&2 bien
m.w‘gf-. CNIC

September 252008

Public

Open Museum - an historic overview by Michiel van lersel

In what ways and with what means did museums open up?

open

museum

Early museums contained private collections of art and curious
natural objects and artifacts of royal families and wealthy
individuals. These were often displayed in cabinets of curiosities or
so-called kunstkammers. These collections were confined to the
private space of the owner and were deliberately isolated from
everyday life.

The Kunstkammer was regarded as a microcosm or theater of the
world, as a closed off and highly controlled environment. It
symbolized the collector’s control of the world through its indoor,
microscopic reproduction.

Public access was only possible for the "respectable™, especially to
private art collections, and only with the official permission of the
owner and his staff.

The first public museums in the world opened in Europe during the
18th century, in the Age of Enlightenment:

« the Ashmolean Museum of Art and Archaeology (left) in
Oxford is the oldest museum in the world. It opened in 1683,
but only for scholars and noblemen.


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artifact_%28archaeology%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cabinet_of_curiosities
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Europe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Enlightenment
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« the Uffizi Gallery in Florence (right), which had been open to
selected individuals on request since the 16th century, was
officially opened to a wider audience in 1765, but still with
restrictions.

o the British Museum in London, founded in 1759, could be
described as the oldest independent museum in the world,
although it started out as a semi-private library.

For a long time, the museum was the domain of learned
gentlemen and access was largely restricted. Paradoxically,
the first "public” museum in the world, was accessible only
by the middle and upper classes.

In the 18" century, persons who wanted to visit the
museum had to apply in writing for admission and had to
show their credentials. Even by 1800 it was possible to have
to wait for two weeks for an admission ticket.

Until the turn of the nineteenth century access was
governed by strict rules. Visitors in small groups were limited
to stays of two hours. In Victorian times in England it
became popular for museums to be open on a Sunday
afternoon. It was the only public institution, besides the
church, allowed to do so to provide the working-classes an
opportunity for "self improvement".

It came a long way, but nowadays the British Museum,
attracts more than 6 million visitors per year, doing
everything to increase its accessibility for everyone.

The first truly public museum was the Louvre Museum in Paris. It
opened in 1793, after the French Revolution, and enabled for the
first time in history free access to the former French royal
collections for people of all social backgrounds. It became the
domain of many, rather than the very few aristocrats. It provided
all citizens a share of their cultural patrimony, which beforehand
had been inaccessible to most.

The precious art treasures collected by the French monarchy over
centuries were accessible to the public two days a week. Education
and enlightenment were no longer limited to a privileged handful
but were on offer to anybody. Moreover, the opening up of the
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Louvre helped to sweep away traditional class and educational
barriers in society at large.

The history of the museum from these first revolutionary public
institutions in the Age of Enlightenment to the present-day cultural
centers, can be viewed as a gradual shift in focus from scientific
research and quiet solitude to a visitor oriented, all inclusive and
lively museum practice. The public’s perception of the museum
shifted accordingly, from elitist and highbrow to a far more people-
oriented place.

Over the centuries museums have fundamentally changed and
have become open and accessible in ways that go well beyond the
introduction of free access and longer opening hours. In the
process they have opened up in all kinds of directions with all kinds
of means:

They opened..

e towards new audience segments that until very recently felt
that the museum was not their place,

e to more transparent en enticing museum architecture;

e towards art and artists that had not been represented or didn’t
fit within the institutional scope;

¢ in the direction of cultural heritage that was previously
considered to inferior to enter the sacred museum space;

e to more user-friendly facilities, products and services and free
admission;

e tointeractive modes of communication and new media;

¢ and towards curatorial and professional views for which there
had been no room in the dominant visions of the past

| will illustrate these directions with a range of examples.

Because of this ‘coming out’, reflections on the nature of the
museum and its activities have become an integral part of its day-
to-day practice. Many questions have come to the fore:

¢ who exactly is the museum serving and how are curatorial
choices made and implemented?
e Who decides which story or version of history will be told?



People

¢ Which objects are entering the collection and are open to the
public and which are left out and for what reasons?
e Of what authority are such decisions made?

The emergence of the open museum went through different
stages, from the very first attempts to communicate the museum
by means of marketing and education to the bolt efforts to
establish a global chain of museum outlets.

The journey started within the confines of traditional practice, but
slowly went beyond the conceptual and physical limitations.

It were very brave men (no women unfortunately) who showed us
the way, both in a conceptual and a practical way.

Although it is almost fifty years old, André Malraux's idea of the
"Museum Without Walls" has given us a first glimpse of how
museums can extend beyond their own confines and dissolve into
everyday life. Malraux believed a supermuseunof art had been
created with the widespread dispersal of printed reproductions of
works of art in books and on poster. Its collection encompassed
any work of art that could be photographed. According to him an
art book is a museum without walls. In the process of duplication
and distribution works of art overcome the inflexibility and fragility
of material objects and can be distributed beyond the museum’s
walls.

Malraux showed that books made it possible for us to classify and
reclassify works of art according to our own desires, an idea that
anticipated the search function of the Internet image bank. This
idea provides a powerful model for the art museum of the 21st
century. The museum's model is no longer that of the tomb, it is
that of the data or image bank.

Like databanks, today's museums can be anywhere: they occupy a
placeless continuum and engage in dialogue with each other
across continents more easily than across town.

The first one to bring the idea of the museum without walls into
practice was Alfred Barr, the founding director of the Museum of
Modern Art in New York. In his own words: “the museum was a
laboratory where the public is invited to participate in its
experiments”. For the first time in the history of the museum, he



exhibited things that were not considered art at the time, including
photography, architecture + design.

In 1930, he hired a publicist, or what we now would call a
marketer, which was totally unheard of at the time. In 1937 he set
up an education department, introducing wall texts next to
artworks that were easy to understand. Publications were widely
distributed, spreading the museum’s vision on modern visual
culture among a large audience. And he sent touring exhibitions
across the US and to Europe and beyond.

Our ‘own’ Willem Sandberg is also one of the mavericks of
museum innovation. Right after the Second WW he turned the
Stedelijk Museum from a classic institution into a vibrant cultural
centre, open to all contemporary art and culture.

Following the example of the Barr at the MOMA, he put a lot of
emphasis on educating the visitors, especially children.

He sacrificed a large part of the exhibition space to convertitinto a
cafeteria and library that were open to all. He hosted many
groundbreaking exhibitions and artistic events, allowing the avant
garde movements to test and change the common beliefs that
defined the museum in the post-war period.

Pontus Hulten was the director of the Moderna Museet in
Stockholm and founding director of the Centre Pompidou. He
defined the museum as an elastic and open space. He hosted a
wide range of activities: lectures, film series, concerts, and
debates. People were enabled to come to the museum every
evening. For many who were working in music, dance, and theater,
the museum represented the only available space, since opera
houses and theaters were out of the question - their work was
viewed as too "experimental.” The museum became a meeting
ground for an entire generation.

Thomas Krens, is the provocative director of the Solomon R.
Guggenheim Foundation and its chain of museums in NYC, Venice,
Berlin and Bilbao. Always thinking outside the museum box, he
started groundbreaking collaborations with other cultural
institutions, and commercial companies, to create a series of
Guggenheim satellites around the world. In the nineties he hired
the designers of Studio Asymptote to undertake a much-



Architecture

General

trumpeted but never-opened project for a Virtual Guggenheim
that would only exist on the Internet.

This overview makes you wonder who can and will lead the
museum into new territories and can take us from the world of
physical limitations to digital freedom? Seb, Jan-Willem?

In museum architecture a real milestone was reached when in
1971, French president Georges Pompidou announced an
architectural competition for the Centre Pompidou. The
competition brief called for an "architectural and urban complex
which will mark our century.”" The center was to provide a large
degree of flexibility, an open plaza area as a vital extension of the
interior functions. The long building facades were envisioned as
"Information surfaces." The street side would display traffic-
related data, and the plaza side would present entertainment and
information to pedestrians.

The building is turned inside out, liberating the interior spaces
from escalators and other elements that would obstruct the free
flow of visitors. The building exposed its own structure —opening
up to the pedestrian square on the Westside like a giant uncovered
machine. It is a flexible, functional, transparent, outward looking
structure. The public can enter the building from all sides, allowing
people to connect to it.

One of the architects, Richard Rogers, emphasized the building’s
permanent state of flux and openness describing it as a ‘cross
between Times Square and the British Museum.

The Centre Pompidou helped to redefine the traditional museum.
More and more museum buildings are open and able to network
with the surrounding architecture and they encourage the
dialogue between the museum and the public.

The story of museum innovation up to the realization of the Centre
Pompidou was linear insofar as its evolution could be charted by
focusing on a succession of individual institutions and their
respective directors. They, at different times and places, took the
lead in questioning and redefining the idea of what a museum
could or should be. It started in Paris in the 18" century, than
shifted to London during the 19" century, moving on to Berlin in
the first decade of the 20™ century, before reaching America right



before the second world war and returning to France after the
war.

Unfortunately, developments since the revolution of Centre
Pompidou are not quite as easily summarized. The vast number of
museums that have since opened or expanded and reinvented
themselves, and the multi-disciplinary and multi-dimensional
approach they have taken, makes it virtually impossible to
generalize in any meaningful way.

In terms of the use of new media in architecture there are now
buildings that function like a giant information display that is
sending out information: they communicate directly with the user
and offer a multisensory experience. Instead of allowing the world
to come in, they disclose their contents by broadcasting info.

In Austria, such an interactive building has been developed for the
new Kunsthaus Graz, a creature-like structure which houses an art
museum for the city of Graz. The 900 m2 media fa¢ade consists of
an installation of light rings and provides a living, almost breathing
skin to the museum building.

a total of 925 conventional, circular light tubes were integrated
into each section of the fagade. These tubes turn the blue bubble
into a house-sized low-resolution screen which can display simple
image sequences and varying text streams. Each ring of light
functions as a pixel. The skin of this iconic museum provides an
extraordinary medium for presenting art and related information
transfers.

Another approach to the idea of the open museums, refuses the
centralizing idea of a monolithic building that people have to visit,
Instead, it adopts guerilla tactics to reach the audience outside the
museum walls. They range from small satellites in busy public and
commercial places to more radical attempts to take our heritage
out onto the streets.

Last year, full-scale framed reproductions of 30 masterpieces from
the National Gallery in London were show around the streets of
Soho and a corner of Covent Garden. Among them were works by
Caravaggio, Rubens and Constable. They were hung on the outside
walls of buildings, including a sex shop and a pub.
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The so-called Grand Tour was the result of a collaboration between
the National Gallery and HP. Rather than the public seeking out its
art - art is seeking out its public, interrupting their everyday lives
and reminding them of the treasures just around the corner. The
gallery hoped that the reproductions would lure visitors to the
museum on Trafalgar Square.

The Rijksmuseum is supposed to be the first museum in the world
to have a dependence at an airport. The Rijksmuseum at Schiphol
Airport is located in the area behind customs and is open every
day from 7:00 until 20:00 and admission is free. It houses a
permanent display of works by Dutch masters of the Golden Age
from the Rijksmuseum’s collection. There are also temporary
exhibitions. The box structure the museum is housed in, was
specially built to be unaffected by the vibration of planes landing
and taking off next to it. It is almost like it is suspended in mid-air.

In a less successful attempt to reach out and stretch the limits of
the museum, The Guggenheim opened two museums in a casino
in Las Vegas. The Guggenheim Hermitage, a partnership between
the Guggenheim Foundation and the Hermitage Museum in St.
Petersburg, was the smaller of the two. The much bigger
Guggenheim Las Vegas closed its doors 15 months after it opened
because of lack of funds and low attendance. Its only show was
“The Art of the Motorcycle.”The Guggenheim Hermitage remained
open, bringing in 10 major exhibitions of mainly paintings in seven
years. But last spring, after nearly seven years on the Strip, the
Guggenheim Hermitage Museum in the Venetian also closed its
doors.

With the introduction of the franchise model, museums gradually
surrendered themselves to temptations of the free market. Only
recently, the Rijksmuseum made a deal with the HEMA, a Dutch
budget department store chain, which is famous for its bradwurst
(see image) and innovative marketing campaigns. Together they’ve
produced a wide range of products with prints of works from the
museum collection. They are exclusively sold at the Rijksmuseum
and in HEMA-stores for affordable prices.

Not only do museums go out to reap the benefits from their brand
recognition, they increasingly allowed popculture into their



buildings. The number of cases in which museums associate
themselves with everything that is hip and happening is endless.
Recent cases include the display of graffiti on the external walls of
Tate Modern and the guerilla Louis Vuitton store as part of an
exhibition of works by Murakami at the Brooklyn Museum and LA.

Art And what about the role of art in opening up museums?

One of the first attempts by an artist to circumvent the closed
museum system is Duchamp's Boite-en-valise, or box in a suitcase.
This is a portable miniature exhibition in a suitcase, including sixty-
nine reproductions of the artist's own work. Between 1935 and
1940, he created a deluxe edition of twenty boxes, each in a brown
leather carrying case but with slight variations in design and
content. They represent Duchamp’s idea for a traveling mini-
museum, and have inspired many artists after him.
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In a way they can also be seen as early prototypes of the
Rijksmuseum at Schiphol and the Guggenheim Las Vegas In their
attempt to bring the museum to the people instead of the other
way around.

Museums also use artIn5 2 dz3 ! kidedqwbri, Sepwalkers,
at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 2006, public space
was explored and used to send out messages from the museum.
The museum became a surface for an expanded cinema.

This night installation featured eight large-scale moving images
projected on and around the museum. It was the first time that
this museum, which holds film screenings but has not, to date,
became a screen itself. The pedestrians became viewers, moving
freely between large outdoor screens.

During an interview the artist said that: “When most people think
of MoMA, they think of the artworks inside, but | looked at the
offices and saw this brilliant, glowing light box.” I’d love to reach
people who are walking up Fifth Avenue shopping and don’t know
anything about the project,” “Maybe they’ll spot an image out of
the corner of their eye and walk over, wondering if the Nike
swoosh or some other brand is going to appear on the wall.”

In this particular case the museum deployed media art as a way
to communicate with the outside world, but what effect did
traditional media, like tv, radio and magazines have on the way
museums have opened themselves?

The museum in progress is an art association, founded in 1990,
which organizes exhibitions and commission art works in media
such as newspapers, magazines, billboards, facades of buildings,
TV and the internet and thereby integrates art into everyday life.

This dispersed museum exists as a flexible structure and
establishes the form in which it appears directly in media space.
Through co-operation with media organizations such as Austrian
newspaper DER STANDARD, a billboard advertising company and
the cultural department of Austrian national TV and radio the
museum in progress appeared extremely frequently in public
media space, including the in-flight magazine of Austrian Airlines.
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Art Radio WPS1.org is the Internet radio station of P.S.1
Contemporary Art Center, an affiliate of The Museum of Modern
Art. Listeners select frorm a a 24-hour stream in a variety of
formats, podcasts, or on-demand archive of cultural programming.
WPS1.org features talk radio-style discussions and interviews with
artists, politicians, scientist and other people.

The station also carries a unique and important collection of music
assembled by a team of music curators, ranging from live
recordings, to rare studio recordings and surveys of experimental
and adventurous music. WPS1.org broadcasts historic recordings
from university and private collections; selections from the audio
archives of The Museum of Modern Art; and live remote programs
from festivals and art fairs. The archive contains over 2,000 hours
of programs. Included in the selection is a famous 1962
conversation between Marcel Duchamp, Richard Hamilton, and
George Heard Hamilton;

"Radio Rietveld at Stedelijk Museum" (RR.SMCS) was a temporary
radio project broadcasting live for 3 months from the Stedelijk
Museum in Amsterdam as well as on broadband internet stream
for an international public (hosted by TheWaagSociety). Radio
Rietveld offered a channel for audio art, sound related art projects,
unheard and underestimated music as well as being a discussion
platform and speaker's corner for a vivid discussion about art.

Several museums have started publishing their own magazine in
order to reach out to new audiences. They adopt a lifestyle
approach, connecting their own collections and exhibitions to
current trends and to the expanding world of art and design.

Examples are:

- TATE Etc. is Europe's largest art magazine, and takes the
Tate collections as its starting point to explore the wider
context of art.

- Foam Magazine is an international photography magazine
that is published quarterly by Foam_Fotografiemuseum
Amsterdam and graphic designers Vandejong. The magazine
serves as an exhibition space that embraces the whole
spectrum of photography: from contemporary to historical,
from world-famous photographers to young talent.



- And at the end of last year, the Rijksmuseum has introduced
00G (‘eye'), which is a magazine about art and history that
caters to a broader target group.

Tate and media partners Channel4 and the Guardian worked
together in communicating and promoting the Turner Prize.

New media And how have new media and information
technology changed the museum?

Predictions that the internet would make the museum obsolete
didn’t come true. However, an increasing number of visitors uses
the internet to learn more about the museum and its collections
and exhibitions in advance, freeing them of the time-consuming
activity of reading wall-panel texts within in the museum and
making a visit primarily an aesthetic experience.

As to the diversity of museum visitors, advanced information
technologies allows a museum to meet wide-ranging demands by
offering customized information for specific needs. Thanks to
sophisticated audioguides and interactive PDA’s, visitors can now
select the preferred information level, from the most basic facts to
an in-depth analysis and all kinds of background information. And
because of the internet people can even visit a museum, without
actually going there.

The Old Masters Picture Gallery in Dresden, last year opened a
virtual version of itself in Second Life. According to Second Life
representatives it's the first real-world museum to “clone" itself
online, although virtual versions of other collections have popped
up (most famously "Second Louvre," which has no official ties to
the Paris museum).

Every square meter of the 150-year-old building, plus the grounds
outside, have been recreated, down to the benches and fountains
in the courtyard and decorations, staircases and furniture within.
The highlight, of course, is on the virtual walls: 750 paintings
spanning 500 years of European art.

10,000 people visited the museum's virtual counterpart in the first
month, which is a modest number considering the annual average
of 500.000 visitors for the real-life museum. However, those
people who are using Second Life aren't the typical visitors of the



museums, and the traditional visitors are not to be found online
that often, let alone in Second Life.

The Digital Depot at Museum Boijmans van Beuningen was a
installation which offered new relationships and connections
between digital information and "real life" artworks from the
collection. The installation included two main areas where visitors
could learn more about the artworks: an interactive DataWall with
giant, transparent touch screens that presented pop-ups with
information concerning the actual object that was put in front of it;
and a DataCloud, a digital galaxy where each star represented one
item of the museum'’s entire 117,000-piece collection. It could be
navigated with a joystick, and learned visitors about the scope and
depth and connections between different parts of the collection.

In conjunction with the National Gallery, railway company
Eurostar is giving its travellers a glimpse of 100 masterpieces in an
exhibition titled Station Masters. This interactive digital art gallery
is located within Eurostar’s departure lounge at St Pancras
International train station in London.

ravellers choose a painting they want to view by taking a sofa-style
seat at one of six tailor-made, touch-screen coffee tables. After
searching the database, the picture they select is displayed on one
of six free-standing plasma screens situated within the brick
archways that run along the eastern wall of the departure lounge.

The gallery includes works by great masters, from Leonardo da
Vinci to Monet. Users can zoom in on a chosen picture to discover
details and artistic secrets that are often impossible to see in a
conventional gallery setting. Travelers can also use Station Masters
to send an e-card of a favorite painting to friends or relatives with
a short message before departure.

The Indianapolis Museum of Art created an online dashboard
showing interesting data and real-time statistics such as their
financial performance, the number of new works on view, the
museum’s energy consumption and the average time that visitors
spend on the website. In addition to the more traditional annual
report that are often made available online, the idea of the
dashboard helps museum to become more transparent and
accountable for their operations.



Click! is a photography exhibition thatinvites. N2 2 1 f e Yy
visitors, the online community, and the general public to
participate in the exhibition process. It took its inspiration from the
critically acclaimed book The Wisdom of Crowds, which claims that
a diverse crowd is often wiser at making decisions than experts.
Click! explored whether Surowiecki’s premise can be applied to the
visual arts—is a diverse crowd just as “wise” at evaluating art as
the trained experts?

Artists were asked to electronically submit a work of photography
that responds to the exhibition’s theme, “Changing Faces of
Brooklyn,” along with an artist statement.

After the conclusion of the open call, an online forum opened for
audience evaluation and rating of all submissions; as in other
juried exhibitions, all works were anonymous.

It culminated in an exhibition at the Museum, where the artworks
were installed according to their relative ranking from the online
jury. Visitors are also be able to see how different groups within
the crowd evaluated the same works of art. The results will be
analyzed and discussed by experts in the fields of art, online
communities, and crowd theory.

An even more outward looking approach was taken by the United
States Holocaust Memorial Museum in collaboration with Google.
The two joined forces in order to raise the public awareness
concerning the Darfur region in Sudan, where the United Nations
estimates that more than 200,000 people have been killed and 2.5
million displaced in years of war.

In an attempt to document all destroyed villages, displaced people
and refugee camps, Google updated its Google Earth service with
high resolution satellite images of the region.

The online maps include icons and buttons that links to a
presentation by the Holocaust museum on the crisis in the region
with photos, video, historical background and testimony on
atrocities. Google also enhanced the resolution for certain areas of
the region so that users can zoom in to see the burnt remnants of
houses.
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Obviously, there are many more best practices that will prove that
museums are no longer cultural bastions for the elite. Instead, they
have slowly become more open-minded, infinitely more accessible
and strongly engaged with the world around them. The museum is
now much more involved in a two-way dialogue with its audience.
It relies more on subjective interpretations and less on quasi
objective truths. With its questioning approach and, appetite for
new and better ideas, the new ‘open’ museum reflects the
dynamics and cultural diversity of our world.

It is impossible to predict the long-term future of museums, but
looking back at their history, it is worth observing that the museum
has proven extremely flexible and adaptable to changing
circumstances. Over the course of the last few decades, the
majority of museums have shifted from being static and inward
looking to being dynamic and extravert.

The sharp rise in the number of visitors that museum have
experienced all over the world in recent years, indicates that many
of them are more democratic and accessible than most other
cultural institutions, like theatres and opera houses.

The museum can be anything and can be everywhere and due to a
strong emphasis on marketing, education and service, the museum
Is open to people from all walks of life, young and old and to Art
Aficionados and Cultural Barbarians alike.



But the transition of museums is not yet completed. The journey
hasn’t come to an end. There are still more boundaries to break.

As we are entering the era of virtual reality, social communities,
geotagging, folksonomies and other forms of user generated
content, the definition of what a museum can and has to will be
redefined again. New technologies present a refreshingly new and
kaleidoscopic view on things to come and raise vital questions:

e Can museums become the spider in the world wide web,
providing an overview of past and recent event, offering central
guidance in the way we perceive and use digital content?

e Can they cover the world with a network of interrelated and
fully accessible collections that provide a historical and cultural
background to the things that shape our lives; making more and
more people aware of their individual and shared heritage?

On a more pratical levet can museums, for example, go online
and help us to navigate the endless flow of information and news
facts? An embedded museum that offers a critical perspective on
the history and cultural context of our search query and results?

And can museums become the social object of our desire and,
through the use of new media, bring us together offline?

Can museums become media, can media become museums?
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