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By making the collection accessible and facilitating multi-perspective exhibitions, visitors can perceive the stories and traces of different
masterpieces. (Photo: Lotte Stekelenburg; image source: Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen)
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The Openness and Integration of Art Museum

From Open Collection to Open Storage:

The Engagement and Interaction of
"Visible Storage"

0

1

Museums are established to safeguard cultural and art assets.
Public museums emerged in the 18th century to preserve
artifacts in the most appropriate condition and commit
to preserving artifacts and cultural memories. Therefore,
anthropologist Fernando Dominguez Rubio noted that "the
normal state of museum art is preservation, not exhibit." After
the movement of new museology, which advocated for radical
public accessibility, perceptions of museums have gradually
evolved. The accessibility of collections has become a pressure
point when the ratio of exhibiting museum collections is too
low. In a 2019 survey by the International Council of Museums
(ICOM), the underutilization of collections has once again
become a focus, revealing that nearly 70 percent of museums
had exhibited less than fifteen percent of their collections.

Even so, museum collections have been growing by five to ten
percent every year, while issues related to museum collections
have resulted in collective anxieties. Whether these concerns
relate to the public role of museums or the substantial costs
associated with conservation and storage, most of them stem
from matters that the public often cannot see. To address the
tension between museum collections and public accessibility,
there has been a global consensus among museums over
the past fifty years: to adopt a strategy of transparency, in
other words, to make collections "visible," as a strategy to
embrace the public, relieve the sense of secrecy, and develop
democratization within the museum experience.

The Development of Visible Storage

In 1976, the Museum of Anthropology at the University of
British Columbia (MOA) in Canada became the first institution
to implement the model of "visible storage." The Multiversity

Text | Su Yao-Hua
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The Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen. (Photo: Ossip van Duivenbode; image source: Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen)
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Galleries! at MOA utilized densely
arranged shelves to openly display a
vast number of artifacts, enabling
visitors to appreciate the diversity of
world cultures while fostering dialogues
between the communities that provided
these items. Over the past 50 years,
related ideas and technologies have
evolved, and the right of interpretation
has shifted between museums and
communities . Today, MOA collaborates
with young people and artists from
these communities, applying digital
technology to collectively reshape
the cultural narratives surrounding its
collection. This effort bridges the gap
between the collection and the original
context of the artifacts to enhance
their metadata. As a result, MOA's
Multiversity Galleries have become a
significant example of decolonizing
efforts within the community of
anthropology museums.

Over the course of nearly a century,
the Luce Foundation has sponsored art museums in developing "visible storage" and has
established Luce Centers for American Art? in various museums that house extensive collections
of American art, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Brooklyn Museum, and the
Smithsonian Institution. The goal is to "introduce underappreciated American art to the public,
allowing it to be featured in permanent exhibitions." For works made of fragile materials, such as
paper and textiles, visitors can access the collection and related data using computers located
in these centers. Additionally, the Smithsonian Institution established the Lunder Conservation
Center3, which is the first permanent visible art conservation space in the US, adjacent to its Luce
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Center for American Art. Within a space enclosed by large
transparent glass panels, visitors can observe museum
staff working. There is also an interactive area that provides
conservation information, details about conservation
technologies, and insights into the careers of cultural
conservation professionals, presented by experts in the field.

"Visible storage" has developed and evolved in Western
museums according to the unique scenarios and strategies
of different institutions. The Hermitage Museum's Staraya
Derevnya Restoration and Storage Center* showcases
unwrapped artworks surrounded by glass panels in the vault,
allowing visitors to view the collection. In this instance, the
visible storage area also serves as a visible vault. In addition,
to encourage active learning and research among visitors,
another method of enhancing accessibility is through "study
storage,” which allows audiences to closely examine the
museum collection.

In 2003, Schaulager® inaugurated its center of contemporary
collection, addressing the paradox between viewing and
storage. In light of the use of new materials and media in
contemporary art, Schaulager raised several unanswered
questions regarding controlling light, temperature, and
humidity, as well as how to store artworks openly and
visibly. The visibility of these artworks allow conservators
to monitor and study them continuously, enabling the early
detection of changes caused by materials to proactively
adopt appropriate conservation measures.

Schaulager's semi-public approach has been an early
example of art warehouses. In 2021, the Depot Boijmans
Van Beuningen® (referred to as the "Depot" below), the
world's first publicly accessible art warehouse, was
inaugurated. Its goal is to make its entire collection
visible. During the renovation of its main building, the
whole collection was moved to a newly constructed and
independent vault nearby. The institution implemented
various approaches, including visible storage, visitable

The Openness and Integration of Art Museum
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Artworks in the Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen. (Photo: Iris van den Broek; image source: Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen)
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storage, presentations on conservation, as well as study room for collections, prints and
drawings, and time-based media. These methods combine experiments and strategies for
improving accessibility to museum collections and vaults, dating
from the 1970s to the present. The aim is to respond completely to
the trend of making museum collections more open and accessible.
Additionally, the institution has also adopted operational concepts
and designs from art museums that align with contemporary
trends. Regarding the public issues, the Depot also introduces
creative programs such as renting out space to art collectors. The
following section of this essay will use the Depot as a case study
for a comprehensive discussion.

Not just a Depot of Visible Storage
but a Participatory Museum

The Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen houses an extensive collection
of over 150,000 artworks, which are stored in its fourteen vault
rooms. The collection is organized by medium, and the vault rooms
are classified into five types based
on their micro-environment, including
temperature and humidity levels.
Different mediums have specific
storage conditions; for instance, metal
artworks require a low relative humidity

environment, while black-and-white
and color photographs need to be kept
in a cooler space. Conservation rooms,
on the other hand, are designed to
provide a comfortable temperature for
conservators, ensuring that the space
is not too cold.

When conditions permit, the wrapping
materials of artworks are typically
removed, especially the parts closest
to visitors, to enhance the visibility. For
example, Viktor & Rolf's fashion design
pieces are displayed in wooden crates
with the lids replaced by transparent

03 HREH - SBHEREMAENMKER o (HF : Ossip van Duivenbode » Bl 2R : Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen)
The open storage of the Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen. (Photo: Ossip van Duivenbode; image source: Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen)
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films, allowing visitors to appreciate the front sides of the
garments. "Visible storage" areas are generally kept dark
and are only briefly illuminated with accent lighting when
visitors press a specific button. Since photographic works
are light-sensitive, the vault rooms that house both color
and black-and-white photographs have no windows and
are not accessible for viewing in the "visible storage" areas.

Scheduled visits to the vault are a hallmark of the Depot’s
accessibility program. Every hour, groups with appointments
are allowed to enter the vault for eleven minutes”,
accompanied by guiding staff members and security staff.
The Depot has replaced the previous walls, which were
intended to block the view of onlooking visitors and created
a working area in the museum's "backstage," with large
transparent glass panels. This design allows the museum
staff to work during opening hours. As a result, visitors can
view the collection while observing museum staff members
at working in the vault.

The practice of "presentations on conservation" at the
Depot includes not only demonstrations of conservation
processes but also discussions on the issues of collection
management. Visitors have a chance to talk to museum
staff who are working on artwork condition reports,
allowing them to ask questions and share their personal
knowledge about the artworks. In 2017, the museum
curated an experimental exhibition titled Making Space
for Lace®, which showcased the oldest lace pieces in the
collection—15th-century Venetian laces—as well as the
most expensive lace works used in the Dutch religious
rituals and interior decorations. The museum’s collection
catalog was made accessible to the public, resulting
in citizens bringing their lace works for professional
consultations. Amateur collectors also provided valuable
and professional suggestions to the museum. The
audience's participation went far beyond simply visiting

exhibitions and the museum.

04 | 05 BRAILUSBME S AN EERFHRERREER TR o (55 © Ossipvan Duivenbode » [@/ 2R : Depot Boijimans Van Beuningen)
Visitors can observe the conservation work through the windows of the conservation room at Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen. (Photo: Ossip
van Duivenbode; image source: Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen)
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The “study room for collections, prints and drawings, and time-based media" serves a purpose
beyond that of a traditional academic space. The Depot actively invites artists and graduate
students to engage in research and study of
the artworks in its collection. Their current
research subjects encompass a variety
of media, including prints and drawings,
films, and media art. In the future, they aim
to foster greater interaction between the
museum and their audience, similar to the
relationship between the Clothworkers'
Centre for the Study and Conservation of
Textiles and Fashion?® at the Victoria and
Albert Museum (V&A) and non-professional
fashion enthusiasts.

Stylized Interactions of Authenticity
that Exceed Mere Performance

Imagine this scenario: What should visitors
do when they enter a vault and see artworks
stacked one on top of another, without any
exhibition framework devised by curators or
artists, nor any designated viewing context
or routes? Conceptual artist Marieke van
Diemen plays with this question by creating
fourteen large, transparent, and vitrine-like
cabinets of various sizes. These cabinets
are strategically embedded throughout the
open space across six floors and between
the staircases. The transparent boxes are
spread throughout the museum's atrium,
allowing visitors to view the artworks as they
ascend or descend the stairway. Some of
these boxes even function as transparent
bridges that cross the atrium or as ceilings.
Collectively, they form the installation
project called "The MAZE"?  which enables
curators to design exhibitions on this central intersection as a viewing route within the Depot,
creating a unique spectacle among museums worldwide.
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Apart from making an appointment for a guided visit to the
vault, the Depot encourages visitors to create their own
experiences at their own pace by planning personalized
viewing routes. To enhance their visit experience, visitors
are encouraged to download the Depot application, which
enables a prior understanding of the visit to the museum and
serves as an efficient self-guided tour tool when exploring
the Depot. Moreover, visitors can create a "My Art Collection”
feature on their devices, allowing them to save the artworks
they encounter during the visit for further research and
engagement after leaving. Throughout their time at the
Depot, visitors can scan QR codes to access information
about the vault and its collection. Additionally, near some
windows in the vault, visitors can find audiovisual materials
on interactive screens that offer insights into the acquisition
and restoration of artworks.

Opening and Reversing the "Backstage" of
Art Museums

The Depot began operating just a short time ago, but it
ambitiously aims to become a new paradigm of art museums
by opening its collection and vault. However, the idea of
openness involves not merely making the space accessible
or visible but also reversing the traditional "backstage"
dynamics to transform the relationship between an art
museum and its audience and how the museum works.

Over the past fifty years, significant experiences regarding
open collections have been gathered. The frequent
examination of museum collections' visibility highlights a
continual anxiety surrounding the issue. However, some
questions remain unavoidable: Does opening museums
equate to accessibility? Does seeing empower the audience?
Does showcasing more collections enhance the realization
of the accessibility initiatives? Does the method of stacking
artworks together effectively highlight the uniqueness of
each piece? As artworks are wrapped in packaging materials

06 | 07 FEHAFKNHNEZAENET  BRUERELBELFERESENSERERRN o (% ' Lotte Stekelenburg »
R 2R : Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen)
By making the collection accessible and facilitating multi-perspective exhibitions, visitors can perceive the stories and traces of
different masterpieces. (Photo: Lotte Stekelenburg; image source: Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen)
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and stored on shelves, we find ourselves revisiting the approach of a cabinet
of curiosity but without curatorial classification and narrative frameworks.
Does this diminish the aura of art collections? How can we continue to
engage the audience in meaningful dialogues and encourage learning? How
can museums maintain their commitment to providing audiences with the
aesthetic experiences they anticipate in projects involving making collections
and work sites more open and accessible? Ultimately, the pivotal question for
museums is, "Is this opening simply a performance of spectacles?"
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fashion?srsltid=AfmBOorzDFMOYLMGPANbOayhijgemROVkejzuPgmjVflalGgM5I6Sd_w (viewed on
by October 31,2024)

10 https://www.mariekevandiemen.nl/boijmans-van-beuningen-depot-het-atrium/ (viewed on October 31,2024)
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