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Les musées de plein-air conservent des édifices sans leurs habitants. Pourtant, méme si
Parchitecture reste I'élément prédominant, ces musées. d’éthnologie considérent tou-
jours les maisons comme des souvenirs de leurs occupants, Actuellement, la recherche
ethnologique ne se fonde plus sur 'objet mais se tourne essentiellement vers ’étre
humain. Les visiteurs eux-mé&mes privilégient Phistoire aux faits. Les musées de plein-
air doivent réagir et prendre en compte ces tendances et ces changements d'intérét.
Pour satisfaire ces besoins, I'analyse muséographique, le récit a la premiére personne
et la participation du visiteur s’avérent efficaces, Cependant, gardons-nous d’une
utilisation excessive de ces moyens, qui pourraient tranformer la collection en simple
décor tandis que les activités deviendraient Pessentiel.

I nterpreting the life of the people who lived
in the houses belonging to open-air
museums is quite a job. The museum where
- I'work contains about eighty historical build-
ings, but of course we don’t possess any
inhabitants from the past! All of them are
dead and I missed the opportunity of asking
them about their lives, as [ was not vet born
when they were alive. I can show you their
cupboard beds, but I don’t know if they slept
well or if they snored like me. I can show
you their window-shutters, but I don’t know
if they found them as pretty as I do. I can
show you the construction of their farm-
houses, but I don’t know if they were proud
of them and looked every evening with a
great feeling of satisfaction at the timber
framing and the wattle and daub. Why then
should we try to interpret the life of past
occupants rather than the architecture?
Why should we make our task so difficult
when we possess so many beautiful houses
to look at?
First of all it is necessary 1o remem-
ber that ethnological open-air museums
" have never seen houses solely as elements
of the history of architecture. They have
always seen them as records of their occu-
pants as well. This was true for the eth-
nological villages at universal exhibitions
as well for the first open-air museums like
Skansen in Stockholm!. To show houses
with their furniture and sometimes with
attendants in national costume meant an
ethnological approach and not a purely
architectural one. In the 1960s, the direc-
tor of the Netherlands Open-Air Museum,
Professor A, I. Bernet Kempers, had already
made a study titled #ho lived in our build-
ings? He tried to give the buildings their
own story in a period when the emphasis
was more to create in our museum a typo-
logy of farmhouses rather than individual
buildings?.

From the beginning the role of open-
air museums has also differed from that of
organizations involved in the preservation
of monuments, where the building itself
comes first and foremost. These organiz-
ations are very content to save a farmhouse
by getting a commuter as its occupant, whe-
reas an open-air museum wants to trans-
fer the farmhouse as a farmhouse, and
wants to exhibit it as if the farmer had just
gone out to work in the fields. Nevertheless
there are good reasons for dealing with this
subject now. Although most ethnological
open-air museums will agree that houses
are records of their occupants, they may
differ in their emphasis. Very roughly
speaking, one might say there are two
approaches. In the first, the building tra-
dition is the starting point. In the second,
living and working in the house is the start-
ing point. One could say that the first
approach is orientated towards the build-
ing of houses, and the second to their use.
In recent years we have seen the latter
appreach gaining ground.

I will now explain why in ethnological
open-air museums, interpreting the life of
former occupants deserves more attention
than giving lessons in beams and frames,
I will then treat the question of Aow we can
interpret the life of former occupants of our
buildings. [ will finish with the question of
the extent to which the interpretation of life
is desirable. One further remark: this article
is about ethnological open-air museums,
the vast majority of open-air museums. A
few open-air museums, like the Avoncroft
Museum of Historic Buildings (England),
focus on the development of building
constructions. They have never had an
ethnological background, but are dealing
with architecture as such. 1 think these
museums have very good reasons for
sticking to archifecture and its history.




WHY INTERPRET LIFE RATHER THAN
THE HISTORY OF ARCHITECTURE?

Ethnological research

First of all we have to look at the devel-
opments in ethnological research, The
Dutch ethnelogist Gerard Rooijakkers notes
that ethnologists are becoming more and
more interested in the man behind the
objects. He compares this change to the
archaeclogists whose interest shifted from
bones and potsherds to the people who used
them. Modern ethnological research is not
interested in objects as such, butin the spe-
cific role they play in the behaviour of people.
In order to trace the meaning of objects itis
essential to try to reconstruct the social, eco-
nomic, religious and cultural contexts in
which they functioned?.

This is not only a shift from an object-
orientated to a man-orientated approach,
it is also a shift from the question of how the
object was made or produced to the ques-
tion of how the object was used, Studying
how an object is made and by whom, comes
much closer to the art historian’s or the tech-
nician’s point of view. Early ethnologists
were rather familiar with this approach; and
objects that were beautifully made were
considered as folk art. Nowadays ethnology
has freed itself from these aesthetic values
to leave them for art historians. Ethnologists
give a larger place to the peeple who used
the objects and to the meaning they gave to
the objects. For instance, it is important to
know their function for what Bourdieu ealls
the “distinction sociale” (social distinction).
or to know their symbolic meaning, Were
they representative of a special group, did
they give the user a feeling of social standing?

Of course the study of vernacular archi-
tecture focuses very much on building tra-
ditions, construction of beams, and types of
houses. Yet in this field too the ethnolog-
ical aspect is gaining ground. The Nether-
Jands Institute for Historieal Farm Research,
for instance, is paying more and more attern-
tion to the multidisciplinary research. of farm
houses. This includes the research of the
former occupants and the way they lived
in the farmhouset. Former occupants have
literally left plenty of traces in the building,
like, for instamce, worn-out floors, which
give us information about their custors.

The changing interest of visitors

A second reason why more attention is
being paid to the occupants of the houses
than to building comstruction is the
changing interest among visitors. A recent
survey by Sonja Schurink of how different
categories of visitors use and experience the
Netherlands Open-Air Museum gives a lot
of information about this. Respondents were

asked to write down which objects they had
visited and in what order, how much time
they spent at those objects and how they
valued them. Personal interviews were also
held with visitors to gain an insight into how
they personally experienced the museum.
From this survey we know more about what
appeals to visitors and why certain objects
are visited more frequently than othersS,

Liveliness and variation are very much
appreciated by visitors. The objects in a
house where there are museum staff to give
demonstrations or just ialk to visitors about
how people lived, are very popular. The
farmhouses with a passive presentation are
considered to be too alike. As one of the inter-
viewed expressed it: #Phen you have seen one
of them, you have seen six, because they are
all the same. A woman explained she liked
a building that had a special story linked
to it6. One of the conclusions of this survey
is that visitors not only want to know how
things work, but also the story behind the
facts. When people give meaning to what
they see in the Open-Air Musewn, mostly
they refer to their own memories, to the
much more sober life in the past, or to other
conditions of life and work. One could
conclude that many visitors expect the
museum to provide a lot of information
about life in the past. A pure history of build-
ing constructions would leave many of their
quesiions unanswered.

Role of the museum

A museum that wants to play a role in
today’s society cannot deny fendencies in the
study of ethnology or the shifling interest on
behalf of the public. We are becoming more
and more aware that museums are not only
institutes for collecting and researching but
have a much more complex social function.
They are intermediaries between the past
and today’s public. This means that the pre-
sentation has to take into account who the
visitors.are, what they are doing during their
visit, and what they take away from their
visit. The role of objects in today’s ethnolog-
ical museums is changing considerably, In
the past these museums tried to collect as
many varieties of objects as they could. They
tried to elassify them and to make typologies.
Today’s ethnological museums no longer
make objects or buildings the starting points
of their exhibitions. As the director of
the Netherlands Open-Air Museum, Jan
Vaessen, puts it: they will primarily coneen-
trate on the question of what the story they
actually want to tell people is, and thern reflect
an how objects can be used as a means fo tell
the story’, There is no reason to look at
museum buildings in a different way. This
museological change can be compared with
the development of zoos: in the past they

. tried to collect as many varieties of animals

as possible, now many of them have a
limited selection. However, they try to
reconstruct as much as possible of the
original biotope to show the behaviour
of groups of anirmals.

HOWTO INTERPRET LIFE OF
INDIVIDUALS

- Human presence

As with many themes on life, if we do
not poéses’s the objects we have to revert to
what is called by the French Canadian
museologist Raymond Montpetit “la muséo-
graphie analogique” (analogical museo-
graphy). This concerns the museographi-
cal devices which, as part of an exhibit,
create images that refer to reality such as
dioramas, scenes, and period rooms.
Interiors, landscapes and streetscapes in
open-air museums belong to this analog-
ical museography®, They can bring the life
of people in the past closer to us, and can
function very well to give a coniext to the
authentic objects from the pasi. The use of
these elements indicates the will to reach
ordinary people, because many things are
then made clear to them. In a certain way
vou could interpret the use of analogical
methods as a democratic approach to the
public, because it demonstrates the willing-
ness to bring the widest possible audience
into the museum.

There are many varieties of methods.-to
express human presence in our open-air
museums?. Hazelius, the founder of Skan-
sen, engaged living persons in national cos-
tmme as attendants. Scenes with life-sized
figures in costume in the interiors of the
buildings were, and still are, very popular
too. They are a good example of the use of
analogical museography. It is also possible
to create an illusion of human presence sim-
ply through clever details in the interior,
which give the visitor the idea that the occu-
pants have just left the room. This method
now prevails in most European open-air
museums. [ found an excellent example in
Nordiska Museet: not a table laid before din-
ner but a table as it looks after dinner.

First-person interpretation and visitor
participation

In the 19705 some open-air museums in
the USA started to employ actors to play the
roles of the former inhabitants of the build-
ings. A number of open-air museums ir
Europe have also introduced this way o
interpreting, for instance the Zuiderzee
museum in the Netherlands. This manne!
of presentation, called “first-person inter”
pretation”, because the actors are speaking
in the first-person, is a communication tech




nique which tries o present the historical
context as a whole, including human beings
themselves. To obtain this interpretation not
only material culture has to be investigated,
but also the historical sources giving infor-
mation about the behaviour, language,
thoughts and religion of the people from the
period presented.

A good example of firsi-person inter-
pretation is Plimoth Plantation in Plymouth
{(Massachusetis), a reconstruction of the first
settlement of a group of English puritans
just as it was supposed to look in 1627 Super-
vised by the archaeologist James Deetz and
the historian David Freeman, first-person
interpretation has been set up there since
1978 in a particularly professional way1¢,
Diaries of the inhabitants in the 17th cen-
tury form the basis for the performance of
the actors and are carefully studied by his-
torians to that end. In nearly every building
there are actors who play the role of the
inhabitants in 1627 This means persons who
really lived at Ptymouth in that vear in that
building. In their contacts with the visitors
the actors can say a lot about the religions
motives that made the puritans leave
England to build a new life in America. In
this way actors can have an important func-
tion in an open-air museum when the
museumn wanis to involve the life of the
people who lived in the buildings in its pre-
sentation. In so far as it is possible to find
out from historical sources how people beha-
ved, what they thought, what their lifestyle
was and how it differed from ours, this can
be made clear to visitors in a direct conver-
sation. First-person interpretation however
is not absolutely undisputed, In Plimoth
Plantation there are a number of favourable
conditions, such as the availability of rele-
vant sources, which are often lacking else-
where. This way of presenting the past
becomes questionable when it is based more
on fantasy than on historical material. This
may happen when a museum chooses first-
person interpretation without making sure
that the essential information is available.
Another favourable condition in Plimoth is
the budget that allows for professional actors
who are able to resist the inclination to
romanticize the past.

A further step is to make the visitors
themselves act. This is what we see in many
programmes for children, where they take
part in role playing, being dressed up in old-
fashioned clothes. Sometimes museums
eonslruct farmhouses on a small scale spe-
cially for children. In other museums visi-
tors are allowed to play musical instruments
or can learn something from the interpre-
ters, These activities by the public are usually
called “visitor participation”. In Williamsburg
(U8A), actors play the role of judges at the

. Plimoth Plontation, Massachusetts, USA; first person interpretation,

performance of a trial at the court of jus-
tice. The roles of the complaining party and
the accused are played by volunteers from
among the visitors, who get a piece of paper
with the text they have to read. In this way
the court of justice becomes more than an
interesting piece of architecture.

The Netherlands Open-Air Museum

At Arnhem, we are trying to introduce
a human presence more and more into our
buildings. We agree with the ethnological
point of view that hurnan behaviour has to
be given more emphasis. This means a tran-
sition from a passive presentation to a much
more active presentation. The traditional
way of presentation shows the houses as if
their occupants had just left. Now we want
to say the opposite to the visitor: ¥ou are lucky,
the farmer has just returned, he is home!

We decided to try other methods than
first-person interpretation. One of the main
reasons we don’t work with this method is
that our museum is one of the oldest in
Europe and is therefore a so-called “park
type” and nol a “village type” open-air
museum. Becanse we have collected buil-
dings from all over the Netherlands and from
different periods, it is difficult to build up a
living village community like Plimath,
Neighbours representing different periods
and regions would be rather confusing. A
second reason is that we do not possess as
perfect an historical source for the oceupants
of our houses as the diaries at Plimoth.
Besides, we believe that third-person inter-
pretation is as good as first-person inter-
pretation, because it also has a broad range
of opportunities for giving information and
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explaining the life of former occupants. In
order to engage more staff for third-person
interpretation we decided to convert a num-
ber of attendants into interpreters who are
trained to receive visitors and to converse
with them. In some cases they also have the
function of evoking visitor participation, for
instance in our historic laundry or in the
ancient village school. Moreover, we have
staried nsing life-sized figures. Not, of course,
the old fashioned figures used at the end
of the 19th century, but figures with much
more natural attitudes like those you can
see more especially in Britain, The first time
we used figures was in the renewed pre-
sentation of pur brewery.

This year the museum started a second
presentation with figures. In one of our farm-
houses we like to show a special tradition
from the village of Staphorst where the
house comes from. Tt is about the nocturnal
visit to the farmer’s daughter by her boy-
friend before there was any question of mar-
riage. This tradition is rather common in
rural districts, but the farmhouses in this
village had a special small room for it, and
the lover was supposed to enter unnoticed
through the window of this room. We now
present the living room of the farmhouse by
night, when the family is asleep in the cup-
board beds. The third-person interpreter
brings the visitors in small groups into the
room and explains the traditional visit of the
boyfriend and the meaning of it in rural
society. Then he opens the door of the simall
room and the visitors are able to see the
scene of the young man just entering
through the window, while the giri is expec-
ting him, [ can assure you that the task of
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our interpreter has become much more exci-
ting than explaining the roof construction
of the farmbouse!

A third way, apart from introducing
interpreters and life-sized figures, is to
appeal to the visitor’s broader range of per-
ception. Until now a museum visit has been
a visual discovery. Touching the objects has
been forbidden and the farmhouses have
smelt like museum objects rather than
farmhouses. Sounds and smells, like the
suffocating smoke in the farmhouses
without a chimney, are completely missing,
In our laundry, you can now smell the soap.
It is clear that with objects from a more
recent past, sounds and images can be suf-
ficiently well recorded by advanced recor-
ding techniques. It should be possible to
present houses from the 1960s onwards
with a lot of sounds as long as the curator
does not forget to make a tape recording
together with the surveyor’s drawing. Are
we on the right track by stressing the life
of the occupants rather than the construct-
ion and typology of houses? Is there not a
danger of the museum collection becoming
merely a decor, and the activities the essen-
tial part? T don’t believe in fundamentalist
and exirerne solutions, I think that in today’s
society, paying more attention to the life
of individuals is the right way forward from
an ethnelogical point of view as well as from
the visitors’ point of view, However, I “only”
think it is the right way if we consider it
as a means of placing an emphasis, not if
we think the other approach is completely
wrong and that every house should be
resounding with re-enactment activities.

I enjoyed the first-person interpretation
of Plimoth Plantation, and I enjoyed the visi-
tor participation in Williamsburg, but there
is a small and quiet open-air musenm in
Louisiana (USA), which impressed me more.
This museum, belonging to Lonisiana State
University, is one of the finest open-air
museums I have ever visited. [t is difficult
to find because mast guidebooks protect
tourists from being confronted with the black
pages of American history, If you succeed in
finding the museum in the middle of the
fields of the deep south of the United States,
it will show you a settiement of authentic
slave cabins, the overseer’s house, a sick
house, a schoolhouse and a church of for-
mer slaves working at the plantations circa
185511, Barren except for a bed, a few pri-
mitive chairs, a fireplace, and some worn
cooking tools, the interiors of the slave quar-
ters deeply impressed me. In the quiet mor-
ning they inspired me to fill them in with
my own memory of Uncle Torn’s Cabin, read
to me when I was a child. It was an emo-
tional moment. Thank God there was not
a programime, with at 10 o’clock a grand re-

enactment of a slave-market, at 11 o’clock
a sensational performance of a cruel slave-
driver and at 12 o’clock the most depressing
return of the fatigned slaves from the fields.
We are lucky when the farmer in our open-
air museums returns to tell us about his life,
but sometimes his silent material heritage
may be much more affecting.

* Lecture held at the Baltic conference of the
Association of European Open-Air Museums, 25
August - 1 September 1997, Tt will aiso be published
in the Reporis of The Association of European Open-
Air Museums
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