
podzim | autumn 2015/274

metodický text | methodical text Three Principles  
of Exhibition Design

Ulrich Schwarz

»Museums are among the most successful media 
in our “information-society” – even more success-
ful than libraries, theaters and universities.«1

At a museum, the interface between the visitor 
and the museum – is the exhibition. In this 
sense, the exhibition works as a medium 

with an interface for the collections, depots 
and research. 

The contemporary museum has transformed 
the classical conception of the museum of the 
19th and 20th centuries, according to which 
museum directors and curators understood 
their task to be collecting and preserving 
objects of cultural history.

The museum nowadays tends to be a public 
forum that reaches a broad swathe of the popu-
lation. A visit to an exhibition counts as a good 
use of leisure time, and some exhibitions are 
almost overrun with visitors.

As an exhibition designer for museums, I have 
to ask myself: what is it that visitors are so 
fascinated in?

First of all, they are fascinated in stories. 
The story itself is the fascination – but only if it 
is told well. The right question is: how do you 
tell a good story? 

There are several means:
 Language: talk, speech or theater
 Writing:  narrative, poem, documentary 

or fiction
 Sequel: film, TV or computer

But the museum – and this makes it unique – 
tells its stories by means of its objects, mostly 
original objects from its own collection.

 FIRST PRINCIPLE 

Respect the Objects

As I already mentioned, the essence 
of the museum is to tell stories. And these sto-
ries have to attract the public: they have to be 
appealing, and to arouse our interest by creat-
ing thrilling moments. The first principle, then, 
is: never show an object in an exhibition if it 
has nothing to tell.
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. 1 1 KORFF, Gottfried. Sechs Emder Thesen zur Rolle des Museums 
in der Informationsgesellschaft. Museumskunde, 2008, vol. 73, 
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Fig. 1 –  Skull of a soldier,  
Pomeranian Museum Greifswald2

The skull does not tell the story “smoking 
is dangerous; it can kill you,” but instead 
stands for the growing tobacco industry 
in 18th-century Pomerania. It says smoking 
became popular. And there is a little sub-
-story: they smoked tobacco with white clay 
pipes, and you can see where the pipe stuck 
in his face.

Fig. 2 –  Thirty Years’ War, 17th century,  
Pomeranian Museum Greifswald3

Because the objects are not delicate, I think 
it is acceptable to arrange them in a more 
scenographic way. The lighting and arrange-
ment of the display reveal a story of power 
and pride, nemesis and death, military order 
and the chaos of the battlefield.

The lighting creates a spatial depth, like 
an abstract landscape before dawn. It is 

somewhat reminiscent of the stage setting 
in the epilogue to a drama.

Fig. 3 –  Croy Tapestry,  
Pomeranian Museum Greifswald4

This story is about the period of the Refor-
mation in Northern Germany. The tapestry 
tells the story in picture form. It looks like 
a 16th-century comic strip. Today nobody 
understands the meaning of these pictures. 

You might recognize Martin Luther – but who 
the hell are the others around him? 

The story needs an explanation, which 
can be provided by an audio guide 
in various languages. 

Synchronized lighting moves over the tapestry 
and illuminates exactly the part of the tapestry 
being explained by the audio guide.

Waistcoat and dinnerware of King Wilhelm 
II, the last king of Württemberg, shown 
at the State Museum in Stuttgart.

The objects tell us something about history, 
royal clothing and accessories, and at the same 
time something about his physique and what 
caused it to get that way.

Sometimes it is nice to tell a story with a hint 
of humor.

 SECOND PRINCIPLE 

Respect the Building

Sometimes the building itself becomes an exhi-
bition object if it is a historically important 
monument or building.

Usually these are protected heritage build-
ings, as with the Museum of Natural History 
in Berlin.

But contemporary architecture is also able 
to achieve the character or status of an 
exhibition-object. 

Fig. 4 –  Exhibition segment The 19th Century, 
Jewish Museum Berlin5

The building of the Jewish Museum  
in Berlin can be understood as a monument. 
The architecture of Daniel Libeskind can be 
recognized as an exhibition object.

I remember when the building was first opened 
to the public. Basic construction had just been 
completed, but the interior was still empty. 
Nothing but empty spaces. That was incredi-
bly impressive and beautiful. But certainly it 
couldn’t stay that way. The museum could not 
remain without an exhibition.

Würth and Winderoll Design created the inte-
rior, from the first sketch to the opening, in only 
a year. The exhibition design tried to match the 

design language of Daniel Libeskind and please 
the curators at the same time. The curators 
wanted to show objects as much as possible. 
Therefore, the designers had to conceal the win-
dows with light walls and dense plain curtains.

In 2001, the museum decided to have the exhi-
bition evaluated. The result showed that one 
segment of the exhibition – The 19th Century: 
Jewish and German at the Same Time – was not 
at all understood by visitors.

Consequently, the museum tendered a competi-
tion to redesign this part of the exhibition.

The BERTRON SCHWARZ FREY design concept 
won by proposing the following elements:
– make the Libeskind architecture visible
– re-open the misaligned windows
–  keep the exhibition elements away from 

the walls
– use only one object for every theme
– make use of new media

That is what I understood by “respect the build-
ing and its architecture.”

As a second example, I would like to show the 
Museum of Natural History in Berlin. This is 
a historic monument built in 1889.
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2 Projektfeld Ausstellung: eine Typologie für Ausstellun-
gsgestalter, Architekten und Museologen/ Project scope: 
exhibition design: a typology for architects, designers and 
museum professionals. Basel, Berlin: Birkhäuser, 2012. 480 p. 
ISBN 978-3-0346-0687-5.

3 Projektfeld Ausstellung: eine Typologie für Ausstellun-
gsgestalter, Architekten und Museologen/ Project scope: 
exhibition design: a typology for architects, designers and 
museum professionals. Basel, Berlin: Birkhäuser, 2012. 480 p. 
ISBN 978-3-0346-0687-5.

4 Projektfeld Ausstellung: eine Typologie für Ausstellun-
gsgestalter, Architekten und Museologen/ Project scope: 
exhibition design: a typology for architects, designers and 
museum professionals. Basel, Berlin: Birkhäuser, 2012. 480 p. 
ISBN 978-3-0346-0687-5.

5 BERTRON, Aurelia, Ulrich SCHWARZ and Claudia FREY.  
Ausstellungen entwerfen/ Designing Exhibitions: Kompen-
dium für Architekten, Gestalter und Museologen/ A Compen-
dium for Architects, Designers and Museum Professionals. 
Basel, Berlin: Birkhäuser, 2012. ISBN 978-3-0346-0717-9.
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It was impossible to build immersive scenery 
à la Jurassic Park. The London Museum  
of Natural History could not serve as an exam-
ple. A better model was the new Dinosaur Halls 
at the American Museum of Natural History 
in New York. 

But the exhibition should not be too serious. 
It shouldn’t be boring. So a little bit of entertain-
ment and excitement should be allowed. New 
media are better able to produce a reconstruc-
tion of Jurassic times than is a stage setting, 
which is more reminiscent of an amuse-
ment park. – We are still in a museum, not 
on a ghost train.

“Respect the building” means respect the 
historic interior as well. The historic display 
cabinets date to the 19th century. We decided 
to restore them and add a new climate tech-
nique and fiberglass lighting. The new glass 
made the display cabinets dustproof.

Some 2,500 objects deliver a vivid picture 
of biodiversity. There are no labels inside 
the display cabinets, which contain only 
the fascinating objects. Labels are positioned 
outside, on a gigantic slide readable with 
a magnifying glass.

 THIRD PRINCIPLE 

Respect the Visitor

There are real experts among them. Do not 
underestimate them. 

Especially the young. They show real interest, 
and they are at home with the subject.

Especially when it comes to dinosaurs.

Fig. 5 –  Exhibition segment Jurassic period, 
Museum of Natural History Berlin6

Thanks to boys like him (picture) the need 
to renovate the exhibition was discussed. 
Pupils often complained that the Brachi-
osaurus stood on his bowlegs in the old 
exhibition. 

Exhibition designer, please put the human 
being, with its possibilities, needs, and wishes, 
in the middle of all your design considerations.

It is not about a nice design.

It is not about stuffing as many objects as possi-
ble into the exhibition. 

It is not about winning the Golden Architecture 
or Design Award.

It is all about storytelling. It is about 
communication – communication with 
or through objects.

This is what is behind the new exhibition 
at Mendelssohn-House Leipzig, with its 
historical living rooms of the composer Felix 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy and his family; with 
its original objects, sheets of music, travel notes 
and pictures.

It is about the life and work of the famous 
composer.

It is about understanding music and feeling 
music through a fascinating contemporary 
media installation.

To finish my presentation, I would like to show 
you some pictures of the ZEISS Museum 
of Optics.

Fig. 6 –  Exhibition ZEISS Museum of Optics, 
Oberkochen 

The opening was in July this year – with Buzz 
Aldrin as the special guest of honor. He was, 
together with Neil Armstrong, the first man 
on the moon. And a live twitter with Alexander 
Gerst from the ISS space station more than 
400 km above the earth.

There are also other not completely unessen-
tial principles:
– respect the subject
–  and … respect the commissioner – last but 

not least, he or she contributes something 
really essential

The commissioner is the principal and makes 
the project possible.  
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Martina Lehmannová

ICOM Czechoslovakia 
and Jan Jelínek
International Committee of Muse-
um the ICOM was founded in 1946. 
Czechoslovakia was among the first 14 
signatories (other members included 
Australia, Belgium, Brazil, Denmark, 
France, Canada, the Netherlands, 
Norway, New Zealand, Sweden, 
Switzerland, and Britain). During the 
second half of 20th century the ICOM 
Czechoslovakia belonged to the leaders 
of the international museology, mainly 
because of the activities of Jan Jelínek, 
who became president of international 
ICOM in 1971–1977. In 1993 Czecho-
slovkia was formally separated into 
two independent countries, the Czech 
and Slovak Republics. Museum pro-
fessionals, however, refused to accept 
the separation for an entire year, and 
continued collaborating closely with 
their mutual colleagues regardless. 
By 1994 this inescapable reality finally 
caused then to yield to an agree-
ment to officially separate the joint 
ICOM committee. 1

Since its inception ICOM’s leading bodies 
were the Board and the Executive Council. 
Member base was to be established in each 
country through national committees, 
the maximum number of members in each 
committee being 15, and individual states 
were to nominate representatives from the 
most outstanding museums in their coun-
tries. The creation of nine working groups 

according to particular specialisations of dif-
ferent museums laid the foundation for the 
establishment of international committees.

Czechoslovakia was represented at the  
Executive Council by leading art historian, 
archaeologist, and priest Josef Cibulka 
(1886–1968), director of the State Collection 
of Old Masters from 1938–1939, and later 
the National Gallery. Nominated in 1946 
to represent the National Gallery, he 
continued to represent Czechoslovakia 
after leaving this institution as a professor 
at Charles University. Cibulka was a member 
of the ICOM board for two terms until 1952, 
when he resigned prematurely for political 
reasons. The early 1950s was an era of the 
toughest communist persecution directed 
towards all so-called enemies of the regime, 
among which were considered members 
of the Catholic Church. Another professional 
who took active part in ICOM activities 
was archaeologist, museum specialist, and 
secretary of the Czechoslovak Association 
of Museums (1926–1946), Jiří Neustupný 
(1905–1981), who attended the 1947 meeting 
in Mexico and the 1948 meeting in Paris. 
ICOM Czechoslovakia‘s first headquarters 
were in František Topič’s library, which was 
a part of one of the most prestigious exhibi-
tion rooms in Prague, where many leading 
artists presented their works in the 1920s. 
Later on, ICOM Czechoslovakia’s headquar-
ters were moved to the National Museum 
at Wenceslas Square.

During the 1950s ICOM Czechoslovakia 
was stabilized. Its representatives visited 
the Paris plenary sessions and ICOM News 
reported on the exhibitions and publications 
of the Czechoslovak museums. However, 
there was not enough energy left to influ-
ence the direction in which ICOM was head-
ing, as in the era of Josef Cibulka. The fates 
of individual members were as troubled 
as the times. In 1953 leading Czech palae-
ontologist and employee of the National 
Museum, Ferdinand Prantl (1907–1982) 
became the Chairman of ICOM Czechoslova-
kia. He was an opponent of the regime and 
he was eventually imprisoned. In 1956 Vladi-
mír Novotný, former director of the National 
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1 The information referred to in the text is based on sources 
from ICOM Archives (available thanks to Elisabeth Jani 
from the ICOM department of documentation, communi-
cation and cooperation); the archives of ICOM Czech; ICOM 
collection in the Archives of the Moravian Museum in Brno, 
hereinafter AMZM (available thanks to Jan Obrovský from 
AMZM); from interviews with John Hozák from the Tech-
nical Museum and Jiří Kvačka from the National Museum, 
as well as Z. Z. Stránský: In Memoriam Jana Jelínka, 
in: Věstník Asociace muzeí a galerií České republiky (Bulletin 
of the Association of Museums and Galleries of the Czech 
Republic), 2004, no. 6, p. 15-16; Vinoš Sofka: Vzpomínka 
na Jana Jelínka, in: Věstník Asociace muzeí a galerií České 
republiky, 2004, no. 6, pp. 16-18; Martin Oliva, Profesor Jan 
Jelínek zemřel, In: Časopis Matice moravské, LXXXIX, 2004, 
1-2, pp. 291-293.


