but �n wh�ch all cooperate �n the l�fe 
of the c�ty of Ven�ce. The water �s not cons�dered to be an obstacle or a d�v�s�ve element 
�nstead �t has �ts own role to play �n the organ�sat�on of th�s complex urban system. 
Moreover, some current photos and �mages w�ll �llustrate �ts compos�t�on, �ts nature 
and �ts extreme frag�l�ty.

The lagoon ecosystem does, �n fact, suffer from mass tour�sm; most of the tour�sts 
that arr�ve �n Ven�ce are really amused to see ferryboats �nstead of buses, l�ke to take 
romant�c gondola tr�ps �n the canals, or th�nk �t �s fun to walk barefoot �n St Marco 
square dur�ng h�gh-water, but nearly nobody knows how the present-day terr�tor�al and 
urban system was formed. Th�s tour�st’s stereotype v�s�on of Ven�ce d�storts the real 
relat�onsh�p between the water and the l�fe of the c�ty and has a negat�ve �nfluence on 
�ts preservat�on; the problem of h�gh water, for �nstance, �s not a fun-exper�ence, �t �s a 
huge problem that requ�res �mpress�ve publ�c water management to prevent the �slands 
from s�nk�ng �nto the sand.

So, �n order to present a more effect�ve �mage of the lagoon’s ecosystem, the muse-
um route w�ll not end on Lazzaretto Vecch�o �sland. Th�s c�ty museum w�ll be a start�ng 
po�nt for the v�s�t of a w�der museum landscape that �ncludes other s�tes and other �s-
lands, offer�ng a more �n-depth, less trad�t�onal tour of the lagoon. Actually reach�ng the 
Lazzaretto Vecch�o w�ll be the first part of the museum exper�ence, as �t w�ll prov�de the 
first contact w�th the water and the lagoon’s ecosystem; after the Lazzaretto Vecch�o the 
v�s�t w�ll cont�nue w�th v�s�ts to other s�tes �n the museum complex l�ke the Lazzaretto 
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Nuovo, along d�fferent routes, some of wh�ch w�ll be themat�c, through the lagoon. In 
th�s way the Nat�onal Museum of Archaeology of the C�ty and the Lagoon w�ll become a 
mult�-locat�on museum. At the moment, bes�de the Lazzaretto Vecch�o, another �sland 
wh�ch was prev�ously part of the med�eval hosp�tal system of Ven�ce, the Lazzaretto 
Nuovo, �s tak�ng part �n th�s project.

The Lazzaretto Nuovo was founded �n 1456 as a quarant�ne hosp�tal, to support 
Lazzaretto Vecch�o, wh�ch was already overcrowded, and to prevent the plague reach�ng 
the ma�n �sland and spread�ng to other locat�ons �n the lagoon.

The ma�n bu�ld�ngs of the Lazaretto Nuovo w�ll house: 
– a themat�c sect�on ded�cated to the anthropology of the Venet�an populat�on and to 

the h�story of med�c�ne, a fitt�ng top�c as an old hosp�tal bu�ld�ng �s a very apt place 
to look at the h�story of med�c�ne and the anthropology of the �nhab�tants espec�ally 
after the hundreds of bod�es d�scovered dur�ng archaeolog�cal excavat�ons; 

– the archaeolog�cal depot and arch�ves, wh�ch are already be�ng rearranged �n order 
to prov�de more of a serv�ce to students, scholars, researcher and the l�ke; 

– the educat�onal department of the museum, w�th room for workshops and d�dact�c 
act�v�t�es; 

– some temporary exh�b�t�ons, even before the offic�al open�ng of the museum.

A museum for a living city
The new Museum of Archaeology of the C�ty and the Lagoon, �n �ts new locat�ons, 
would l�ke to play an act�ve role �n keep�ng Ven�ce a l�v�ng, authent�c and, most �m-
portant of all, hab�table c�ty. To do th�s, �t has to remedy the d�storted v�ew of the c�ty 
propagated by the tour�st �ndustry by prov�d�ng �nformat�on for the v�s�tors to make 
them more aware of the c�ty’s problems and by encourag�ng them to adopt a more re-
spons�ble att�tude towards them. Actually, the mass�ve �nflux of tour�sts poses a ser�ous 
problem for the res�dents as such hordes of people are not compat�ble w�th the smooth 
runn�ng of the c�ty’s da�ly l�fe. If we stop to cons�der for just a moment, Ven�ce now has 
60.000 �nhab�tants who have to cope w�th 25 m�ll�on tour�sts a year, the real quest�on �s: 
who �s Ven�ce really for? Almost everyth�ng produced or sold �n Ven�ce �s a�med pr�ma-
r�ly at tour�sts, as the greater part of �ts economy �s based on them (fig. 2 and 3). All the 
same, some measures w�ll have to be developed to ensure the c�ty rema�ns hab�table, 
the res�dents should be seen as the ma�n resource and they should also be the ma�n 
benefic�ar�es. The new museum w�shes to prov�de an exper�ence that �s relevant for �ts 
�nhab�tants, not only attract�ve for �ts tour�sts, g�v�ng the Venet�an people the opportu-
n�ty to recover the�r sense of belong�ng.

Some surveys w�ll be carr�ed out to find out what �mage of the c�ty �s shared by both 
�nhab�tants and tour�sts and what people expect to find �n a c�ty museum featur�ng 
Ven�ce. Another survey w�ll analyse the compos�t�on of the present-day Venet�an popu-
lat�on �n order to mount an exh�b�t�on that w�ll be really relevant to them.

In the museum galler�es v�s�tors w�ll be offered a new approach to understand�ng 
the c�ty of Ven�ce, past and present, by archaeolog�cal rema�ns, objects, h�stor�c data 
and �mages. In part�cular, a v�sual presentat�on of the c�ty as �t �s today w�ll strengthen 
the compar�son between the past and the present, between the way �ts �nhab�tants v�ew 
�t and the way �t �s shown to the tour�sts, st�mulat�ng cr�t�cal observat�on.

We cannot g�ve v�s�tors one, monumental and ‘authent�c’ �mage of the c�ty, nor can 
we change tour�st trends, but by st�mulat�ng them to look at th�s wonderful c�ty �n a 
d�fferent way we hope �t w�ll be shown more respect, and that people w�ll become more 
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�nterested �n �ts un�que sett�ng. ‘The recapture of a thoughtful glance’ w�ll be the ph�-
losophy beh�nd th�s project, one that �s deeply-rooted �n the lagoon landscape; an ap-
propr�ate new model for tour�st access to Ven�ce and �ts surround�ngs, that w�ll restore 
the natural cultural balance between the c�ty and the water. The Nat�onal Museum of 
Archaeology of the C�ty and the Lagoon w�ll be a museum for a l�v�ng c�ty.

2. The massive numbers of tourist frequenting the site presents serious problems for the smooth 
running of the residents’ daily lives: how authentic is this picture? How relevant is it for 
Venetian people?
3. Few traditions like the daily grocery boat near Campo San Barnaba still continue; the 
boat acts as a daily meeting point for residents. One of the museum’s tasks is to recognize and 
present to its visitors these immaterial inherited traditions and keep them alive 

2

3
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D�scuss�on 

Chair: Pauline Kruseman 
Director Amsterdam Historical Museum

Motto: ‘Only var�ety creates the broadest appeal’ (quote from the �ntroduct�on by Dav�d 
Flem�ng)

Both presentat�ons prompted lengthy d�scuss�on on the names of our museums. In 
V�enna, for example, the d�rectors del�berately dec�ded �n 2003 to leave ‘H�stor�cal’ out 
of the name of the museum. The new c�ty museum �n Ven�ce �s called the Museum of 
Archaeology of the C�ty and the Lagoon. The work�ng group d�scussed th�s long name 
�n deta�l. There was concern that �t m�ght g�ve the wrong �mpress�on to the publ�c 
about the m�ss�on of the museum. The name Museum de Lazaretto m�ght be a better 
opt�on. Moreover, there were doubts whether the story of the h�story of the lagoon and 
the c�ty of Ven�ce can be told w�th a predom�nantly archaeolog�cal collect�on. Everyone 
was shocked to hear that Ven�ce has 60 thousand �nhab�tants and 25 m�ll�on tour�sts 
yearly. The new museum wants to g�ve both groups another �mage of the lagoon. Why 
has Ven�ce become such an open a�r museum? Th�s m�ght be an �nterest�ng quest�on 
to ra�se �n the museum �tself. Ven�ce’s frag�l�ty, both ecolog�cally and from the perspec-
t�ve of conserv�ng h�stor�c bu�ld�ngs and monuments, w�ll be an �mportant theme �n 
the new museum.

It �s except�onally �mportant to d�scuss confl�ct �n the museum. Present�ng confl�ct-
�ng v�s�ons of subjects �n exh�b�t�ons by add�ng contrast�ng elements and, for example, 
d�fferent colours or other forms, �s a cheap, easy way to make the old permanent exh�b-
�ts, wh�ch so many museums have, more dynam�c. Some taboos or confl�cts from long 
ago st�ll ex�st. The museum m�ght be an excellent place to d�scuss these. The V�enna 
Museum, for �nstance, has to cope w�th the problem of how an �mportant but con-
trovers�al late n�neteenth-century pol�t�c�an and mayor of V�enna, Karl Lueger (1844-
1910), should be presented. Although a modern�st, he was strongly ant�-Sem�t�c. The 
V�enna Museum prefers to approach ant�-Sem�t�sm from many d�fferent perspect�ves. 
Museums are excellent places to show the d�fferent layers of h�story and how the �nter-
pretat�on of subjects and the context �n wh�ch they are dealt w�th are so closely l�nked 
w�th t�me. Th�s �s true, for �nstance, of the present-day �mage of V�ennese Jews who are 
now mostly perce�ved as wr�ters, �ntellectuals, art�sts, famous people �n coffeehouses 
and psych�atr�sts etc. Other Jews hardly come �nto the p�cture. It was suggested �n the 
work�ng group that ant�-Sem�t�sm should be denounced; a mult�-perspect�ve approach 
would as �t were ‘gloss over’ th�s phenomenon.

Generally speak�ng �t has to be assumed that the publ�c can judge for themselves. 
But they may not always ‘get the message’ that a museum wants to g�ve. Th�s was, 
for example, the case dur�ng the Alt-Wien (Old Vienna) exh�b�t�on, wh�ch showed the 
res�stance to modern�ty. V�s�tors ma�nly appeared to enjoy the nostalg�c artefacts. The 
nostalg�c �mage of V�enna, wh�ch the museum part�cularly wanted to rev�se, was just 
too strong. The publ�c takes home what they want. 
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The last top�c d�scussed was mult�-locat�on c�ty museums. These museums have a 
hard t�me present�ng a coherent �mage. On the other hand, they do reflect the fact that 
a c�ty’s cultural her�tage �s fragmented. From th�s po�nt of v�ew, a museum can use th�s 
to �ts advantage. 
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H�story’s role �n rev�tal�z�ng the C�ty of Hartford

David M. Kahn 
Executive Director of the Connecticut Historical Society 
Hartford, Connecticut

The Old State House: Hartford’s most important historic building
Th�s paper �s about a 750- square-meter exh�b�t�on that my �nst�tut�on, The Connect�cut 
H�stor�cal Soc�ety, w�ll �ntroduce to the publ�c �n June 2006. The exh�b�t�on w�ll not be 
located �n our ma�n bu�ld�ng, wh�ch �s surrounded by trees �n a res�dent�al sect�on of 
Hartford. Instead, the exh�b�t�on w�ll be located �n an underground gallery attached to 
an �mportant h�stor�c structure that we operate, the Old State House, wh�ch �s s�tuated 
�n the centre of downtown Hartford.1 (fig. 1) The Old State House was bu�lt �n 1796 on 
what was by then already a h�stor�c s�te, home s�nce 1636 to the Connect�cut Colony’s 
earl�est rel�g�ous and government structures. An earl�er state house stood on the s�te 
from 1735 unt�l the current bu�ld�ng replaced �t. Our state leg�slature eventually left the 
Old State House for a newer bu�ld�ng �n 1878. But even today the Old State House and 
�ts s�te cont�nue to be of great symbol�c �mportance for the people of Hartford and the 
State of Connect�cut.

Public perceptions of Hartford
The exh�b�t�on that we are develop�ng for the Old State House w�ll be about Hartford’s 
h�story, but also more broadly �t w�ll be about the �mportance of h�story �n all of our 
l�ves. To beg�n w�th, I would l�ke to share w�th you some quotes from �nterv�ews we 
conducted �n June 2005 w�th members of the publ�c �n conjunct�on w�th our exh�b�t�on 
plann�ng-process. The research cons�sted of �nd�v�dual �nterv�ews w�th people who were 
recru�ted by a profess�onal research firm. All of the �nterv�ewees were ‘museum-goers’ 
who had v�s�ted at least one museum �n the prev�ous 12 months. Some were from 
Hartford, some from other parts of the state. The pr�mary purpose of the research was 
to test proposed label-copy for our exh�b�t�on. But we also asked the �nterv�ewees what 
they thought about Hartford as a place to v�s�t and whether they m�ght actually come 
to the Old State House once the new exh�b�t�on opens �n 2006. Here are some of the 
answers we rece�ved:
– ‘…I’ve always thought (Hartford) k�nd of run down and not a place I’d l�ke to v�s�t.’
–  ‘It �s bor�ng. There are not enough act�v�t�es to do. It �s dangerous. It �s d�rty. Should 

I keep go�ng?’
– ‘Hartford �s d�rty, unsafe, and park�ng �s d�fficult.’
– ‘Hartford �s a bor�ng c�ty…and com�ng to Hartford �s really k�nd of d�sappo�nt�ng…It 

just seems l�ke �t’s so desolate….’
– ‘Hartford �s dead.’

1 The Old State House was the offic�al home of the government of the State of Connect�cut. The The Old State House was the offic�al home of the government of the State of Connect�cut. The 
governor had offices there as d�d the state’s House of Representat�ves and Senate. The state courts also 
met there.
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– ‘There �s not enough there…to br�ng a lot of people �nto a part of the c�ty l�ke where 
the Old State House �s.’ 
About half of our �nterv�ewees made remarks about Hartford s�m�lar to the ones l�st-

ed above. In short, the�r percept�on of Hartford was extremely unflatter�ng. Why �s that?

Hartford’s prosperous years
That’s a complex quest�on, but here �s a br�ef answer. In the 19th and early 20th centu-
r�es Hartford was one of the r�chest c�t�es �n Amer�ca. Its wealth was bu�lt on trade and 
manufactur�ng. Guns were produced there, as were sew�ng mach�nes, b�cycles, type-
wr�ters, and eventually a�rplane eng�nes. Poss�bly some of you may have heard of Colt 
revolvers, Underwood typewr�ters, or Pratt & Wh�tney a�rplane eng�nes, all of wh�ch 
were manufactured �n Hartford. Hartford’s surplus wealth was �nvested �n the �nsur-
ance �ndustry and the c�ty became the home of so many �nsurance compan�es that �t 
was known as the Insurance Cap�tal of Amer�ca. 

Hartford cont�nued to prosper �nto the per�od �mmed�ately follow�ng World War 
II. Its populat�on peaked at 170,000 �n 1950. Then th�ngs began to change – not for the 
better.

Economic decline
Follow�ng World War II the federal government financed vast h�ghway- construc-
t�on projects and prov�ded cheap mortgages that encouraged the development of new 
res�dent�al hous�ng �n the suburbs. As a result, an �ncreas�ng number of m�ddle-class 

1. The Old State House, completed in 1796
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res�dents began mov�ng out of Amer�ca’s c�t�es. Before long a vast populat�on sh�ft was 
underway as m�ddle class people abandoned the C�ty of Hartford. Over a per�od of a few 
decades 90,000 m�ddle-class wh�te people flowed out of the c�ty and 50,000 poor Lat�no 
and Black people flowed �n. Bus�nesses also relocated to the suburbs, so that by 1975 
there were v�rtually no manufactur�ng enterpr�ses rema�n�ng �n Hartford. Downtown 
stores also began to close �n the 1960s and 1970s; suburban shopp�ng malls had lured 
all the�r customers away. By 1992 the last of downtown Hartford’s department stores, 
G. Fox, closed �ts doors. The store’s ma�n s�gn �s now �n the Connect�cut H�stor�cal 
Soc�ety’s collect�on.

Minorities become the majority
Today, over 80% of Hartford’s 121,000 people are e�ther Lat�no or Black. Although 
some people st�ll th�nk of Hartford as the Insurance Cap�tal of Amer�ca, the c�ty �s at 
least as well known for �ts poverty and fa�l�ng schools. Approx�mately 96% of the ch�l-
dren �n the c�ty’s publ�c schools are members of m�nor�ty groups, and what we call the 
‘drop out’ rate �s 29%; almost one �n three students fa�l to fin�sh h�gh school. 

Downtown Hartford, where the Old State House stands, largely empt�es out after 
17:00 when the c�ty’s thousands of office workers get �nto the�r cars and dr�ve home 
to the suburbs. Even dur�ng the day there are relat�vely few people on the streets s�nce 
there are very few stores to v�s�t and people prefer to dr�ve from place to place rather 
than walk – even when short d�stances are �nvolved.

Th�s descr�pt�on of Hartford appl�es equally to countless other m�d-s�zed Amer�can 
c�t�es that have undergone rad�cal transformat�on s�nce the end of World War II – large-
ly as a result of m�sgu�ded pol�c�es on the part of the federal government. 

So, th�s expla�ns many of our �nterv�ewees’ negat�ve feel�ngs about downtown 
Hartford that I l�sted earl�er. Many wh�te people and even more affluent people of color 
avo�d Hartford, preferr�ng to shop and soc�al�ze �n the suburbs. Also, fear of, or ant�pa-
thy towards, lower-�ncome Lat�nos and Blacks serves to keep them away.

Efforts to revitalize the city
As a h�stor�cal organ�zat�on, �t �s probably not our job to try to combat people’s percep-
t�ons that Hartford �s d�rty, or that �t �s dangerous, or that �t �s hard to find park�ng, or 
that there �sn’t much to do. That job �s too b�g for us to handle. Indeed a new organ�za-
t�on has been created called the Hartford Image Project wh�ch �s develop�ng market�ng 
strateg�es des�gned to change people’s percept�ons of the c�ty.2 

In add�t�on to the Hartford Image Project, government and bus�ness leaders are 
work�ng to rev�tal�ze downtown �n other ways. A new convent�on centre and hotel just 
opened th�s year. (fig. 2) A number of older office-bu�ld�ngs have been converted �nto 
res�dent�al apartments, a 40-story res�dent�al tower �s under construct�on, and efforts 
are be�ng made to br�ng stores back downtown aga�n.

G�ven th�s complex soc�al s�tuat�on, what can my museum do, what can any h�stor�-
cal organ�zat�on do, to promote the rev�tal�zat�on of downtown Hartford? Does h�story 
have a role to play here? 

We, of course, l�ke to th�nk that the answer �s ‘yes.’

2 The Hartford Image Project �s a non-profit market�ng organ�zat�on that was created �n 2000 w�th The Hartford Image Project �s a non-profit market�ng organ�zat�on that was created �n 2000 w�th 
the help of the local chamber of commerce and other organ�zat�ons. Its goal �s to ‘commun�cate the 
econom�c rena�ssance now underway �n Hartford, and to celebrate the c�ty’s v�brancy and to promote 
�ts assets.
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The Connecticut Historical Society Museum and the Old State House
F�rst of all, the Connect�cut H�stor�cal Soc�ety Museum only assumed respons�b�l�ty for 
operat�ng the Old State House �n 2003. Pr�or to that, the Old State House was run by 
a separate non-profit organ�zat�on that was �n danger of go�ng bankrupt. Bankruptcy 
could have led to the Old State House hav�ng to close �ts doors to the publ�c. That would 
have been a publ�c relat�ons d�saster for the c�ty – a d�saster wh�ch was avo�ded when 
the Connect�cut H�stor�cal Soc�ety Museum �ntervened. 

Now that we have assumed respons�b�l�ty for the Old State House, we are work�ng 
to �ntroduce new v�s�tor exper�ences that are �ntended to draw more people to the s�te, 
and to downtown Hartford. In add�t�on to the 750- square-meter exh�b�t�on I ment�oned 
at the beg�nn�ng, we are also develop�ng an act�v�ty centre for school groups, an aud�o-
tour of the h�stor�c port�ons of the bu�ld�ng – and a new g�ft shop. 

How to represent the city?
The new 750-square-meter exh�b�t�on about Hartford w�ll be the centrep�ece of the new 
v�s�tor exper�ence at the Old State House. G�ven Hartford’s complex h�story, how are 
we go�ng to tell the c�ty’s story? How w�ll we ‘represent the c�ty,’ wh�ch �s the subject of 
th�s sess�on?

We have struggled w�th the problem of represent�ng Hartford, well aware of the 
need to balance the pos�t�ve and negat�ve aspects of the c�ty’s story. Obv�ously, th�s �s 
an �ssue that all h�story-museum profess�onals have to confront whenever they attempt 
to develop an exh�b�t�on. In our case, we knew that we couldn’t portray the c�ty �n an 
ent�rely pos�t�ve l�ght because that would �gnore the harsh real�t�es of Hartford’s recent 
h�story. However, to dwell too much on the negat�ve aspects of Hartford’s story would 
only feed people’s ex�st�ng, negat�ve percept�ons.

2. Downtown Hartford showing a newly built convention centre, lower left
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Americans’ attitudes towards history
In th�nk�ng about the exh�b�t�on, we also kept �n m�nd that Amer�cans – I don’t know 
whether th�ngs are d�fferent �n Europe – but Amer�cans have an amb�guous relat�on-
sh�p w�th h�story. Many Amer�cans w�ll actually tell you that they hate h�story – which 
means they hate history as it was taught to them in school. 

So we had a number of �nterrelated challenges. We knew we needed to present a 
balanced v�ew of Hartford and we also knew that many Amer�cans find h�story bor�ng. 
So we needed to find a way to make h�story �nterest�ng �f we were to engage v�s�tors �n 
the story of Hartford and get people exc�ted about com�ng to the c�ty.

In 2003 we undertook a research project des�gned to help us understand what, pre-
c�sely, �t �s about h�story that v�s�tors do find �nterest�ng. W�thout go�ng �nto too much 
deta�l, what we concluded was that people (Amer�cans anyway!) seem to be most �nter-
ested �n h�story not as an abstract record of names and dates (the k�nd of h�story that �s 
taught �n Amer�can schools) – but as a tool that can help each �nd�v�dual ga�n a better 
understand�ng of the contemporary world and the relat�onsh�p between the past and 
the present. 

Exhibition strategy
Based on th�s research, we have adopted a strategy for our new exh�b�t�on that �nvolves 
demonstrat�ng to v�s�tors the countless ways �n wh�ch: 1) our bu�lt env�ronment; 2) the 
everyday art�facts we make use of �n our l�ves; and 3) the way we spend our work, le�-
sure, and volunteer t�me are all profoundly �nfluenced by the past and the generat�ons 
of people who have come before us. The h�story of Hartford, of course, �s the case study 
we w�ll use to demonstrate these �deas – �n order to make �t �ntr�gu�ng for our v�s�tors. 
Current data �nd�cates that about 50% of the Old State House’s v�s�tors are from the �m-
med�ate reg�on wh�le the other 50% come from elsewhere �n the Un�ted States as well 
as from other countr�es.3

Our exh�b�t�on w�ll, we hope, help v�s�tors to the c�ty ga�n a better understand�ng of 
today’s Hartford as the end-product of centur�es of evolut�on and change. For example, 
a large-scale map-act�v�ty for fam�l�es w�ll encourage v�s�tors to use models of bu�ld-
�ngs from the 17th-century to the present to recreate the c�ty as �t appeared at d�fferent 
po�nts �n t�me. In do�ng so they w�ll learn how later construct�on often, but not always, 
replaces earl�er bu�ld�ngs and other man-made structures. Although no 17th-century 
bu�ld�ngs, and only a handful of 18th century bu�ld�ngs rema�n �n the c�ty centre, v�s�-
tors w�ll undoubtedly be surpr�sed to learn that the c�ty’s or�g�nal 17th-century street 
gr�d surv�ves to th�s day, as do many of the early street names.

Another sect�on of the exh�b�t�on w�ll be devoted to the vast transformat�ons 
Hartford underwent from the 1950s through the 1970s when whole ne�ghborhoods 
were torn down and replaced w�th the h�ghways and skyscrapers that dom�nate much 
of downtown Hartford today. We hope that th�s area of the exh�b�t�on w�ll help v�s�tors 
ga�n a better understand�ng as to why the c�ty looks the way �t does today. (fig. 3) G�ven 
that Hartford �s, and always has been, a mult�cultural c�ty, throughout the exh�b�t�on we 
w�ll �ncorporate the stor�es of Ind�ans, Blacks, Lat�nos, and other groups. Our hope �s 
that v�s�tors w�ll learn to apprec�ate the contr�but�ons that many d�fferent people have 
made to the development of Hartford over the centur�es. Throughout the exh�b�t�on 
v�s�tors w�ll be rem�nded that just as the C�ty of Hartford has been shaped by the past, 

3 Market�ng �n�t�at�ves for the Old State House w�ll focus on attract�ng a) people �n the 35 – 54 age- Market�ng �n�t�at�ves for the Old State House w�ll focus on attract�ng a) people �n the 35 – 54 age-
range w�th and w�thout ch�ldren at home as well as b) her�tage tour�sts, who tend to be older.
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�nd�v�duals are shaped by the past too; v�s�tors w�ll, therefore, be encouraged to th�nk 
about how the past has �nfluenced the�r own l�ves and those of the�r fam�ly members.

A partial solution to the city’s identity crisis? 
In conclus�on, g�ven the fact that the C�ty of Hartford was dra�ned of people, bus�ness-
es, stores, and even character �n the post World War II per�od, �t would not be unrea-
sonable to state that the c�ty today �s �n the m�ddle of an �dent�ty cr�s�s. It’s torn between 
– on the one hand – memor�es of �ts glor�ous past when �t was r�ch and home to lum�-
nar�es l�ke Mark Twa�n and – on the other hand – a troubled present �n wh�ch many of 
�ts c�t�zens l�ve �n poverty. Its modern �mage has led to suburban�tes be�ng e�ther afra�d 
or unw�ll�ng to v�s�t downtown Hartford. A more prom�s�ng future �s env�s�oned – but 
�t’s not clear how soon that future w�ll be real�zed, nor who w�ll profit from �t.

Perhaps the greatest contr�but�on our forthcom�ng exh�b�t�on can make �n terms of 
represent�ng Hartford �s to rem�nd the publ�c that the c�ty does have a r�ch her�tage that 
can be drawn on to help promote c�v�c pr�de. If successful, perhaps our exh�b�t�on w�ll 
help to �mprove the c�ty’s �mage – and help br�ng an end to decades of despondency. 

F�nally, one other major object�ve for the exh�b�t�on and other v�s�tor exper�ences we 
are creat�ng �s that we obv�ously want people to enjoy them. We want them to have fun 
and to th�nk of the c�ty not as a fr�ghten�ng place, but as a place where they feel wel-
come and one to wh�ch they want to return. If we accompl�sh th�s, v�s�tors are bound 
to tell others about the�r exper�ences. As word c�rculates from person to person that the 
c�ty really �sn’t so bad after all, perhaps the more negat�ve �mages people have about 
Hartford w�ll beg�n to d�ss�pate and rev�tal�zat�on w�ll follow. 

3. Artist’s rendering of a portion of the forthcoming Old State House exhibition that explore 
the post World War II redevelopment of Hartford
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A museum d�rector must be a ballet dancer

Diana Wind 
Director Schiedam Municipal Museum

Dur�ng the last century Sch�edam had problems deal�ng w�th �ts past as a jenever (g�n) 
c�ty and as a c�ty wh�ch fa�led to bu�ld a strong economy. The n�ckname for Sch�edam 
�s ‘Black Nazareth’, due to the many jenever and maltw�ne d�st�ller�es wh�ch operated 
�n the c�ty centre unt�l the end of the 19th century. Sch�edam’s jenever �ndustry dates 
from the 18th century. The flour�sh�ng local glass �ndustry was closely l�nked to jenever; 
some d�st�ller�es even had the�r own glass factory for produc�ng bottles.

The centre of the c�ty has a typ�cal Dutch canal plan and monumental bu�ld�ngs 
from the 16th, 17th and 18th century. A large number of former d�st�ller�es and five 
gra�n m�lls rem�nd us of Sch�edam’s past as a producer of jenever. Nowadays the 
people of Sch�edam are start�ng to be proud of the�r beaut�ful hometown, and the c�ty 
counc�l wants to �nvest �n market�ng the c�ty to attract tour�sts. ‘Jenever, CoBrA and 
Glass’ are go�ng to be promoted as un�que sell�ng po�nts.1 Events, cultural as well as 
popular, w�ll be organ�sed to attract people who are not enthus�asts of the arts and only 
reluctantly v�s�t bu�ld�ngs and exh�b�t�ons reflect�ng Sch�edam’s r�ch h�story.

The Stedel�jk Museum Sch�edam �s well known for �ts CoBrA collect�on2 and, lo-
cally, the h�stor�cal collect�on. (fig. 1-3) The c�ty counc�l cons�ders the museum to be a 
major attract�on for tour�sts w�th �ts modern art collect�on and h�stor�cal exh�b�t�ons. 

At the moment the museum bu�ld�ng �s be�ng restored and w�ll reopen on Apr�l 8th 
2006. It w�ll be an exper�ence museum for modern and contemporary Dutch art. It w�ll 
open w�th an exc�t�ng exh�b�t�on for a w�de aud�ence on ‘P�casso, Klee, M�rò �n Dutch 
art 1948 – 1954’. Exh�b�t�ons based on the h�stor�cal collect�on and/or the h�story of 
Sch�edam w�ll be held at var�ous locat�ons �n the c�ty. 

The �dea of an h�stor�cal museum has not yet been accepted because of the h�gh 
costs �nvolved �n open�ng another new museum �n the c�ty. H�stor�cal exh�b�t�ons w�ll, 
however, be held �n the heart of the c�ty, where all tour�sts start the�r v�s�t to Sch�edam 
-first by v�s�t�ng the current exh�b�t�on and then the c�ty. Nevertheless there �s a con-
t�nu�ng need for a meet�ng place for the people of Sch�edam, where they can relax and 
enjoy themselves and where we can help them to th�nk more pos�t�vely about the�r 
hometown. Investments �n the Stedel�jk Museum Sch�edam have been qu�te h�gh for 
the c�ty counc�l and at the moment �t �s a br�dge too far to �nvest �n an h�stor�cal mu-
seum. Although the c�ty �s w�ll�ng to finance promot�onal act�v�t�es, th�s does not mean 
that �t �s prepared to open a museum about the �dent�ty of Sch�edam �n add�t�on to the 
ex�st�ng Jenever Museum. 

1 The D�st�llery Museum �s housed �n one of the old jenever d�st�ller�es. Sch�edam �s also home to the The D�st�llery Museum �s housed �n one of the old jenever d�st�ller�es. Sch�edam �s also home to the 
Dutch Museum for Glass and Glass Technology.
2 CoBrA �s a group of art�sts dat�ng from the 1940s. The name �s der�ved from the three cap�tal c�t�es of CoBrA �s a group of art�sts dat�ng from the 1940s. The name �s der�ved from the three cap�tal c�t�es of 
the countr�es where the found�ng members came from: Copenhagen, Brussels and Amsterdam. Appel, 
Constant, Corne�lle and Eugene Brands were some of the Dutch art�sts �nvolved. 
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Dur�ng the preparat�ons for the reopen�ng of the museum bu�ld�ng, we have found 
a lot of collaborat�on between shopkeepers, the c�ty counc�l and entrepreneurs. For the 
first t�me �n h�story everyone �s work�ng together! Th�s means that Sch�edam �s go�ng 
to succeed �n attract�ng more tour�sts and �t �s a man�festat�on of the c�ty’s grow�ng self-
confidence. 

1. Anton Rooskens, Dance macabre, 1949. Oil on canvas, Schiedam Municipal Museum 
Collection
2. Constant, Scorched earth, 1951. Oil on canvas, Schiedam Municipal Museum Collection 
3. Karel Appel, Primaeval beast, 1951. Oil on canvas, Schiedam Municipal Museum 
Collection 
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D�scuss�on

Chair: Darryl Mcintyre 
Group Director of Public Programmes, Museum of London

The d�scuss�on focused on �ssues relat�ng to merg�ng tour�sm and cultural develop-
ment, bu�ld�ng an �mage of the c�ty, and defin�ng the role museums can play �n pro-
mot�ng c�t�es and reach�ng new tour�st aud�ences.

One of the more complex �ssues revolves around the role of the museum �n relat�on 
to tour�sm and the c�ty counc�l, wh�ch often funds commun�ty-based museums and �s 
one of the�r key stakeholders. Often th�s can create confus�on about where the exact re-
spons�b�l�t�es l�e. Th�s �ssue emerged dur�ng the d�scuss�on on the Hartford case study, 
wh�ch appeared to suggest that the Hartford Museum does not v�ew promot�ng �tself to 
tour�sts as a h�gh pr�or�ty. It was suggested that th�s museum m�ght cons�der us�ng a 
tour�st �nformat�on centre for th�s, as has been the case �n Zutphen �n the Netherlands.

In some cases the merg�ng of tour�sm and culture w�th�n mun�c�pal organ�zat�onal 
structures, as was the case �n 2004 �n Reykjav�k, reduces the ‘silo’ approach. Th�s means 
that organ�zat�ons funct�on less �nsularly and can ach�eve more by co-operat�on. It pro-
v�des opportun�t�es for more focused strateg�c th�nk�ng �n the field of cultural tour�sm 
and on the compos�t�on of cultural tour�sm programmes that benefit both the tour�sm 
and her�tage sectors. One of the a�ms of the Reykjav�k c�ty counc�l �s to promote �tself as 
a cultural c�ty. The effort made by both the counc�l and staff of the museum to develop 
and �mplement programmes about culture and tour�sm brought both sectors closer 
together. In such an approach, museums are an �mportant factor �n measur�ng the suc-
cess of the counc�l’s cultural and econom�c pol�cy and roles. 

The c�ty �s a place that �s constantly chang�ng, and �t �s th�s story that the museums 
are part�cularly well placed to capture and commun�cate. The museum �nforms people 
why and how the c�ty �s what �t does today and encourages people to th�nk about the 
c�ty’s evolut�on and future d�rect�on.

The museum �n Sch�edam plans to ach�eve better results �n the next five to ten 
years. Parts of the�r collect�on belong to the c�ty counc�l and are also on d�splay �n other 
museums �n Sch�edam. Sch�edam Museum �s plann�ng new exh�b�t�ons that can be 
d�splayed �n the other museums. They want to create spaces where everyone would 
l�ke to be. They also plan to develop a partnersh�p �nvolv�ng Delft Un�vers�ty and young 
art�sts. Th�s �s part of a c�ty market�ng project called, ‘D�d you know?’, wh�ch focuses on 
the past and the present and all the th�ngs the c�ty �s proud of. 

The d�scuss�on cons�dered how museums respond to new aud�ences from other 
countr�es. There �s �ncreas�ng emphas�s on atta�n�ng a broad and d�verse aud�ence. 
W�th regard to tour�sts, �t �s �mportant to recogn�ze that many know very l�ttle about the 
country’s h�story and cultures.

In Eston�a, the projected aud�ence profile of the new c�ty museum �n the cap�tal 
Tall�nn �s approx�mately 70% tour�sts and 30% local res�dents. Before plann�ng and 
develop�ng the�r exh�b�t�on programme, the museum asked the publ�c (w�th the help 
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of quest�onna�res) what they would l�ke to see �n future exh�b�t�ons. They bel�eve all 
museums, espec�ally small museums, must research the�r aud�ence �f they want to suc-
ceed and attract large numbers of v�s�tors. Hartford Museum also undertook aud�ence 
research, and concluded that they first actually had to get people �nterested �n h�story 
before they could tell the story of Hartford. Other museums have also encountered th�s 
problem. V�s�tors want to enjoy a range of exper�ences dur�ng the�r v�s�t and are �nter-
ested �n stor�es that they can relate to personally. 

The Hartford aud�ence research also explored how people spend the�r le�sure t�me. 
No one appeared to be �nterested �n h�story. Then they posed the quest�on d�fferently: 
‘Are you �nterested �n how your grandparents l�ved?’ and the response was huge. 
Recogn�t�on �s very �mportant as people have to be able to relate to the subject matter.

In Sch�edam the outcome of the find�ngs w�th focus groups was not sat�sfactory. 
People told the museum what they would l�ke to see but when the exh�b�t�ons opened, 
v�s�tor numbers were st�ll low. The react�on of the focus groups was that the museum 
should �tself dec�de what exh�b�t�ons to make.

The general �mpress�on of part�c�pants was that people from outs�de the local re-
g�on have a more pos�t�ve feel�ng about the c�t�es and are more �nterested than the local 
res�dents. Th�s ra�sed the quest�on as to whether museums should focus more on what 
local res�dents want. For the small museums �t was suggested that they should spec�al-
�ze and do what they excel at. If museums do th�s they can place themselves �n a un�que 
market�ng pos�t�on because what they offer �s spec�al: ‘Be d�fferent!’. For �nstance, the 
c�ty museum of Delft can spec�al�ze �n ‘Delft blue’ and a spec�fic h�stor�cal per�od. Th�s 
makes the�r promot�onal task eas�er. The adv�ce of the d�scuss�on group was to try to be 
strong �n one area and not try to do everyth�ng. 

Contemporary Dutch art �s the core bus�ness �n Sch�edam. The museum wants to 
be a place wh�ch the people of Sch�edam can �dent�fy w�th. They see the museum as 
hav�ng two purposes: firstly, to help people be more pos�t�ve about the�r c�ty and, sec-
ondly, to promote the c�ty and to present the h�story of the c�ty. Sch�edam cons�ders 
there �s a market for tour�sts �n the future because �t �s part of Rotterdam. Rotterdam 
has developed a tour�st �ndustry �n the last 10 to 15 years and Sch�edam wants to be 
l�nked to th�s �ndustry. Tour operators also promote th�s �dea, and the new metro l�ne 
w�ll make Sch�edam more eas�ly access�ble.

Part�c�pants asked whether the Sch�edam Museum had cons�dered work�ng w�th 
other �nst�tutes to promote the c�ty of Sch�edam. The museum’s v�ew was that th�s �s 
only useful when people are proud of the�r c�ty. Th�s �s chang�ng slowly. The CoBrA 
exh�b�t�on prompted some changes; �t attracted many people who were �mpressed by 
the c�ty.

Conclusions
– The w�der publ�c percept�on of a c�ty often d�ffers from local percept�on.
– Museums are work�ng �n a compet�t�ve market.
– Not all c�t�es are equal. It �s eas�er for b�gger c�t�es to generate and susta�n a large 

tour�st �ndustry; for smaller c�t�es �t �s harder to attract tour�sts.
– Global changes quest�on the role of culture.
– Museums must part�c�pate �n dec�s�on-mak�ng on fund�ng to attract v�s�tors and 

focus on the�r part�cular n�che.
– The focus must be on attract�ng the publ�c.
– It �s hard work!
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Red l�ghts �n the museum

Annemarie de Wildt  
Curator Amsterdam Historical Museum

W�ndow-shopp�ng �s a favour�te past�me of the average tour�st. In no other c�ty �n the 
world can one w�ndow-shop for sex as openly as �n Amsterdam. The Amsterdam Red-
L�ght D�str�ct presents a powerful comb�nat�on of sex and h�story.The area comb�nes 
centur�es-old p�cturesque houses w�th 21st-century brazen sexual �mages and objects. 
Few tour�sts can res�st the temptat�on of look�ng round the area. The way �n wh�ch 
the c�ty of Amsterdam has dealt w�th �ts prost�tutes, brothel-keepers and p�mps was 
the Leitmotiv runn�ng through the exh�b�t�on Love for Sale, 400 years of Prostitution in 
Amsterdam, wh�ch the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum mounted �n 2002.

Repression and tolerance
From the 17th century onwards Amsterdam has had a reputat�on for tolerance towards 
pa�d sex. The c�ty of Amsterdam has moved from tolerance to repress�on and back 
aga�n several t�mes: after the sh�ft from Cathol�c�sm to Protestant�sm �n 1578, prost�tu-
t�on was forb�dden by the new c�ty author�t�es. Desp�te th�s offic�al pol�cy, prost�tutes 
st�ll sol�c�ted the�r male cl�ents and bawdy-houses cont�nued to ex�st. There were just 
too many women hungry for food and too many men hungry for sex. Sa�lors were an 
�mportant groups of customers for the Amsterdam brothels, espec�ally �n the autumn 
when the sh�ps returned from the East Ind�es. Around the year 1650 some 4000 to 5000 
sh�ps w�th an average crew of ten men made the return voyage annually. 

Bernard Mandev�lle (1670-1733), a Dutch med�cal doctor, who l�ved �n London, 
wrote around 1700 about the arr�val of the sa�lors who had seen none but the�r own 
sex for many months: ‘…how �s �t to be suppos’d that honest Women should walk the 
Streets unmolested, �f there were no Harlots to be had at reasonable Pr�ces? For wh�ch 
reason the W�se Rulers of that well-order’d C�ty (Amsterdam) always tolerate an uncer-
ta�n number of Houses, �n wh�ch Women are h�red as publ�ckly as Horses at a Levrery-
Stable?’ 

Dur�ng the 17th and 18th century prost�tut�on was severely repressed from t�me to 
t�me. In her thes�s, ‘Het Amsterdams Hoerdom’ (Amsterdam Whore L�fe)1 Lotte van 
de Pol analysed the 8099 court hear�ngs aga�nst prost�tutes, cl�ents and brothel-keepers 
held �n Amsterdam between 1650 and 1750. Most offenders got off w�th a warn�ng or 
fine, others were put �n ja�l or expelled from the c�ty.

Start�ng w�th the French occupat�on of the Netherlands �n 1809, prost�tut�on was 
offic�ally approved, and �n some c�t�es even regulated by the local author�t�es. However, 
protests condemn�ng prost�tut�on organ�zed by Chr�st�ans and Fem�n�sts �n the last 
decades of the 19th century resulted �n Amsterdam �n a pol�ce ord�nance that forbade
to prov�de accommodat�on for �ndecent assault. In 1911 th�s became a nat�onal law. 
L�beral morals were curbed by a moral�st state. 

1 Pol van de, Lotte, Het Amsterdams Hoerdom. Prostitutie in de zeventiende en achttiende eeuw in 
Amsterdam, Amsterdam 1996.
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Dur�ng the 20th century prost�tutes and brothel owners were �nvolved �n a bus�ness 
that was �llegal, but nevertheless to some extent tolerated, espec�ally from the 1960’s 
onwards. Prost�tut�on pol�t�cs dur�ng the last decades of the 20th century are a good 
example of the famous Dutch gedogen or tolerance pol�cy that can also be w�tnessed �n 
the way Dutch soc�ety deals w�th drugs.

The 1911 ban on explo�t�ng brothels and engag�ng �n street prost�tut�on was l�fted 
�n 2000 for the ent�re country after decades of pol�t�cal debate. Prost�tutes and owners 
of bus�nesses had entered �nto a new relat�onsh�p w�th the local author�t�es who �n turn 
were burdened w�th a new role: superv�s�on of the way that part�cular areas of bus�ness 
was conducted. After the l�beral�sat�on of prost�tut�on �n the year 2000, brothel owners 
had to go to the c�ty hall to obta�n a perm�t, and �f they had a bad track-record they were 
g�ven a l�ttle sermon by one of the offic�als on respons�ble bus�ness-pract�ces: l�ke ma�n-
ta�n�ng good levels of hyg�ene and tak�ng measures to ensure safe sex. 

Pol�ce-�nspectors go around the brothels to check the women’s papers and the own-
ers of the rooms are fined �f the g�rls don’t have the r�ght documents. If they find un-
derage g�rls s�tt�ng �n the w�ndows the room �s �mmed�ately boarded up.

Thought-provoking – provocative?
Even though prost�tut�on �s one of the �cons of Amsterdam, the average 
Amsterdammer knows l�ttle about �ts background and h�story. There are now, and have 
been �n the past, var�ous, often confl�ct�ng �mages of prost�tut�on, for �nstance the d�s-
cuss�on as to whether prost�tutes are v�ct�ms or �ndependent sex-workers. The museum 
hoped the v�s�tors would d�scard some of the�r prejud�ces. We wanted to be thought-
provok�ng rather than provocat�ve, but mak�ng an exh�b�t�on on prost�tut�on was �nev�-
tably a provocat�ve act. We have never had so much press attent�on as we rece�ved then. 
The exh�b�t�on was a�med both at a local aud�ence and fore�gn tour�sts.

Research for the exh�b�t�on �nvolved talks w�th, amongst others, prost�tutes from 
var�ous sectors of the profess�on (w�ndow-prost�tut�on, call-g�rls, sex clubs and street 
prost�tut�on), cl�ents, women �nvolved �n the prost�tutes’ trade un�on the Red Thread, 
the Prost�tut�on Informat�on Centre and the Mr. de Graaf Foundat�on (no longer �n 
ex�stence), pol�ce-officers, health- officers, local pol�t�c�ans and c�v�l servants, art�sts, 
and brothel owners. 

It seemed �nev�table that the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum would have to make 
an exh�b�t�on about prost�tut�on at some t�me or another. It’s an �mportant subject 
from a soc�al, econom�c, art h�stor�cal, and gender po�nt of v�ew. However, �t was not 
an easy subject to tackle. We had long d�scuss�ons about the way we would represent 
the subject and the museolog�cal cho�ces that had to be made. What questions were to 
be raised? Which angle was to be chosen? How were ethical questions to be dealt with? How 
explicit could a respectable museum actually be? The museum d�dn’t want to take a moral 
stance on prost�tut�on but hoped the exh�b�t�on would encourage v�s�tors to d�scuss the 
subject.

Images of prostitution
An exh�b�t�on cons�sts of �mages: pa�nt�ngs, sculptures, v�deo’s and photographs. 
Prost�tutes usually object to hav�ng the�r photos taken and have st�ckers on the�r w�n-
dows bear�ng the text: ‘No photography’. Prost�tut�on �s now a legal bus�ness, but most 
women st�ll don’t want the�r fr�ends and fam�ly to know how they earn the�r l�v�ng. 
We worked as much as we could w�th photographers that entered �nto relat�onsh�ps 
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w�th the�r cl�ents. In the world of prost�tut�on these relat�onsh�ps often �nvolve money 
chang�ng hands. Photographer Mar�an van Veen cooperates w�th her models, who 
are also her ne�ghbours �n the Red-L�ght Area, and shares the copyr�ght earn�ngs w�th 
them. 

Not all of the photographs �n the exh�b�t�on escaped controversy. Arnold Karskens 
made a number of �mpress�ve photographs of add�cted prost�tutes �n the 1980’s. He 
also pa�d them for the�r cooperat�on and they allowed h�m �nto the�r l�fe. 20 years later, 
we had no �dea where these women were. Some had d�ed, others had moved on.

We weren’t able to contact the women whose abject ex�stence was the subject of the 
photos, but we agreed beforehand that we would remove a p�cture �mmed�ately �f some-
one objected to �ts be�ng shown. Three women d�d object and two of them took legal 
act�on. I had a long talk w�th the woman who dec�ded not to prosecute. A few years be-
fore the exh�b�t�on she had announced on local telev�s�on that she wanted to stop us�ng 
hero�ne for good, and that she was go�ng to stop work�ng on the street-prost�tut�on zone 
and take up her old profess�on as a forkl�ft truck-dr�ver aga�n. She had qu�t prost�tut�on 
but was out of work. Fam�ly members had seen her �n the exh�b�t�on and assumed she 
had started work�ng as a prost�tute aga�n. I offered to go and tell them that th�s was old 
footage, but she decl�ned the offer. I also told her how �mpressed I was w�th the proud 
way �n wh�ch she talked about her s�tuat�on on telev�s�on. Nevertheless, I went away 
sad, because I knew that words, and the bunch of flowers I had brought her, were of 
very l�ttle help. Prost�tut�on w�ll never be a ord�nary profess�on, however legal �t may 
now have become.

1. SM exhibit with attributes of SM 
Mistress. Collection of Dutch Police 
Museum, Apeldoorn
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Nudity and SM 
The exh�b�t�on team also had some hefty d�scuss�ons about how expl�c�t the exh�b�t�on 
should be? 

In the 1930’s a brothel �n the rather ch�c Le�dsestraat masqueraded as a massage 
parlour. The present res�dents found very expl�c�t photographs that probably were used 
to st�mulate the customers. We showed some p�ctures of g�rls on the�r own or touch�ng 
each other, but we also had one d�splay�ng �ntercourse. 

One room �n the exh�b�t�on was h�dden from v�ew by a curta�n. The walls cons�sted 
of pa�nted wall-panels d�splay�ng some rather crude p�ctures, some of them w�th SM 
scenes. They had been confiscated by the pol�ce �n the 1930’s, just l�ke the parapher-
nal�a used by a pre-war SM-dom�natr�x. All these objects were on loan from the Dutch 
Pol�ce museum, wh�ch had never d�splayed them unt�l then. (fig. 1)

Inside out, life seen from the prostitute’s angle
Typ�cal tour�st-gu�de �mages show the outs�de of the Amsterdam Red-L�ght D�str�ct. We 
gaze through the w�ndow and see the prost�tute, often bathed �n red l�ght, stand�ng or 
s�tt�ng at the w�ndow. In the exh�b�t�on we also wanted to offer v�ews and vo�ces from 
the �ns�de look�ng out, seen from the prost�tute’s angle. 

After lengthy d�scuss�ons, we dec�ded on a photograph of Par�s�an Leen �n her 
w�ndow as the �mage for the exh�b�t�on poster. (fig. 2) The photo was taken �n the late 
1960s by Amsterdam photographer Cor Jar�ng. He must certa�nly have worked w�th 
her consent, because we can see a shot of Leen taken from the back exchang�ng glances 
w�th a male passer-by. Par�s�an Leen d�dn’t come from Par�s. Apart from a couple 
of Sur�namese women, most prost�tutes �n the Red-L�ght D�str�ct �n those days were 
Dutch. Leen had been on hol�day to Par�s, qu�te a tr�p back then, but one a good pros-
t�tute could eas�ly afford. Leen was one of the famous prost�tutes �n the heydays of the 
Walletjes, as the Red- L�ght D�str�ct �s called �n Dutch, before the neon s�gns appeared 
and the drug-barons took over. 

Mar�eken Verheyen’s �nstallat�on How Much? from 1989 was one of the most pow-
erful works �n the exh�b�t�on. It comb�nes both the perspect�ve of the men v�s�t�ng the 
prost�tutes and the women who sell the�r bod�es. Mar�eken filmed men walk�ng past a 
prost�tute and recorded the�r vo�ces. These �mages were projected l�fe-s�ze onto a large 
screen. Beh�nd the screen stood a typ�cal prost�tute’s h�gh stool for the exh�b�t�on v�s�-
tors to s�t on. As they sat there watch�ng, a process�on of potent�al ‘punters’ passed 
them by, look�ng stra�ght �nto the�r faces and ask�ng: ‘Hoeveel? How much?’ 

Th�s was the exper�ence most v�s�tors remembered most v�v�dly from the exh�b�t�on 
and also, accord�ng to our educat�onal staff, the one some of them felt qu�et uncomfort-
able about.

The showcase ded�cated to former prost�tute Metje Blaak represented two d�fferent 
s�des to prost�tut�on. Metje has wr�tten a few books, �nclud�ng a ‘How to …’ book for 
prost�tutes, called the Trukendoos (Box of Tricks) (1998). She worked as a prost�tute �n 
Amsterdam and other c�t�es �n the 1980’s and 1990’s. Her work�ng cap�tal was a set of 
costumes. She would perform any role her customers des�red. Some of her work�ng 
clothes, a corset, a nurse’s un�form and a hand-made wh�p are now �n the Amsterdam 
H�stor�cal Museum’s collect�on (fig. 3). 

Metje has g�ven up prost�tut�on and now works as a photographer. Her custom-
ers these days are women, ‘honest women’ �n the words of Mandev�lle. They come to 
have the�r p�ctures taken �n Metjes ‘whores’ clothes’, as she calls them. Metjes’ current 
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cl�ents l�ke to play w�th the clothes and codes of prost�tut�on, and Metje takes p�ctures 
of them �n seduct�ve poses, often as a present for the�r husbands. In the exh�b�t�on we 
showed Metje �n her old and new profess�ons.

It was more d�fficult to portray the l�fe of 17th-century and 18th-century prost�tutes. 
Genre pa�nt�ngs portray many harlots and brothel-keep�ng madams, but none g�ves a 
real�st�c p�cture of the trade. The words of the women taken to court �n the 17th and 
18th century have come to us through the clerks of the courts. They speak about pov-
erty, we�rd customers, be�ng abandoned by the fathers of the�r ch�ldren. Actors and 
actresses spoke the texts wh�ch v�s�tors could l�sten to on the headphones. 

2. Poster for the exhibition Love for Sale
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Secret spaces
Prost�tut�on �nvolves walk�ng �nto secret spaces. Accord�ng to recent, but not very pre-
c�se, stat�st�cs, between 25 and 40% of Dutch men has used the serv�ces of a prost�tute. 
Far fewer women are fam�l�ar w�th brothels from the �ns�de.

One of the tasks of L�es Ros, the des�gner of the exh�b�t�on, was to create some se-
cret places, places v�s�tors actually had to walk �nto. The photo of Cor Jar�ng was used to 
model a small �nt�mate room, l�ke the one Leen and her colleagues used �n the 1960s. 
V�s�tors could s�t on the bed �ns�de (always a s�ngle bed, then and now) and watch an 
�nterv�ew w�th Henr�ette, who started work �n the late 1940’s. V�s�tors sat on the bed 

3. Metje Blaak in her working 
clothes, pin-up
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and l�stened to her stor�es about her customers, safety, relat�ons w�th her colleagues 
and exper�ences w�th the Amsterdam pol�ce. The reconstruct�on of the wa�t�ng room of 
the famous 19th-century brothel Ma�son We�nthal was more abstract. There are no p�c-
tures of the �nter�or �n ex�stence today, only a descr�pt�on �n the novel, Kamertjeszonde, 
by Herman He�jermans. A copy of th�s book lay on a sofa �n a small pr�vate room w�th 
some nude 19th-century portra�ts or�g�nat�ng from a Men’s Club on the walls. The 
outs�de of the cab�net was covered w�th enlargements of 19th-century pol�ce docu-
ments w�th the names and dates and places of b�rth of the g�rls who worked �n Ma�son 
We�nthal. Many fore�gn g�rls worked �n Amsterdam as prost�tutes around 1900. They 
came mostly from France and Belg�um. 

R�ght next to the brothel we exh�b�ted the pa�nt�ng made �n 1897 by Mar�e 
He�jermans, s�ster of the novel�st Herman. Victim of Misery, Mar�e called her pa�nt�ng, 
show�ng the prost�tute not as a fallen woman w�thout morals, l�ke many people �n the 
19th century portrayed prost�tut�on, but as a young g�rl forced to sell herself because 
she needed the money. (fig. 4)

4. Marie Heijermans, Victim of Misery, 1897.  
Collection Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam
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W�ndow prost�tut�on �s now subject to legal regulat�ons, as are brothels and Men’s 
Clubs. However, street prost�tut�on �s forb�dden �n Amsterdam. Women walk�ng the 
streets, often hero�ne-add�cts, have been dr�ven out of the centre of the c�ty. The street-
walkers zone at Theemsweg, �n an �ndustr�al area, was opened �n 1996. It was bu�lt by 
the c�ty of Amsterdam �n order to confine street-prost�tut�on to one area. It was also 
done to prov�de a safer env�ronment, and decrease the r�sk of d�sease by d�str�but�ng 
free condoms. Customers could come by car, dr�ve round a c�rcular road to p�ck up a 
woman, and take her �n the car to one of the steel cub�cles. Amsterdam wasn’t the first 
Dutch c�ty w�th a street-prost�tutes’ zone, but d�d have the novelty of a spec�al place for 
men arr�v�ng by b�ke. 

Th�s secret place was reconstructed �n the exh�b�t�on too. We actually borrowed a 
steel cub�cle from the zone and v�s�tors could walk �nto the cub�cle to l�sten to stor�es 
told by women who had worked on the Theemsweg. The zone was closed �n October 
2003. It wasn’t a haven for add�cted women �t was supposed to have been – �t was too 
far away from the dealers – and many women work�ng on the zone proved to be v�ct�ms 
of human-traffick�ng. It was cr�t�c�zed by brothel-owners too who accused the mun�c�-
pal�ty of unfa�r compet�t�on �n support�ng the zone. In the collect�ve memory of the 
Amsterdammers the zone w�ll cont�nue to be connected w�th alderman Rob Oudkerk 
who had to res�gn �n spr�ng 2004 when �t became known that he had v�s�ted the zone 
several t�mes. D�scuss�ons �n the press and among c�ty offic�als focused on whether or 
not hero�n-add�cted g�rls, and women who were v�ct�ms of human-traffick�ng, worked 
there. As �t was h�ghly l�kely that they d�d, the zone had to be closed.

The reactions 
The open�ng of the exh�b�t�on was a very l�vely event w�th pol�t�c�ans, brothel-owners, 
prost�tutes, pol�cemen and art-collectors rubb�ng shoulders. Love for Sale generated a lot 
of publ�c�ty. Ex-prost�tute Metje Blake appeared on telev�s�on a number of t�mes �n con-
nect�on w�th the exh�b�t�on, talk�ng about her wardrobe and about the prost�tutes’ trade 
un�on De Rode Draad (The Red Thread), wh�ch she �s �nvolved �n. 

 On the whole we got very few comments from v�s�tors about expl�c�t �mages. Our 
educat�onal department observed that some felt as �f they were too close for comfort at 
t�mes, espec�ally �n Henr�ette’s room. We suspected th�s beforehand and d�dn’t m�nd. 
It’s understandable that people should feel uncomfortable about the subject. We heard 
from people they had talked about what they had seen and heard at length.

Some, espec�ally the tour�sts from abroad, expressed amazement at the fact that an 
exh�b�t�on l�ke th�s could be held �n an offic�al c�ty museum. Many people wrote they 
had ga�ned more �ns�ght �nto the subject and qu�te a number of Dutch and fore�gn 
prost�tutes, often preferr�ng to be called sex-workers, v�s�ted the museum and wrote �n 
the react�on book that they were pleased to see a real�st�c p�cture of the�r work. 
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L�verpool: European cap�tal of...the transatlant�c slave 
trade

David Fleming 
Director National Museums Liverpool

Liverpool and the transatlantic slave trade
Th�s paper focuses on how a museum m�ght represent the d�fficult subject of the trans-
atlant�c slave trade �n an honest and �ntell�gent fash�on.

F�rst, some background on L�verpool and the transatlant�c slave trade. Between 
about 1500 and 1870, m�ll�ons of Afr�cans were captured, enslaved and transported 
across the Atlant�c Ocean by Europeans. The mot�vat�on for th�s traffic was that the 
European powers needed labour to work �n the�r Amer�can colon�es. It was �n the 
m�ddle of the 17th century that the Engl�sh became regular part�c�pants �n the trade 
�n Afr�can people. By the end of the century the Engl�sh were the largest traffickers �n 
slaves �n the western world, sh�pp�ng on average some 6-8,000 enslaved Afr�cans a year 
to the Amer�cas. Th�s figure grew to 30-45,000 per year after 1750. In England alone 
almost 11,000 sh�ps were fitted out for the slave trade between 1698 and 1807. In the 
early days the Engl�sh slave trade was dom�nated by merchants �n London and Br�stol. 
However, they were soon overtaken by L�verpool.

Dur�ng the 18th century over 5000 slave sh�ps departed from L�verpool and, by 1800, 
three quarters of all Engl�sh sh�ps �nvolved �n the slave trade were fitted out �n th�s port. 
After 1780 L�verpool was the largest slave-trad�ng port �n the Atlant�c world. Wh�le slav-
�ng was not the c�ty’s only trade, �t was the corner stone of �ts economy and the founda-
t�on of �ts wealth. (fig. 1)

Unt�l 1994, when the L�verpool Merseys�de Mar�t�me Museum opened a gallery 
ded�cated to the h�story of the transatlant�c slave trade, L�verpool’s role �n the slave trade 
had scarcely been acknowledged. Before th�s date the Mar�t�me Museum, opened �n 
1987, had covered the h�story of the port, but had merely treated the slave trade �n the 
same way as any other form of trade. Moreover, th�s d�splay, �n the words of �ts cura-
tors, had been put together hurr�edly and �nadequately. A report by Lord G�fford �nto 
race relat�ons �n L�verpool �n 1989 expl�c�tly cr�t�c�sed the gallery, as �ts approach could 
eas�ly have been �nterpreted as a den�al of L�verpool’s role �n the slave trade, rather than 
a fitt�ng acknowledgement.

In 1990 the Mar�t�me Museum was approached by the Engl�sh bus�ness tycoon 
Peter Moores, head of the Peter Moores Foundat�on, a man who had made h�s fortune 
through the football pools and the reta�l trade. Moores proposed that the museum 
should develop a d�splay spec�fically about the slave trade and wrote �n 1994: ‘Dur�ng 
forty years of work and travel �n Europe and Amer�ca, �t became �ncreas�ngly clear to 
me that slavery was a taboo subject, both to wh�te and black people. Forty years ago, 
most Europeans had managed to suppress any acknowledgement of the�r connect�on 
w�th the slave trade. It was someth�ng �n the past. In the Un�tes States, where �t was �m-
poss�ble to �gnore the results of the slave trade, there was segregat�on, later buss�ng and 
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recently someth�ng l�ke �ntegrat�on, but never any ment�on of how black people came to 
be �n Amer�ca �n the first place. We can come to terms w�th our past only by accept�ng 
�t, and �n order to be able to accept �t we need knowledge of what actually happened. We 
need to make sense of our h�story. It seemed to me that the taboo should be exorc�sed’.1

Moores prov�ded the money to develop a 400- square-metre gallery, and the mu-
seum staff set about putt�ng together the scheme. There were a number of key steps 
wh�ch the museum had to take �n attempt�ng to create an author�tat�ve account of 
the slave trade. An adv�sory comm�ttee was set up wh�ch �ncluded black people from 
L�verpool, Br�ta�n and overseas. The role of the comm�ttee was to adv�se and gu�de the 
project team. Scholars who had expert knowledge of the slave trade were �nv�ted to a 
sem�nar, at wh�ch the v�ew was expressed that �t was �mpract�cal and �mpol�t�c to de-
velop a slavery gallery at the Mar�t�me Museum. Nevertheless, some of these scholars 
acted as guest curators and adv�sed on both the storyl�ne and texts �n the d�splays.

A publ�c launch of the project was organ�sed wh�ch aroused a great deal of susp�c�on 
and host�l�ty. Why was the museum do�ng th�s? What were Peter Moores’ mot�ves? 
What were local black people go�ng to be gett�ng out of the project �n terms of work or 
jobs? Was the museum mak�ng a profit out of the project? The compos�t�on of both the 
adv�sory comm�ttee and guest-curators group was cr�t�c�sed. The susp�c�on was rooted 
�n the museum’s poor record �n address�ng black �ssues. Why was �t suddenly under-
tak�ng a project so central to the h�story of black people?

Organisational considerations and dilemmas
The project team attempted to address these concerns �n a number of ways. They adopt-
ed a m�ss�on statement, wh�ch read, ‘The a�m of the gallery �s to �ncrease publ�c under-
stand�ng of the exper�ence of Black People �n Br�ta�n and the Modern World through 
the exam�nat�on of the Atlant�c slave trade and the Afr�can D�aspora’. They took steps 
to expla�n how the gallery would be developed and how others could play a role �n that 
process. Both the adv�sory comm�ttee and the guest-curators group welcomed new 

1 Moores, Peter �n: T�bbles, Anthony (ed.), Moores, Peter �n: T�bbles, Anthony (ed.), Transatlantic Slavery, Nat�onal Museums L�verpool 2005, p. 11.

1. Dock Traffic Office.  
Courtesy of the National  
Museums Liverpool
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members, to counter the object�on that not enough women nor Afr�cans were �nvolved. 
All along the l�ne people were consulted – over methods of approach and �nterpreta-
t�on and over the name of the gallery. There were focus groups, quest�onna�res and 
newsletters. Contacts were made w�th other museums and w�th groups from the black 
commun�ty to locate objects and �llustrat�ve mater�al. (fig. 2) Events were organ�sed �n 
the museum and outs�de, such as a workshop on Women �n Slavery, and a poetry read-
�ng on South Afr�ca’s Nat�onal Day. A major performance on the day pr�or to the gallery 
open�ng �ncluded a process�on and a memor�al event ded�cated to all those who suf-
fered as a result of the slave trade.

Of course, the cruc�al element was the storyl�ne. What was to be the approach? 
Should th�s be seen from a European or Afr�can po�nt of v�ew? Wh�te or black? Is 
Afr�can the same as black? One of the members of the adv�sory comm�ttee and a guest 
curator wrote:

‘To most wh�te people, slavery and colon�al�sm are just a part of a d�stant memory 
of noth�ng �n part�cular. For wh�tes, slavery d�d not last part�cularly long, �ts benefits 
accrued only to a t�ny proport�on of wh�te people and the ev�ls of slavery are overshad-
owed by the role played by Br�t�sh abol�t�on�sts. In any case, the r�se of Western nat�ons, 
Br�ta�n and the Un�ted States �n part�cular, as the �ndustr�al supremos of the world, 
�s expl�cable to them s�mply �n terms of Engl�sh �nnate gen�us. Poverty and penury �n 
Afr�ca, and rac�al �nequal�ty �n the West, �s expla�ned �n terms of black �nab�l�ty, �ncom-
petence or laz�ness.

To black people, though, slavery and colon�al�sm re�terate themselves �n our every-
day l�ves, and evoke po�gnant and �mmed�ate memor�es of suffer�ng, brutal�sat�on and 
terror. For black people, Western nat�ons ach�eved the�r �ndustr�al growth and econom-
�c prosper�ty on the backs of blacks, abol�shed slavery pr�mar�ly for econom�c reasons, 
have d�scr�m�nated aga�nst black people ever s�nce, and are unrepentant about any of �t. 
Afr�can underdevelopment and rac�al �nequal�ty �n the West �s understood pr�mar�ly �n 
terms of rac�sm and rac�al host�l�ty of wh�tes’.2

2 Small, Steven �n: Small, Steven �n: �b�d, p. 120.

2. Slave breaking chains. Courtesy of the National  
Museums Liverpool
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A b�g danger was that �t was easy to become preoccup�ed w�th the mechan�sms of the 
slave trade – the sh�ps, the methods of trad�ng, the numbers, the econom�cs – and thus 
to dehuman�se a very great human tragedy. Indeed the �n�t�al t�tle of the gallery – the 
Atlantic Slave Trade Gallery – was cr�t�c�sed and changed for th�s very reason to Against 
Human Dignity. Th�s �s a story about people, not trade. The gallery d�splays, s�m�larly, 
do not beg�n on-board a slave sh�p, but �n Afr�ca, w�th personal w�tness. It was seen as 
�mportant that museum v�s�tors get to know someth�ng of Afr�ca and �ts people, to ap-
prec�ate that Afr�cans may have been enslaved, but first and foremost they were people, 
not slaves. Moreover, wherever poss�ble, Afr�can �mages of Afr�cans, not European �m-
ages, were used �n the gallery.

There are many ways �n wh�ch b�as can creep �n �f the curators are not on the�r 
guard. For �nstance, almost all the d�splay mater�al connected w�th the abol�t�on of slav-
ery and the slave trade relates to European human�tar�an and moral campa�gns, where-
as �n fact the enslaved Afr�cans themselves played a major part through the�r revolts, 
upr�s�ngs and other act�ons: th�s must be reflected �n the d�splays.

The gallery text, of course, provoked mass�ve debate, and wr�t�ng the final text was 
a d�fficult bus�ness. Not only d�d a long and complex story need to be reduced to a few 
thousand words, but there were fundamental cons�derat�ons of language, approach and 
att�tude. Even the use of a word such as ‘slave’ �s controvers�al. The word carr�es a de-
human�s�ng message and �ts use can �tself provoke vehement oppos�t�on.

The role of the Against Human Dignity Gallery 
The mak�ng of L�verpool’s transatlant�c slavery gallery �s an object lesson �n a number 
of ways. It �s, �n a c�ty whose past wealth was �n part created by �ts part�c�pat�on �n the 
most �nv�d�ous of all forms of trade, not so much a rem�nder, as a revelat�on. No young 
person grow�ng up �n modern L�verpool has any real knowledge of the slave trade. No 
Engl�sh schoolch�ldren are well-versed �n the reasons for transatlant�c slavery, nor �n 
�ts work�ngs or consequences. We are at r�sk not of forgett�ng, but of never even really 
know�ng about the brutal�sat�on of Afr�ca. We see �ts legacy �n modern Afr�ca, �n the 
Car�bbean, �n the USA, �n South Amer�ca, but we do not know enough about �t to un-
derstand �ts causes and effects. 

If we do not learn about the slave trade, we cannot grasp how the k�dnapp�ng, mur-
der, rape and v�olat�on, on a mass�ve, �nhuman scale, has left �ts mark on the modern 
world and �n the m�nds of black people. F�ve hundred years of explo�tat�on, w�th the 
full sanct�on of European states and church author�t�es, has left Afr�can nat�ons w�th 
the legacy of the worst econom�c cond�t�ons anywhere on the planet, even today, more 
than 150 years after slavery’s abol�t�on. The m�ll�ons now starv�ng �n Afr�ca can trace 
the�r pl�ght to slavery and colon�al�sm. Instab�l�ty cont�nues to plague states establ�shed 
w�th�n pol�t�cal boundar�es �mposed by Europeans on tr�bal, l�ngu�st�c and natural 
boundar�es.

Modern Western governments, not 18th-century ones, have establ�shed or propped 
up m�l�tary d�ctatorsh�ps, usually �n a covert fash�on, always mot�vated by the�r own ad-
vantage. Underdeveloped econom�es �n South Amer�ca and the Car�bbean can trace the 
or�g�ns of the�r current pred�cament back to the slavery era. In the Un�ted States and 
across Europe the descendents of Afr�cans cont�nue to fight for respect and equal�ty of 
opportun�ty, and aga�nst rac�al host�l�ty. No one could ever doubt that slavery has been 
fundamental �n shap�ng the modern world, and w�ll cont�nue to �nfluence our develop-
ment �n future.
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It �s because of L�verpool’s role �n the slave trade that Nat�onal Museums L�verpool 
(NML) bears the respons�b�l�ty of ensur�ng the story �s one wh�ch �s told, and never for-
gotten �n the c�ty. But we also bel�eve that we must work w�th people, w�th �nst�tut�ons, 
wh�ch see the story from other perspect�ves, and we �ntend to develop stronger l�nks 
around the theme of the transatlant�c slave tr�angle. We must explore the �ssues ar�s�ng 
from our shared h�story together, �n an �nternat�onal forum.

In L�verpool, we cont�nue to relate the story through our Transatlant�c Slavery 
Gallery, an �nstallat�on wh�ch �s now twelve years old. We run Slavery Tra�ls around the 
c�ty, to see where the slave sh�ps were bu�lt and repa�red, to see the hundreds of clues 
�n the arch�tecture, the sculpture and the street names. We run a susta�ned programme 
of publ�c and learn�ng act�v�t�es, �nclud�ng drama workshops, demonstrat�ons, handl�ng 
collect�on sess�ons, lectures and exh�b�t�ons; we adv�se other museums. We �ntend to 
set up an �nternat�onal Transatlant�c Slavery Tr�angle network of museums. We are 
work�ng w�th colleagues �n London, Br�stol and Hull to develop learn�ng resources 
for schools through the Understanding Slavery project. Every year, �n partnersh�p w�th 
L�verpool C�ty Counc�l, we organ�ze Slavery Remembrance Day events around the 
23 August. Th�s �s the date when, on the �sland of San Dom�ngo (now Ha�t� and the 
Dom�n�can Republ�c) an upr�s�ng of enslaved Afr�cans began, a revolt wh�ch was cru-
c�al �n the fight aga�nst slavery, and the date chosen by UNESCO as a rem�nder that 
enslaved Afr�cans were the ma�n agents of the�r own l�berat�on.

Our act�v�t�es around Slavery Remembrance Day have expanded, and we are �n-
volved �n campa�gns to ach�eve proper acknowledgement and recogn�t�on of the slave 
trade. L�verpool C�ty Counc�l, wh�ch a few years ago made a formal c�v�c apology for the 
c�ty’s role �n the slave trade, recently passed a mot�on adopt�ng 23 August as a c�v�c oc-
cas�on and call�ng on the UK Government to �n�t�ate a Nat�onal Slavery Memor�al Day, 
commend�ng NML for our work �n th�s area. Th�s �s no small matter, because the UK 
Government’s offic�al pos�t�on on the slave trade has been that, wh�le �t was ‘barbar�c 
and unc�v�l�sed’, and ‘shameful’, nevertheless �t ‘belongs �n the past’, and Government 
outraged campa�gners at the 2001 World Conference Against Racism by cla�m�ng that 
slavery was not a cr�me aga�nst human�ty because �t was legal at the t�me. Desp�te the 
fact that 2004 was UNESCO’s International Year to Commemorate the Struggle Against 
Slavery and its Abolition, and b�centenary of the found�ng of the �ndependent Ha�t�an 
republ�c, �t took the UK Government unt�l October 14 to �n�t�ate a House of Commons 
debate on the ‘Struggle Aga�nst Slavery’. Dur�ng th�s landmark debate, F�ona 
MacTaggart, Parl�amentary Under-Secretary of State for the Home Department, sa�d: 
‘Slavery �s a cr�me aga�nst human�ty. Slavery and the slave trade were, and are, appall-
�ng traged�es �n the h�story of human�ty.’

An international museum dealing with the history of slavery
Meanwh�le, Nat�onal Museums L�verpool �s propos�ng to found an Internat�onal �s propos�ng to found an Internat�onal 
Slavery Museum �n 2007. The key messages of th�s �nst�tut�on w�ll be that transatlant�c 
slavery:
– created a permanent �njust�ce
– changed the h�story of Afr�ca, Europe and the Amer�cas
– was brutal and dehuman�s�ng
– was res�sted by the enslaved people at every opportun�ty
– led to rac�sm and rac�al hatred
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– requ�res a shared understand�ng, and a shared comm�tment to combat �ts conse-
quences.

The object�ves of the museum are to:
– Inform and help v�s�tors understand the h�story of transatlant�c slavery and the 

w�der �ssues of freedom and �njust�ce �nvolved.
– Challenge preconcept�ons, prejud�ce and �gnorance and encourage v�s�tors to regard 

transatlant�c slavery and �ts consequences as a shared h�story w�th shared respons�-
b�l�ty for address�ng �ts legacy �n the modern world.

– Interpret, �n an open and honest manner, L�verpool’s role �n the transatlant�c slave 
trade and �ts �mpact on the econom�c and cultural growth of the c�ty.

– Generate and capture a response from the v�s�tor wh�ch w�ll allow the Museum to 
create a un�quely personal exper�ence.
Th�s new �nst�tut�on w�ll replace and expand upon the Against Human Dignity gal-

lery, and w�ll have a much stronger emphas�s on contemporary �ssues ar�s�ng out of the 
slave trade. We have learned from the �ssues wh�ch arose when the ex�st�ng gallery was 
created and we shall endeavour not to repeat m�stakes, though we bel�eve that the cred- endeavour not to repeat m�stakes, though we bel�eve that the cred- not to repeat m�stakes, though we bel�eve that the cred-
�b�l�ty of our museum serv�ce has already been greatly enhanced through our consulta-
t�ve approach �n th�s sens�t�ve area of act�v�ty.

It seems to me �mportant that L�verpool’s work �n commemorat�ng slavery should 
not merely �nstruct modern L�verpudl�ans about, or chast�se them for the pract�ce of 
the�r ancestors, for I do not bel�eve that modern L�verpudl�ans should feel any gu�lt. 
I do bel�eve that they carry a we�ght of respons�b�l�ty to ensure that the slave trade �s 
not allowed to fade out of s�ght, and the gallery must perform a much more �mportant 
funct�on �n alert�ng us to the �nhuman�ty of our spec�es. We must cult�vate a ‘culture 
of memory’, of collect�ve memory, of a d�stant age beyond l�v�ng memory, wh�ch must 
never be forgotten. We must understand why the world �s as �t �s �n L�verpool, Afr�ca, 
and �n all countr�es �nhab�ted by people of Afr�can descent. Th�s �s, of course, a value 
common to all h�story museums, and �t �s why they are such key cultural �nst�tut�ons.

Not everyone agrees w�th th�s. Here are some quotat�ons from letters sent to news-
papers �n L�verpool about our proposals: ‘The TUC’s call for a Day of Remembrance of‘The TUC’s call for a Day of Remembrance of 
the slave trade aga�n brought out the pol�t�cally correct, self-appo�nted �nterpreters of 
L�verpool’s h�stor�cal connect�on w�th slave trad�ng. As usual, they were afforded pub-
l�c�ty for �ncorrect cla�ms and emot�ve fantasy, desp�te the most recent revelat�ons that 
th�s was a jo�nt venture between Afr�cans and Europeans. We were once more treated 
to the v�ews of the usual ‘rent-a-consc�ence’ crowd, ever ready to d�sparage L�verpool’s 
past as a great trad�ng c�ty. Even at �ts he�ght, the ‘Afr�can Trade’ – as �t was known 
– accounted for less than 10% of L�verpool’s overall trade.It �s t�me �t was acknowledged 
that the or�g�nators of the slave trade and �ts ma�n fac�l�tators were Afr�can…The ma�n 
buyers were Arabs, and today the trade pers�sts; not �n L�verpool, but �n Afr�ca, and 
those �nvolved are st�ll Arab traders and Afr�cans’.3

‘Is the proposed Transatlant�c Slavery Centre…overk�ll? The Museum already has an 
extens�ve Slavery Gallery �n �ts basement, so why does th�s sect�on have to be expanded 
further? Wh�le the debate on slavery and �ts h�stor�c s�gn�ficance for L�verpool �s a sub-
ject that should not be sh�ed from, �sn’t th�s latest development by Nat�onal Museums 
L�verpool gett�ng out of proport�on?’

3 Letter, Letter, Liverpool Daily Post, August 30 2004, p. 12.
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‘Hav�ng been down-trodden �tself by so many over the last 30 years, the curators of 
L�verpool’s her�tage seem determ�ned to add to our poor self-esteem’.4 Such letters ap-
pear regularly, reflect�ng v�ews that the �mage and reputat�on of L�verpool w�ll suffer 
�f the subject of the slave trade �s a�red too v�s�bly. Happ�ly, the newspaper wh�ch pub-
l�shes these letters takes a d�fferent v�ew:

‘Confront�ng our shameful past’ ‘Slavery always leaves beh�nd a shameful blot 
wherever �t was pract�ced – and L�verpool, wh�ch grew r�ch on th�s barbar�c trade, �s no 
except�on. So �t �s pra�seworthy that the c�ty, far from sweep�ng th�s �nconven�ent fact 
under the carpet, �s to be the locat�on for the country’s b�ggest museum ded�cated to 
the slave trade…slavery and �ts ram�ficat�ons are not some d�stant h�stor�cal subject, but 
are st�ll of v�tal �mportance today’.5

Nat�onal Museums L�verpool’s pos�t�on �s relat�vely stra�ghtforward. We �ntend to 
proceed w�th th�s project, because of �ts educat�onal power. We bel�eve the new mu-
seum w�ll demonstrate that L�verpool �s a grown up c�ty w�th a mature v�ew of �tself and 
�ts h�story. We bel�eve that the museum w�ll make a pos�t�ve contr�but�on to �nterrac�al 
harmony, understand�ng and respect. The museum w�ll not s�mply portray Afr�cans 
as v�ct�ms, and w�ll cons�der all aspects of the legacy of the transatlant�c slave trade, 
�nclud�ng the extraord�nary surv�val and transm�ss�on of Afr�can cultures �nto the mod-
ern, western world.

In terms of fund�ng we have successfully approached some publ�c sources, and are 
dev�s�ng a pr�vate and corporate sector fundra�s�ng strategy, �nclud�ng target�ng US 
sources. The museum �s due to open �n �ts first phase on August 23 2007, �n the year 
�n wh�ch the UK celebrates the b�centenary of the abol�t�on of the slave trade, and �n 
wh�ch L�verpool celebrates �ts 800th ann�versary.

Reading
Anthony T�bbles (ed.), Transatlantic Slavery, Nat�onal Museums L�verpool (2005).
Captive Passage, Sm�thson�an Inst�tut�on Press (2002).

4 Letter, �b�d, October 10 2005, p. 12 Letter, �b�d, October 10 2005, p. 12.
5 Ed�tor�al, �b�d, October 6 2005, p. 12. Ed�tor�al, �b�d, October 6 2005, p. 12.
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D�scuss�on 

Chair: Sandra de Vries 
Director Municipal Museum of Alkmaar

Short summary of the presentation on the case study in Amsterdam 
Informat�on for the exh�b�t�on was gathered from sex workers, prost�tutes and l�t-
erature. When the exh�b�t�on was first proposed to the d�rectors of the Amsterdam 
H�stor�cal Museum, they reacted enthus�ast�cally. Later newspapers and other med�a 
pa�d a great deal of attent�on to the exh�b�t�on. There was one negat�ve react�on – that 
the art �n the exh�b�t�on was not hung properly! The curator rece�ved support from the 
health author�t�es, pol�ce and organ�zat�ons of sex workers. Even on a subject l�ke th�s, 
school projects proved to be a good way of �nform�ng ch�ldren. Spec�al programmes 
for secondary schools and mun�c�pal serv�ces �n other c�t�es were set up to d�scuss the 
top�c. Annemar�e de W�ldt, the curator, was sat�sfied w�th the d�scuss�ons provoked by 
the exh�b�t�on. It encouraged people to th�nk about the subject. The ma�n purpose was 
not to change att�tudes towards prost�tut�on but to encourage d�scuss�on. 

The exh�b�t�on was partly funded by the Department of Soc�al Affa�rs for Womens’ 
R�ghts, wh�ch wanted the exh�b�t�on to be ma�nly pos�t�ve about prost�tutes; present�ng 
them as proud work�ng women would br�ng another s�de of the�r story to l�ght. The 
exh�b�t�on makers wanted to show both the pos�t�ve and the negat�ve s�des. They some-
t�mes used almost nostalg�c and romant�c �mages, but also presented the harsh aspects 
of the profess�on.

Short summary of the presentation on the case study in Liverpool
Present�ng the h�story of the slave trade creates an opportun�ty to address the or�g�ns 
of rac�sm. It also makes �t poss�ble to focus on the r�ch cultural her�tage that was the 
result of th�s dreadful trade. By ma�nly condemn�ng slavery, and thereby stress�ng just 
one spec�fic po�nt of v�ew, you neglect other �mportant �ssues. By look�ng at other fac-
ets of slavery, you can g�ve a vo�ce to other perspect�ves. Isn’t creat�ng a museum also 
a matter of l�sten�ng to var�ous d�alogues go�ng on �n the c�ty, or should you keep your 
d�stance from them? Dav�d Flem�ng po�nted out the �mportance of cr�t�cal d�alogue. A 
gallery �n the new L�verpool Museum for Transatlant�c Slavery w�ll be devoted to the 
h�story of the slave trade and there w�ll be an educat�onal centre for events, d�scuss�ons 
etc. Central government w�ll be respons�ble for ra�s�ng the funds.

The work�ng group d�scussed at length the creat�on of the museum �tself (wh�ch 
�s understandably compl�cated). What worr�es Flem�ng �s the rac�al undertone of the 
opponents to the museum. There are even people who don’t want the new museum 
to open at all. They say they don’t want to be pushed �nto feel gu�lty. How to cope w�th 
the aspect of gu�lt? Flem�ng stresses that the new museum �s not �ntended to become a 
museum about gu�lt. It w�ll tell the h�story of slave trad�ng �n L�verpool. The ma�n a�m 
�s to expla�n what happened. Lett�ng people feel gu�lty �s not the �ssue; feel�ng respon-
s�ble for what human be�ngs are do�ng or not do�ng to one another �s. Slavery must be 
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put on the agenda. How can we cont�nue as a c�v�l�sed soc�ety w�th the slave trade �n 
our past? The h�story of the slave trade �s not defined by what happened �n L�verpool. 
It �s an �nternat�onal top�c requ�r�ng an �nternat�onal aud�ence. Although the �nterna-
t�onal status of the subject �s clear, connect�ng w�th other countr�es �s d�fficult. Afr�ca, 
for example, shows l�ttle �nterest �n the �ssue of slavery. Rach�d Bouz�d� from Morocco 
offered to make contacts and help find fund�ng.

Is there only one way to present the h�story of the slave trade �n a museum? No, 
more than one model �s poss�ble. The museum must explore these models to reach 
larger aud�ences. It �s d�fficult to l�ve up to the expectat�ons of the publ�c on such a del�-
cate subject. Too l�ttle attent�on pa�d to a spec�fic aspect can be perce�ved as neglect�ng 
that part of h�story. 

Conclusions
Both case stud�es are on controvers�al subjects and both are subject to taboo. One �s 
more or less accepted because an offic�al �nst�tut�on pa�d attent�on to �t �n the form of 
an exh�b�t�on (the one �n the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum) and the other �s subject 
to prejud�ce and cr�t�c�sm. 

The Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum tr�ed to approach the�r theme from d�fferent 
angles, w�thout be�ng judgemental. It also tr�ed to create d�alogues w�th all the groups 
�nvolved, �nclud�ng the publ�c. 

L�verpool �s try�ng to get the �njust�ce and pa�n caused by the slave trade �n the c�ty 
out �nto the open. Dav�d Flem�ng wants to relate the subject to the h�story of L�verpool, 
but �t �s obv�ous that not all L�verpudl�ans share h�s v�ew – local newspapers have pub-
l�shed some very cr�t�cal and �rr�tated letters �n wh�ch the wr�ters state that they don’t 
want to feel gu�lty about slavery. Th�s �s not always easy to deal w�th.

Judg�ng by these react�ons, the process of mak�ng the museum a place of d�alogue 
and debate �s �tself becom�ng a subject of d�scuss�on. Th�s makes the whole process 
very compl�cated.

One can wonder �f �t �s the �ssue of slavery or the �ssue of �njust�ce – for some peo-
ple obv�ously threaten�ng – that causes the cr�t�c�sm.

We d�dn’t come to any general conclus�ons, except that the subject of slavery �s a 
very �mportant �ssue and that �t �s more then a local �ssue. It �s an �nternat�onal top�c, 
not just a nat�onal or local one, mak�ng �t an �mportant theme for other museums �n 
the world.
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Made �n Bruges. A modern c�ty threatened by �ts 
romant�c�zed tour�st �mage

Jorijn Neyrinck and Ellen Vandenbulcke 
Tapis plein, a project centre for a contemporary approach to heritage, Bruges

Background
Every s�ngle day Bruges �s overrun by tour�sts who th�nk they are �n an open-a�r mu-
seum, a c�ty that dozed off r�ght after the Dark Ages and was k�ssed back to l�fe by 19th 
century tour�sm. The cl�chés attr�buted to the c�ty by early v�s�tors are hard to erad�cate 
because of the �mmense �mpact of mass tour�sm. The metaphors used �n early 19th 
century travel l�terature l�ke ‘Bruges: Ven�ce of the North’ and ‘Brugge d�e Schone’ 
(Bruges, the beaut�ful) have become so �ngra�ned that they are to be found �n abun-
dance �n just about any text, art�cle or brochure about the c�ty.

The huge number of excurs�on�sts (´I went to Bruges once´) who have flooded the 
c�ty s�nce the 1950s contrast sharply w�th the allegedly qu�et, deserted v�llage they are 
com�ng to see. Each day hundreds of thousands of people want�ng to v�s�t the c�ty �n 
three hours, tour the beaten track, walk�ng from one h�ghl�ght to another along the 
‘golden tour�st tr�angle’. S�multaneously a true exodus of young, act�ve people �s under-
way; they are leav�ng the c�ty because of the poor econom�c prospects for h�ghly sk�lled 
profess�onals and the lack of �ndustry. The qu�et, romant�c �mage of the c�ty doesn’t 
help to conv�nce a young and dynam�c generat�on to stay.

At the beg�nn�ng of the 21st century Bruges �s st�ll fac�ng the threat of becom�ng 
noth�ng more than a nat�onal her�tage s�te, an empty museolog�cal scene, �nstead of a 
v�brant modern c�ty re�nvent�ng �tself w�th every new generat�on.

Remedy 
W�th th�s exodus �n m�nd, ‘Tap�s ple�n vzw’ (a dynam�c project group �nvolved �n devel-
op�ng exper�mental publ�c her�tage projects, founded �n 2004 by four young �nhab�tants 
of Bruges) took the �n�t�at�ve to quest�on the typ�cal way �n wh�ch the c�ty �s portrayed. 
To that end we started up a var�ed and comprehens�ve project: a publ�c �nqu�ry �nto 
v�able, durable tour�sm and how a h�stor�cal c�ty centre can best cope w�th all the tour-
�sts. Th�s rather abstract general pr�nc�ple has been the start�ng po�nt of a ser�es of very 
concrete and enterta�n�ng projects.
– In 2004 a bus toured the c�ty and stopped at th�rty d�fferent locat�ons, look�ng for 

stor�es, �nformat�on, des�rable �mages, �nterv�ews and op�n�ons on the subject.
– In 2005 th�s resulted �n a compact h�stor�cal exh�b�t�on on c�ty tour�sm and concepts 

of the tour�st �n a playful format t�tled ‘B-tours – A travel agency on Bruges’. The 
exh�b�t�on was �nstalled on shop-prem�ses at the very heart of the c�ty.

– The general publ�c was asked to create a new and modern souven�r for Bruges �n a 
contest called ‘b-cup’.

– There was an exh�b�t�on and a tour of shop-w�ndows w�th creat�ve v�ews on the sub-
ject (real�zed �n cooperat�on w�th several schools, youngsters, shopkeepers, cultural 
partners and others l�v�ng �n Bruges).
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– An alternat�ve new book on Bruges was publ�shed and new postcards were pro-
duced.
In short: we left the usual, fixed museolog�cal locat�ons and went �nto the c�ty, meet-

�ng people �n the�r own ne�ghbourhoods, �n shops, squares, markets and at a number 
of events. In th�s way the publ�c became act�vely �nvolved �n shap�ng a new and modern 
c�ty.

Tapis plein’s point of view
We should real�ze that the �mage of our c�ty was created, h�stor�cally speak�ng, from 
econom�cal, pol�t�cal and other factors of �nterest. So shouldn’t a h�stor�cal c�ty museum 
�nterpret, refine, broaden and maybe even adjust th�s �mage?

‘Tap�s ple�n vzw’ (as an �ndependent organ�sat�on) and the ‘Bruggemuseum’ have 
taken the first falter�ng steps and w�ll work together �n the future to develop new �n�t�a-
t�ves. Not an obv�ous cho�ce for a h�stor�c c�ty museum whose key focus �s on h�stor�cal 
presentat�on and object�v�ty. It should be seen as a rather courageous act �f we remem-
ber that urban h�story �s be�ng wr�tten every day, w�th every move that �s made and 
every act�on that �s taken. A provocat�ve subject for debate.

1. and 2. b-tours travel shop: a historical exhibition about tourism in the form of a travel agent’s
3. b-tours city project: playful display-window featuring Bruges and the creation of a city’s image
4. b-tours travel shop: look through the viewmasters for a picture of the city in several different 
periods
5. b-tours: Bruges’ image in the travel-guides in several different periods 

1 2

3

4

5
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Another v�ew of St Petersburg

Julia Demidenko 
Deputy-director The State Museum of the History of St Petersburg

The St Petersburg presented in tourist brochures
P�cture books and promot�on mater�al present a trad�t�onal, �mmed�ately recogn�z-present a trad�t�onal, �mmed�ately recogn�z-
able �mage of St Petersburg – show�ng th�s splend�d �mper�al cap�tal w�th �ts palaces, 
cathedrals and r�ver-banks, and grand�ose arch�tectural ensembles. Peter the Great 
founded h�s c�ty, later to become the country’s cap�tal, �n 1703, w�th a v�ew to �t becom-
�ng a Paradise on Earth. Its monumental splendour was ma�nly real�zed �n the first halfsplendour was ma�nly real�zed �n the first half was ma�nly real�zed �n the first half 
of the 19th century when St Petersburg l�ked to be called, pretent�ously, ‘the cap�tal of 
Europe’. The �dea of a un�fied Europe was one of the ma�n themes of the Congress held 
�n V�enna �n 1814-1815 after wh�ch the construct�on works on St Petersburg greatly 
�ntens�fied. 1 At the sameAt the same t�me numerous poets and art�sts contr�buted to the creat�on of 
th�s �mage of the cap�tal, �n a beaut�fully expressed way. All these efforts have contr�b-
uted to the recogn�t�on, �n 1990, of the h�stor�cal centre of St Petersburg as be�ng wor-
thy of �nclus�on on the UNESCO’s L�st of World Her�tage S�tes. The tour�st �ndustry of 
contemporary St Petersburg explo�ts the c�ty’s 18th and 19th century �mage. In do�ng so 
they h�ghl�ght three ma�n St Petersburg ‘brands: the Herm�tage, the Mar��nsky Opera 
and Ballet and the arch�tectural ensembles.

St Petersburg’s arch�tectural her�tage �s also be�ng put to good use by the lead�ng 
museums. The major�ty of them are located �n outstand�ng arch�tectural monuments: 
the State Herm�tage Museum occup�es a complex of bu�ld�ngs �nclud�ng the famous 
W�nter Palace of the tsars and the General Staff bu�ld�ngs s�tuated around Palace 
Square bu�lt �n the 1920s. The State Russ�an Museum �s housed �n var�ous palaces, 
�nclud�ng the M�chael Palace that once belonged to Grand Duke M�kha�l Pavlov�ch, the 
Marble Palace comm�ss�oned to be bu�lt by Count Orlov �n the th�rd quarter of the 18th 
century, the St M�chael Castle, the last res�dence of emperor Paul I, and the famous 
Stroganoff palace. The offices and the ma�n exh�b�t�ons of the State Museum of the 
H�story of St Petersburg are �n the Peter and Paul Fortress, the c�ty’s earl�est arch�tec-
tural landmark and the centre of �ts urban development. Here the muse�ficat�on em-
braces pr�mar�ly the 18th century monuments: St Peter’s Gate, a sort of tr�umphal arch 
from 1708 and one of the fortress’ entrance gates. The Sa�nt Peter and Paul Cathedral 
from the first half of the 18th century (bur�al place for Russ�an emperors), and a few 
other h�stor�cal bu�ld�ngs. The Peter and Paul fortress �s one of St Petersburg’s great-The Peter and Paul fortress �s one of St Petersburg’s great-
est tour�sts attract�ons. S�nce the year 1999 v�s�tors have been able to enjoy a wonderful 
v�ew over the r�ver Neva from a boardwalk bu�lt along part of the southern fortress wall 
from wh�ch they have a panoram�c v�ew of the central embankments of the r�ver Neva 
aquator�um when tak�ng a spec�al tour alongs�de the roofs of the curta�n-walls. 

In add�t�on to �ts offic�al splendour the c�ty had a gloomy s�de. Th�s �s the less w�dely 

1 The V�enna Congress was held after the fall of Napoleon �n 1814/1815, �t was convened by the v�ctors The V�enna Congress was held after the fall of Napoleon �n 1814/1815, �t was convened by the v�ctors 
Pruss�a, Russ�a and England, �ts a�m was to reorgan�ze the pol�t�cal balance �n Europe.
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known Petersburg of Dostoyevsky (s�m�lar to the London of D�ckens), a c�ty of d�smal 
l�v�ng quarters, ‘p�t-l�ke’ courtyards and typ�cal back-street ne�ghbourhoods. At present 
th�s part of the c�ty greatly �nterests contemporary photographers, �n a hurry to capture 
th�s �mage before �t d�sappears. The ‘St Petersburg as Dostoyevsky knew �t’ �s gradually 
been swept away as the c�ty centre �s be�ng rebu�lt and new bu�ld�ngs are ar�s�ng to re-
place the old. 

In Sov�et t�mes another stereotype was �n use, that of ‘Len�ngrad, c�ty of three revo-
lut�ons’2 w�th the obl�gatory ‘Aurora’ cru�ser3 and monuments to Len�n. Th�s stereotype 
�s no longer val�d, the major�ty of our pr�mary-school ch�ldren do not even know who 
Len�n was.

How can St Petersburg best be portrayed?
What �s the best way for the Museum of the H�story of St Petersburg to portray such a 
wealth of h�story and such dom�nant stereotype �mages, what �s the St Petersburg’s le�t-
mot�v? What themes could be chosen for the museum of a c�ty wh�ch for two centur�es 
was the cap�tal of the g�gant�c Russ�an Emp�re? Where do we draw the l�ne between the 
h�story of the c�ty and the h�story of the country and �ts cultural her�tage ? All pol�t�cal 
dec�s�ons were taken �n St Petersburg, the major�ty of sc�ent�fic d�scover�es were d�rect-
ed from St Petersburg, great Russ�an l�terature referred to St Petersburg and Russ�an 
progress�ve �deas were born or tr�ed out here. 

We had to take all th�s �nto cons�derat�on when we were prepar�ng our new exh�b�-
t�on The History of Saint Petersburg, 1830-1917, wh�ch was opened �n the year of our 
tercentenary �n 2003 and replaced the prev�ous exh�b�t�on, a presentat�on of the offic�al 
Sov�et l�ne on Russ�an revolut�onary movements-a�med at �ndoctr�nat�ng.

Our problem was compl�cated by the fact that we are not the only museum w�th a 
h�stor�cal collect�on. Today the c�ty has over 200 museums conta�n�ng �tems on the h�s-
tory of St Petersburg’s theatre, mus�c and v�sual arts, as well as on sc�ent�sts, m�l�tary 
h�story, and so on. Furthermore the c�ty �s surrounded by a number of spectacular art 
and cultural-h�story museums l�ke Peterhof, Tsarskoje Selo and Pavlovsk. They are 
housed �n 18th and 19th century palaces and park complexes and d�splay the Imper�al 
Court �n all �ts splendour. Across the Neva, oppos�te the Museum of the H�story of St 
Petersburg, �s the Herm�tage wh�ch d�splays not only art treasures but has a collect�on 
on Russ�an h�story and culture. Moreover there �s the Museum of Russ�an Pol�t�cal 
H�story wh�ch deals w�th the Russ�an state and the revolut�ons near our Fortress.

In add�t�on to all th�s, our museum has �ts own trag�c h�story. The �dea for th�s type 
of museum was born �n the early 20th century, and was partly real�zed at d�fferent pe-
r�ods �n our turbulent pol�t�cal h�story. In the 1930s what was left of the museum was 
pract�cally destroyed and �ts most prec�ous objects were d�str�buted among other mu-
seums �n Moscow and Len�ngrad. When the museum was reestabl�shed �n the 1950s 
�t began to comp�le �ts collect�on anew. At present our assortment cons�sts ma�nly of 
c�rca 30.000 urban household objects, and of arch�tectural projects: plans, draw�ngs and 
deta�ls of arch�tectural décors.

2 The revolut�ons of 1905 and of February and October 1917. The revolut�ons of 1905 and of February and October 1917.The revolut�ons of 1905 and of February and October 1917.
3 The cru�ser Aurora funct�oned �n 1917 as the ma�n tra�n�ng sh�p of the Balt�c Fleet �n St Petersburg. The cru�ser Aurora funct�oned �n 1917 as the ma�n tra�n�ng sh�p of the Balt�c Fleet �n St Petersburg. 
The Aurora has become extremely famous because from th�s sh�p dur�ng the n�ght of 25-26 October 
1917 a blank shot was fired at the W�nter Palace, g�v�ng the s�gnal to rebell�ous workers, sold�ers and 
sa�lors of the c�ty to storm the palace. Nowadays the Aurora �s a float�ng museum.
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A history of everyday life in Saint Petersburg
In creat�ng the new permanent exh�b�t�on on the h�story of St Petersburg - runn�ng 
from the second half of the 19th century up to the 1917 revolut�on - we wanted to show 
aspects of the l�fe of Petersburg, wh�ch one cannot see �n other museums. In so do�ng 
we chose a themat�c rather than a chronolog�cal approach. Furthermore, we dec�ded 
that the c�ty’s h�story should be related from the v�ewpo�nt of the c�ty’s �nhab�tants. 
Our dec�s�on to choose th�s po�nt of v�ew was not an arb�trary one.. The ma�n h�stor�cal 
event of the 2nd half of the 19th century �n Russ�a was the l�berat�on of serfs �n 1861 and 
other reforms brought about by the Emperor Alexander II4. These reforms had a great 
�nfluence on urban l�fe, turn�ng the beaut�fully decorated St Petersburg �nto a European 
megalopol�s.

Each of the exh�b�t�on rooms has a d�fferent theme ded�cated to a part�cular aspect 
of the c�ty’s l�fe, l�ke for �nstance: Petersburg as a representat�ve �mper�al cap�tal, and 
the reforms of Alexander II (d�dact�c mater�al �n the form of v�deo… and chronolog�cal 
tables). Other sect�ons show the c�ty as the financ�al centre of the Emp�re, the com-
merc�al St Petersburg and St Petersburg’s fash�on trade, �nclud�ng the c�ty’s transport. 
In add�t�on to th�s there are themes l�ke hous�ng �n St Petersburg (rented apartment-
houses as a new type of dwell�ng, the telephone serv�ce and d�rectory and the postal 
serv�ces); the mun�c�pal economy (water-supply and sewerage system, domest�c serv-
�ces, mun�c�pal l�ghtn�ng, and so on). (fig. 1 and 2)

The cho�ce of objects has been largely determ�ned by the �tems ava�lable �n our mu-
seum, mostly �tems used by St Petersburg’s m�ddle-classes. For �nstance, the the mul-For �nstance, the the mul-
t�cultural compos�t�on of St Petersburg’s populat�on �s presented for example by way 
of cook�ng pract�ces �n St Petersburg, wh�ch has taken �n the trad�t�ons of the d�fferent 
nat�onal cu�s�nes: Russ�an, French, German, F�n�sh and Jew�sh. V�s�tors can see the 
k�tchen utens�ls of the per�od and var�ous menu cards for nat�onal fest�ve meals. 

A separate room �s ded�cated to the phenomenon of St Petersburg’s art nouveau 
wh�ch �s cons�dered to be not just an art�st�c style but rather a style of l�fe. Such new 
phenomena from the second half of the 19th century l�ke photography and c�nema-
tography are also g�ven separate treatment. V�s�tors can see examples of the techn�cal 
appl�ances of the per�od and watch a c�nematograph�c programme from the pre-1917-
revolut�on era, �nclud�ng pol�t�cal newsreels, reports on Par�s fash�on and much more.

Thus we have replaced the h�story of the revolut�onary movement w�th the h�story 
of everyday l�fe, and the propaganda of state �deology w�th the values of pr�vate l�fe and 
�nd�v�dual �nterests. In th�s connect�on the final part of our ser�es of presentat�ons on 
pre-revolut�onary l�fe gave us part�cular trouble. In the end we dec�ded s�mply to show 
the faces of the ‘last St Petersburgers’ (we mean �n name, s�nce the c�ty was renamed �n 
1914 and 1924)5 – �nclud�ng photograph�c portra�ts of those who per�shed dur�ng World 
War I because the beg�nn�ng of WWI �s the end of the ent�re per�od �n the h�story of 
Russ�a and the end of our exh�b�t�on.

We th�nk �t �s very �mportant to help v�s�tors, espec�ally the young ones, real�ze 
that many of the th�ngs surround�ng us are h�story and are connected to ‘H�story 
w�th a cap�tal H’. We also organ�zed a spec�al exh�b�t�on for ch�ldren t�tled The Street 
of Time. Here a ch�ld can peep �nto each of the houses and see not only how the St 

4 The l�beral-m�nded Alexander II (1818-1881) tsar of Russ�a from 1855 to 1881, k�lled �n an attack The l�beral-m�nded Alexander II (1818-1881) tsar of Russ�a from 1855 to 1881, k�lled �n an attack 
br�ng�ng h�s re�gn to an end. 
5 In 1914 the c�ty was g�ven the name Petrograd. From 1924 to 1991 St Petersburg was called In 1914 the c�ty was g�ven the name Petrograd. From 1924 to 1991 St Petersburg was called 
Len�ngrad.
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1. ‘St Petersburg – the financial centre’. The 
picture from the exhibition: The history of Saint 
Petersburg, 1830-1917
2. The commercial St Petersburg’. The picture 
from the exhibition: The history of Saint 
Petersburg, 1830-1917
3. The street of time – the special exhibition for 
children
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Petersburgers l�ved and worked �n the 18th and 19th centur�es but also see a qu�te mod-
ern room ‘from grandmother’s day’ where everyday objects present the ent�re h�story of 
the 20th century. (fig. 3) Th�s exh�b�t�on beg�ns w�th a figure modelled on the founder 
of our c�ty Peter I and ends w�th objects bear�ng the logo of our football team ‘Zen�th’, 
popular throughout the ent�re country.

Changes to stereotype images
One of the m�ss�ons of our museum �s to change what �n our v�ew are false stereotypes 
and to broaden the way our c�ty �s perce�ved. Th�s m�ss�on �s not only put �nto pract�ce 
by our exh�b�t�ons, our publ�sh�ng department plays �ts part too. Our press publ�shes 
gu�debooks, postcards and posters, and also produces a ser�es of booklets devoted to 
themes wh�ch we could not fully present �n our exh�b�t�ons: ‘Marr�age �n St Petersburg’, 
‘F�res �n St Petersburg’, ‘Floods �n St Petersburg’, ‘L�ght�ng �n St Petersburg’ and much 
more. In th�s way they are an �mportant add�t�on to our exh�b�t�ons. 

S�nce the �mage of ‘Old St Petersburg’ was formed ma�nly on the bas�s of a prol�fic 
amount of l�terature, we hope that our publ�sh�ng act�v�ty w�ll help to enr�ch the p�cture 
today. For �nstance, our latest publ�sh�ng project cons�sts of two p�cture books. The first 
appeared �n 2003 and shows ‘Images of Petersburg’, the second was ready �n 2005 and 
�s called ‘Images of Len�ngrad’. The first one g�ves a trad�t�onal presentat�on of m�l�tary 
parades, gl�tter�ng balls and arch�tectural monuments, whereas the second focuses on 
�nterest�ng top�cs �n our recent h�story.

Moreover our publ�cat�ons and temporary exh�b�t�ons are also ded�cated to some 
l�ttle known pages of the c�ty’s h�story, such as trad�t�ons �n celebrat�ng Chr�stmas �n St 
Petersburg, or the h�story of the plann�ng and construct�on of the underground ra�lway 
�n our c�ty. In general, even �n h�stor�cal exh�b�t�ons, we try to touch upon the type of 
theme and top�c wh�ch focuses on our present-day problems. Many projects were real-
�zed �n co-operat�on w�th other �nst�tut�ons, such as the Inst�tute of Urban�sm and the 
Pro-Arte Inst�tute of Modern Art. Our arch�tectural exh�b�t�ons, one of our spec�al�t�es, 
attract profess�onals and are often followed by some sort of round table d�scuss�on.

 In 2006 we w�ll be open�ng a new branch – the Museum of St Petersburg Avant-
Garde, thus �ntroduc�ng a completely new not�on �nto Russ�an art h�story – ‘Petersburg 
avant-garde’. The appearance of the avant-garde movement �n Russ�a from 1900-1910 
and �ts further development �n our c�ty had certa�n d�st�ngu�sh�ng features. In part�cu-
lar, three famous schools of Russ�an avant-garde pa�nt�ng were formed here: the school 
of Malev�ch, the school of F�lonov6 and the school of Matush�n7. The memor�al house 
ded�cated to the Matush�n school w�ll show all the ach�evements of these art�st�c, l�ter-
ary, mus�cal and theatr�cal projects.

We understand that the way tour�sts and of local c�t�zens see our c�ty d�ffers. 
Tour�sts prefer to see the ‘splendour of St Petersburg’ whereas our locals are qu�te 
ready, perhaps even eager, to see ‘a d�fferent c�ty’. The new permanent exh�b�t�on has 
been on show now for two years and judg�ng from �ts recept�on and the v�s�tors’ cont�n-
ued �nterest we must be g�v�ng people what they want.

6 Pavel F�lonov (Moskou 1883-St Petersburg 1943) Pavel F�lonov (Moskou 1883-St Petersburg 1943)
7 M�kha�l Matush�n (N�zhny Novgorod 1861 – Len�ngrad 1934) M�kha�l Matush�n (N�zhny Novgorod 1861 – Len�ngrad 1934) 
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D�scuss�on

Chair: Lodewijk Wagenaar 
Curator Amsterdam Historical Museum

The presentat�on of the two case stud�es �llustrated the problems exper�enced �n two 
well-known ‘tour�sty’ c�t�es, namely Bruges and St. Petersburg, part�cularly �n the�r h�s-
tor�cal museums. The presenters of the case stud�es descr�bed the problem that v�s�tors 
already have an �mage of these c�t�es based on an age-old set of �deas and �cons. How 
can these stereotype �mages be rev�sed so that they are more �n l�ne w�th real l�fe �n 
these c�t�es? The act�v�t�es developed �n Bruges and St. Petersburg to find a solut�on to 
th�s are l�nked to quest�ons l�ke: what places of �nterest should we br�ng to the attent�on 
of v�s�tors, other than those that fit �nto the ‘age-old’ �mage recommended by tour�st 
organ�zat�ons and books? Another quest�on was: what �s �nterest�ng to the �nhab�tants 
of the c�ty �tself and how can we present a more real�st�c �mage of l�fe �n the past and 
present for those who actually l�ve there. Both case stud�es d�scussed and actually used 
outreach act�v�t�es to get �nhab�tants �nterested �n contr�but�ng �deas and objects con-
cern�ng ‘the�r c�ty l�fe’.

Discussion
In both c�t�es tour�sts feel d�stant from the local populat�on. The quest�on �s whether a 
c�ty museum should make an effort to change th�s. A Rotterdam H�stor�cal Museum 
curator ment�oned dur�ng the d�scuss�on that th�s museum �s us�ng market�ng as 
an �nstrument to br�ng about change. Educat�onal programmes have been developed 
around the theme of shopp�ng to co�nc�de w�th an exh�b�t�on. These programmes a�m 
to attract people to the museum who do not read�ly v�s�t �t. 

C�ty museums also have a tendency to be rather conservat�ve and only to collect/
present h�stor�cal mater�al on better known themes and parts of the c�ty. Several part�c�-
pants strongly urged museums to play a more act�ve role. A need �s felt, for example, 
to �nclude other, less well-known themes and areas of the c�ty. Bes�des cooperat�ng 
w�th res�dents, the Rotterdam H�stor�cal Museum �s also work�ng w�th the c�ty counc�l. 
Cycle tours and walk�ng routes on a spec�fic theme have been organ�zed to �ntroduce 
v�s�tors to other, less well-known parts of the c�ty. Antwerp organ�zes alternat�ve tours 
to other parts of the c�ty and on themes such as d�amonds and fash�on. In th�s way both 
tour�sts and local v�s�tors can ga�n a very d�fferent �mpress�on of the c�ty.

Conclusions:
– C�ty �cons should rema�n of �nterest to v�s�tors. 
– C�ty museums can work w�th �nhab�tants and c�ty counc�ls to find new, less well-

known places of �nterest, stor�es and objects. Go out and get �n contact w�th them. 
– Tour�st organ�zat�ons should be st�mulated to pay attent�on to more than just the 

well-known parts of the c�ty and attract�ons. Work together on develop�ng tours on 
themes, such as crafts, modern arch�tecture and people. 
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Ep�logue 

The subject of the Fourth Conference of the Internat�onal Assoc�at�on of C�ty Museums 
was City Museums as Centres of Civic Dialogue. The huge spat�al, demograph�c, soc�al 
and econom�c changes that many c�t�es, even smaller ones, have undergone �n recent 
decades were the start�ng po�nt for th�s. The �ncreas�ng �mportance that c�ty author�t�es 
and tour�st offices attach to �mages of the c�ty was also a st�mulus to choos�ng th�s sub-
ject. Concepts l�ke �dent�ty and a feel�ng for the c�ty crop up aga�n and aga�n �n publ�c 
d�scourse and demand further attent�on. To what extent are c�ty museums able and 
w�ll�ng to react to these developments? Are they open to many people’s need to par-
t�c�pate �n numerous facets of soc�ety, the�r des�re to ask quest�ons and not merely be 
presented w�th �nstant answers? Are c�ty museums open to the necess�ty of d�scuss�ng 
var�ous truths and creat�ng room for more than one answer? 

The subject of th�s �nternat�onal conference was ev�dently of real �nterest to many 
c�ty museums. The art�cles and summar�es of the d�scuss�ons �n th�s book make �t clear 
that c�ty museums are w�ll�ng and able to approach and deal w�th th�s subject �n enor-
mously ways. It �s no easy task to d�st�l the major po�nts and ma�n l�nes of argument 
from so many contr�but�ons by part�c�pants from 26 countr�es, w�thout general�s�ng 
somewhat, but I do th�nk �t �s poss�ble to �dent�fy a few ma�n �deas.

Generally speak�ng �t can be sa�d that museums �n d�fferent c�t�es, ma�nly �n 
Western Europe and the Un�ted States, have developed from a supply-or�ented ap-
proach to a quest�on-or�ented approach �n recent decades. A lot of energy �s put �nto 
seek�ng new target groups, and �nto outreach work and publ�c surveys. When choos�ng 
subjects for exh�b�t�ons, museum staff work �n a quest�on-or�ented way as far as pos-
s�ble. Museums must be as access�ble and welcom�ng as poss�ble. The author�ty of the 
curator, so often taken for granted, �s be�ng quest�oned. The comment, ´The v�s�tor can 
become the curator´, dur�ng the paper on the plans for a c�ty museum �n Be�rut �s �n-
d�cat�ve of th�s.  

In other c�ty museums, l�ke Warsaw and St Petersburg, the emphas�s �s more on a 
reor�entat�on of the p�cture of the past, wh�ch unt�l recently was the ‘offic�al’ vers�on of 
h�story. Exh�b�t�ons and educat�onal products are a means of prompt�ng d�scuss�on by 
the publ�c �n the museum. There are also c�ty museums, such as the one �n D�str�ct S�x 
�n Cape Town, wh�ch endeavour to refind chapters of h�story that have been suppressed 
or concealed. For these museums, work�ng w�th memor�es and stor�es from the publ�c 
�s cruc�al, both �n and outs�de the museum. Collect�on bu�ld�ng, exh�b�t�ons and educa-
t�onal projects go hand �n hand �n th�s.

In th�s ep�logue �t �s useful to reflect on the d�vers�ty of papers g�ven at the confer-
ence and to pay attent�on to the op�n�ons ra�sed dur�ng the d�scuss�ons. A br�ef over-
v�ew per theme follows of the ma�n po�nts ra�sed.

Theme 1: Shaping the city 
1. In a per�od when many museums agree that they must pr�mar�ly be aud�ence or�-

ented and not collect�on or�ented, what �s the respons�b�l�ty of the curator for record-
�ng the h�story of the c�ty? The curator/museum must �n any case take an �ndepend-
ent stance as the publ�c expects the museum to prov�de rel�able �nformat�on. The 
curator must prov�de the narrat�ve framework for the story of the c�ty. An �mportant 
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part of the content of the story may be the result of work�ng w�th groups and or-
gan�sat�ons �n the c�ty. Th�s cooperat�on can take on many forms. Ult�mately a jo�nt 
evaluat�on of the results should follow. 

2. How �ndependent can c�ty museums be �n relat�on to the government? Clearly 
the answer to th�s w�ll vary from country to country. It naturally makes a b�g d�f-
ference whether the museum �s financed, e�ther completely or predom�nantly, by 
the mun�c�pal government. In pr�nc�ple everyone agrees that museums must be as 
�ndependent as poss�ble �n the�r stance and approach: they are devoted to long-term 
learn�ng, not short-term pol�t�cal a�ms. In some countr�es, however, pol�t�cal pres-
sure �s so great that the s�tuat�on �s very d�fferent �ndeed. It �s somet�mes eas�er �n 
these s�tuat�ons to present a part�cular v�s�on of h�story �n a temporary exh�b�t�on 
rather than �n the permanent d�splay. Somet�mes, however, pol�t�cal programmes 
and the v�s�on on museum pol�cy do concur, l�ke the necess�ty for an �ntercultural 
approach to h�story and cross-cultural d�alogue. It �s certa�nly adv�sable for c�ty mu-
seums to enter �nto d�alogue w�th the pol�t�c�ans of the�r c�ty. Museums who act�vely 
seek contact w�th all k�nds of groups �n the c�ty should not exclude pol�t�c�ans. 

3. Museums must also record and present the recent changes �n the c�ty. 
Contemporary collect�ng �s therefore essent�al. Cooperat�on w�th all k�nds of part�es 
�s necessary: groups of �mm�grants and ch�ldren, the bus�ness commun�ty, hous�ng 
corporat�ons, developers and all those other groups who play a role �n chang�ng �n 
the c�ty. In add�t�on a d�fferent form of cooperat�on �s requ�red between the var�ous 
her�tage sectors, such as museums, arch�ves, l�brar�es and h�stor�c organ�sat�ons. 
D�g�tal med�a, l�ke webs�tes, can prov�de an excellent jo�nt gateway for th�s purpose. 
Contemporary collect�ng demands a cr�t�cal rev�s�on of the role of the object. What 
�s the relat�onsh�p between the object and the documentat�on of the context? What 
�s the relat�onsh�p between the mater�al and �mmater�al forms of her�tage? Some 
argue strongly that contemporary collect�ng must conform w�th the ex�st�ng profile 
of the museum regard�ng �ts older collect�ons. Ethnography �s an �mportant d�sc�ple 
�n contemporary collect�on bu�ld�ng and there should poss�bly be more collabora-
t�on w�th experts �n th�s field.

4. The h�story of the c�ty told by more than one museum. Part�c�pants shared the v�ew 
that the h�story of the c�ty �s not only found w�th�n the walls of the museum. In sev-
eral c�t�es �ntens�ve cooperat�on between a cons�derable number of the museums 
represented at the conference and between museums and other her�tage �nst�tu-
t�ons has developed �n recent years. The �dea �s to tell the ‘story’ of the c�ty �n more 
than one place. It �s �mportant for the d�fferent museums to profile themselves. 
Agreements on mak�ng collect�ons more mob�le at the level of the c�ty can play an 
�mportant role here. In pract�ce th�s approach �s not always stra�ght forward as the 
cultural d�fferences between the her�tage sectors can be cons�derable. It takes t�me 
to be able to work cross culturally. 

5. The role of art�sts �n temporary and permanent exh�b�t�ons ought to be greater �n 
the future. These could be v�sual art�sts but also story tellers. More than anyone, 
they are able to put emot�ons �n the spotl�ght or �ntroduce controvers�al subjects.
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Theme 2: Activating the city
1. Accord�ng to some, the c�ty museum can and must funct�on as a sort of workplace. 

Seen �n th�s l�ght the museum �s a place where memor�es can be recaptured and 
recorded e�ther �nd�v�dually or �n groups. Museum staff lead th�s process, g�ve sup-
port, and record the memor�es. Th�s v�ew of the museum means that memor�es 
of all k�nds can be brought together. The d�scuss�ons that may result can �n turn 
prompt new memor�es or a new story about the past. The museum as a workplace, 
�s by �ts very nature, dynam�c. Relat�ng memor�es and work�ng together on the story 
of h�story can somet�mes have a heal�ng effect and contr�bute to record�ng parts of 
h�story that have been suppressed. By funct�on�ng as a workplace, the museum can 
prov�de a br�dge between the usual academ�c v�s�ons of h�story and personal memo-
r�es and stor�es. 

2. There was a lot of d�scuss�on on outreach work and c�ty museums. Contact can be 
made w�th new groups of people who do not go to museums through th�s type of 
work. These are mostly groups l�v�ng �n econom�cally and soc�ally depr�ved areas of 
the c�ty. Cooperat�on w�th organ�sat�ons, assoc�at�ons and people from these ne�gh-
bourhoods �s essent�al. It �s cruc�al to set up and �mplement such projects together 
and not to present a ready-made plan. A museum does not usually have all the nec-
essary expert�se. Th�s costs a lot of t�me and money. Above all, pat�ence �s essent�al: 
you must be prepared to work towards your ult�mate goal through a process of tr�al 
and error. The museum staff do not usually have suffic�ent tra�n�ng �n outreach 
work to be able to do th�s properly. Tra�n�ng museum staff, for example �n the field 
of cross cultural sk�lls, or employ�ng experts temporar�ly �s then necessary. But how 
far should you go w�th th�s sort of work? Where �s the d�v�d�ng l�ne w�th real soc�al 
work? Th�s �s an �mportant d�scuss�on po�nt.

3. Several c�ty museums try to act�vate �nterest �n the urban her�tage and the c�ty’s h�s-
tory outs�de the museum bu�ld�ng. In cooperat�on w�th partners l�ke tour�st organ�-
sat�ons, schools, archaeolog�cal assoc�at�ons etc, c�ty museums are extend�ng the�r 
area of work. H�stor�cal tours of the c�ty, small ne�ghbourhood exh�b�t�ons and treas-
ure hunts st�mulate the �nterest of local res�dents and tour�sts. Interact�ve webs�tes 
can add an extra d�mens�on to th�s. 

4. In a number of cases c�ty museums also funct�on as a d�scuss�on forum. The repu-
tat�on of museums as places where authent�c�ty �s cons�dered to be extremely �m-
portant could be explo�ted more �n th�s sort of act�v�ty. 

5. There are c�ty museums, for example �n Afr�can countr�es, where the c�ty museum 
and the phenomenon of the class�cal museum are not very well known. It �s �mpor-
tant for such museums to seek act�ve partnersh�ps w�th stakeholders to the�r foster 
the�r �nterest �n the museum. P�lot projects can act�vate the �nterest of stakeholders 
and other target groups �n the�r own h�story and urban her�tage.
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 Theme 3: Representing the city
1. How do museums d�v�de the�r attent�on between the local and reg�onal populat�on 

and tour�sts �n the�r work? All c�ty museums are d�rected at the local populat�on but 
also hope to attract tour�sts. C�ty museums �n large c�t�es can ach�eve th�s more eas-
�ly than those �n smaller ones. What does the c�ty government want? Tour�sm and 
culture are somet�mes �n the same portfol�o at mun�c�pal level. Th�s can be to the 
advantage of the museum’s plans because pol�cy �s �n the hands of one department. 
Somet�mes the local author�ty forces the c�ty museum to choose for the tour�st �n 
the econom�c �nterests of the c�ty. C�ty museums try to follow the�r own pol�cy and 
make th�s pla�n to the local author�ty.

2. People from outs�de the c�ty often have a more pos�t�ve �mage of the c�ty than the 
local populat�on. Some c�ty museums make a consc�ous dec�s�on to try to change 
�nhab�tants’ negat�ve �mage of the c�ty, for example, by temporary exh�b�t�ons and 
educat�onal act�v�t�es. Th�s �s done �n consultat�on w�th the c�ty counc�l and others. 
In add�t�on, �nformat�on on less well-known parts of the c�ty and h�stor�cal top-
�cs must be made ava�lable to tour�sts. Th�s can rect�fy the one-s�ded, cl�ché �mage 
that tour�sts often have of the c�ty. Work�ng w�th tour�st serv�ces on, for example, 
develop�ng h�stor�cal tours �s one means of do�ng th�s. C�ty ‘�cons’ as descr�bed by 
Vanessa Schwartz and Ph�l�p Eth�ngton �n these proceed�ngs should not be refuted 
or camouflaged. The c�ty museum can make good use of them. 

3. As well as pos�t�ve �mages of the c�ty, there are also negat�ve �mages and negat�ve 
subjects that are more or less taboo. There are var�ous approaches to deal�ng w�th 
such subjects. You can choose to approach the �ssue from d�fferent perspect�ves, 
carefully cons�der�ng all aspects, and let the v�ewer form h�s or her own op�n�on. 
Another approach �s to set as�de the taboo and expl�c�tly state your own op�n�on as a 
museum, as the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum d�d �n the exh�b�t�on on prost�tu-
t�on �n Amsterdam. 

4. What r�sks do c�ty museums take when they present controvers�al or consc�ously 
suppressed subjects from the past? Every c�ty museum that takes, or �s able to take, 
an �ndependent stance can choose to do th�s. React�ons may be strong, vary�ng from 
letters from regular museum v�s�tors to publ�c d�scuss�on. To what extent �s there 
a danger that the museum w�ll estrange �ts own publ�c? Is that a bad th�ng and �s �t 
poss�ble that the museum w�ll attract completely new groups of v�s�tors? The art�cle 
on how L�verpool Museum chose to deal w�th the subject of the former transatlant�c 
slave trade �n the c�ty sheds l�ght on these �ssues. 

What should we pay attent�on to �n the com�ng years? I would l�ke to name (�n random 
order) a few areas of �nterest. The class�cal d�v�s�on of roles between curators, educators 
and the publ�c relat�ons department �s no longer sacrosanct. It appears that the task of 
the curator �s mov�ng from be�ng an expert �n the field of collect�on bu�ld�ng and pres-
entat�on to the role of fac�l�tator or med�ator �n projects employ�ng educat�onal staff and 
somet�mes PR staff on an equal bas�s �n the project team. What �s new �s the role the 
v�s�tor can play �n th�s team, albe�t at some d�stance. Several art�cles �n th�s book report 
on exper�ences w�th th�s approach, �nclud�ng the one on the East Amsterdam project of 
the Amsterdam H�stor�cal Museum. It seems to me that th�s process �s st�ll �n the early 
stages and that �n the com�ng years we must consc�ously seek to define further the d�f-
ferent profess�onal respons�b�l�t�es. 
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A second area need�ng attent�on �s the forg�ng of partnersh�ps and development of 
networks. As several of the conference papers and reports clearly show, the poss�b�l�t�es 
are enormous. What cho�ces do we make when try�ng to reach new target groups, what 
partnersh�ps are of strateg�c �mportance pol�t�cally, what partnersh�ps are unavo�dable 
g�ven the new developments �n collect�on bu�ld�ng and her�tage management?. One 
th�ng does appear to be certa�n - c�ty museums can no longer operate alone; partner-
sh�ps and networks are essent�al. Every c�ty museum must follow a consc�ous strategy 
�n th�s respect, whereby �t w�ll often be d�fficult to w�thstand the pol�t�cal pressure that 
�s always present to a greater or lesser degree.

Expand�ng the expert�se of the museum �s a th�rd �ssue requ�r�ng attent�on. Staff 
w�ll need more tra�n�ng �n the field of �ntercultural sk�lls and �ns�ght as well as �n fos-
ter�ng a cross-d�sc�pl�nary att�tude towards other her�tage serv�ces such as arch�ves, 
h�stor�c bu�ld�ngs and archaeology. F�elds l�ke ethnography, soc�ology and soc�al work 
should poss�bly be more strongly represented �n c�ty museums. Pol�cy must pay spec�al 
attent�on to the m�ddle and h�gher levels of staff; they must be more representat�ve of 
the populat�on compos�t�on.

A fourth area requ�r�ng attent�on concerns the acqu�s�t�on and presentat�on of the 
newest h�story of the c�ty on the one hand and that of centur�es ago on the other. Can or 
should contemporary collect�ng fit �n w�th the ex�st�ng framework of older collect�ons. 
What should be done when the newest, often h�stor�cal documentary collect�ons d�ffer 
rad�cally from the older, for example, art collect�ons? How can we make earl�er h�story 
more �nterest�ng to as a w�de a publ�c as poss�ble, who have l�ttle or no pr�or knowledge 
on th�s part of the c�ty’s h�story?

F�nally, c�ty museums should make more use of the opportun�ty to �nterchange the 
expert�se they all have. In th�s per�od of rap�d connect�ons, both phys�cal and v�rtual, 
the opportun�t�es are there for the tak�ng. Th�s can also contr�bute to c�ty museums 
adopt�ng a more �nternat�onal approach on themes l�ke �mm�grat�on and em�grat�on, 
the slave trade, rac�sm etc. There are plans to research the poss�b�l�t�es for creat�ng a 
v�rtual platform.

The conference clearly showed how much we can learn from each other. The net-
work of the Internat�onal Assoc�at�on of C�ty Museums offers, as everyone knows, su-
perb opportun�t�es for th�s. Perhaps the c�ty museums workgroup of ICMAH can �n the 
future play a spec�al role by sett�ng up �nterd�sc�pl�nary p�lot projects to �nvest�gate the 
more theoret�cal and pract�cal �ssues that are of �mportance �n the c�ty-museums world. 
A cond�t�on would have to be that the results are transferable. Dur�ng the conference 
�t was clear that museums often have theoret�cal �deas on, for example, pol�cy w�th re-
gard to the publ�c or collect�ons, but ow�ng to a shortage of t�me and money, as well as 
a lack of museolog�cal expert�se, cannot put these �deas �nto pract�ce. Recently the new 
ICOM comm�ttee for c�ty museums, the Comm�ttee for the Collect�ons and Act�v�t�es of 
Museums of the C�ty (CAMOC) has been formed. CAMOC w�ll certa�nly make a valu-
able contr�but�on �n the future to the contacts between �nternat�onal c�ty museums and 
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Renée K�stemaker
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Balandraud, Odette, Dept. du Tour�sme, Un�vers�té Lum�ère Lyon2, France, odette.
balandraud@ un�v.lyon2.fr

Barnes, Donna, Professor of educat�on, Hofstra Un�vers�ty, Un�ted States of Amer�ca, 
bardona@ att.net

Be�er-de Haan, Rosmar�e, Head of collect�ons, Deutsches H�stor�sches Museum, 
Germany, be�er@ dhm.de

Bekker, Lotte, Free lance staff member projects, Amsterdams H�stor�sch Museum, 
The Netherlands, l.bekker@ chello.nl

Bell, W�m de, Curator 20th century, R�jksmuseum Amsterdam, The Netherlands,  
w.de.bell@ r�jksmuseum.nl

Bened�ktsson, Gudbrandur, Head of publ�c programmes, Reykjav�k C�ty Museum, 
Iceland, gudbrandur.bened�ktsson@ reykjav�k.�s

Bergvelt, Ell�noor, Assoc�ate professor, Un�vers�te�t van Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 
e.s.bergvelt@ uva.nl

Beukenhorst, W�llem�en, Staff member educat�on, Amsterdams H�stor�sch Museum, 
The Netherlands, w�llem�enbeukenhorst@ ahm.amsterdam.nl

B�jdend�jk, Frank, D�rector, Won�ngbouwveren�g�ng Het Oosten, The Netherlands, 
�.bergfeld@ hetoosten.nl

Blazy, S�mone, Curator, Musée Gadagne, France, s�mone.blazy@ ma�r�e-lyon.fr
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Bokjov�c, Sladjana, Sen�or curator, H�stor�cal Museum of Serb�a, Serb�a and 
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Boucetta, Zak�a, Staff member educat�on, Amsterdams H�stor�sch Museum, 
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Coachhouse@ burnham4.freeserve.co.uk
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Chlodn�ck�, Marek, D�rector, Poznan Archeolog�cal Museum, Poland,  
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Dekker, Annemar�e den, Curator, Amsterdams H�stor�sch Museum, The Netherlands, 
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g.v.d�jk@ k�t.nl
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H�nz, Hans-Mart�n, Curator, Deutsches H�stor�sches Museum, Germany,  
h�nz@ dhm.de
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The Netherlands, m.dejongh@ zutphen.nl
Jungblut, Mar�e Paule, Curator, pres�dent ICMAH/IAMH, Musée d’H�sto�re de la V�lle 
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K�eft, Anneke van de, Staff member Educat�on, Amsterdams H�stor�sch Museum, 
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r.kreszner@ gor�nchem.nl 
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h.land@ erfgoed-utrecht.nl

Langelaan, Margot, D�rector, Stadsmuseum IJsselste�n, The Netherlands, 
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Laurent, Golay, D�rector, Musée H�stor�que de Lausanne, Sw�tzerland, laurent, 
golay@ lausanne.ch

Layne, Valmont, D�rector, D�str�ct S�x Museum, South-Afr�ca, valmont@ d�str�cts�x.
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Lér�, Jean-Marc, D�rector, Musée Carnavalet, France, jean-marc.ler�@ par�s.fr
L�nden, L�ane van der, D�rector, Imag�ne Ident�ty and Culture, The Netherlands, 

�nfo@ �mag�ne�c.nl
Lok�n, Dan�elle, D�rector, Gemeente Musea Delft, The Netherlands, dlok�n@ delft.nl
Mard�n�, Carla, Museolog�st, Assoc�at�on ´Musée des Mémo�res de Beyrouth’, France, 

chez_carlam@ ema�l.�t
Mazarak�s-A�n�an, Ph�l�pos, Curator, Nat�onal H�stor�cal Museum Athens, Greece, 

mveathen@ otenet.gr
McCarthy, Jenn�fer, Head of museum of L�verpool l�fe, Museum of L�verpool L�fe, 

Great-Br�ta�n, Jen.mcCarthy@ l�verpoolmuseums.org.uk
McIntyre, Darryl, D�rector of publ�c programmes, Museum of London, Great Br�ta�n, 

dmc�ntyre@ museumoflondon.org.uk
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Me�jers, Debora J., Assoc�ate professor, Un�vers�te�t van Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 

d.j.me�jers@ uva.nl
Mel�s, El�se van, Curator, H�stor�sch Museum Haarlemmermeer, The Netherlands, 
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Mer�salo, T��na, D�rector, Hels�nk� C�ty Museum, F�nland, t��na.mer�salo@ hel.fi
M�ddelkoop, Norbert, Curator, Amsterdams H�stor�sch Museum, The Netherlands, 

norbertm�ddelkoop@ ahm.amsterdam.nl
Moszczýnska, Barbara, Head of the H�story Department, H�stor�cal Museum of 

Warsaw, sekretar�at@mhw.pl
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The Netherlands, gustare�chwe�n@ ahm.amsterdam.nl
Re�newald, Chr�s, Journal�st, Museumv�s�e, The Netherlands, Chr�s.r@ freeler.nl
Renesse, Charles van, C�ty market�ng manager, Amsterdam Partners, The Netherlands, 

cvanrenesse@ amsterdampartners.nl
Roda, Burkard von, D�rector, H�stor�sches Museum Basel, Sw�tzerland,  

burkard.vonroda@ bs.ch
Roelofs, P�eter, Curator, Museum Het Valkhof, The Netherlands,  

p.roelofs@ museumhetvalkhof.nl
Ross, Cathy, Head of later department, Museum of London, Great- Br�ta�n,  

cross@ museumoflondon.org.uk
Sch�jndel, Mar�eke van, Pol�cy adv�sor, Mondr�aanst�cht�ng, The Netherlands, 

m.vansch�jndel@ mondr�aanfoundat�on.nl
Sch�lder, Geerthe, Student, Amsterdams H�stor�sch Museum, The Netherlands, 

geerthesch�lder@ ahm.amsterdam.nl
Schledorn, Loet, Curator, Stadsgesch�eden�s, The Netherlands, lschledorn@ delft.nl
Schoor, Frank van de, Head of collect�ons, Museum Het Valkhof, The Netherlands, 

f.vandeschoor@ museumhetvalkhof.nl
Schwartz, Vanessa R., Assoc�ate Professor of H�story, French, Art H�story & F�lm, 

Un�vers�ty of Southern Cal�forn�a, Un�ted States of Amer�ca, vschwart@ usc.edu
Schwarz, Roland, Curator, Museen der Stadt Dresden, Germany, Roland.

schwarz@ museen-dresden.de
Seferov�c, Nada, Curator, Belgrado C�ty Museum, Serb�a and Montenegro, 

museumbg@ eunet.yu
Sehnaou�, Nada, Art�st, Lebanon, Nada.s@ cyber�a.net.lb
Selmer, Joergen, D�rector, Copenhagen C�ty Museum, Denmark, js.kbm@ kff.kk.dk
Shumnaya, Tamara G., D�rector, State Central Museum of Contemporary H�story of 

Russ�a, Russ�a, sovrh�story@ mtu-net.ru
S�jtsma, Carol�ne, Manager All�ant�es, Won�ngbouwveren�g�ng Het Oosten, 

The Netherlands, �.bergfeld@ hetoosten.nl
Smag�na, Ir�na, V�ce-d�rector, Moskow C�ty Museum, Russ�a, m�gm@ ma�l.ru
Snoeker, Luc�e, Project manager strategy and organ�sat�onal development, Amsterdams 

H�stor�sch Museum, The Netherlands, luc�esnoeker@ ahm.amsterdam.nl
Spr�ng, Ulr�ke, Curator, W�en Museum, Austr�a, ulr�ke.spr�ng@ w�enmuseum.at
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Stam, D�neke, H�stor�an, exhb�t�onmaker, The Netherlands, d�neke.stam@ planet.nl
Storch, Ursula, Curator, W�en Museum, Austr�a, ursula.storch@ w�enmuseum.at
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Straten, Odette, Co-ord�nator educat�on, Museum Het Valkhof, The Netherlands, 

o.straten@ museumhetvalkhof.nl
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Term�n�-Fr�dr�ch, Isabel, Head dept. commun�cat�on and educat�on, W�en Museum, 

Austr�a, �sabel.term�n�-fr�dr�ch@ w�enmuseum.at
Terr�er, France, Curator, Musée Yverdon et rég�on, Sw�tzerland,  

musee.yverdon@ bluew�n.ch
Th�elemans, Steven, General d�rector, Musea, bewaarb�bl�otheek en erfgoed stad 

Antwerpen, Belg�um, Steven.Th�elemans@ stad.Antwerpen.be
Trav�gl�an�, Carlo, D�rector, Un�vers�tà degl� stud� Roma Tre, Italy,  

c.travagl�n�@ un�roma3.�t
Tromp, Th�js, Staff member, Pr�ns Bernhard Cultuurfonds, The Netherlands,  
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Web s�tes of part�c�pat�ng organ�sat�ons

Key note 
http://www.usc.edu/dept/LAS/h�story/urban�cons/urban_�cons_compan�on/�ndex.htm.

Introductions
www.d�str�cts�x.co.za
www.hetoosten.nl
www.l�verpoolmuseums.org.uk

Shaping the city
www.museumantwerpen.be
www.hel2.fi/kaumuseo
www.zu�das.nl
www.mhw.pl
www.gemeentearch�ef.amsterdam.nl
www.tex�cor�ent.com/morocco/volub�l�s.htm
www.brugge.be/Internet/en/musea/bruggemuseum/�ndex.htm

Activating the city
www.stadsmuseumzoetermeer.nl
www.m�k.dk
www.goldendays.dk
www.ahm.amsterdam.nl
www.museegadagne.com
www.v�sav�lle.net
www.hetgeheugenvanoost.nl

Representing the city
www.w�enmuseum.at
www.stedel�jkmuseumsch�edam.nl
www.tap�sple�n.be
www.ahm.nl
www.l�verpoolmuseums.org.uk/mart�me
www.chs.org

http://www.usc.edu/dept/LAS/history/urbanicons/urban_icons_companion/index.htm
http://www.districtsix.co.za
http://www.hetoosten.nl
http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk
http://www.museumantwerpen.be
http://www.hel2.fi/kaumuseo
http://www.zuidas.nl
http://www.mhw.pl
http://www.gemeentearchief.amsterdam.nl
http://www.texicorient.com/morocco/volubilis.htm
http://www.brugge.be/Internet/en/musea/bruggemuseum/index.htm
http://www.stadsmuseumzoetermeer.nl
http://www.mik.dk
http://www.goldendays.dk
http://www.ahm.amsterdam.nl
http://www.museegadagne.com
http://www.visaville.net
http://www.hetgeheugenvanoost.nl
http://www.wienmuseum.at
http://www.stedelijkmuseumschiedam.nl
http://www.tapisplein.be
http://www.ahm.nl
http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/martime
http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/martime
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