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Public Access

or several decades museums have

been working to break a common

perception of being too secretive

about what they do. This, in turn,
has generated diverse initiatives to be
more transparent. For example,
between 1988 and 2006 the Luce
Foundation supported the creation of
visible storage displays, three of which
are in New York City and one in
Washington, D.C. The New York Times,
which reported on this way of making
thousands of previously inaccessible
objects accessible, addressed the topic
in a humorous fashion by calling them
walk-in closets (Bohlen, 2001). Other
methods encompass distributing mu-
nicipal art collections throughout city
offices, digitising images for online
viewing and offering tours of museum
storage centres. Situating pop-up con-
servation studios in exhibition spaces
also exposes visitors to what conserva-
tors do. Introducing window walls as a
means of exposing conservation studi-
os, launching YouTube channels, and
producing television series represent
additional ways of highlighting be-
hind-the-scenes activities. The BBC-
Open University collaboration, Secrets
of the Museum (2020-), is a prime
example of the latter. It chronicles the
processes of acquisition, conservation,
transporting artworks, curating, de-
sign and exhibition management at
the Victoria & Albert Museum. As of
2022, three seasons of the series have
already aired.

Depot Boijmans Van
Beuningen is not a mu-
seum!

But with the opening of Depot
Boijmans Van Beuningen in Rotterdam
in November 2021, a new standard has
been set. The landmark building — de-
signed by MVRDV architects in the
shape of an oversize mirror-clad bowl
— has been billed as the world’s first
storage facility granting public access
to a museum’s entire collection. While
large windows allow visitors to peek
into storage vaults, conservation
studios, the packing area, transfer
area and acclimation zone, the
building also includes several presen-
tation galleries. Here, I was able to
view an exhibition that lays out the
Depot’s story and a new display system
being tested. These spaces will also be
used to demonstrate various tasks and
host tutorials, such as one on the
principles of collecting and collection
care. Though one must take a tour to
physically visit storage vaults and
other workspaces, members of the
public can make requests to view
specific works in the privacy of one of
two study rooms.

Touring the Depot verifies that the
seven-story structure has been expert-
ly divided between public areas — the
ground floor and atrium that forms
the building’s central core — and work
zones. Visitor access is, therefore, effe-
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Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen
and Pipilotti Rist’s external video
installation Wasting Life On You (2021)

ctively controlled. The collection,
which numbers 151,000 works, con-
tains numerous objects of note. It, for
example, holds one of three existing
versions of Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s
The Tower of Babel (c. 1568) and distin-
guished examplars of modern design.
The latter includes Futuro (1968), Matti
Suuronen’s prefabricated, portable ski
chalet, and Frank 0. Gehry’s playful
Vitra Wiggle Side Chair (1972). The
thing is, don’t expect to see them on
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Middle school students visiting Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen.

your visit. The Depot’s prime purpose
is to highlight the collection, not spe-
cific works. Warnings posted on the De-
pot’s webpage and at its entrance
proclaim: ‘The Depot is not a museum’.
For visitors unfamiliar with the va-
riety that characterises museum colle-
ctions, viewing must be a fragmented
experience. Unlike survey exhibitions,
which tend to be chronologically orde-
red, the collection is organised accor-
ding to the objects’ size, material ma-
keup and environmental needs. For
this reason, The Depot supports five
storage climates. Moreover, viewing
windows only provide good views of
the objects that are closest to them.
While spotting items such as Ettore
Sottsass’ Carlton bookcase, Wieki So-
mers Bathboat and pieces of Aino Aalto
glassware afford satisfaction, one
expects to see more. Most of the vaults’
contents are hidden by row upon row
of object-filled shelves or movable sc-
reens. Visitor-activated time-control-
led lighting also helps to limit viewing.
An app, digital displays, and the
richly illustrated Depot Boijmans van
Beuningen publication (Coelen, et al.,
2021) supply a substantial amount of
background information that works to
compensate for the viewing deficit. The
app, which was designed to prompt ac-
tive viewing through an interactive
experience, won the International Aca-

demy of Digital Arts and Sciences’ Web-
by Award in the Apps and Software Art,
Culture and Events 2022 category. At
the same time, handouts and printed
info panels are absent.

The atrium is defined by hard sur-
faces that tend to reflect sound. Clear
glass panels accentuate the steel beam
skeleton, floor, and walls, which have
been realised in neutral pale greys.
The glass encases the elevator shafts
and, as railings along the space’s ter-
races and stairs, provides safety. Mo-
ving from floor to floor via the labyrin-
thian zigzag of stairs — an element al-

collection hi

luding to Giovanni Batista Piranesi’s
etchings — provides multiple perspec-
tives of the cases’ contents. Moreover,
thirteen large glass display cases, sus-
pended at different levels, hold curat-
ed selections of furniture, ceramics,
decorative glass, office machines, light
fixtures, paintings, and sculptures.
They not only provide more to see, but
also help to animate this tall and nar-
row space. Regardless, the atrium
maintains a shopping mall-like cha-
racter.

In one of the presentation galleries
reconstructed versions of Lino Bo Bar-
di’s so-called ‘crystal’ easels are under
review. Originally introduced in the
1960s at Museo de arte de Sdo Paulo
(MASP), these unique free-standing
glass supports expose both sides of
paintings. Seeing works by Rembrandt
van Rijn, Edvard Munch and Jean-Mi-
chel Basquiat in this context dramati-
cally changes the artwork-viewer rela-
tionship.

Among the few workspaces located
away from the atrium are the se-
cond-floor conservation studios. They
are situated along the building’s nort-
hern perimeter to be able to access in-
direct natural light and can be
reached via an auxiliary corridor. Un-
fortunately, this part of my visit dupli-

test stage in Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen.
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cated earlier experiences in museums
where conservation studios have been
put on show. The opportunity of seeing
objects being treated in these spaces is
arare one.

Visible Collections: An
Overview

In his introduction to Depot Boijmans
van Beuningen, (Coelen et al., 2021),
Museum Director Sjarel Ex cites the
17th century Wunderkammer and Sir
John Soane’s house museum, which
was established in London in 1813, as
inspiration. What distinguishes such
forerunners is that everything in the
collection was on display. This cont-
rasts sharply with many of today’s mu-
seums, which on average can only ex-
hibit about seven percent of their hol-
dings. Ex also cites the positive
responses to the behind-the-scenes
Saturday afternoon events that Mu-
seum Boijmans van Beuningen once
hosted.

Atrium, Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen.
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North American First Nations People’s masks, Museum of Anthropology at the

University of British Columbia, Vancouver (1982).

Sandra Kisters, Head of Collections
and Research, notes other influences
in her chapter “The Collection Within
Easy Reach: The Concept of an Open
Depot.” They include the Brooklyn Mu-
seum and New York’s Metropolitan Mu-
seum — both Luce Foundation projects
— and the Victoria & Albert Museum’s
Glass Gallery, and then clarifies that
none of them are storehouses, but
compact displays of objects. Another
mention is The Hermitage’s Staraya
Derevnya Restoration and Storage
Centre in St. Petersburg, which de-
monstrates an alternate approach. In
her view, the objects are so nicely ar-
ranged in display cases or behind glass
that the facility is more museum than
storage centre. The final reference she
makes is to Museum Boijmans Van Beu-
ningen’s Open Depot, a 1990 experi-
mental presentation that offered a
glimpse of the future. The exhibit,
which was fitted with a desk, a compu-
ter and two immovable racks of pain-
tings, allowed visitors to search these
few artworks using the TINreg databa-
se. In doing so, this project echoes the
museum’s current digitisation project
that is steadily increasing the number
of works accessible online.

Some, though, see the Louvre as a
prime example in the democratisation
of art access. The former royal collec-

tion opened to the public in 1795 (Prot-
tas, 2019). Others point to the Universi-
ty of British Columbia’s Museum of An-
thropology (MOA), as the
phenomenon’s originator (Bohlen,
2001). Opening in Vancouver in 1976, its
mandate stipulated that the entire col-
lection be publicly accessible. Since
then, more than forty-five museums
have instituted various forms of visible
storage (Dawes, 2016).

Personally, I recall my 1982 MOA vi-
sit with fondness. Exploring its open
storage areas was an adventure. Two
snapshots of displays of First Nation
People’s masks provide an indication
of the mounting materials in use at the
time. The quality of the pegboards and
metal wire supports suggests they may
have been sourced from a local hard-
ware store. Though display materials
were likely upgraded in the interve-
ning years, a 2004 renewal project ini-
tiated an extensive reconfiguration of
mount-making options. Mounts had to
provide greater protection against
display drawer vibration, facilitate the
movement of objects between storage,
gallery and research areas and, since
Vancouver is in an earthquake area,
mitigate against tremors. Moreover,
consultation with community mem-
bers revealed that some of the mount
materials or their placement nullified
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Atrium, Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen.

the originating community’s cultural
values (Honarbakhsh et al, 2011). Over
time, the original goal of the entire
collection being publicly accessible
has become impractical. Forty years
after the museum opened, it stood at
twenty percent (Dawes, 2016).

During the 1970s, museums were
under pressure to provide greater ac-
cess to their collections. But unlike the
MOA, many responded by producing
more exhibitions and subjecting grea-
ter parts of their collections to travel.
This shift in the use of collections did
not escape the attention of conservati-
on scientist Nathan Stolow. In his view
the traditional priorities of acquisi-
tion, conservation and interpretation
were being disrupted by two factors.
One was the push to decentralise and
democratise collections, and the other
was the redefinition of museums as
educational institutions. He, therefore,
recommended that conservation met-
hods be adapted and improved to ser-
ve these new objectives. For this rea-
son, exhibition conservators, a new ca-
tegory of specialists who concerned
themselves with exhibition and travel
related issues, were required. Moreo-
ver, other criteria, such as standards
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for managing environmental factors,
building surveys, condition reports
and methods of handling and packing
objects for travel, needed to be updat-
ed (Stolow, 1977). Today, conservation
standards and procedures continue to
be analysed and revised as may be ne-
cessary. Such information is also tailo-
red and transmitted to visitors in refe-
rence to visible storage and the hand-
ling of collection objects.

But what do viewers think about in-
creased public access? A literature re-
view done in advance of a study of visi-
tors’ perceptions showed there is little
consensus (Dawes, 2016). Though some
see it as a legitimate means of increa-
sing collection access, others say it
fails to encourage viewer interaction
and even confuses visitors. Surprising-
ly, Dawes also discovered that most of
these opinions derive from museum
professionals. Only a scant amount of
research on visitors’ perceptions
exists. The results of Dawes’ study re-
vealed that, while many visitors were
not familiar with visible storage before
their museum visit, most affirmed it
enhanced their experience. Although
some were overwhelmed by the num-
ber of objects on display, many saw vi-

sible storage as being educational and
thought it important that museums in-
crease access to their collections.
Dawes also quotes Proudlove, who in
his 2001 Museum Practice paper “Gi-
ving visitors access to objects,” states:

“It should not be assumed that museum
audiences demand any particular type of ac-
cess to collections. The needs of all current
and potential users should be investigated
before investing in facilities which may prove
expensive to maintain.”

These observations, results and com-

ments suggest public access to collec-
tions is primarily driven by a top-do-
wn approach. Clearly, more research

into the public’s viewpoints needs to

be done.

The Depot’s Multi-Purpo-
se Rationale

One significant difference between vi-
sible storage and Depot Boijmans Van
Beuningen is that the latter is not a
static presentation. For example, visi-
tors will be able to get a sense of what
happens when they see works being
removed from or returned to the vau-
Its, being packed for shipment, or take
in a demonstration in one of its pre-
sentation galleries.

Now that the collection has been unit-
ed above ground, the risk of flood da-
mage has also been averted. This is be-
cause, for decades, the greatest share
was stored in the museum’s basement.
Not only had a flood occurred in 1999,
but the rising water table ensured that
this became a regular, though
unwelcome, occurrence. Especially vul-
nerable was the drawings and prints
collection. Numbering more than
85.000 objects, its storage space was lo-
cated at the deepest point — six metres
below sea level. provided enlarge, mir-
ror-clad structure screams ‘vanity pro-
Jject,, the facility was also desperately
needed (Coelen et al. 2021). The fact
that the number of conservation studi-
os grew from one to four and all collec-
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tion related activities have been con-
centrated in one building are additio-
nal benefits.

Certainly, carrying this project
through from its start to its comple-
tion and managing its day-to-day ope-
ration must be a costly venture. Consi-
der, too, that the collection had to be
placed in temporary storage in May
2019 when Museum Boijmans Van Beu-
ningen closed for renovations. That
closure happened approximately two
and a half years before the Depot
opened. The latest estimate has pus-
hed the museum's reopening to 2029.
Though it is supported by the munici-
pality of Rotterdam, which owns much
of the collection, ticket sales and the
proceeds from its shop, some of the
Depot’s space is shared with two
foundations that collaborate with the
museum. Whereas one foundation de-
velops and executes social programs
and the other focuses on art and cul-
ture initiatives, the three organisa-
tions work together on making Rotter-
dam a better city. Additional income is
derived from its rental spaces. A cus-
toms warehouse provides short term
rental facilities for artworks pending
customs clearance and several corpo-
rations lease storage space for their
art and design collections. The latter
may also open their spaces to viewing
on an occasional basis.

Sustainability forms another criti-
cal facet of this building and is being
realised in multiple ways. For example,
the Depot was designed to have a small
footprint to minimise its intrusion
into the Museumpark. Its shape then
broadens to create a significantly lar-
ger rooftop grove populated by dozens
of trees. Water for the trees and the
operation of toilets is supplied by
rainwater that is collected and stored
in the basement. The design, which in-
cludes features such as top quality in-
sulation, LED lighting, solar panels
and a geothermal heat exchange sys-
tem, enables it to be an energy-neutral
facility (“Depot Boijmans...,” 2022).
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Discussion

The concept and methods of increa-
sing public access to museum collec-
tions is an evolving phenomenon that
can be adapted to various museum fra-
meworks and budgets. While purpo-
se-built buildings costing millions
grab international attention, it can
also be accomplished by offering the
occasional storage facility tour, a
means that is quite inexpensive. Such
sessions can be an important tool for
transmitting information that educa-
tes visitors and effectively substan-
tiates conservation activities and col-
lecting purposes within the broader
spectrum of museum operations. These
initiatives also present various degrees
of access.

The blanket claim that the entire
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen col-
lection is publicly accessible, for
example, proposes no limitations. But
that is not the case. Requests for pub-
lic access to view, as promoted by the

Atrium, Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen,
view from upper floor.

Depot, or even the use of collection ob-
jects, are normally subject to detailed
reviews and negotiation between mu-
seum professionals. At the MOA, which
has a history of collaborating with
First Nations Communities and other
originating groups, the focus is on ba-
lancing the objects’ tangible and in-
tangible aspects. To ensure the spiri-
tual life of select objects, the intangib-
le aspects have outweighed the
tangible ones and they have been allo-
wed to travel to be danced or exhibited
at special events for this purpose
(Honarbakhsh et al, 2011). Though 1
contacted the Depot to inquire about
limitations on such requests, I recei-
ved no answer. No doubt, a significant
number of objects, whether because of
their size, technological needs or other
issues would preclude study in the de-
signated viewing spaces.

From my perspective, the idea of
exposing conservation studios using
window walls has never proved satis-
fying. Having visited several museums
that have done this, seeing activity is a
rare experience. Ordinary visitors
must find these displays confusing, if
not altogether disappointing. And if
they are not inclined to download the
app to take advantage of the QR code
posted on each window — many, who
expect a direct experience, see this op-
tion as intrusion and reject it — what
have they gained from this circums-
tance.

Moreover, the idea that conserva-
tors face treating objects in a goldfish
bowl-like situation is uncomfortable.
Perhaps taking a hint from the pop-up
conservation studio idea provides a
better way of highlighting conserva-
tors’ achievements. This could be reali-
sed through the creation of a multi-
purpose space where the rotation of
unique conservation-restoration pro-
jects would simultaneously highlight
the collection’s diverse holdings. Back-
ground details, delivered via info pa-
nels and an app, as well as progress
updates and open question periods
can produce a more meaningful de-
gree of engagement.

The final point concerns sustaina-
bility. As the Depot is a new, purpo-
se-designed facility, project informati-
on places the emphasis on the techno-
logies considered of benefit to its
design and location. Such features
cannot necessarily be transferred to
other climates, for example, nor are
simpler strategies noted. Additional
methods include finding ways to recy-
cle display and storage materials and
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— when the museum reopens — produ-
cing more collection-based exhibitions
(Matassa, 2010). Keeping tabs on envi-
ronmental parameters by keeping
them flexible and in accordance with
local seasonal fluctuations. In this way
energy costs and risks of damage can
be effectively reduced (Mecklenburg et
al, 2004 and Mecklenburg, 2007).

Conclusion

Today, the movement to engage visitors
through visible and/or visitable access
to museum collections shows no signs
of weakening. A sampling of other ini-
tiatives includes the National Museum
of Modern and Contemporary Art in
Cheongju, Korea (MMCA Press Release,
2019), Museum of Applied Arts and
Science’s Powerhouse Discovery Centre
in Sydney, Australia (“Powerhouse
Discovery..,,” 2021) and Centre Pompi-
dou’s Art Factory Conservation Centre
in Massy, France (“A New Conservati-
on...,” n.d.). Perhaps the Victoria and
Albert Museum’s sister projects — the
V&A East Storehouse and V&A East Mu-
seum — represent the most ambitious
ventures (“Secrets of the Museum,”

Conservation studio in Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen.

2022 and V&A East, n.d.).

Although my self-guided tour provi-
ded several extraordinary experiences,
in retrospect the overall impression
fell short of what the Depot’s promo-
tional material promises. Admittedly,
joining a tour or attending a special
presentation may have tempered this
response. The Depot, to its credit, does
immerse the visitor in an experimental
voyage of discovery. Its sparkling new-
ness evokes a sense of excitement that
is also conveyed by its personnel. They
seem to be contending with learning
what and how things will work.

The building’s role as a tourist att-
raction also sets it apart from other
publicly accessible storage facilities. At
the same time, its novel appearance —
the dynamism conferred by its atypi-
cal shape, mirrored skin and the roof,
which combines a tree-encircled res-
taurant with a panoramic view of the
city — affiliates it with the Cube Hou-
ses, Central Station, Market Hall and
Rotterdam’s other iconic architectural
landmarks. As the latest addition to
the Museumpark and its vicinity, it
broadens the scope and complements
the community of cultural institutions
that comprise Kunsthal Rotterdam,
Kunstintituut Melly, Het Nieuwe Insti-
tuut, and the newly renovated Museum
Boijmans Van Beuningen when it
opens in the future.
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POHJOISMAISEN KONSERVAATTORILIITON SUOMEN OSASTO ry
NORDISKA KONSERVATORFORBUNDET FINLAND rf
NORDIC ASSOCIATION OF CONSERVATORS FINNISH SECTION ra

TOIMINTARERTOMUS 2021

Pohjoismaisen konservaattoriliiton Suomen osasto ry (PKL) on Nordiska konservatorforbunde-
tin (NKF) vuonna 1963 perustettu jasenjérjesto. Pohjoismaiden osastojen vilisend yhteistyGeli-

mend toimii Liittoneuvosto, joka muodostuu kunkin maan puheenjohtajasta ja liittoneuvoston
puheenjohtajasta. NKF:1la on Pohjoismaissa yhteensé noin 1200 jésenta.

Konservaattoriliitto toimii eri konservointialojen ja museoalan yhdyssiteen. Yhdistyksen tar-

koituksena on seurata alan koulutusta, seké edistdé konservointityon kehitysté ja konservaat-

toreiden ammattipatevyytti. Yhdistys pyrkii osaltaan valvomaan ammattikunnan sosiaalisia

etuja ja konservaattori-nimikkeen kiyttoi.
Konservaattorin ammattinimikkeen suojauksen osalta voidaan todeta, ettd tutkintonimike
"konservaattori AMK" on opetusministerion paatokselld suojattu. Sen sijaan konservaattori-
nimikkeen kiytt6d tehtivinimikkeeni ei ole milldén tavoin rajattu, eiki ole olemassa jirjes-
telmad, joka estéisi asiantuntematonta henkil6a puuttumasta kulttuurihistoriallisesti merkit-
tdviin kohteisiin. Tilanteen selkiinnyttiminen eurooppalaisella tasolla on my6s European
Confederation of Conservator-Restorers’ Organisations:n (E.C.C.0.) tirkeimpid padmaarid. PKL
on E.C.C.0.n tdysjdsen.

JASENISTO

Yhdistykselld oli vuoden 2021 lopulla yhteensé 279 jisentd, joista 154 varsinaista jisentd, 92
opiskelijajisentd, 16 elikeldisjisentd, 3 kunniajisentd, 5 yhteisokannattajajisenti ja 9 liitén-
niisjasentd. Uusia opiskelijajasenii liittyi vaoden aikana yhdistykseen 9. Uusia varsinaisia ja-
senié hyviksyttiin 5. Opiskelijajisenistd 6 hyviksyttiin varsinaisiksi jaseniksi ja 1 varsinainen
Jjasen siirtyi elikeldisjiseneksi. Yhdistyksestd erosi 2 jisentd, joista molemmat varsinaisia jise-
nid. Maksamattomien jisenmaksujen vuoksi ei erotettu yhtidn jasenté.

Yhdistyksen hallitus piti vuonna 2021 kaksitoista kokousta, joista kahdeksan oli etéikokouksia,
(Teams), yksi sihkopostikokous ja kolme lihikokouksia. Hallituksen puheenjohtajana toimi
Nina Jolkkonen-Porander ja varapuheenjohtajana Polina Semenova, hallituksen jisenind
Anni Tuomi Satu Haapakoski, Katri Lahti, Johanna Lehtola, Sanna Niemi-Pynttéri,
Helena Salo ja opiskelijajisenend Sanna Sinervo. Hallituksen kokouksissa puhetta johti hal-
lituksen puheenjohtaja. Yhdistyksen hallituksen sihteeriné toimi Saara-Maija Pesonen, jise-

nasiansihteerini Karoliina Himélidinen, tiedottajana Emilia Laaksovirta, taloudenhoitaja-
na ensin Emmi Heinonen, elokuusta alkaen Kaisa Lepisto (joka luopui kuitenkin tehtivista
henkilokohtaisista syistd) ja marraskuusta alkaen Maria Enqvist.
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