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Bed of a 19th century courtesan in the Musée des Arts Décoratifs, Paris (France). Different from the 
other beds in the museum, this bed is made. The narrative detailing balances between humor and cli-
ché. Photograph by the author. 
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The last exhibition organised by the Museum für Volkskunde in Berlin (German Democratic 
Republic) before November 1989, was dedicated to its textile collection. Like its predecessor 
Grossstadtproletariat [Metropolitan proletariat] (1980-1987), the exhibition Kleidung zwisschen 
Tracht und Mode [Clothing between dress and fashion] (1989-1992) showed reconstructed wor-
kers’ interiors of around 1900 (Karasek 1991). Despite the use of authentic objects, the museum 
failed in its ambition to demonstrate the miserable living conditions of the Berlin workers and 
their families. It is one of the interesting paradoxes in museum work that it can be argued that 
precisely because the museum used authentic objects, the historical situation was not adequa-
tely represented. After all, museum objects are supposed to be well restored and clean and the 
museum spaces have reduced humidity and are certainly not smelly. Obviously ‘even’ a mu-
seum with an explicit ideological message, such as the Museum für Volkskunde was, and is not 
able to escape the rules that govern the reality of the museum as context.

The present paper will explore ‘the rules that govern the reality of the museum as context’ with 
special focus on historic interiors. The guiding thought behind the paper is Kenneth Hudson’s 
famous dictum ‘A tiger in a museum is a tiger in a museum and not a tiger’ (Hudson 1977).

Experiencing authenticity

If we visit a historic house our experience is very much defined by three parameters. The sub-
strate of our experience is the physicality of the house itself. This physicality is the result of two 
processes: the dynamics between the house and its inhabitants in the pre-acquisition phase of 
its existence, and the results of post-acquisition interpretations. In addition, our experience is 
influenced by the actual time and space related conditions, varying from time of the day (did we 
have our coffee already), weather, finding a parking place, etc. Finally, it is our personal context 
(earlier experiences, expectations, knowledge, learning style, etc.) and the social framework 
of the visit (with a dear friend, with parents, with children, etc.) (Falk & Dierking 2000). Thus, 
in the eyes of the visitor, the house as historic artefact has a layered identity with three basic 
layers: the house as it was created and used before it became musealised, the transformation of 
the house into a historic house museum, and the house as perceived during the visit.

CatChIng the sPaCe 
between the objeCts
Peter van Mensch

Professor of cultural history at the Reinwardt Academie, Amsterdam, The Netherlands
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Each layer is defined by a specific interaction between three components: physical properties, 
function and significance, and context. In a room or house, every individual object can be de-
fined on the basis of its location (i.e. its physical position in space and its relation to other ob-
jects) and its ‘Niche’ (its functional position in relation to space and other objects) (Van Mensch 
1991). Somewhere in between these three components is the metaphorical spirit of the place, 
the ‘idea’ that holds the components together. In the process of musealisation the ‘original idea’ 
that defined the specificity of the place is gradually replaced by the intentions of the museum 
staff. To some extent, during the visit, the visitor him-/herself is the centre of the logic that 
holds the components together. 

What is the connection between the three layers? Is there a continuity, and, if so, on what prin-
ciple is this continuity based? It can be argued that the concept of continuity is very much rela-
ted to the concept of authenticity. In their book on Authenticity (2007a), Joseph Pine and James 
Gilmore explain that authenticity is what visitors perceive as being authentic which is related 
to trust: ‘To get real, museums must confront these two standards for all of their artifacts, edi-
fices and encounters: Is it true to itself ? Is it what it says it is?’ (Pine & Gilmore 2007b). Pine and 
Gilmore summarize this point of view as ‘be true to what you say you are’. According to this 
approach it is possible to speak of real fake and fake real. A phenomenon can be true to itself 
but not be what it says it is (fake real), or be what it says it is, but not true to itself (real fake). 
It would be interesting to collect examples of historic houses that are real fake, fake real, fake 
fake or real real. In view of the choices made in the process of musealisation it can be discussed 
to what extent a historic house can ever pretend to be real real, but on the other hand, when the 
history of interpretation is part of the educational programme of the museum, the museum is 
true to itself and is what it says it is. Within a set of clear parameters a reconstructed Neolithic 
hut can be as authentic as the musealised house of a contemporary poet. It is about trust, it is 
about being true to yourself, it is about being transparent. According to Janet Marstine, ‘radical 
transparency’ is a core principle in museum ethics (Marstine 2011). At this moment it is only 
fair to mention that the staff of the former Berlin Museum für Volkskunde was well aware of the 
paradox referred to at the beginning of this paper. In the exhibition catalogue, director Erika 
Karasek explains the limitations of the material, caused by restoration principles applied by 
previous generations of restorers (Karasek 1983).

Historic houses as heterotopian places

By definition, in a musealised historic house the visitor is always confronted with a mediated 
situation. It is not the house where something has happened, or where somebody has lived. It 
is the house that is interpreted and accordingly presented as the representation of the house 
where something has happened, or where somebody has lived. The biographical specificity of 
the place might be challenged on the one hand by the wish to emphasise general art historical 
notions about style and interior design, or at the other the wish to emphasise general social 
historical notions about daily life (upstairs and downstairs). The first might result in a reduc-
tionist approach in which objects that do not represent the style of design are easily removed. 
The second might result in forms of narrative detailing (staging) based on extrapolation rather 
than genuine evidence (Van Mensch 1991, 2001). The first might result in the disappearance of 
the spirit of the place; the second might evoke a convincing experience that balances between 
real real and fake fake. 

Lectures and discussion papers
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In order to understand the mechanisms involved in experiencing authenticity, it might be 
fruitful to use Foucault’s concept of heterotopia. According to Foucault a heterotopia repre-
sents a way of looking at the world. Elsewhere, Foucault uses the term ‘gaze’ in this context. 
He explained the concept in 1967 in a radio lecture which was published in 1984 (Foucault 
1984). The term has been regularly applied to the museum situation (Bennett 1995, Kahn 1995,  
Hetherington 1996, Dubuc 2011, Franke & Niedenthal 2011). The different uses show that it is 
a ‘malleable concept’ (Van der Duin 2009). Heterotopia is about the dialectic between place as 
physical place and place as a socially constructed place. In this dialectic heterotopias differ 
from utopias. Utopias do not have a connection with real place.

Grossstadtproletariat (1980-1987), Museum für 
Volkskunde, Berlin (German Democratic Republic). 
Photograph: Museum für Volkskunde, Berlin.

Kleidung zwisschen Tracht und Mode (1989-1992), 
Museum für Volkskunde, Berlin (German Democra-
tic Republic). Photograph: Museum für Volkskunde, 
Berlin.

Zuiderzeemuseum, Enkhuizen (Netherlands). The 
picture was taken in the 1990s. After more than twen-
ty years the appearance of the room is still the same, 
showing the dilemma of time in a museum context. 
The virtual children have grown up, but their toys are 
still lying on the same place in the same constellation. 
Photograph: Zuiderzeemuseum, Enkhuizen.
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In his text, Foucault gives a number of principles that underlie the heterotopia. They can  
easily be related to the specificity of the museum situation, in particular historic houses. For 
example, the heterogeneity of the concept is very useful: heterotopias are capable of juxtapo-
sing in a single real place, several meanings that are in themselves incompatible (3rd principle). 
Where Foucault speaks about the difference in time perception within and outside the hetero-
topic situation (4th principle), he specifically mentions museums: ‘Museums [as heterotopias, 
express] the will to enclose in one place all times, [while the place] is itself outside of time’. 
Although he was not using museums as an example to his fifth principle, these institutions are 
a prime illustration of an elaborate ‘system of opening and closing that both isolates them and 
makes them penetrable’. Museums are generally open to everyone, but are characterized (and 
stabilized) by boundaries and conditional access. There is a clear difference between a historic 
house as private house and a historic house as museum. There is a different ritual of entry in-
volved. The entry to a museum is even more ritualized than in a private situation, thus empha-
sizing the ‘otherness’ of the place. The fact that very often the original front door of the historic 
house is not used as public entry to the museum, makes clear that the place is essentially a 
world following its own logic. The visitor is expected to accept and to surrender to this logic 
(and a required behaviour that goes with it). If the visitor is not familiar with the conventions, 
he/she will be lost.

The term surrender is not used by coincidence. The experience of authenticity, in the sense of 
what the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga (in 1920) has called ‘historical sensation’ (Ankersmit 
1993), depends on what Samuel Taylor Coleridge (in 1817) has described as ‘willing suspension 
of disbelief ’. In his essay on fairy tales, J.R.R. Tolkien (1947) rejects this idea of ‘suspension of 
disbelief ’. In his eyes, the author creates a secondary world that is internally consistent. This 
makes it possible that the reader, within the parameters of the story, surrenders to a form of 
secondary belief. Performance theory has much to add to the complexity of the relation between 
framed realities, but this will be explored further here.

The colony and the brothel

Several authors have discussed the potential paradox involved in the concept of heterotopias. 
For example, Hilde Heynen (quoted in Van der Duin 2009) speaks of the heterotopias of orderli-
ness (‘Neatly arranged, ‘calcified’ places of structure and stability’) versus heterotopias of disar-
ray (‘Transgressive, ‘mercurial’ places of experiment and change’). This relates to the opposi-
tion between brothels and colonies mentioned by Foucault at the very end of this text. Whether 
we speak of colonies or heterotopias of orderliness, historic houses show a strong tendency to 
(re)present stability. To a certain extent this is related to the specificity of the institutional con-
text with its professional traditions (as is mentioned in the first paragraph of this paper). The 
lack of the dynamics that are so much part of our real life, results in a ‘hyperreality’ that might 
be convincing in its narrative details, but leaves empty spaces between the objects.

The solution to this problem may lie in Foucault’s brothel. Several attempts have already 
been made to turn historic houses into ‘transgressive, ‘mercurial’ places of experiment and  
change’, thus liberating the spirit of the place from the shackles of structure and stability. 
This is what Michael Shanks and Christopher Tilley proposed when they spoke of ‘redemptive  
aesthetic’ (Shanks & Tilley 1986). They oppose ‘professional preservative history with its  
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archaeologist-curator speaking for a monolithic and murdered past’, and advocate ‘specific 
acts of construction, work in progress, varied forms of relationship with the artifactual past 
instead of a fixed relation of representation of a completed past’. So we must ‘detach the artifact 
from its ‘self-evident’ meaning as object of scientific study, reveal the artifact as non-identical 
with its apparent meaning, strip the object of its pretension to being-in-itself, strip the object 
of its immediacy in order that it might be released from the sterile continuum of the homo- 
geneous history of the always-the-same’. A contemporary version of these ideas has crystallized as  
‘critical heritage studies’. The term is coined by Rodney Harrison (2010). According to him the 
issue is ‘who has the power to control [the] interpretation of the past in the present’. ‘Being 
critical in heritage studies simply means ‘thinking about’ heritage: why do we value particular 
objects, places and practices from the past more than others? If we memorialize some aspects 
of heritage, what other aspects might we forget in the process?’ (Harrison & Linkman 2010).

Making historic houses mercurial places of experiment and change, turning interpretation 
into an act of construction and work in progress, stripping historic houses of their preten-
sion to being-in-itself, and being critical of our own biases, this requires a new museological  
language. Artists such as Fred Wilson have shown the way. In perhaps his most famous exhibi-
tion ‘Mining the Museum’ (1992-1993), this Afro-American artist showed that the black perspec-
tive in the collection of the Maryland Historical Society (Baltimore) was completely missing. In 
associative installations, Wilson made, as it were, the invisible visible: ‘I look at the relationship 
between what is on view and what is not on view’, Wilson said in a recent interview (Yellis 2009). 
Making the invisible visible, liberating the spirit of the place. It is a worthy challenge for every 
historic house museum.
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