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EVIDENCE OF THE 
CREATIVE SPIRIT. 
ARCHITECTURE OF 
MUSEUM BUILDINGS 
IN THE INDEPENDENT 
REPUBLIC OF POLAND
Błażej Ciarkowski

Institute of Architecture and Urban Planning, Łódź University of Technology

Abstract: May this Parthenon of arts (…) be heart 
consoling evidence of the greatness of an immortal, 
everlastingly creative spirit of Poland. These words, written 
in the foundation act of the National Museum in Warsaw, 
leave no doubt – the authorities of the Second Republic 
of Poland (1918–1945) perceived culture as an extremely 
important factor creating the identity of the reborn state.

The construction of theatre and museum buildings was 
planned and conducted, and new institutions were conceived 
almost immediately after regaining independence. Suffice 
to mention that in the mid-1930s there were 135 public 
museums, half of which were established after 1918.

The culture-forming role of the construction of public 
buildings consolidated an image of the Second Republic 
as an heir of pre-partition Poland, and subsequently – as 
a modern state cherishing ambitions of achieving regional 
leadership. The first projects and their realisations were 

a direct continuation of style from the turn of the nineteenth 
century. Theatre buildings designed by Czesław Przybylski in 
1924, i.e. the National Theatre in Warsaw and the Municipal 
Theatre in Łódź (the latter was never erected) featured 
simplified Classical forms. Similarly, first projects of the 
National Museum in Warsaw (Marian Nikodemowicz, 1924) 
or the Museum of Pomerania in Toruń (Czesław Przybylski, 
1926) followed the nineteenth-century tradition of the 
‘museum-palace’ and the ‘museum-temple of arts’.

The late 1920s and the early 1930s marked a significant 
turning point; projects of the period reflected a search for 
an individual reception of modernity combined with natio-
nal identity.

Architects of the Silesian Museum (Karol Schayer) or the 
National Museum in Warsaw (Tadeusz Tołwiński) sought 
a creative path linking modernity and the ‘state creating’ 
character of architecture. 

Keywords: architecture of museum buildings, avant-garde, Modernism, Classicism, national identity, national style.

John Ruskin described architecture as the most ‘political’ 
of the arts while, at the same time, indicating its enormous 
propaganda potential. True, the role performed by 
architecture and, to a lesser degree, town planning in the 
process of creating or reinforcing national identity appears 

to be undeniable. In the wake of 1918, public investments 
in the newly emergent state bodies of East-Central Europe 
became the domain of formal experiments whose shared 
objective was expressing national identity in architecture. 
The renascent Second Republic was by no means an 
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exception and the construction policy conducted by the 
re-emergent Polish state as regards public utility objects 
placed equal emphasis on the modern and national 
character of realisations.

Amidst public utility buildings special place belonged 
to objects fulfilling a cultural function. In their case, the 
contents (function) merged into a single entity with the 
form, thanks to which they exerted a particularly strong 
impact upon the recipients. This article is an attempt at 
following main currents and tendencies present in the 
architecture of museum buildings designed after 1918 
within the context of creating the identity of an independent 
and modern Polish state.

Identity expressed in architecture
Architecture of the Second Republic should be perceived 
as a complex and multi-motif phenomenon containing 
both historicising, vernacular, and radically avant-garde 
tendencies. In his book: Architektura użyteczności 
publicznej II Rzeczypospolitej 1918-1939. Forma i styl 
Michał Pszczółkowski evoked several relatively universally 
used definitions concerning Polish architecture during the 
inter-war period such as: ‘between tradition and the avant-
garde’ or ‘between historicism and functionalism’.1 The 
evolution of chief trends in the architecture of the reborn 
Republic was characterised already in the 1960s by Andrzej 
K. Olszewski, who distinguished successive periods of 
a search for ‘the new form’ in Polish architecture.2 At the 
same time connections between particular stylistic currents 
and parallel political-social processes are clearly visible. 
The popularity of traditional forms identified primarily 
with the native and manorial style in sacral and residential 
architecture3 ended in the mid-1920s. The political situation 
of the period was relatively stable and Polish frontiers had 
been constituted by international resolutions. A vision of 
the Second Republic as the heir of pre-partition history and 
tradition became perpetuated, while the leading social role 
of the landowners and, consequently, the imaginarium 
associated with it became questioned.4 Poland made 
a decisive turn towards widely comprehended modernity, 
and architecture was supposed to stress the crucial role 
of the state both in modernisation and affiliation to the 
Western cultural range.

The concept of ‘modernity’ appears to be of special 
importance within this context. According to Andrzej 
Szczerski the Second Republic opted for modern development 
according both to the advanced methods known in Europe 
and her own ideas, while cherishing the ambition of joining 
the best developed states of the Old Continent.5

If, however, we accept as the point of departure the 
definition proposed by Jürgen Habermas, who described 
‘modernity’ as questioning the outer world tenets,6 then 
we may, while following the example of Andrzej Leder7 
or Adam Leszczyński,8 ask whether Polish ‘modernity’ 
was not actually a costume used to adorn archaic social 
structures. Such a conception is reflected in the history 
of Polish architecture. Note that from the onset of the 
second decade of that century all the way to 1939 Poland 
was the site of a strong avant-garde movement whose 
activity, however, was not converted to state realisations 

with a significant identity role. In The Birth of the Museum, 
History, Theory and Politics Tony Bennet defined nineteenth- 
-century museums as an extension of a certain social order.9 
In Poland the construction of new post-1918 reality merged 
the conservative consolidation of the social status quo and 
the building of a new identity and image of the independent 
motherland into a single whole. This is also the way in which 
it is possible to explain the relatively small representation 
of the revolutionarily inclined architectural avant-garde 
among all cultural objects. The phenomenon in question 
was confirmed by Mieczysław Treter, who in 1928 summed 
up the progress of art in the first decade of independence 
while stressing the need for creativity endowed with 
local, national specificity. At the same time, he rejected 
constructivist abstraction for the sake of realism,10 which in 
architecture denoted a dialogue with tradition and history.

Architecture and culture in space
An analysis of buildings functioning as seats of cultural 
institutions cannot be limited to reflections on their pure 
functionality but, in accordance with the conception 
outlined by Umberto Eco,11 include turns towards the 
semantics of an architectural work. Attention should be, 
therefore, concentrated on its non-implication as a sign or 
a collection of signs. The semiotic merit of representative 
cultural objects is contained in all their strata: from interiors, 
architectural detail, and the shape of the solid, to localisation 
within the town-planning context. The latter aspect played 
a significant part across the centuries, both in antiquity 
and in eighteenth – and nineteenth-century Europe when, 
following the example of the plans of Frederick II the Great, 
particular states started to create a ‘cultural forum’. Hans 
Selmer perceived this phenomenon as the socialisation of 
secular life. Temples of art (theaters and museums) were to 
replace churches and their traditional function within the 
urban structure.12 Voltaire postulated to restore to cultural 
buildings the role of national monuments, as in ancient 
times.13 True, already Vitruvius placed theatres among 
buildings normative for municipal complexes.14

During the twentieth century the part of a reference 
point was played not by private foundations and collections 
created upon the basis of the subjective predilections of 
individuals or narrow elitist groups but by public realisations 
often financed by the state. Grzegorz Dziamski accentuated: 
It is necessary to reject the false genealogy proposed by 
Julius von Schlosser, who derived modern museums 
from the Late Renaissance Kunst- und Wunderkammern, 
sixteenth-seventeenth century cabinets of curiosities.15 In 
their stead he proposed Altes Museum designed in Berlin 
in 1824 by Karl Friedrich Schinkel16 as the original model 
of a ‘pure’ conception of the modern museum. Michel 
Foucault contrasted archaic institutions, which were the 
expression of an individual choice, with modern museums 
and libraries conceived as heterotopias, in which time never 
stops building up.17

The Second Republic benefited already from the entire 
resource of the experiences of other European states, at 
the same time enhancing it with an individual character 
and new objectives created for art and architecture. 
May this Parthenon of arts (…) be heartening evidence 
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of the greatness of the immortal, everlastingly creative 
spirit of Poland.18 These words inscribed in the erection 
act of the National Museum in Warsaw leave no doubts 
– the authorities of the Second Republic perceived culture 
as an extremely essential factor forming the identity of 
the renascent state. The construction of theatre and 
museum buildings was planned and conducted, and new 
institutions were established almost from the very onset 
of independence. Suffice to mention that in the mid-1930s 
there were 135 public museums in Poland, of which half 
were created after 1918.19

At the same time a specific absence of cohesion and 
consistency was a characteristic feature of state policy 
focused on cultural investments. Despite an awareness of 
the importance of culture and art pertinent expenditure 
comprised a slight percentage of all the outlays in the budget 
of the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Public Education, 
and in 1930 totalled 1%.20 Pszczółkowski stressed that the 
functioning of a decisive majority of investments was thus 
the effect of assorted social initiatives or public collections, 
which, nonetheless, were supported by the state or self-
governments.21

The museum as a temple of art
The culture-creating role of public buildings after 1918 
consolidates an image of the Second Republic as an heir of 
pre-partition Poland. Hence first projects and realisations 
constitute a continuation of the paseistic style based on 
Classical models. Take the example of the conceptions 
of new museums originating from the first half of the 
1920s together with other cultural objects, with particular 
attention paid to theatres. Although the process of shaping 
their architecture was subjected to different determinants 
than those of museums, which are the object of these 

reflections, they comprised an element of a single symbolic 
space. It seems, therefore, fully justified to outline a wider 
spectrum composed of representative buildings – seats of 
the cultural institutions of the Second Republic.

An excellent example of a traditional functional 
configuration and conservative form was the theatre in 
Częstochowa, built in 1928–1931 according to a project 
by Józef Krupa and Teodor Łapiński. The solid, whose 
design was inspired by the nineteenth-century building 
of the National Theatre in Warsaw,22 features solutions 
characteristic for academic Classicism although subjected 
to a modernisation of sorts. A similar approach had been 
applied earlier by Czesław Przybylski in his unrealised 
conception of the Municipal Theatre in Łódź (1923). 
Despite the absence of architectural order articulation it 
is possible to easily distinguish the symmetric composition 
of monumental elevations as well as the application of 
many other solutions of Classical provenance.23 Przybylski, 
who designed an imposing edifice containing the main 
and chamber halls, wished to impact the spectator by 
means of the monumental scale of the cubature and its 
Classical proportions and not by the sumptuousness of the 
decorations.24 This intention was confirmed also by the 
conception of interior outfitting distant from the opulence 
of nineteenth-century theatres; here, the design foresaw, 
apart from an attractive foyer, modest and unembellished 
forms.25

The mentioned objects continued the nineteenth- 
-century tradition of the ‘cultural object-palace’ and 
‘temple of art’. Monumental forms were connected both 
with the conviction about the representative character of 
Classical forms and their compatibility with the ceremonial 
function of cultural buildings. Following the steps of Carol 
Duncan, Maria Popczyk underlined that museums (as well 
as other cultural buildings) resemble ritual sites not only 

1. Project of the National Museum in Warsaw, architect Marian Nikodemowicz, 1924
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due to characteristic architectural references but also, or 
perhaps predominantly, because they too possess ritual 
appropriation.26

The cited idea was to be realised also by the National 
Museum in Warsaw. Selected in a competition held in 1924 
and awarded first prize, the project by Marian Nikodemowicz, 
an architect from Lwów, was a continuation of Schinkelian 
examples from the previous century. The building, erected 
on the plan of a rectangle, was organised around two 
inner courtyards between which the project foresaw 
a main hall covered with a flattened dome. The solid of the 
building was composed in the spirit of academic Classicism, 
which, in accordance with nineteenth-century principles, 
appeared to be the most suitable for public utility objects. 
This is confirmed by the fact that all the distinguished works 
presented a Classicising appearance and by the statement 
made by Alexander Raniecki, one of the competition judges, 
who wrote in ‘Architektura i Budownictwo’: The façade of 
the building (…) should create a monumental and uniform 
architectural composition.27 The axial composition of the 
façade, with a strong accent on the central part in the shape 
of a portico supported by columns, created the image of 
a ‘temple’ dedicated to art and of a setting for the ritual 
of its contemplation. Starting with the elevation and 
details, all the way to the hierarchic spatial configuration 
of the interiors, the architecture of the museum was to 
comprise both the decoration and the scenario.28 The 
results of the competition gave rise to a controversy. The 
organisers were accused of an erroneous formulation of 
the programme and of restricting the architects’ invention 
by indicating Classical forms as suitable.29 Ultimately, 
the conception proposed by Nikodemowicz was not 
realised and a new competition was organised in 1926. 
Its outcome was completely different and predicted 
a breakthrough in the current of so-called official 
architecture.

With time, architecture intended for the purposes of 

culture underwent transformations accompanying an 
evolution of the image created by the renascent Republic. In 
as late as 1925–1930 Stefan Narębski, author of the Museum 
of Kujawy, erected at the time, resorted to historical forms 
but subjected them to a modern composition of simple 
solids. By following the example of Pszczółkowski we may 
easily discover in the ogival portal and the trefoil blind 
windows an original example of the application of Gothic 
references,30 which, however, had been subjected to 
far-going simplifications.

Transformations affected also the forms and typology of 
museum buildings and the philosophy accompanying them. 
The question of designing new buildings with their future 
expansion in mind was raised increasingly frequently. This 
was the approach recommended by Zenon Przesmycki, 
who accentuated that the role played by a museum would 
exceed far beyond the exposition of collections, and that the 
architect should keep in mind the fact that in the future the 
given museum shall irrevocably become an entire complex, 
a conglomerate of buildings.31 Moreover, Przesmycki 
mentioned numerous types of interiors, which should be 
included in the newly planned building, at the same time 
making the reservation that the future would certainly bring 
solutions, which he was incapable of imagining.

Przesmycki postulated that the architecture of new 
museum buildings should be characterised by moderation 
and restraint. Instead of applying decorativeness obligatory 
in the nineteenth century he stressed the necessity of 
subjecting architectural form to the fulfilled function, 
indicating that it should constitute a discreet frame for the 
collections.32 Mieczysław Treter spoke in a similar vein.33

Modernity in the service of the 
independent state
A breakthrough in the development of Polish architecture 
took place at the end of the 1920s and the onset of the 1930s. 

2. Project of the National Museum in Warsaw, architect Zdzisław Mączeński, 1924
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In accordance with the idea expressed in the above-cited 
declaration made by Mieczysław Treter, artists and 
theoreticians sought a style that would express the national 
spirit and, at the same, accentuate the modern character 
of the Republic. This is the role that Classicising Modernism 
was to play.

Architecture that combined the unadorned simplicity of 
the avant-garde with the monumentalism of antiquity not 
only granted a suitable setting to official rituals but also 
realised the idea of ‘Poland on the Mediterranean’, as if 
stressing affiliation to Latin culture. Avant-garde Modernism, 
deprived of national attachment, was incapable of fulfilling 
this function, as testified by, i.a. the opinions expressed by 
designers.

Architects associated with the moderately conservative 
monthly ‘Architektura i budownictwo’ searched in the 
forms of public buildings for values close to monumental 
architecture of Classical provenance. In Poland tradition 
is eagerly trampled or regarded as evidence of dementia 
and negative values – they wrote,34 thus clearly dealing a 
blow aimed at the Modernist avant-garde. While discussing 
the results of the second competition for a project of the 
Palace of the Soviets in Moscow editor Stanisław Woźnicki 
underlined: Respect for, and a profound understanding of 
the eternal values of Classical traditions revealed by the 
Soviet state undergoing industrialisation on an enormous 
scale, deserve to be watched carefully.35 In such a situation 
the monumental character of the buildings of the Silesian 
Museum in Katowice, the Museum of Crafts and Applied 
Arts in Warsaw, and the National Museums in Warsaw or 
Cracow should not come as a surprise.

The National Museum in Warsaw, designed by Tadeusz 
Tołwiński, was erected in 1927–1932 and 1935–1939. The 

main part was established on a plan of an elongated rec-
tangle, with four adjoining wings creating open courtyards. 
The competition judges praised the exceptional clarity of the 
plan and the attainment of the largest utilitarian squaring 
of the circle of interiors.36 Simple and functional spaces il-
luminated by overhead light (or overhead-side lamps) im-
plemented a new program of the exposition of artworks. 
Already in 1917 M. Treter drew attention to the purposeful-
ness of placing and displaying works of art in objects spe-
cially intended for this purpose. In addition, he stressed the 
necessity of applying modern technical solutions that would 
not only ensure comfort for the visitors but also be safe for 
the accumulated exhibits.37 Special attention was paid to 
lighting, considered in detail in the first half of the 1920s by 
Juliusz Zborowski38 and Julian Leonard,39 who postulated 
overhead-side lamps instead of the until then used over-
head light and side lamps.

Despite certain functional insufficiencies or shortcomings 
(communication within a multi-storey layout of the interiors) 
Tołwiński proudly accentuated: From the viewpoint of tech-
nical outfitting and special equipment the National Museum 
is one of the most modern and best-appointed museums.40

At the same time, simple solids received a setting that 
referred to simplified Classicism. Here, the decisive factor 
was the axial nature of the composition, the monumental 
character of the entrance hall preceded by a portico sup-
ported by pillars, and the regular rhythm of simple lesenes, 
which created the articulation of the façade and rendered 
reference to a Classical colonnade legible.

Similar premises, although expressed by different means, 
were realised by the Silesian Museum in Katowice. Its 
construction had been considered already in 1924, and 
in 1927 Michał Grażyński, the then voivode of Silesia, 

3. Project of the National Museum in Warsaw – chosen for realisation, architect Tadeusz Tołwiński, 1926
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entrusted Tadeusz Dobrowolski with the office of head 
of the Department of Art and recommended to create 
a collection, which was to become the core of the ensuing 
museum. Initially, the exhibits were presented on the 
uppermost storey of the seat of the Voivodeship Office,41 
but no one doubted that it was necessary to erect a modern 
building, which would fulfil the function of a museum. Work 
on raising the edifice according to a project by Karol Schayer 
was initiated in 1936. Numerous historical connotations are 
to be encountered in its Modernist form, and the shape 
of the solid makes it possible to decipher an allusion to 
forms resembling a monument. This holds true for the 
central projection, bringing to mind the shape of a tower, 
a residence of a sovereign, and, at the same time, a fortified 
space dedicated also to commemoration and defence.42 The 
ideological significance of the Schayer museum is explicitly 
evidenced by the fact that it was supposed to create, 
together with the nearby Silesian Sejm, a Polish imperial 
forum with a monumental architectural program.43

Other noteworthy objects whose architectural form 
accomplished the official program of an intentional merger 
of modernity with the spirit of Classicism include the 
National Museum in Cracow and the Museum of Pomerania 
in Toruń. The first, designed in 1934 by Czesław Boratyński, 
Bolesław Schmidt, and Edward Kreisler, combined Modernist 
simplicity of the cubature with monumentalism and spatial 
distribution based on a layout organised around inner 
courtyards originating from nineteenth-century museum 
architecture.44

The Museum of Pomerania was to constitute not only 
a monument of Polish culture but also homage paid to Józef 
Piłsudski. A competition announced in 1935 attracted over 
thirty projects, from which the concept by Franciszek Krzywda- 
-Polkowski was selected for realisation.45 Construction 
work was inaugurated in 1937 and accompanied by 

a public collection of funds as well as a widely conceived 
propaganda campaign aimed at increasing social awareness 
of the object’s meaning for the region. The campaign in 
question was conducted by the Executive Committee for 
the Construction of the Museum of Pomerania, which 
also played the part of coordinator of the investment.46 
The building, which today is the seat of a University, was 
moulded in a ‘purely Modernist fashion’, with the entrance 
in the central part of the edifice accentuated by a simplified 
portico, a distant echo of Classical architecture.

The avant-garde and identity
As has been mentioned, the part played by avant-garde 
architecture in the creation of official architectural 
symbolic space in the Second Republic was slight. This 
is not to say, however, that Functionalistic objects did 
not come into being. In 1924 Jarosław Girin designed 
the People’s  House (Dom Ludowy) in  Białystok, 
which in the course of its realisation was changed 
into a municipal theatre. Some forms of small-scale 
architecture originate from the premises of the modern 
movement although, at the same time, it is difficult to 
speak about this object as an icon of architecture from the 
era of Functionalism.47 This is also the way in which the 
seat of the Stanisław Moniuszko Theatre in Stanisławów, 
designed in 1929 by Stanisław Trela, should be assessed. Its 
simple geometric forms, rounded quoin, and the architect’s 
inclination towards operating with large surfaces devoid of 
articulation bring to mind realisations from the range of 
Italian rationalism.

While considering the impact of the avant-garde on the 
architecture of cultural objects in the Second Republic 
it is impossible to ignore the unrealised conception of 
a ‘simultaneous theatre’ by Helena and Szymon Syrkus and 

4. Edifice of the Silesian Museum, architect Karol Schayer, 1936
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5. Project of the National Museum in Warsaw, architects Jadwiga Dobrzyńska, Stefan Sienicki, Bolesław Żurkowski, 1924

6. Project of the National Museum in Warsaw, architects Maksymilian Goldberg and Hipolit Rutkowski, 1924
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Andrzej Pronaszko. The project, presented in New York 
in 1927, broke with the heretofore tradition of shaping 
theatre interiors and thanks to an extremely expanded stage 
apparatus was supposed to enable the accomplishment 
of the postulate of a spectacle’s simultaneousness.48 

Nonetheless, regardless of the pioneering character of this 
conception, the avant-garde did not fully join the current of 
constructing the identity of independent Poland by means 
of the architecture of cultural objects.
It is difficult to discover among the discussed projects 
and realisations of museum buildings those, which could 
be unanimously attributed to the current of Modernist 
avant-garde. The fact that even designers whose works are 
associated with Functionalism endeavoured to grant cultural 

buildings a Classical and monumental character appears 
to be symptomatic. The project of the Warsaw National 
Museum, devised by Jadwiga Dobrzańska (jointly with 
Bolesław Żurkowski and Stefan Sienicki), features instead of 
Modernist simplicity typical for the later oeuvre of this architect 
also solutions close to academic Classicism. The conception 
proposed by Maksymilian Goldberg and Hipolit Rutkowski 
should be assessed similarly. Against the backdrop of numerous 
comparable cases Czesław Przybylski’s project for the Museum 
of Crafts and Applied Arts in Warsaw remains distinctive. This 
multi-functional object (apart from showrooms it was to 
contain also, i.a. a library and a school) was planned around 
an inner atrium.49 The solutions applied for the interiors 
and the solid were differentiated depending on the purpose 

7. Project of the Museum of Crafts and Applied Arts in Warsaw, architect Czesław Przybylski, 1930

(Photos: 1, 2, 5, 6 in: ‚Architektura i budownictwo’ 1925, no. 1; 3 in: ‚Architektura i budownictwo’ 1926, no. 9; 4 in: 
‚Architektura i budownictwo’ 1936, no. 2; 7 in: ‚Architektura i budownictwo’ 1930, no. 7)
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of a given part of the building, which obtained an attractive 
setting maintained in the style of avant-garde Modernism with 
elements of Art Déco characteristic for Przybylski’s oeuvre.

***

New architectural projects and their realisation within the 
domain of public utility objects were of enormous signifi-
cance for creating the image of the Second Republic and 
building community – and identity-oriented attitudes. This 
phenomenon is accentuated by the presented evolution 

of museum architecture, whose origins date back to nine-
teenth-century projects emulating solutions devised in 
Western Europe. In time they became supplanted by 
such conceptions as the National Museum in Warsaw or 
the Silesian Museum, whose pioneering character was by 
no means inferior to leading realisations of the period. 
Architects simultaneously sought an answer to questions 
concerning the ‘new form’ in architecture not by pursuing 
ready-made schemes but by striving towards expressing in 
stone and concrete both the spirit of the time and the iden-
tity of the nation and the independent Republic.
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THE ORIGIN OF OUR 
‘HERE AND NOW’. 
MODERNISATION 
AND MUSEALISATION 
OF WARSAW URBAN 
SPACE DURING 
THE INTER-WAR PERIOD
Piotr Majewski
Faculty of Humanities of the Cardinal Wyszyński University in Warsaw 

Abstract: The article contains both a description and an 
analysis of processes creating the urban space of Warsaw during 
the inter-war period (1918–1939). On the one hand, they include 
the parallel development of activity regarded as examples 
and symbols of modernisation (avant-garde architecture, 
urban planning, and ‘state-building’ monumentalism), and, 
on the other hand, parallel ‘musealisation’ (reconstruction as 

a conservation method, restoration of historic urban ambiance) 
described according to present-day terminology. The article also 
points to the continuity of the titular processes and the ideas 
constituting them, always topical in periods of an intense search 
for collective identity and spatial forms in which it is manifested 
(e.g. at the time of post-war reconstruction in 1945–1956 and 
at the turn of the nineteenth century).

Keywords: modernisation, museologisation, architecture, urban planning, historic monuments.

Monuments and history
During the nineteenth and twentieth century views 
concerning the conservation and restoration of buildings 
and the revalorisation of complexes regarded as historical 
underwent essential transformations. In the first half of the 
nineteenth century many undertakings were conducted in 
the spirit of stylistic unity, at the same time constructing the 
modern concept of the monument. The most outstanding 
restorer of the period, Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, 
renovated the church in Vézelay in the spirit of a search for an 
architectural optimum, conducted work on the urban complex 

in Carcassonne and on Château de Pierrefonds, and supervised 
the restitution of Sainte-Chappelle and the Notre-Dame 
cathedral in Paris, altering the French landscape and, at the 
same time, the image of the mediaeval past cultivated by the 
French. Thanks to his authority – the consequence of praxis and 
published theoretical reflections – he encouraged to carry out 
restorations similar from the viewpoint of intentions although 
not always as regards the quality of execution. Viollet-le-Duc 
recognised the purposefulness of restoring a building in a style 
suitable from the perspective of the restorer but recommended 
its thorough examination prior to embarking upon work as 
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well as flexibility of its direction. Furthermore, he granted 
knowledge about mediaeval architecture the same features 
as those of the norms of natural sciences, treating deductions 
of past architectural forms in the manner of conclusions drawn 
from palaeontology and citing the accomplishments of Georges 
Cuvier, a zoologist and palaeontologist celebrated for his 
reconstructions of animal fossils using their minute fragments 
and performed upon the basis of a presupposed co-relation 
of inner organs. Viollet-le-Duc perceived himself as a second 
Cuvier resurrecting architectural forms from past epochs. He 
also expressed the following conviction: To restore a building 
is not to preserve it, to repair, or rebuild it; it is to reinstate it in 
a condition of completeness that could have never existed at 
any given time1 [this and further emphasis – P.M.].

Practical restoration, especially in the version proposed 
by the emulators of Viollet-le-Duc, became the object of 
criticism initiated in 1848 by John Ruskin, who maintained 
that it is impossible, as impossible as to raise the dead, to 
restore anything that has ever been great or beautiful in 
architecture (religious experience shared by Ruskin indicates, 
however, that belief in exceptions from this rule is possible…), 
and thus restoration means the most total destruction which 
a building can suffer (The Seven Lamps of Architecture). In the 
second half of the nineteenth century no one in any European 
country exerted a similar impact upon the imagination of 
his nation. Ruskin maintained that the title of an artist was 
deserved by a person capable of expressing traces of divine 
presence in matter, materialised in Nature. The Ruskin 
doctrine, while keeping a distance from all forms of sustaining 
old architecture, excluded, therefore, acts of human pride and 
usurpation, i.e. reaching for something due to the Creator.2

The essence of the quality and status of a monument 
(Denkmal), which up to this day constitutes a point 
of reference in debates on the value of heritage, was 
fundamentally formulated in 1903 by the Austrian historian 
of art Alois Riegl. In his opinion the most important feature 
of a monument is its age value (der Alterswert), constituting 
the reason for acknowledging a given object as a monument. 
With those premises as his point of departure, the Czech 
historian of art Max Dvořák, Riegl’s co-worker at the Imperial 
Central Commission for the study and conservation of art 
and historical monuments, declared that a renovated relic is 
no longer a relic. Both scholars represented a stand calling 
for the protection of historical monuments against attempts 
at reconstruction, treating them as a sui generis forgery of 
a historical source; this is also the reason why they criticised 
the programme of restoring Wawel Castle, pursued by Polish 
artists and their milieu.3 Riegl also noticed changes in the 
comprehension of the concept of the monument, into which 
– in the course of the development of the conception and 
actual existence of the nation – human accomplishments 
turned predominantly owing to their historical and 
axiological value and not merely their artistic and aesthetic 
worth. The Alterswert question was broached also by the 
Prussian researcher and inventoriser Georg Dehio, who 
urged: conserve, do not restore4 (a significant fact since he 
was familiar with the nationalistic instrumentalisation of the 
value of historical legacy).

Polish conservators, in particular those living in the 
shadow of Wawel Hill, were also inspired by those 
reflections. In 1901 Cracow-based Ludwik Puszet declared: 

Restoration should be only tantamount to conservation 
and no stylisation [should] be introduced while the novelty, 
which it adds, [should be] authentically Modernist. Józef 
Muczkowski too popularised the principle of preserving 
historical monuments in the shape found by the given 
generation and called for not reverting them to the 
imagined original state. A convention held in 1909 by the 
Society for the Protection of Monuments of the Past passed 
a resolution preferring conservation but, at the same time, 
permitting restricted and scientifically justified restoration.5

Practice, however, strayed from declarations, in particular 
when historical substance, valuable for a given community, 
became damaged as a consequence of a sudden cataclysm.

When in 1902 the bell tower of St. Mark’s in Venice 
toppled it was decided to rebuild its historical form. 
A precise reconstruction was carried out according to the 
original model – with the preservation of the type and 
colour of the bricks – because it was recognised that the 
urban landscape would not remain the same without one of 
its prime spatial accents. This episode became particularly 
important from the viewpoint of the devastation produced 
by a World War which, it was not known at the time, would 
turn out to be the first of its sort.6

The Great War
Losses suffered at the time of the First World War, which 
affected not only particular buildings, such as Reims 
cathedral, but also entire historical towns, e.g. Arras, 
Louvain, and Ypres, questioned the principle of limited 
conservation in favour of restoration and restitution. War 
permanently verified conservation principles formulated in 
the conditions of peacetime stability.7

At the time of World War I many historical buildings in 
Polish lands, and even entire town quarters, turned into 
ruins. Now reflections deliberated not whether but how 
to rebuild the ravaged monuments. In 1916 art historian 
Józef Piotrowski declared: Just like the masters of old 
always acted it is necessary to rebuild even if within totally 
new shapes but well-connected with the entire monument 
and corresponding to present-day aesthetic demands 
and architectural trends. With those premises as a point 
of departure it was decided to recreate the destroyed 
centre of the town of Kalisz.8 Tadeusz Szydłowski treated 
the question of prolonging the existence of historical 
monuments as a political task; in doing so he indicated the 
connection between national awareness and the protection 
of monuments of art. Faithful to the Rieglian doctrine he 
agreed that a historical monument is visible as long as it 
remains genuinely old and authentic. At the same time, 
Szydłowski recognised the necessity of raising historical 
buildings out of wartime ruins.9 Today, therefore, we shall 
stand under a sign other than that of Riegl – postulated 
Jarosław Wojciechowski, Edward Trojanowski, and Zygmunt 
Otto – not only to conserve but also to rebuild. Just like the 
mythical Phoenix, gutted villages and small towns shall be 
reborn from ashes, cottages and manor houses, schools and 
churches shall be rebuilt together with other monuments of 
architecture. Valuable monuments of architecture, as long 
as their ruination was caused not by time but by a sudden 
catastrophe, not only can but should be rebuilt.10
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It is worth noting on the margin that the social and histori-
cal awareness of losses suffered by Polish culture and caused 
by the Great War is incomparably smaller than that of losses 
generated by the Second Word War, although the scale of 
the actual destruction (with the exception of the demolition 
of Warsaw in 1944) was comparable in both those periods.11

Remaining within the main current of the discourse conducted 
at the time, in December 1916 the Scientific Circle of Architects 
at the Warsaw Polytechnic prepared Uwagi do szkicu wstępnego 
planu regulacyjnego Wielkiej Warszawy, a precursory document 
among those originating from the time-in-office of President 
Stefan Starzyński. The co-author of Uwagi, the above-mentioned 
Jarosław Wojciechowski, wrote about historical Warsaw: There 
is no room in it for monumental undertakings and architectural 
projects for the future. The latter must develop in the lifeless and 
soulless terrains of New Warsaw (...), in all those places to which 
history has not yet made its claims.12

After 123 years of servitude
In the renascent Polish state conservators, without negating the 
principles established by Riegl, took part in clearing urban space 
of buildings identified with the effects of denationalisation 
conducted by the partitioning powers, in particular in the 
Russian partition area. According to decisions made by tsarist 
authorities, after the fall of the January Uprising Privislinski 
kray was to become covered by a network of Russian Orthodox 
churches located in a way that would testify to the dominating 
character of imperial architecture. The fate of the church of 
St. Alexander Nevsky, erected in Saski Square in Warsaw, was 
– in this battle waged for iconosphere – the most prominent 
example of the subsequent reaction. In the wake of lengthy 
disputes, with the church’s defenders evoking artistic criteria, it 
was razed starting with the accompanying bell tower while the 
demolition of the entire building took place in 1922–1926. The 
rubble was used for regulating the river bed of the Vistula, the 
pink Finnish granite ultimately decorated the façade of the State 
Geological Institute, and after 1935 the columns were deployed 
for designing the crypt of Józef Piłsudski on Wawel Hill.13

The majority of theoreticians propagating pure conservation 
simultaneously opted for supplementing historical buildings 
with contemporary elements. In this spirit, in 1928 the 
façades of houses in the Market Square of the Warsaw Old 
Town were covered, under the supervision of Zofia Stryjeńska 
and Stanisław Ostrowski and the patronage of the Society for 
the Protection of Monuments of the Past, with contemporary 
polychromes, which gave rise to numerous doubts.14 Many 
instances of reconstruction from the period were linked 
with a wish to restore the original state. In destroyed Old 
Towns attempts were made to grant rebuilt houses shapes 
close to former ones and to introduce details referring to 
historical counterparts, a tendency expressing a quest for the 
local or national character of architecture, connected with 
ethnographic studies and fashionable regionalism (present, 
e.g. in the writings of Stefan Żeromski).15

***

During the inter-war period a study by Alfred Lauterbach, 
issued in 1929, was regarded as a basic programme 
publication concerning the philosophy of conservation. 

Its author drew attention to the unsuitability of limited 
restorations of living monuments of architecture although 
he respected the stratifications occurring within. Following 
the example of Ruskin, Lauterbach accentuated that from 
the theoretical point of view there is no difference between 
the exchange of a single square meter and a whole wall, but 
he did not draw conclusions resembling those formulated by 
Ruskin. Small or large restoration will be always necessary 
– he wrote – something that present-day reticence or 
hypocrisy call conservation. Lauterbach was of the opinion 
that pure conservation may be applied only in the case of 
well-preserved objects or lifeless ones, i.e. ruins.16

In 1931 Alfred Lauterbach and Marian Lalewicz represented 
Poland at an international congress, which passed the 
Athens Charter for the Restoration of Historic Monuments. 
The Charter ascertained a general tendency to abandon 
restorations in toto and to avoid the attendant dangers 
and approved the striving present among conservators and 
architects towards placing social interests above private 
ones.17 In 1938 Lauterbach wrote in a summary of his 
inter-war experiences: The necessity of rebuilding after the 
Great War numerous valuable monuments and even entire 
historical complexes by the very force of things propounded 
the principle of historical restoration and reconstruction, 
while reluctance towards this method is decreasing due to 
the growing possession of precise data and operating with 
concrete material, and not with assumptions and fantasies 
as has been often the case in historical restorations during the 
past century.18 After all, the Polish school of the conservation 
of historical monuments came into being long before 1945.

***

What was the binding legal state pertaining to the 
protection of monuments of architecture in Poland reborn 
in 1918? A decree issued by the Regency Council on the 
protection of monuments of art and culture (31 October 
1918) offered protection to all movable and immovable 
works testifying to the art and culture of past epochs and 
existing for no less than 50 years. In this fashion, quite 
innovative for the period, it was provided to recognise urban 
and rural complexes as monuments, and historical value was 
perceived in the historical outlay of towns, gardens, and 
parks.19 In view of the ephemeral political character of the 
Regency Council the decree in question remained rather in 
a de lege ferenda than a de lege lata sphere.

A legal act regulating the protection of cultural property, 
and in force all the way to 1962, was the Regulation of the 
President of the Republic of Poland of 6 March 1928 on the 
Protection of Historical Monuments, amended by the Act of 
1933 on the Protection of Public Museums. The Regulation 
defined that a monument is each object, immovable and 
movable, characteristic for a certain epoch, possessing 
artistic, cultural, historical, archaeological or palaeontological 
value confirmed by a statement made by state authorities 
and consequently deserving to be preserved. The surrounding 
of historical buildings and their complexes could be also 
acknowledged as a monument. In the case of architectural 
objects practical use was made of the criterion of time, 
perceiving the age value in hundred-year old buildings. 
An essential element of the legal order in force was the 
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protection of the urban landscape, postulated rather than 
realised; terrains created by aesthetically valuable towns and 
districts were recognised as cultural legacy.20

***

Andrzej Tomaszewski summed up the intellectual discourse of 
the inter-war period from the perspective of the turn of the 
twentieth century by writing: The new [Rieglian] conservation 
philosophy was in its spirit fundamental. The extreme nature 
of its prohibitions and restrictions corresponded to that of its 
purist [à la Viollet-le-Duc] predecessor (…).

Science and research were not to serve – as had been 
the case before – creating a foundation for reconstruction 
undertakings but scientific acquaintance with historical 
monuments in their capacity as a source/historical 
document. The new philosophy became accepted in Europe 
half way: the number of believers was large but that of the 
practicing faithful was lesser. The nineteenth century left 
behind two serious limitations: the education and mentality 
of the architects of the period, happily tampering with 
a monument upon each opportune occasion, unable and 
unwilling to adopt an ascetic attitude. They [also] included 
modern awareness of national identity aroused during the 
era of Romanticism (...). This is the reason why the twentieth 
century was marked by an acute conflict between theory 
and praxis. It was a century of conservation hypocrisy and 
dramatic attempts at conciliating contradictions.21

Dreams of a better city
During the inter-war period numerous milieus cultivated 
the conviction that the modern world – presumably 
better, albeit variously comprehended and imagined 
– could and should be constructed in the manner of 
a town. Modernising architects were of the opinion that 
the contemporary urban environment, composed also of 
a social structure and demography, required a special sort 
of correction: the population of Warsaw grew from 820 
000 in 1919 to 1 265 000 twenty years later. At the same 
time, 43% of Warsaw flats were composed of a single room 
without any sanitary amenities and were inhabited by 
almost 70% of the population, mainly working-class (900 
000 persons). Attempts at remedying this state of things 
involved an encounter of avant-garde plans of a functional 
Warsaw, launched by Jan Chmielewski and Szymon Syrkus, 
and étatist projects of a monumental Warsaw, conceived 
by Stefan Starzyński.22

The Athens Charter, prepared in 1933 by the International 
Congress of Modern Architecture, known as CIAM (Congrès 
International d’Architecture Moderne), was the Bible of 
avant-garde architects. Most of the over thirty towns 
examined in the course of preparations for the Congress, 
including Warsaw, were found to be unsuitable from the 
viewpoint of the fundamental life requirements of their 
residents. The authors of the Charter stated: At any event, 
it is impossible to coordinate them [individual liberty and 
collective action] in a harmonious way without preparing 
in advance a carefully studied program that leaves nothing 
to chance. Referring to architectural legacy they added: 
Precious witnesses of the past... will be respected although 

after profound examination which objects and complexes 
may be adapted for contemporary use or as monuments 
of culture. The decisive conclusion declared: Under no 
circumstances should the cult of the picturesque and the 
historical take precedence over the healthfulness of the 
dwelling. In other words: In certain cases, it is possible 
that the demolition of unsanitary houses and slums around 
some monument of historical value will destroy an age-old 
ambience. This is regrettable, but it is inevitable.23

In Poland the most representative for this trend of 
architectural thought was the Praesens group, established 
in 1926 and closely co-operating with CIAM. Its founders 
included: Bohdan Lachert, Szymon Piotr and Helena Syrkus, 
and Jerzy Szanajca. Architects belonging to this milieu or its 
sympathisers were also engaged in the realisation of the idea of 
social architecture and co-operated with the Warsaw Housing 
Co-operative, the Social Building Enterprise, the Workers’ 
Estates Society, the Polish Society for Housing Reform, and the 
Architects’ Circle at the Democratic Cub (Adam Kotarbiński, 
Jan Minorski). Projects for the development of the capital city 
and the legacy of functional Warsaw, conceived in avant-garde 
circles, survived a successive world war and got their chance 
due to wartime devastation. Members of the former Praesens 
and those gathering around them before the war and during 
the occupation in the Architecture-Town Planning Studio of the 
Warsaw Housing Co-operative WSM comprised the conceptual 
core of the Capital City Reconstruction Office BOS.24

Étatisation of memory
During the 1930s Polish architects and town planners shared 
a fascination with the town-creating accomplishments of 
Benito Mussolini, expressed by Stanisław Brukalski, student 
at the Milan Polytechnic: Nothing new was erected in 
new Rome, and this great chaotic town was turned into 
a modern quarter merely by opening its centre. The 
Apennine Peninsula was envisaged as a site for the 
implementation of the idea of modernity in a social, 
political, and town-planning dimension. Within this context 
the following declaration: The thought about a certain town-
planning-architectural dictatorship in Warsaw appears to be 
actually the sole measure capable of preventing the present-
day disgrace of the capital was by no means surprising.25

Such fascination was not limited exclusively to forms 
of urban space but encompassed also the model of state 
patronage practiced in Italy and belonging to the sources 
of moulding urban space. Authors anticipated state 
commissions, subsidies, and statutory guarantees of focusing 
a certain part of the costs of building investments on modern 
painted decorations. The economic crisis of the 1930s 
rendered those expectations even more conspicuous. In 
1934 artists engaged in the creation of official art presented 
the postulate of introducing centralised supervision over 
artistic life, starting with purchases and the establishment 
of galleries all the way to protecting the author. At the 
same time, they declared a readiness to serve the state: 
a memorandum containing the above-listed postulates, 
prepared by the Main Board of the Union of Polish Visual 
Artists, was signed by, i.a. Adolf Szyszko-Bohusz. The threat 
of the promotion in Poland of a basically totalitarian system 
of protection over art was prophetically noticed by Henryk 
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Gotlib, whose article: Faszystowska ofensywa na sztukę 
warned against the danger created by the interventions of 
the authorities, the centralisation of artists‘ unions, and the 
‘from above’ administration of culture.26

Another object of positive interest, apart from the 
Mediterranean model of protection for creators, was – and this 
might seem highly surprising from the ahistorical perspective 
of the twenty first century – Soviet Socialist Realism, treated 
as a stylistic emanation of a cultural policy. The first meeting 
of Polish artists and Socialist Realism took place not in 1949, 
but 16 years earlier. The ‘Exhibition of Soviet Art from the 
USSR’, opened at the Institute of Art Propaganda in March 
1933, inspired discussions about the place of the artist in 
society, the foundations of his existence, and the functions of 
art in changing reality. Waldemar Baraniewski wrote: In those 
discussions Socialist Realism assumes the form of an argument 
used in our disputes, one that does not propose solutions but is 
treated as acceptable. Potential approval of Socialist Realism 
was connected in particular with the artists’ hope for gaining 
a suitable, in their opinion, social status.27

It is impossible to place the Poland of Piłsudski alongside 
the Poland of Bierut, but collective behaviour characteristic 
for the latter did not come into being in a historical vacuum 
and was composed into the eternal scheme of relations 
between the patron and the client.

***

Modernisation processes, for which it was indispensable 
to indicate an ideological context, were accompanied by 
undertakings that in times closer to us are described as politics 
of memory, and which in this case encompass town-planning 
complexes. The past, alongside the creation of projects of the 
ultimately non-emergent Warsaw, occupied a significant place 
in the vision of monumental Warsaw pictured by President 
Stefan Starzyński.28 Warsaw possesses sufficient monuments, 
which require only serious effort to extract them from 
concealment and render them accessible to the population 
– Starzyński stated. Antoni Wieczorkiewicz, organiser of the 
Museum of Old Warsaw (today: Historical Museum of Warsaw) 
and a ‘Kurier Warszawski’ journalist, was the promoter of the 
idea of revealing historical monuments and suggested lowering 
the terrain around palaces so as to optically slenderise the 
outlines of the latter. Another recommended method was 
the demolition of provincial houses or slums, the removal of 
newer architectural strata, and the reconstruction of older 
elements or entire buildings. The task presented to the 
Municipal Commission for Protection of Historical Monuments 
of Warsaw, established in 1935 as an advisory body assisting 
the President of the capital city, envisaged introducing order 
into the Old Town defensive walls after their disclosure. The re-
Gothicisation of the church of the Holy Virgin Mary in the New 
Town, the accentuation of such Gothic relics as the façade 
of the Royal Castle revealed by Kazimierz Skórewicz or the 
above-mentioned defensive walls reconstructed until 1938 
under the supervision of Zachwatowicz stressed the antiquity 
of Warsaw and legitimised the town’s metropolitan character 
and status as a capital.29

Historical architecture was a domain on which the 
authorities left the imprint of their creative ambitions. 
After the May 1926 coup d’état state authorities became 

increasingly interested in the symbolic building of the Royal 
Castle conceived as the Warsaw residence of President 
Ignacy Mościcki. Consequently, the needs for representation 
gradually dominated over conservation priorities guarded by 
the above-mentioned Kazimierz Skórewicz, whose approach 
towards postulates made by the Presidential entourage was 
not devoid of pragmatism. Ultimately, Skórewicz’s place 
was taken by Adolf Szyszko-Bohusz – an architect inclined 
to meet the demands of the authorities as well as to accept 
and apply a creative approach towards historical interiors as 
an expression of his artistic individualism. Should our restorer 
not be, above all, an artist? – he asked rhetorically. Should he 
not be concerned with placing in the restored building some 
sort of a memento of our culture and art for all eternity?30

Already in 1915 Alfred Lauterbach’s brochure: Potrzeby 
estetyczne Warszawy criticised tenements built at the turn 
of the nineteenth century, indicating that the height of houses 
in particular streets should be rendered uniform. In 1938 Jan 
Zachwatowicz, speaking at a convention of town planners 
held in Zamość, postulated the necessity of programming the 
functions of Old Town complexes envisaged as an element 
of a holistic town-planning project (the above-mentioned 
cleansing of mediaeval fortifications in the Warsaw Old 
Town was such an example). At a town-planning course 
organised in February 1939 by the Association of Polish 
Cities, Zachwatowicz publicly presented in his paper: Dzielnice 
i obiekty zabytkowe w planie zabudowy miast a conception 
of healing the streets of Warsaw, referring to the Lauterbach 
program. The revitalisation of historical areas was to consist 
of applying a holistic programme for façades within a single 
street; the style and height of buildings were to become 
uniform. Edifices facing the street were acknowledged as 
worthy of conservation protection, while outbuildings were 
to be pulled down so as to improve the living conditions of 
the residents, design courtyards, and introduce plants, as in 
the already post-war Nowy Świat Street.31

***

No country can afford the luxury of demolishing existing 
towns and raising new ones in their stead. This is not to 
say that plans, visions, and dreams do not emerge just in 
case such luxury was to become real. One day Warsaw will 
be compelled to experience a period of demolition, just as 
Paris, Rome or other towns did – wrote Starzyński, who in 
September 1939 managed to see beautiful Warsaw.32

A photograph by Tadeusz Przypkowski, published in 1938 and 
featuring a fragment of the defensive walls of Warsaw, bore the 
caption: The second part of the bridge and the Barbican are 
enclosed by the house shown in the photograph, which should 
be torn down as soon as possible. Soon afterwards – as Grzegorz 
Piątek wrote – the pre-war campaign of revealing the past of the 
capital was accelerated (...) opening a field for shaping the image 
of Old Warsaw for architects and conservators alike.33

The second Great War and its 
consequences
During peacetime between two world wars Bronisław 
Malinowski – one of the most outstanding social anthropologists 
– concluded that war could be of significance for the creation 
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of culture. He was to change this opinion in the course of the 
Second World War, which proved to pose a special threat for 
culture without, however, ceasing to act as a consequence of 
that culture: by comprising a destructive element it provided 
creativity with conditions of sui generis cultural Darwinism.34

The effects of World War II were the reasons why – as Carlo 
Ceschi wrote – the Athens Charter [conservation] and norms 
for the restoration of monuments became outdated. It was 
impossible to think about the preservation of only that, which 
survived.35 Another consequence of the War was the creation 
of conditions for the fulfilment of dreams about a better city 
of the future, cherished by architects and town planners alike.

In Poland wartime destruction became a generational 
challenge for representatives of the world of culture, an 
ethical and ideological call for rebuilding workshops and 
monuments of architecture in a political reality quite different 
than could be predicted while working in the structures of 
the Underground Polish State during the German occupation. 
It was also a time for becoming aware of the fact that due 
to wartime devastation entire domains of the national past 
would remain lifeless for always, and that in this context some 
of its documents, such as monuments of architecture, which 
can be recreated thanks to conservation undertakings, would 
become even more valuable.36
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Abstract: The establishment of independent states in 
Central and East Europe after 1918 not only generated changes 
in European geopolitical reality but also initiated many 
cultural processes carried out in the name of a modernisation 
of the region. The processes in question aimed at building the 
subjectivity of individual states based on their civilisational 
advancement made possible by political independence, 
which many Central European nations gained for the first time 
in their history. Anticipated growth was not only to confirm 
their right to exist, but also to occupy a place among leading 
states in Europe. Within the Old Continent East-Central 
Europe turned out to be a domain of modernisation par 
excellence, whose progress was the most awaited and 
stirred the greatest number of controversies. A particular 
role was ascribed to the arts and artists, whose mission was 

to proclaim new slogans calling for a change of the status 
quo. Instead of indisputably adopting the already existing 
patterns of modernity they tried to work out original concepts 
of modernisation reforms based on an attempt to reconcile 
modernity with traditional values regarded by particular 
national cultures as worthy of preservation. Such processes 
were supported by representatives of the avant-garde and 
the more moderate promoters of modernisation, enabling 
a peaceful coexistence of radically avant-garde programmes 
and quests for conservative definitions of Modernism. In 
1918–1939 ‘New Europe’ was in favour of modernity and 
consistently pursued civilisational advancement while 
making skilful use of tools offered by new political reality 
and, first and foremost, of national independence achieved 
by numerous states in the aftermath of World War I.

Keywords: modernisation, Modernism, avant-garde, East-Central Europe, independence.

The establishment of independent states in Central and 
Eastern Europe after 1918 not only brought a fundamental 
change in European geopolitical reality but also initiated 
numerous civilisational and cultural processes taking 
place in the name of a modernisation of the region. Their 
purpose was to create the subjectivity of particular new 
states based on civilisational advancement possible due 
to political independence, which many Central European 
nations achieved for the first time in their history. Already 
at the time of the First World War Tomáš Masaryk wrote 
enthusiastically in ‘The New Europe’, a periodical with 
a truly symbolic title, issued since 1916 together with Robert 
Seton-Watson, and subsequently in a book with an identical 
title, published in 1918, about the opportunities created for 

‘small nations’ by the fall of former empires. In the future 
newly established independent states were to embark 
upon co-operation and comprise a bulwark of democratic 
order in Europe. Analogous plans of political and economic 
federations were formulated also by other politicians 
and publicists. Despite the fact that they remained to 
a great extent unrealised – as in the case of the vision of 
a renascence of the Jagiellonian community, formulated by 
Józef Piłsudski, the conception of an Intermarium discussed 
in Poland and envisaging a union of states situated between 
the Baltic Sea, the Adriatic, and the Black Sea, or the idea of 
a Danube Confederation conceived by the Hungarian liberal 
Oszkár Jászi – they accentuated the common history of 
this part of the Continent. Ultimately, local antagonisms 
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and conflicts, such as the controversy concerning Wilno and 
involving Poland and Lithuania or the activity of the so-called 
Little Entente, whose members: Czechoslovakia, Romania, 
and Yugoslavia were interested predominantly in hampering 
Hungarian efforts to regain lost territories, proved successful.

A union of new East-Central European states, therefore, 
turned out to be an unfulfilled hope.1 Nonetheless, it was 
the experience of modernisation, based on the realisation 
of separate programs in particular states in 1918–1939, 
that should be recognised as an extremely important 
chapter in the history of East-Central Europe. Political elites 
treated the attainment of ambitious reforms as a source 
of the legitimisation of their power in the given country 
and a confirmation of the credibility of new states on the 
international scene. Anticipated civilisational advancement 
was supposed to confirm not only their raison d’être but 
also their right to occupy a displayed place in Europe and, as 
a consequence, to abandon the peripheral status imposed 
by the nineteenth-century division of the world. ‘New 
Europe’ wished to finally become a subject of the ‘modern 
age’, while within the Old Continent the whole region proved 
to be a par excellence domain of modernisation and a place 
where its progress was both the most anticipated and gave 
rise to maximum controversies. The specificity of this region, 
however, was the reason why modernity, albeit created in 
a dialogue with chief centres in West European countries 
and the United States, possessed a specific character 
resulting from a lower level of economic development than 
in the West and a different social structure, including an 
underdeveloped middle class, enclaves of modern industry, 
and traditional forms of agriculture in the provinces.

In this situation a special role in modernisation was 
assigned to art and artists, whose vocation was to proclaim 
radical slogans calling for a change of the status quo. 
Instead of simply adopting the already existing patterns of 
modernity they tried, however, to work out their original 
concepts of reforms, based on an attempt to reconcile 
modernity with traditional values, which were found worth 
preserving within individual cultures.2 During the inter-war 
period this process enjoyed the support of state authorities 
– culture found itself in the very centre of their attention. 
Consequently, we may speak about the appearance of 
a specific ‘state Modernism’ constituting part of the official 
cultural policy of the states of ‘new Europe’.3 Visual arts, 
architecture, and design occupied conspicuous places 
in ‘new societies’, moulding public and private space, 
educating the ‘new man’, and supplying him with models 
of ‘modern life’. Modernisation, however, did not signify 
abandoning neo-Romantic ideas of national renascence, 
and radical changes were often carried out in the name of 
slogans stressing cultural distinctness and proclaimed also 
by leading representatives of the avant-garde.4

Relations between modernisation and the activity of 
the avant-garde belonged to most frequently investigated 
research questions. As a rule, the avant-garde was described 
as a breakthrough, which, as its name indicated, preceded 
its epoch, opted for idealistic targets, and indicated a path 
towards the future. Avant-garde intransigence also denoted 
alienation in the world, not always treated by representatives 
of the avant-garde as negative, while a solution to this 
situation was envisaged as a strategy of building utopia, 

often unexpectedly totalitarian. In turn, Modernism was to 
be deprived of the ideological and ethical objectives chosen 
by the avant-garde, thus comprising a less radical response 
to the challenges of contemporaneity and realising totally 
non-utopian projects yielding tangible profits. This is the 
reason why Modernism could be identified with state creating 
processes, but could also support colonial processes, act 
for the sake of great trade and industrial co-operation, or 
satisfy the daily needs of modern societies connected, for 
example, with the development of towns. For this reason it 
was granted a less essential role in the progressively inclined 
history of art by placing avant-garde rebelliousness higher 
than modernist pragmatism. It is difficult, however, not to 
notice that from this point of view the avant-garde matched 
the scheme of the classical theory of modernisation by 
realising the same program of changes all over the world, 
convinced that successive isms would lead to a better future. 
This teleological and universalistic program was an excellent 
summary of the celebrated scheme proposed by Alfred Barr, 
in which a minutely defined path towards modernity became 
the foundation of reflections on the history of twentieth-
century art and the source of the majority of museum 
narrations in Europe and the United States. Not until the last 
two decades of the twentieth century did historians start 
questioning this way of thinking by demonstrating not so 
much the international character of the avant-garde as its 
numerous particular features resulting precisely from the 
cultural context that developed in individual countries, the 
best-known example being the differences between French 
and Czech Cubism. In turn, the history of Polish Formists 
shows that they linked the application of the pioneering 
geometricised form with quests going back all the way 
to the Young Poland period; they also pursued national 
distinctness in art by calling themselves Polish Expressionists 
and discovering inspiration in Polish Romanic poetry or folk 
art. Furthermore, the works of chief Formists referred to 
traditional iconography and religious themes, questioning 
the thesis maintaining that the avant-garde always takes the 
side of rationalistic secularism.

It should be also kept in mind that numerous representatives 
of the avant-garde in East-Central Europe joined state creating 
processes by executing works supporting the construction 
of state and national identity, i.a. by designing pavilions for 
world exhibitions in Paris (1937) or New York (1939) and 
even, as in the case of Poland, by creating the outfitting of 
a representative Presidential palace in Wisła (1929–1930). 
Nonetheless, even this new point of view, albeit cognitively 
attractive, cannot undermine the fact that the avant-garde 
proclaimed, first and foremost, the necessity of building 
new art for new times in accordance with the same model 
of cultural and political values, which were to be accepted 
by all mankind, and thus supported cosmopolitan artistic 
exchange referring to universalistic slogans and opposing 
national distinctness. Modernism, primarily in architecture, 
was initially described as an ‘international style’ and treated 
as an expression of a universalistic model of modernisation. 
This concept, however, was reserved mainly for the most 
novel projects, closest to the avant-garde, and without 
stressing the less radical realisations, often more important 
from the viewpoint of their scale and impact, such as the 
construction of new districts of luxury residential architecture 
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granted forms close to avant-garde ones and experimental 
housing estates intended for a completely new type of clientele. 
From the present-day vantage point it is impossible to ignore 
the fact that the identification of Modernism with the ‘inter-
national style’ turned out to be erroneous. This was rapidly 
noticed by the Modernists themselves – only some attempted 
to build in accordance with the postulates of the Athens 
Charter while many regarded the Charter as dubious and in-
adequate in those countries in which they worked. From this 
perspective the history of Modernist projects better match-
es definitions of modernisation as a polyphonic process 
adapted to concrete circumstances and in this manner attain-
ing its objective. This is also the reason why – contrary to what 
heretofore history of art concentrated on the avant-garde 
would prefer – Modernism should be recognised as a much 
more reliable and effective tool for building a modern world 
than the avant-garde, which remains on its margin and cher-
ishes universalistic ambitions. Finally, this is why studying 
Modernism could be much more important for a discussion 
about modernity and contribute new contents, which the 
history of art is unable to interpret, being limited only to 
the history of the avant-garde. After all, Modernism encom-
passed numerous currents, which sought legitimisation for 
introduced reforms in tradition and historical topoi referring 
to the cultural canon or national specificity defined as 
‘conservative Modernism’, radically different from progres-
sive avant-garde programs.5 The essence of modernisation 
processes, therefore, was their attractiveness for a great 
number of ideological and political milieus, including left-
wing adherents of social reforms as well as the elites of 
new states aiming at building modern national identities.6 
An analysis of the Modernist transformation of the world 
thus calls for taking a look at the entire spectrum of ‘mod-
ernisation’ projects embracing all aspects of reality, which 
the Modernists wished to design, i.e. architecture, design, 
visual arts, and sculpture as well as music, literature, the 
cinema, and even street decorations. Hence, while seeking 
an interpretation of the complex world of Modernism it is simply 
impossible to treat the avant-garde as privileged; more, 
this approach to the object of studies loses its ambiguity 
and diversity. Such syncretism makes it possible to accentuate 
mutual dependencies between various fragments of the 
Modernist project of rebuilding the world and appreciating 
each one of them as an element of a greater whole.

From the end of the eighteenth century, modernisation was 
integrally linked with the concept of ‘modernity’ discussed 
in Europe by analysing the emergence of a ‘new society’ 
as the effect of, i.a. the Industrial Revolution and technical 
progress, economic growth, urbanisation or the shaping 
of new types of personality and new collective identities.7 
Jerzy Szacki stressed that sociology recognised that the new 
type of society and ‘modern’ countries differ basically from 
all others, which had not yet undergone the great process 
of transformation.8 Consequently, there came into being 
a distinctive dichotomy between groups or individuals 
embedded in traditional structures succumbing to inevitable 
disintegration and those, who opted for modernity. The 
acceptance of a new vision of the world did not denote an 
indisputable acknowledgment of the approaching epoch, 
and modernity was perceived also as a threat resulting 
in the deterioration of interpersonal ties, conflicts, and 

a faltering social order together with, as Witkacy put it, the 
disappearance of metaphysical emotions.9 Nonetheless, 
modernity described in the categories proposed by Max 
Weber remained the attribute of the developed world, 
and whoever wished to become part of the latter was 
compelled to accept it. In order to build a new society it 
was necessary to achieve its modernisation, which, it was 
believed, should be conducted according to models devised 
in developed countries, to which the rest of the world had 
to adjust itself. This conviction was questioned by research 
conducted in recent decades and by subjecting the concept 
of modernisation to far-going criticism. The most universal 
charges included those, which questioned the conviction 
claiming that due to modernisation society is reaching its 
final phase of development and could persist in modernity. 
References to the problematic idea of progress and, more 
essentially, belief in universalism, which assumes that 
Western-style modernisation must produce everywhere 
the same effects: a free market, economic growth, 
secularisation, democratisation, individualisation, greater 
respect for human rights, etc.10 were also questioned.

Within the context of the modernisation programs pursued 
by new states attention should be drawn predominantly 
to theses formulated by Shmuel Noel Eisenstadt, who 
accentuated that there is no single modernity and that 
‘detraditionalisation’ in assorted regions of the world follows 
diverse paths. Depending on the axial system binding in 
a given civilisation modernisation can follow a different course 
and thus does not always have to radically oppose tradition; 
more, modernity and tradition are mutually connected since 
if the former is not to become an abstraction deprived of 
contents then it is inconceivable without the latter.11

Particular modernisation programs questioning the 
universalism of the Western model of modernity can be 
recognised as a characteristic feature of pro-reform activity 
pursued in East-Central Europe. Despite the differences 
dividing them, in 1918–1939 Hungary, Yugoslavia, 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia 
were compelled to tackle similar problems connected with 
the implementation of modernisation programs. Their 
peripheral location vis à vis West European centres also 
meant that minimalising civilisational differences, which 
split Europe, and stressing own subjectivity within European 
culture became an important task. The particularism of 
modernisation projects in individual countries of the region 
also created new perspectives for writing the history of inter-
war modernity.12 While following this path it is worth taking 
a step further and ponder the significance predominantly of 
those phenomena in the art of East-Central Europe, which did 
not have equivalents in other parts of the Continent and the 
world, and thus stress even more distinctly the specificity of 
experiencing ‘new Europe’. Noteworthy examples include the 
activity of the ‘Bata’ Shoe Company in Czechoslovakia or the 
appearance of the new town and port of Gdynia in specific 
political and cultural conditions; such cases can be multiplied 
while demonstrating that the region witnessed the emergence 
of original and autonomous modernisation projects, which 
underlined the pluralistic character of modernity.

Emphasis placed on the significance of the ‘new state’ 
makes it possible to notice a community of the modernisation 
experience from the Baltic to the Adriatic, connected 
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with the restoration or winning of political independence 
and attempts at benefitting from it. This does not signify 
concentrating solely on the question of state patronage; 
the ‘new state’ should be perceived as a pretext for an 
analysis of a multi-motif creation of new civilisational and 
cultural models generated by modernisation, which could 
not be achieved in the absence of political freedom. In 
inter-war East-Central Europe this process was particularly 
turbulent and assumed radical forms predominantly due 
to a universal conviction that in the heretofore history of 
modernisation this region was deprived of subjectivity. 
Tackling the consequences of such a state of things and 
a willingness to find oneself rapidly in the very centre of 
modernity were the reasons why it became necessary 
to seek original modernisation solutions unknown 
elsewhere, serving the promotion of modernity by using 
also contemporary art, architecture, and design. The ‘new 
state’ functioned not only as a modernisation instrument 
acting by means of its administrative structures, but also 
as a source of inspiration for creating visionary projects 
of building a ‘brave new world’. While accepting the 
thesis about assorted modernisation strategies adapted 
to local conditions one should pose a question about the 
specificity of works of art, design or architecture created 

as a result of such ‘regional’ modernisations. Another 
fundamental problem is the history of cultural institutions 
established after 1918, and in particular museums, which 
became key authors of modernisation projects within the 
domain of culture, an outstanding example being the J. and 
K. Bartoszewicz Museum of History and Art in Łódź, where 
thanks to Władysław Strzemiński and Director Marian 
Minich the International Collection of Modern Art of the 
‘a.r.’ group was installed in 1932.13

***

The history of modernisation in East-Central Europe is tan-
tamount to the co-existence of numerous parallel phenom-
ena, whose range contains both avant-garde attitudes and 
quests for conservative definitions of Modernism, while the 
interest of the authors focuses on extremely varied domains 
of activity spanning from representative exhibition pavilions 
to designing leaflets. Jointly, those phenomena are evidence 
that in 1918–1939 ‘new Europe’ favoured modernity by con-
sistently striving towards civilisational advancement and 
skilfully using tools provided by new political reality and, 
first and foremost, by independence achieved by the states 
in the aftermath of World War I.
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NATIONAL COMMITTEE 
POLAND AND THE ROLE IT 
PLAYED IN 1947–1958
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Academy of Fine Arts in Warsaw, Museum of King Jan III’s Palace in Wilanów

Abstract: International Committee Poland (PKN) of the 
International Council of Museums (ICOM) was founded in 
1947 as a result of Poland having joined the United Nations, 
and subsequently the International Council on Monuments 
and Sites (UNESCO). Throughout the 72 years of its activity, 
ICOM Poland (PKN ICOM) has transformed from a small- 
-sized group of museum directors and experts (21 individuals 
in 1947) into a team of professionals amounting to over 
300 individuals (either professionally active or retired). Their 
contribution to shaping Polish museology will likely become 
the topic of an extensive monograph.

In 1947–2018, ICOM Poland was presided by 8 individuals 
(see Table 1.); their operation mode was specified by 

subsequent ICOM Statues, modified by the General 
Assembly, as well as the ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums. 

It is the first decade of the ICOM Poland operations 
that is discussed in the paper; the names of the illustrious 
museologists of that period are given; they were the ones 
who in 1947–58 worked out the principles of cooperation, 
and despite the challenging political situation, were able 
to gradually introduce the rules of creating museums and 
of managing them as institutions of heritage protection 
and active learning, open to a broad exchange of ideas 
and international cooperation; furthermore, they worked 
out the assumptions and models for museum exhibits’ 
conservation and documentation.

Keywords: International Council of Museums (ICOM), ICOM International Comittee Poland, team of professionals, 
international cooperation, museum management, heritage protection, active learning.

Among the thorough transformations that occurred in 
Europe immediately following WW II, the new role of the 
organizations established in order to protect heritage and 
museum tradition should be pointed to. In reaction to the 
damage inflicted and the experience of many nations and 
states: occurring from the birth of totalitarian regimes in the 
Europe of the 1930s until the treatises signed in 1945–46, 
these concluding WW II, the circles of individuals connected 
with culture protection and requisition of museum 
collections came up with the proposal of new ways for 
cooperation and reflection. Their representatives led 
to establishing international organizations which, while 
overcoming political and regime conflicts, were to initiate 
activities aimed at restoring cooperation worldwide, 
marking out new trends in thinking about heritage, and 

at creating a network that could serve such prominent 
purposes. Within a decade, the standards of professional, 
ethical, and pragmatic activities, were written down, and 
they have been implemented for over 70 years. Despite the 
lapse of time, the goals defined back then have remained 
topical, and not always fully attained, therefore they are 
worth recalling right now when years later we are faced with 
subsequent crises, this time related to climate change and 
a dramatic increase of the world population, as well as with 
social conflicts resulting from the latter. Organizations such 
as: UNESCO, ICOM, ICOMOS,1 have gained a unique status 
on the international arena. Although referred to as NGOs, 
thus Non-governmental Organizations, they are essentially 
organizations established as a result of agreements among 
governments, thus functioning in all countries and areas 

1

*from the editorial office – on November 24, 2018, Piotr Rypson PhD was chosen as the favorite PKN ICOM.
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as national or international committees, this obliging their 
members to act in compliance with the legal regulations of 
a given country, yet also in compliance with the principles 
adopted by those organizations of supra-local character, 
and formulated by those organizations. Members are 
therefore obliged to abide by the rule of representing those 
organizations, expressed in the act of signing the will to join 
the organization.

When recalling the moment of establishing the 
International Council of Museums (ICOM), resulting from 
the foundation of the United Nations (UN), the above 
historical and political contexts should not be neglected, 
as they were the contexts in which these organizations, 
supported by respective governments, were to operate, 
aiming to rebuild the world so painfully mutilated and 
divided into two antagonistic political systems.

The late 1940s witnessed the existence of Communist 
and Socialist regimes, as well as colonial slavery still 
present in many regions of the world, with a simultaneous 
establishment from scratch of new or strengthening of the 
already existing liberal democracies; all these accounting 
for the differentiated quality of the world in which the 
institutions dealing with heritage happened to operate. On 
24 October 1945, following the signing of the UN Charter 
(26 June 1945), the United Nations was founded. Not fully 
a month later, namely on 16 November 1945, UNESCO 
was established in London; its Constitution was adopted 
on 16 November 1946, this very day Poland becoming the 
organization’s member. Its goal was to support international 
cooperation within culture and heritage protection, while 
also to promote human rights. Ten days later, the Founding 
Conference held at the Louvre on 16–20 November 1946, 
concluded with establishing ICOM. The Act establishing 
ICOM was signed by: Australia, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, 
Czechoslovakia, Denmark, France, Great Britain (UK), the 
Netherlands, Norway, New Zealand, Switzerland, Sweden, 
and the USA; the following countries: Argentina, China, 
Chile, Egypt, Finland, Greece, Haiti, India, Nicaragua, Peru, 
the Philippines, South Africa, and Turkey, submitted letters 
informing that they had founded national committees.

Elected ICOM’s first President, Chauncey Jerome Hamlin 
(1881–19632), author of the Committee’s Statute and 
rules, set in these education and exchange of scholars and 
curators, as well as the formation of national committees 
as his priority.3

The establishment of ICOM International Committee 
Poland was also connected with Hamlin, as it was initiated 
by the meeting and breakfast which Prof. Jan Muszkowski 
and Eugeniusz Eibishch shared with him in Paris in the 
course of a UNESCO conference held at the time, this 
encounter documented in the preserved letter Muszkowski 
dispatched to Prof. Lorentz.4

In response to the proposal, on 29 March 1947, Prof. 
Stanisław Lorentz (1899–1991),5 Director of the National 
Museum in Warsaw as well as Director of the Board of 
Museums and Protection of Monuments, sent a letter to 
Chancey J. Hamilton, at the time already ICOM’s President, 
as well as Chairman of so-called UNESCO Preparatory 
Commission, informing that in reaction to Hamilton’s letter 
of 20 January 1947 he had launched activities aiming at 
founding ICOM International Committee Poland.6

Slightly earlier, on 20 March 1947, Prof. Lorentz had 
dispatched letters to a circle of illustrious individuals 
regarded as outstanding specialists in museology and 
directors of two museums enquiring whether they would 
be willing to enter the first ICOM National Committee 
in Poland, also requesting them to kindly identify other 
potential candidates to join that body. The offer was 
presented to: Feliks Kopera (1871–1952), Chairman of the 
Museum Association in Poland; Ludwik Sawicki (1893–
1972), Director of the State Archaeological Museum in 
Warsaw; Col. Zbigniew Szacherski (1901–1985), Director of 
the Polish Army Museum in Warsaw; Tadeusz Mańkowski 
PhD (1878–1962), Director of the State Art Collections 
at the Wawel; Prof. Stanisław Gąsiorowski (1897–1962), 
Director of the Czartoryski Collection Museum in Cracow; 
Reader Tadeusz Seweryn (1894–1975), Director of the State 
Ethnographic Museum in Cracow; Gwido Chmarzyński PhD 
(1906–1973), Director of the National Museum in Poznan; 
Jerzy Güttler PhD (1904–1952), Director of the Museum of 

Table 1. Presidents of the ICOM National Committee Poland in 1947–2018

1947-1966 – prof. Stanisław Lorentz

1966-1971 – prof. Kazimierz Michałowski

1971-1980 – prof. Stanisław Lorentz

1981-1990 – prof. Aleksander Gieysztor

1990-1996 – prof. Andrzej Rottermund

introduction in the ICOM Statute of a term of office of max. 2 x 3 years, with a break requirement of max. 12 years

1996-2002 – prof. Konstanty Kalinowski

2002-2005 – dr Dorota Folga-Januszewska

2005-2008 – dr Dorota Folga-Januszewska

2008-2010 – prof. Andrzej Tomaszewski

2010-2012 – p.o. Paweł Jaskanis

2012-2015 – prof. Dorota Folga-Januszewska

2015-2018 – prof. Dorota Folga-Januszewska
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Silesia being created at the time in Wroclaw; Jan Chranicki 
PhD (1906–1976), Director of the City Museum in Gdansk; 
Curator Stanisława Sawicka PhD (1895–1982), Director of 
the Print Cabinet at Warsaw University; Stanisław Feliksiak 
PhD (1906–1992), Director of the State Zoological Museum 

in Warsaw; as well as Stanisław Małkowski PhD (1889–1962), 
Director of the Museum of the Earth in Warsaw being 
established at the time.

Analysing the preserved correspondence with the above-
mentioned museology specialists, it can be concluded that 

1. and 2. Letter of Prof. Jan Muszkowski of 12 March 1947 to Prof. Stanisław Lorentz informing him of Chauncey J. Hamlin’s proposal to establish the ICOM 
National Committee in Poland, ICOM Archive at MNW, portfolio 1433/26-27
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3. Letter of Prof. Stanisław Lorentz to Chauncey J. Hamlin of 29 March 1947 informing of launching the establishment process of the ICOM National Commit-
tee in Poland, ICOM Archive at MNW, portfolio 1433/29

all of them agreed to accept the proposal, also pointing 
out to further candidates. Col. Szacherski suggested the 
following individuals: Prof. Tadeusz Manteuffel (1902–1970), 
Director of the Historical Institute at Warsaw University, 
Prof. Władysław Tomkiewicz (1899–1982),7 Director of 
the Recovery and Reparations Bureau at the Ministry of 
Culture, Prof. Józef Kostrzewski (1885–1969), affiliated 
to the Society of Friends of Sciences in Poznan, as well as 
Prof. Stanisław Bodniak (1897–1952), Director of the Kórnik 
Library. Stanisława Sawicka proposed Tadeusz Dobrowolski 
PhD (1989–1984), a distinguished employee of the Silesian 

Museum in Katowice before 1939, and after 1945 running art 
history courses at the Jagiellonian Museum in Cracow. Jerzy 
Gutler PhD, in his turn, presented the candidacy of Marian 
Mnich PhD (1898–1965), Director of the Museum in Lodz; 
meanwhile Tadeusz Seweryn PhD proposed Józef Fudakowski 
PhD (1893–1969), Director of the Natural History Museum 
of the Polish Academy of Learning, an outstanding Polish 
zoologist, to be incorporated into the Committee.

This is how the twenty-one-person team of the first ICOM 
National Committee Poland was formed. On 4 June 1947, 
the founding meeting held in Poznan led to electing Prof. 
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Stanisław Lorentz the Committee’s President, while Ludwik 
Sawicki PhD was elected its Secretary. During the meeting 
the founders’ body was joined by Stanisław Leśniewski 
(1871–1957), Director of the Museum of Industry and 
Agriculture in Warsaw. On 21 June 1947, Stanisław Lorentz 
sent a letter to Chauncey J. Hamlin informing him that the 
Committee had been established; it had its seat at the 
National Museum in Warsaw, at 13, 3. Maja Avenue.8 In 
response, the invitation to the first ICOM General Assembly 
in Paris planned for June 1948 was received.

Prof. Lorentz wrote in a letter to Hamlin that regrettably 
he would be unable to join the so-called ICOM preparatory 
General Conference in Mexico, held on 7–14 November 
1947, as an excuse giving a long trip and high expenses. In 
response he received a cabled invitation with the promise 
of all the expenses to be covered by UNESCO. However, 
Prof. Lorentz did not decide to go, delegating his deputy 
at the National Museum, a well-known and outstanding 
archaeologist Prof. Kazimierz Michałowski (1901–1981).9 
Therefore, the spell between June and November 1947 is 
considered to be the time when Poland joined ICOM and 
Poland’s National Committee was founded.

On 17 February 1948, during the meeting of ICOM 
Poland in Warsaw, Prof. K. Michałowski reported on the 
Mexico Conference. He summarized the main assumptions 
adopted and voted through. A major emphasis was put 
then on the necessity to accept the special role to be 
played by museums in the cultural exchange for the sake 
of peace keeping, creation of representative displays of the 
history of mankind, general access to culture, international 

exchange, as well as the struggle against an illegal circulation 
of cultural goods.

Soon afterwards, preparations for ICOM General 
Conference in Paris were started: it was to focus on the 
architecture of museums. The correspondence preserved 
in the ICOM Archive at the National Museum in Warsaw 
between Prof. Lorentz and the Conference Chair Georges 
Salles (1889-1966) was of particular importance,10 since 
not only did it lead to Poland’s participation in the planned 
debate, but it, among others, prompted the participation 
of the most illustrious figures of French post-WWII culture, 
e.g. Pablo Picasso and Paul Eluard, in the Wrocław Peace 
Congress in August 1948.

The importance of Salles for the European museology of 
the time should be remembered, and the impact he had on 
the shape of the collections of Warsaw’s National Museum 
pointed to. Georges Salles, grandson of Gustave Eiffel, as of 
1945 Director of the French Museums, was one of the first 
museologists to emphasize the connection of contemporary 
art with creative post-war museography. It was Salles who 
introduced, among other concepts, that of a truly teaching 
museum. As of 1946, cooperating closely with Picasso, he led to 
establishing the Arts Council in France which actually prompted 
the Louvre to adopt as its programme the idea of combining 
works of the past with contemporary art. In this way a series of 
artistic dialogues with masters was launched: the 1950 Louvre 
display of the works by Zurbarán, El Greco, Murillo, Ribera 
in the vicinity of and in the interpretation by Pablo Picasso, 
whereas Salles became a ‘a new classic’ of the then museology. 
This relationship eventually climaxed with the painting Picasso 

4., 5. and 6. Three telegrams in which Prof. Stanisław Lorentz informs that his Deputy at the National Museum in Warsaw, Prof. Kazimierz Michałowski has 
been assigned to participate in the ICOM General Conference in Mexico in November 1947, ICOM Archive at MNW, portfolio 1433/ 55, 58, 59
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executed several years later in the Paris UNESCO building.11 
Lorentz and the Warsaw circles were inspired by this story to 
invite Picasso to the National Museum, which in its turn made 
the Master present an exquisite collection of ceramics and 
prints to the Warsaw Museum.12

The story of Poland establishing contacts with ICOM 
had both its glamorous and bleak moments. Lorentz’s first 
request for the permission for the delegation of the Polish 
Army Museum to attend the Paris ICOM Conference was 
turned down by Marian Spychalski,13 while Lorentz himself 
was authorized to travel there by the Minister of Culture 
and Art, after his application had been given an opinion of 
the Minister of Foreign Affairs; a similar permission was also 
granted to Prof. Stanisław Gąsiorowski. Moreover, Zdzisław 
Raabe PhD and Jan Żabiński PhD were authorized to travel 
by the Ministry of Education. Finally, however, only Lorentz, 
Gąsiorowski and Żabiński reached Paris.14

The process of organizing ICOM National Committee 
Poland in 1947–48 and the official appointing of Poland’s 
delegates by the Polish government demonstrate the role 
ICOM played almost immediately following its establishment 
and the prestige it enjoyed. The first General Assembly 
with Poland as a rightful member, held in Paris on 28 
June – 3 July 1948, brought together 300 museologists 
from around the globe. National Committees of 53 states 
were represented; also 12 international committees were 
formed, of which some, like ICOMOS, later became (as 
of the late 1960s) separate organizations. Among them 
there were committees of specialized museums, such as 
science ones and planetariums, museums of the history 

of sciences and technology, natural history museums, 
as well as zoological and botanical gardens, aquariums, 
national parks, ethnographic and anthropological museums, 
historic sites, arts and crafts museums, industrial museums, 
children’s museums. Separate committees were established 
to deal with museum learning, education of museologists, 
museographic techniques, museum law and administration, 
as well as contacts with the public and publications.15 
Furthermore, ‘ICOM NEWS’, museum newspaper conveying 
topical museology-related information, was launched.

For Polish museology contacts with ICOM constituted the 
key platform for the exchange of information, knowledge, 
and of experience, and what is more, for shaping partnership 
in the process of organizing exhibitions, of searching for the 
heritage lost in WW II, as well as for networking that allowed 
to enrich collections with abundant donations arriving from 
outside Poland.

The Stalinist period (1949–53) and that of Socialist Realism 
terrorizing culture made this cooperation harder in Poland, it 
did not, however, thwart the effects of the Polish delegation’s 
participation in the 1948 Paris Conference. The major results 
of that encounter imported to Poland can be seen in the e.g. 
transfer of the new cataloguing standards and documentation 
of museum objects (obligatory photo!), elaboration of 
questionnaires to characterize collections, founding of 
museology studies, and the application of museology methods 
previously worked out worldwide. Conservation standards 
were proposed, and so were methods of handling collections. 
Particularly worth pointing to was the questionnaire proposed 
by Philip Hendy dedicated to the methods of dealing with 

7. Letter of Marian Spychalski, 1st Vice Minister of National Defence, of 3 May 1948 communicating the decision of not sending a delegation of military 
museologists to attend the 1948 ICOM General Assembly in Paris, ICOM Archive at MNW, portfolio 1433/89



41www.muzealnictworocznik.com MUSEOLOGY

museums, law, legislation



42 MUSEOLOGY

8. and 9. Fragment of the list (two pages) of the participants of the ICOM Conference in Paris, 28 June–3 July 1948, including Poland’s representatives, ICOM 
Archive at MNW, portfolio 1433/109, 111.
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painting objects,16 which to this day has remained the model 
of an extensive description of a museum object.

In 1949–54, direct contacts of the Polish Committee with 
the ICOM Office in Paris were reduced to the minimum for 
political reasons,17 while its activity flagged. The relations 
were resumed in 1954 when the Committee included merely 
14 members18 (Jan Chranicki, Tadeusz Dobrowolski, Janusz 
Durko, Zdzisław Kępiński, Col. Kazimierz Konieczny, Stanisław 
Lorentz, Kazimierz Michałowski, Kazimierz Malinowski, Zdzisław 
Rajewski, Jerzy Remer, Tadeusz Seweryn, Juliusz Starzyński, 
Jerzy Szablowski, Wanda Załuska). Prof. Stanisław Lorentz re-
mained its President following the Committee’s restructur-
ing, and represented it at the General Conference in Paris on 
20 July 1954. It was the time of extremely close, almost identi-
cal relations between UNESCO and ICOM, this resulting from 
the affiliation structure of both organizations complying with 
the French law, and the move to the new seat in the Paris 
purpose-raised building called Maison de l’UNESCO.19

The trip of the National Committee’s representatives to 
the subsequent ICOM General Conference in Switzerland was 
described in his memoirs by Janusz Durko (1915–2017),20 
Secretary of the National Committee Poland in 1954–69, as 
well as a long-standing Director of the Historical Museum of 
Warsaw (1951–2003). Director Durko’s account brilliantly 
characterizes the difficulties that Polish museologists faced 
when trying to travel to the Western world.

In 1956, on the initiative of Lorentz and in cooperation 
with ICOM, the so-called International Museum Campaign 

took place in Warsaw, this serving as a token of appreciation 
for Polish museology and monument conservators. On that 
occasion Warsaw was visited for the first time by Georges 
Henri Rivière, ICOM General Director, Jan van der Haagen 
heading UNESCO, Germain Bazin, director of the Painting 
Gallery at the Louvre, and many other heads of European 
museums who considered crossing the ‘Iron Curtain’ a risky 
undertaking. Durko recalls the session held at Nieborów on 
21–22 September 1956.21

It was most likely for political reasons that in the late 
1950s ICOM Poland focused on conservation challenges and 
the application of documentation techniques, which being 
of strictly professional character were not frowned upon 
by Poland’s Communist authorities. A preserved example 
of this activity type can be found in the response of the 
Polish party to the ICOM questionnaire of 1 December 
1958 related to the establishment of museum laboratories 
in Warsaw and Toruń called Workshops for Research and 
Technological Documentation.22 The correspondence 
between Arthur van Schendel, Director at Amsterdam’s 
Rijksmuseum, and Prof. Stanisław Lorentz on Memling23 
discloses the realm of a very active cooperation and 
knowledge exchange on collections and methods of their 
protection. Moreover, some documents also testify to 
financial support to museums that Poland was granted from 
UNESCO and ICOM.24

Interestingly, the 1950s were the time of activities and 
transformations occurring in technology museums worldwide. 

10. Letter from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to Prof. Stanisław Lorentz of 20 Jan. 1958, informing him that UNESCO had allocated USD 3.500 to equip the 
conservation and museology workshop at the National Museum in Warsaw, ICOM Archive at MNW, portfolio 1435/86
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11. First page of the 1958 Polish translation of the ICOM Statute of 3 July 1951, ICOM Archive at MNW, portfolio 1435/175 
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Under ICOM’s auspices, the institutions introduced active 
learning rooms, namely displays with devices and models 
meant for learning through experiments. In response to this 
tendency, the NOT [Supreme Technical Organization] Museum 
of Technology and Industry was reactivated, and meant to 
continue the pre-WW II Museum of Industry and Technology; 
in 1955, it found a new home in the Palace of Culture and 
Sciences, featuring a new display, subsequently perfected until 
the late 1970s.25 This was the beginning of the phenomenon 
today referred to as ‘interactive museum’. Technology and 
science museums also worked out the model of in-field, 
‘mobile’ institutions, thus preserving technology monuments, 
such as old railway lines and rolling stocks, machines and 
devices once equipping the industrial plants that were closed 
down, or serving as earlier technological solutions in agriculture 
(e.g. windmills). The International Committee for Museums and 
Collections of Science and Technology (CIMUSET) continued 
evolving, with Poland’s representatives serving as its extremely 
active members. The action methodology worked out at the 
time continues as a set of standards for industrial heritage 
conservation applied today.

In July 1958, ICOM Poland had 13 ordinary members 
(Adam Bochnak, Jan Chranicki, Zdzisław Kępiński, Col. 
Kazimierz Konieczny, Stanisław Lorentz, Kazimierz 
Michałowski, Kazimierz Malinowski, Ksawery Piwocki, 
Zdzisław Rajewski, Jerzy Remer, Tadeusz Seweryn, Juliusz 
Starzyński, Jerzy Szablowski) and 13 associate members 
(Prof. Antonina Halicka, Director at Warsaw’s Museum of 
the Earth; Prof. Bohdan Marconi, Director of the Central 
Laboratory for Monument Conservation;26 as well as Engr. 
Czesław Ługowski, Director of the Museum of Industry and 
Technology in Warsaw).27

In 1958, also the idea of establishing a new committee 
dealing with the relations between museums and TV, 
filmmaking industry, and the ‘active’ media, was conceived. 
In his letter of 20 March 1958, Georges Salles invited 
Stanisław Lorentz to participate in the conference prepared 
on the topic; Lorentz, in his turn, committed himself to put 
together a report on the situation in Poland.28 A period of 
extremely lively and versatile international contacts started. 

The preserved correspondence points out to the exchange 
of specialists in many directions, this being something novel, 
as well as to a substantial team of outstanding museologists 
invited to Poland, preparation of shared exhibitions, and to 
information exchange.

The ICOM Poland’s archive also includes the possibly first 
1958 Polish translation of the ICOM Statute adopted on 3 July 
1951, in Art. 2 containing an extended definition of ‘museum’:

1. �The term museum here denotes any permanent 
establishment, whose task it is to preserve, study, and 
make accessible to the public, the values of groups of 
cultural goods, this by applying various means, mainly 
by displaying them for the instruction of the public and in 
order to inspire emotional and aesthetical experiences: of 
art work collections, historical mementoes, and objects 
of scientific and technological value, of botanical and 
zoological gardens, and aquariums.

2. �Public libraries and archival institutions maintaining perma-
nent exhibition rooms shall be considered as museums.29

The above definition launched a debate on extending 
the traditional role of museum, it served as grounds for 
subsequent standardizations and legal regulations with 
respect to cultural goods. ICOM Statue definitions and 
regulations were translated into Polish, and subsequently 
incorporated into the Polish Act on Cultural Heritage 
Protection of 15 February 1962.30 In Section 8 of the Act, 
dedicated almost entirely to museums, ICOM’s phrasing from 
the 5th General Conference in Stockholm (1959) was applied, 
adding even the transcript promoted within ICOM by H.G. 
Rivière,31 in Polish regulations reading in Art. 51: Museums 
shall be entitled to attempt to be classified as scientific- 
-research institutes in compliance with the valid regulations.

A new period of the development and professional 
profiling of those institutions, later named the museum 
age by Germain Bazin,32 began. The next decade (until the 
events of 1968) was the time when many new concepts 
were conceived, and the idea of European museology 
expanded further. ICOM National Committee Poland was 
to experience yet another spell of intense development, 
this, however being the topic of a future paper.
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INTRODUCTION OF THE 
ACT ON MUSEUMS IN 1996
Agnieszka Jaskanis 
State Archaeological Museum in Warsaw

Abstract: The Act on Museums of 1996 regulated 
peculiar challenges faced by museums. At the same time it 
separated museum preservation of archaeological heritage 
from the system of the preservation of monuments. From 
that moment onwards those museums whose collections 
were movable archaeological heritage were obliged in their 
museum procedures to comply with the regulations of two 
acts: the afore-mentioned Act on Museum and the Act on the 
Protection and Guardianship of Historical Monuments of 2003, 
together with its implementing regulations.

The ordinance of the Minister of Culture and Art on 
the standard for registering heritage items in museums 
introduced quite a revolutionary change in the registering 
of archaeological heritage in those institutions as for 
object inventorying. The registering was to be from then 
on applied only to single tangible heritage items, and not 
to archaeological sites together with all the collections 

like in previous years. The change implied quite a lot 
of organizational repercussions, including difficulties in 
defining the collection’s countability and its financial worth, 
or the unequivocal item’s identification. The challenges 
caused are, among others, problems with the decisions how 
to qualify different historic groups of scientific sources to be 
entered into museum documents. This is connected with 
the necessity to differentiate and define what archaeological 
mass finds versus museum objects are in museum registers. 
New principles of museum object identification were 
introduced, and their implementation in the documentation 
practice forced significant changes in the attitude to the 
traditionally perceived methodology of creating information 
on archaeological monuments. Furthermore, the value 
assessment of archaeological monuments is questionable. It 
is the lack of standards for assessing the value of this group 
of monuments that is related to this issue.

Keywords: specificity of archaeology, legal amendments, register standard, museum objects, mass finds, value of 
archaeological monuments.

Upon the adoption of the Act on Museums in 1996,1 

peculiar problems, particularly of state museums, were 
normalized, and to a lesser degree of institutions of 
a museum character which are not cultural institutions, 

but amass collections. At the same time, the Act separated 
museum preservation of archaeological heritage from the 
system of the preservation of monuments of history. From 
that moment onwards those museums whose collections 
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were movable archeological heritage were obliged in their 
museum procedures to comply with the regulations of two 
acts: the afore-mentioned Act on Museums and the Act on 
the Protection and Guardianship of Historical Monuments 
of 2003,2 together with its implementing regulations.

Although neither of the Acts deals with the methodology 
of the way of discovering the remains of old cultures within 
historical space, these new ways of registering archaeological 
collections essentially impacted the processes of ordering 
knowledge with respect to museum objects isolated from 
them and the remaining heritage objects, which with the 
due progress of academic elaboration are separated from 
an enormous number of artefacts collected in museums’ 
storage spaces. The alteration of the legal status from 
a monument to a museum object within archaeological 
collection is thus the result of research and conservation 
processes spaced in time, requiring appropriate staff, 
financial resources, organizational and storage conditions. 
In this collection there also exists mass material boasting the 
status of amorphous and collective movable monuments 
hardly countable and impossible to unequivocally identify. 
After the introduction of the legal amendments what we 
usually only speak of is a museum object: single identifiable 
archaeological monument.

The ordinance of the Minister of Culture and Art of 1997, 
and the new one of 20043 introduced quite a revolutionary 
change in the registering of archaeological heritage in 
museums as for object inventorying. The registering was 
to be from then on applied only to single tangible heritage 
items, and not to research sites together with all the 
collections, namely so-called archaeological sites.

Legal conditionings have the major impact on shaping 
the registering model and managing museum collections, 
since they constitute the framework in which the institution 
identifies its possessions and manages cultural heritage. 
They also constitute practical guidelines, collectively 
allowing to standardize approach to collections in various 
institutions. The reference points for the models can be 
found in remaining factors, such as tradition and history, 
as well as the methodology of a scientific elaboration of 
collections, and in the case of archaeological monuments, 
also the methodology of their acquiring. Since the late 
20th century rapid development of digital technology and 
a widespread application of IT have allowed transformation 
of the format of museum documents and of the management 
of the knowledge of the collections. Museological circles 
have realized the need to introduce a widely understood 
standardization into the managing of the institution and 
the collections, particularly the necessity to verify the so-far 
models of collection registering as a means to create 
the basis of knowledge potentially accessible through 
teleinformatic networks.4 In modelling the collection 
register it was thus necessary to also take into account the 
conditionings of the functioning of the integrated database 
system allowing to effectively create and use the collected 
data. The task required proper structuralization of data and 
information, as well as the systemic opening to cooperation 
with other database systems, also the network ones which 
collect data related to archaeological and cultural heritage. 
Moreover, it called for standardization applied to the 
adopted terminology of extensive semantics, while at the 

stage of creating the database, also to the discipline in the 
unequivocal character of the used terms, and consistency 
in calling objects and phenomena, as well as their essential 
and mutual relations. Institutions of culture, science, and of 
monument protection, can and should co-use the collected 
data, as well as share the knowledge they have created with 
different users.5

The presentation of the list of the main amendments 
related to the identification and management of collections 
after 1996 with reference to the earlier contexts, might allow 
to accurately look at the problem faced by museologists who 
wanted to properly carry out their mission of protection 
for museum objects and other movable archaeological 
monuments collected in museums. Particularly as the 
legislator in the justification to the bills standardizing 
the register neither foresaw the economic impact of the 
introduced changes, nor defined the transitory period for 
their implementation.

The legal grounds for the construction of the register 
of museum collections before 1996 had been the Act of 
15 February 1962 on the Protection of Cultural Goods and 
Museums,6 in which the task of museums in the system of 
culture goods’ protection was defined. In the Act as well 
as in the Ordinance of the Minister of Culture and Art of 
18 April 1964 on running inventory of museum objects7 
typological variety of the collections amassed by museums 
had been taken into account, and therefore detailed 
principles of creating templates for their registering, 
different for collections of art, archaeology, ethnography, 
nature, and technology, were provided.

Museums were obliged to run museum objects’ inventory 
(Art. 1 of the 1964 Ordinance), composed of numerous 
documents, together allowing to identify museum objects 
and to manage them. The documents were enumerated in 
Art. 2.1, and were as follows:
•	 register of museum objects’ accession,
•	 museum objects’ storage file,
•	 inventory register of museum objects,
•	 academic catalogue of museum objects,
•	 deposit register of museum objects,
•	 register of museum objects’ circulation.

For museums with archaeological collections it was 
also necessary to run a field accession register for 
accessions from currently conducted excavations (Art. 2.2). 
Therefore, the set of documents creating the system of 
collections’ identification and management was defined 
as inventorying.

In the museums boasting archaeological collections, the 
inventory of museum objects was entered either sites or 
archaeological objects that were immovable archaeological 
monuments; it was only in relation to those that movable 
monuments were registered. This principle was phrased in 
Art. 6.2 of the 1964 Ordinance: In an archaeological museum 
(department) the objects entered into the field accession 
register shall not be entered into inventory registers of 
museum objects; instead, the archaeological site for which 
the field accession register is run shall be entered.

However, not all the archaeological monuments acquired 
by museums come from excavation research. It is through 
field research that museums acquired in the past and 
continue acquiring over 90 per cent of their collections, 
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while the remaining part coming from private collections 
could either be purchased or donated? to museums. In 
the latter case they qualify to be entered into inventory as 
individual entities, analogical to other museum collections 
of, e.g. art. Such a solution results in the lack of cohesion 
in the inventorying rules for monuments of one category.

The 1964 Ordinance was accompanied by the Instruction 
How to Run Inventory of Museum Objects,8 in detail 
interpreting its respective provisions. In Art. 41 it was 
decided, among others, that as part of the number given 
to the site, numbers and categories of monument sets 
which can be identified in compliance with the criteria 
valid in archaeology have to be provided. The type of set 
can be seen in monuments or groups of monuments of 
a high academic or display value. As an example given were 
10 axes from a treasure. At the same time in the inventory 
books it was possible to give individual numbers to selected 
historical objects acquired during excavations, namely 
discovered at archaeological sites in the event when they 
are regarded to be objects of exceptional value.

In this way inventory items covered both respective objects 
and their groups (sites, sets, or monument categories), as well 
as objects belonging simultaneously to the inventory register 
of the site and selected at museum’s discretion.

An incoherent definition of the inventory object 
in museums for archaeological monuments in the 
regulations from the 1960s resulted in the fact that 
in the registering model of the collections immovable 
monuments (archaeological sites) were given an equal 
status to movable monuments (single specimens). Each of 
the above-described entities could be given an individual 
number in the inventory book.

The 1996 change of the legislator’s attitude to the 
inventory object, in relation to archaeological monuments, 
implied quite a number of organizational repercussions, 
including difficulties in defining the collection’s countability 
and its financial worth, or the unequivocal item’s 
identification in cases of the inevitable alteration to their 
preservation state. Changes in principles for identifying 
museum objects were introduced, and their implementation 
into documenting praxis forced essential changes in the 
attitude to the traditionally understood methodology of 
formulating information on archaeological monuments. In 
connection with the inconsistency of the legal regulations 
from the 1960s, a need arose, particularly in museums, 
to elaborate a new model of registering and managing 
museum objects, also taking into account the specificity of 
records in the existing museum inventories.

Thus the new notion of registering was introduced into 
museum terminology. The legislator included in it the whole 
system of the identification and of managing collections, in 
particular allowing for:

1. �identification and designation of each object in 
the museum collection in the way allowing the 
quantitative- and -qualitative identification of the set;

2. �documentation of the object’s history from its creation 
to its acquisition by the museum (provenance);

3. �documenting the history of the object in the museum, 
i.e. all the activities conducted by the museum while it 
is kept there (conservation, scientific research, making 
it available, e.g. participation in exhibitions, etc.).

Museums were obliged to run collection registers (Art. 1.2 
of the 2004 Ordinance9), which consisted in an appropriate 
entry in the following inventorying documentation:

1. register card,
2. �inventory of museum objects kept in the form of an 

inventory book,
3. book of deposits,
4. �documentation of archaeological research and other 

field research allowing to identify each of the museum 
objects that are in the museum.

This means that the concept of ‘registering’ following the 
adoption of the Act on Museums from 1996 supplanted the 
concept of ‘inventorying’. earlier defined in the regulations 
from the 1960s.

Inventorying in museums signifies currently the entry 
of objects that are museum’s property (Art. 21, Act on 
Museums) into the document called Inventory Book of 
Museum Objects, and run in the format defined with the 
Ordinance of the Minister of Culture (Arts. 3.1–2 and 3.4–5; 
Art. 4.1, Art. 5.1–2, Ordinance of 2004).

Since 1996 the Inventory of Museum Objects has 
required the entry of particular movable archaeological 
cultural heritage objects. In Art. 5.1 of the Ordinance of 
the Minister of Culture of 2004 this was phrased as follows: 
each museum object shall enter the Inventory Book under 
a different number. It is only in the cases when a set of 
objects constitutes an integral whole, e.g. a portfolio, 
a sketchbook, a set of furniture, that the inventory 
number can be slashed with respective numbers assigned 
to its elements (Art. 5.2, Ordinance of 2004). In any case 
identifying numbers must be attributed to respective 
movable monuments, and not to the archaeological site 
(immovable), as had been done in previous years. The thesis 
that the inventorying object had been changed is confirmed 
by a detailed analysis of the 2004 Ordinance. The set of 
information defined by the legislator that museum is obliged 
to include in inventorying documents unequivocally shows 
that it refers to respective archaeological monuments, not 
archaeological sites. The entries into the Inventory Book of 
Museum Objects (Art. 3.1) have to contain the information 
on the object’s author or creator, provenance, value on 
the acquisition day, creation place and time, material, 
execution technique, dimensions, optionally weight of the 
inventoried object, and identification of its characteristic 
features. Arts. 7.1 and 7.4 enumerate additional features 
of museum objects that obligatorily need to be placed on 
register cards. These include: visual documentation, most 
frequently a photo or a drawing, value on the registering day, 
means of labelling in the museum, place where it is kept, and 
information on any relocation.

The regulations have left out all the issues of registering 
the spatial and historical contexts of the objects’ discovery, 
namely all the determined connections of movable heritage 
objects, and thus museum objects too, with archaeological 
sites. What has remained is only the obligation to provide 
information on the place of the acquisition of the museum 
object. The Act on Museums with the 2007 amendments 
actually defines that inventorying can apply to immovable 
heritage objects, however this only in the case when 
due to the specificity of the collection a real estate that 
is museum’s property enters the inventory, as is the case 
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of immovable heritage objects in open-air (ethnographic) 
museums. Archaeological sites (immovable heritage objects) 
from which collections of archaeological heritage objects 
(movable heritage objects) come, generally are not owned 
by museums. Thus a two-level information order had been 
simplified to one level only. The method of archaeological 
museum connotation: general-to-specific had been reversed 
with a legal-administrative procedure, this resulting in the 
necessity to alter the registering of collections and museum 
objects, in favour of exclusively registering museum objects.

The basic feature distinguishing movable archaeological 
heritage object from other museum collections can be 
seen in the fact that being products of human activity, 
and discovered in immovable heritage objects,10 they are 
covered with the system of protection and guardianship 
still before they are taken over by museums. The principles 
of conducting the field research in the result of which 
monuments that are later transferred to museum collections 
are discovered, have been regulated in Polish legislation, 
and have to be reflected in the model of registering of 
archaeological collections in museums. This goes to say that 
the legal grounds for these models, apart from the Act of 21 
November 1996 on Museums together with the Ordinance 
of the Minister of Culture of 30 August 2004 as for the Range, 
Form and Format of inventorying monuments in museums 
is to be found in the Act on the Protection and Guardianship 
of Historical Monuments of 23 July 2003 together with the 
statues, the latter including first of all the Ordinance on 
Conducting Archaeological Research and Documentations 
Standards (the latest amendment of 2 August 2018).11

One of the main museum procedures to acquire 
archaeological heritage objects, namely collection 
acquisition, is provided for in Art. 35 of the 2003 Act on the 
Protection and Guardianship of Historical Monuments. It 
provides regulations for handling movable archaeological 
discoveries made in the course of excavations conducted 
at immovable archaeological monuments, namely 
archaeological sites. It also regulates the mode and form 
of acquiring archaeological monuments by museums. The 
monuments are then transferred to the museum upon the 
decision of the territorially relevant Voivodeship Monument 
Conservator/Officer for Preservation of Objects of Cultural 
Heritage (on behalf of the Voivode as a representative 
of the Treasury of State) in compliance with a two-stage 
procedure: first as a deposit, and subsequently, upon the 
motion filed by the museum director, as property. The 
form of the decision valid for the monument preservation 
unit depends on the regulation of an administrative- 
-and-legal character that museums have no impact upon. 
Additionally, these museums are obliged, just like all the 
museums in Poland, to receive collections by protocol, 
this having been included in Art. 2 of the 2004 Ordinance. 
This creates the necessity to apply peculiar procedures of 
receiving, registering, and managing them, which are more 
complex and slightly different from the procedures applied 
for other type of museum objects. Acquiring archaeological 
collections is a multi-stage process in which field practice 
intermingles with legal obligations, extensive cultural and 
natural research, also for conservation purposes.

The process begins at the stage of the field identification 
of the research object within the range enabling the issuing 

of a permit to conduct the research by the Voivodeship 
Conservator of Monuments/Officer for Preservation of 
Objects of Cultural Heritage. Archaeologists are required 
by Polish law to apply for such a permit, additionally 
submitting a document confirming the readiness of 
a museum or another organizational unit to receive 
archaeological heritage objects discovered in the course 
of running the archaeological research (Art. 9.3.7 of the 
2018 Ordinance).12 In practise, the entity applying for the 
permit provides museum director with information on the 
location of the planned archaeological investigation and on 
the predicted category of the site that can be uncovered 
on the grounds of preliminary research in archives and 
conservation documentation, as well as field prospection. 
The director makes to decision to declare readiness to 
receive the heritage objects in the event when both 
the research location, and the foreseen heritage object 
character complies with the policy of building the museum 
collections. One of this policy’s elements is the territorial 
principle of preserving archaeological heritage objects in 
compliance with the country’s division into voivodeships. 
An important element for the director’s decision and his/her 
consent is the assessing of the potential number of movable 
archaeological heritage objects in view of the institution’s 
storage and organizational-and-staff potential.

However, director’s declaration may contain museum’s 
additional expectations (apart from the need to supply 
field documentation specified in Annex 2 to the above- 
-pointed Ordinance of 2018) related to the way of preparing 
monuments unearthed during the excavation, as well as 
their documentation format. It is the only legal form allowing 
the museum to participate in planning the archaeological 
research. The museum is not a party in the process of 
deciding detailed conditions for field research, although 
once this is completed, it is the organization that becomes 
responsible for the care of the movable heritage objects, 
in many a case without appropriately secured financing to 
store, keep, conserve, and elaborate them.

Following the completion of the field works, movable her-
itage objects as well as the produced documentation con-
nected with the investigation process are not transferred 
to the museum that had earlier agreed to receive them, 
but to the Voivodeship Conservator of Monuments/Officer 
for Preservation of Objects of Cultural Heritage; as a represen-
tative of the Treasury of State, the latter has owner’s authority 
over all archaeological heritage objects. Upon the director’s 
motion, the Conservator/Officer may transfer them to the mu-
seum, following a two-stage procedure.

The period over which the museum has the heritage 
object in deposit is used by the staff to conduct conservation 
works and a preliminary registering as well as scientific 
elaboration. It has to be borne in mind, however, that 
archaeological monuments when unearthed are most 
generally fragmented or defected. Therefore, in the museum 
conservation and reconstruction undertakings are carried 
out, as a result of which their number and typological 
definition may alter compared to the information contained 
in the field documentation. Such research can go on for 
a number of years, depending on numerous factors, these 
including the number of movable heritage objects found at 
the archaeological site, their preservation, as well as the 
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material they were made of, and the execution technique. 
It is only upon the completion of research works and the 
detailed identification of the set that the ascertainment of 
the total number of individualized monuments as well as 
the amount of the mass material received by the museum 
is possible; this, however, was impossible directly after 
the completion of the excavation works on the grounds 
of the field documentation. The museum director submits 
a motion to the Voivodeship Conservator of Monuments/ 
Officer for Preservation of Objects of Cultural Heritage to 
transfer to museum the ownership of the quantitatively and 
qualitatively verified set, boasting a preliminary museum 
documentation. The two-stage procedure of acquiring 
archaeological heritage objects, as specified in the Act on 
Protection and Guardianship of Historical Monuments of 
2003 allows the museum their prompt entering into the 
museum inventory, i.e. (…) within 60 days of coming into 
their possession (Art. 4.3, Ordinance of 2004), and thus 
fulfilling the obligations resulting from legal regulations 
worked out for museology.

Under the new legal circumstances, the museums 
preserving archaeological collections have faced the decision 
challenge related to qualifying various historic scientific 
sources for the entry into museum collections. This is 
connected with the necessity to differentiate and define 
the difference between museum objects and archaeological 
mass finds in the system of museum registering. The 
Voivodeship Conservator of Monuments/Officer for 
Preservation of Objects of Cultural Heritage transfers all the 
scientific sources that come from the site to the museum, 
however without any pre-selection and not deciding which 
of them qualify to be entered into the museum inventory 
as museum objects. A substantial portion of the set 
transferred to the museum is usually mass archaeological 
material that, once appropriated by the museum, needs to 
be documented, analogically as individualized monuments, 
for the simple reason of the duty to take care of them 
(Art. 5 of the Act on the Preservation and Guardianship of 
Historical Monuments of 2003) and of the implementation 
of the research purpose for which they were protected 
against destruction and acquired so as to scientifically 
investigate the remains of old cultures. In this way the 
museum becomes the owner of historical heritage objects 
that have the value of museum objects as well as objects 
that first of all have the cognitive value as academic sources. 
The borderline between both categories is not unequivocal, 
and it depends on the degree of the advancement of the 
scientific investigation which even years later may identify 
monuments that can be qualified as museum objects.

The mass archaeological material cannot be accompanied 
by identical records as museum exhibits, since it cannot 
be registered following the principles as provided for by 
the 2004 Ordinance on registering collections. Its Art. 1.2 
specifies that registering consists in an entry (…) allowing 
to identify each of the monuments in the museum; further 
on, Art. 3.1 specifies in detail features that identify museum 
objects. Meanwhile, sets of the mass find character do not 
comply with this requirement, since they are not countable, 
and are sometimes characterized by changeable physical 
qualities and preservation state.

Mass finds are fragments of an unidentified number of 

objects. Therefore, from the point of view of statistical 
calculations, there can be no equal sign put between 
monuments (even if preserved in fragments) and numerous 
fragments of an unidentified number of objects. Actually, 
for the majority of the material preserved as defected it 
is impossible and finally pointless to recreate (reconstruct) 
it. They are in majority fragments of objects of everyday 
use, i.e. vessels, production waste, construction elements. 
Mass material, however, is a precious source of knowledge 
of the place of the find: the archaeological site; it has to 
be recorded in detail and documented at the museum; 
moreover, it has to be investigated, since there always 
exists a chance to discover, even in the material destroyed 
over the years, such fragments and forms which allow new 
scientific conclusions or the reconstruction of a unique form 
of the object, and then it will be possible to include the 
object in the museum’s inventory.

For archaeological finds what seems appropriate is 
the distinction of two groups in the model of registering 
museum collections. The core group, analogically as at 
all the museums, is constituted by the museum objects 
that are national good, namely those respective movable 
archaeological heritage objects that have been preserved 
in the state allowing their typological identification. The 
second group contains mass cultural heritage objects, 
complementing information on the museum’s resources. 
What belongs to the latter are fragments of an indefinite 
number of objects preserved in such a fragmented state that 
does allow to enter them in the inventory according to the 
scheme of features identifying respective objects. Instead, 
they qualify to be registered in auxiliary documentation, 
namely registers created in a way that allows to identify 
groups of this material, and to cover it with museum’s care. 
Such a decision is possible for the director thanks to Arts. 4.2 
and 7.2. of the 2004 Ordinance.

To recapitulate, mass finds should not be registered in 
the museum inventory run in compliance with the currently 
valid legal regulations for three reasons:

1. �It is impossible to define the number of objects whose 
fragments have been preserved, thus the number of 
museum objects which cannot be properly entered in 
the inventory; Art. 5.1 of the Ordinance of 2004 reads 
that Each museum object is entered in the inventory 
book under a separate number.

2. �From the point of view of statistics no equal sign can be 
put between identified monuments (even if preserved 
in fragments) and numerous fragments of an indefinite 
number of objects: not every fragment is a museum object.

3. �The number of mass finds is a changeable value 
over time (e.g. due to the material’s little durability, 
or since it may be used to reconstruct or complete 
objects previously inventoried), this possibly leading 
to discrepancies in the inventory registers.

The premise to distinguish two groups of cultural 
heritage objects and two types of documents containing 
information relevant to them in the inventory model results 
in the fact that already at the stage of the field research 
documentation distinguishing scientific sources coming 
from the discovered archaeological site is produced. The 
principles ruling the ordering of information on those 
sources have been defined in the system of the protection 
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of monuments currently in force. It is in particular in Art. 
1.5a of Annex 2 to the Ordinance of 2018 titled Elements 
Contained in Archaeological Research Documentation that 
the rules for creating the inventory of specified monuments 
are described, while in Art. 1.5b principles for creating 
the inventory of mass finds are provided. It seems that 
the museum, acquiring the collection together with the 
excavation and conservation documentation, this including 
the field inventory, while constructing the principles for 
registering collections, should also bear these standards in 
mind, and adjust the structure of museum information to 
the structure of source information, i.e. the documentation 
produced in the course of the field research. This is 
rational, also in view of the general digitizing of human 
activity, while as for the systems of knowledge dealing with 
cultural heritage, it results from the need to apply common 
principles of creating and sharing data.

In the model elaborated for the State Archaeological 
Museum in Warsaw in 2004–6, and since then systematically 
implemented, I took into account the division of collections 
that occurs already at the stage of the field works. They are 
individual cultural heritage objects, preserved either entirely 
or in a part that allows to define for them individual identity 
features in museum notation (museum objects) and mass 
finds, including fragments of non-characteristic objects 
(mass material). The whole historic material is correlated 
with the spatial context of its discovery, namely the register 
of archaeological sites. The division of collections reflects 
the division into information categories, the latter being 
reflected in the structure of documents produced during 
the field research, and subsequently at the museum. 
I have also defined the role of the accession book as the key 
document supporting the supervision of the resources of 
cultural heritage objects owned by the museum. The book 
records all the acquisitions, reflecting the typological and 
material classification, with the acknowledgment of the legal 
ownership issue and the category of document in which 

single heritage objects or groups of mass finds are identified 
in detail. What is transferred to the museum together with 
the heritage object is the research documentation, including 
field inventories, which in compliance with Art. 2.4 of the 
2004 Ordinance are an element of museum records. I have 
deemed it pointless to copy the content of field inventories 
into the book of deposits, particularly as it is very likely that 
upon the completion of the research works conducted at 
the museum, the number and typological identification of 
the acquired heritage object will be changed.

The next issue that requires a solution in the model of 
museum registering is the implementation/adjustment 
of the set of information identifying museum objects and 
specified by the legislator (Art. 3.1, Arts. 7.1, and 7.4; 
Ordinance of 2004) to the specificity of the methodology 
of scientific elaboration of archaeological heritage objects. 
In the legal regulations that are currently in force the names 
of the features have been made to suit the set of working 
tools used by art historians. For collections of other types it 
is, however, essential to interpret and define these concepts 
on the grounds of museology trade categories.

For archaeological collections what requires inter-
pretation first of all is the range of information related 
to the identification of archaeological sites, namely im-
movable archaeological heritage objects, within the area 
of which the archaeological material for the museum 
was unearthed and acquired. The association of respec-
tive movable heritage objects with the spatial context of 
their unearthing is the most essential requirement voiced 
by archaeologists in the documentation of the finds. As 
a matter of fact, respective movable archaeological heri-
tage objects, without being placed within the spatial-and- 
-cultural context definitely have smaller cognitive value 
than cultural heritage objects of definite unearthing loca-
tion. A hierarchy of information on archaeological heritage 
objects is also the basis of the standard for archaeological 
research documentation, while the field documentation is 

1. Rules for entering information on archaeological heritage objects valid at the State Archaeological Museum in Warsaw
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the first record containing the specification together with 
a scientific description of the archaeological material being 
acquired by the museum.

In the museum register model archaeological site can 
be interpreted as the place of the creation (uncovering) of 
a movable heritage object entered in the inventory. The 
basic site identification is to be found in its address in 
relation to Poland’s administrative division. Most generally 
this information contains: locality, community (gmina), 
county (powiat), and voivodeship (województwo), but 
more and more frequently another geographical location 
system is used (Spatial Information System), and information 
related to the kind and form of the uncovered site.

Moreover, analogically as in the case of the Register of 
Archaeological Heritage Objects run by the administrative 
organs of the monument protection, what is of major 
importance is for the museum to keep the register of all the 
locations of the unearthing of the collections that it keeps, 
since it is the only documented form of the existence of an 
immovable heritage object that could be entirely destroyed 
once the excavations are over (this relates to the facilities 
that do not feature in the register of historical monuments in 
a given voivodeship). This knowledge is essential to recreate 
settlement structures from the past, regardless of whether 
the historical monument exists in geographical structure (if 

so, if it is covered with conservatory protection), or whether it 
does not exist in situ anymore; however, in the latter case the 
documentation from the field research and historical material 
are preserved at the museum. For this reason in the system 
of monument protection/preservation of objects of cultural 
heritage there should co-exist two registers of archaeological 
sites. One run by conservation services in order to protect 
the immovable heritage object existing in geographical 
space, the second in museums in order to document the 
existence of the immovable cultural heritage object prior to 
conducting excavation works and its destruction, currently 
constituting the archaeological context of the discovery of 
movable heritage objects preserved in museums. In the 
event of removing the site from the historical monument 
register following the completion of the excavation research, 
the site should be entered into museum register together 
with the registering of museum objects. In other words, the 
knowledge of the existing archaeological heritage object 
within geographical space, knowledge of archaeological 
historical monuments which were destroyed in the course 
of archaeological excavations, and the knowledge of movable 
heritage objects acquired in their course, should be preserved 
first of all in museums, this being the basic condition for 
correct scholarly concluding.

The next feature of the cultural heritage object required in 

2. Implementation of the meaning of 
concepts defined in legislation as regi-
stering data applied for identification 
of archaeological museum objects
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registering documentation is the identification of the monu-
ments’ provenance: for archaeological collections at muse-
ums this constitutes two sets of information. One related 
to the legal means of purchasing the heritage object by the 
museum. Most frequently it is the transfer upon the deci-
sion of the Monument Conservator/Officer for Preservation 
of Objects of Cultural Heritage. However, there is also an op-
tion of the purchase of the object e.g. from a private collec-
tion, particularly if the object comes from outside Poland; 
acceptance of an object donated by its owner; or transfer 
from another institution. The latter set of information relates 
to the discovery of the cultural heritage object, namely the 
authorship and type of conducted archaeological research, 
or alternatively the conditionings of an accidental discovery. 
Depending on the type of the conducted research an appro-
priate field documentation is created, while its range has in-
fluence on the format of registering heritage objects at the 
museum. Both information sets constitute the knowledge of 
the provenance of archaeological collections, this containing 
the history of field research, author’s scientific ascertainment, 
and the history of the collections.

Below presented is my proposal for the implementation 
and extension of the set of museum objects’ features, 
obligatorily placed in register documents, prepared for the 
State Archaeological Museum in Warsaw in compliance with 
the tradition and methodology of creating documentation 
of archaeological finds at museums.13

The piece of information that museologists find exception-
ally challenging while working out the registering documenta-
tion is the definition of the archaeological museum objects’ 
value. In compliance with the legal regulation in force (Art. 
3.1, Ordinance of 2004) the value on the acquisition date is 
to be placed in registering documentation.

The problem stems from the fact that it is neither in 
the Act on Museums of 21 November 1996, nor in the 
Ordinance of the Minister of Culture of 30 August 2004 
on the Range, Form, and Format of Registering Museum 
Objects at Museums, nor in the Act on the Protection and 
Guardianship of Historical Monuments of 23 July 2003 that 
it is precisely formulated who and how is obliged to define 
the value of archaeological heritage objects.

Movable archaeological heritage objects, before being 
transferred to museums and becoming their property, as 
well as becoming museum objects, continue the property of 
the Treasury of State, this in compliance with the provisions 
of Art. 35.1 of the Act on the Protection and Guardianship of 
Historical Monuments of 2003. The Voivodeship Conservator 
of Monuments/Officer for Preservation of Objects of Cultural 
Heritage, standing as the representative of the Treasury 
of State, makes administrative decisions to transfer them 
to museums. At the moment of transferring the heritage 
objects as museum’s deposit or property, they do not have 
a define value. The value is not defined by the researcher or 
institution who conducted the archaeological investigation 
on the grounds of an appropriate administrative permission. 
Neither is the value of archaeological heritage objects 
defined by the Voivodeship Conservator of Monuments/ 
Officer for Preservation of Objects of Cultural Heritage at the 

moment of receiving them from the researcher or institution 
who conducted the research, nor at the point of transferring 
them as museum’s deposit or property. Additionally, the 
discussed group of monuments is theoretically and in the 
practice of public institutions excluded from trade, and as 
such cannot be attributed value with respect to market 
principles or any that approximate them. All the forms of 
trade in archaeological heritage objects are illegal, provided 
that these objects were acquired following the adoption of 
respective legal regulations.

What seems a solution is the setting up of standards of 
estimating the value of such objects; in the first place by 
putting together over 20-years’ of experience of museums, 
and comparison of reference values estimated for respective 
monument groups or types collected in databases. When 
renting of monuments is involved, which implies the 
transfer and insurance of monuments, museums assess 
their estimated value, including: scholarly, historical, and 
artistic values, as well as the unique character of the object 
in collections. The value is defined by a commission on the 
grounds of the internally accepted regulations, which in 
a number of cases also cover principles of including these 
values in the system of the museum objects’ register.

The standard to be adopted should cover evaluation 
criteria, as well as the importance given to the respective 
qualities having impact on the object ’s value. The 
assessment of its value should always be conducted jointly 
by a commission, as the results of the evaluation shall 
constitute the museum’s assets in the understanding of Art. 
3.1 of the 2013 Ordinance. Since archaeological collections 
do not boast any definite value at any of the earlier stages 
of their acquisition for the museum collections, it has to be 
realized that the value assessed in commission in respective 
museums, and entered in registering documents will be 
their value on the acquisition date. Following the general 
rules of this new procedure, each museum shaping its 
own model of collection registering can begin the process 
of assessing the value of the newly acquired heritage 
objects. The challenge faced by museums is the decision 
to ascertain individual procedure of the evaluation of the 
collections which were entered into the inventory prior to 
the entry into force of the 1996 Act on Museums, before 
which date museums had not been obliged to assess that. 
The reason being the traditional approach of museologists 
to archaeological collections, since they were regarded 
essentially to be scientific sources, and were actually 
excluded from trade. This lack of evaluation was possible 
thanks to the legal regulations from the 1960s. Art. 17.1 of 
the Ordinance of 1964 reads: The value assessment does 
not apply to objects: 1) whose evaluation is not possible for 
the lack of grounds for their evaluation. This principle was 
implemented in records for over 30 years.

For museums which currently would have to evaluate 
their entire archaeological collections numbering over 
3 million objects, the registering model should take 
into account the many-years’ plan of joint evaluation by 
commissions for registered monuments implemented for 
decades before the introduction of the current regulations.
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MICHAŁ TYSZKIEWICZ 
(1828–1897): AN ILLUSTRIOUS 
COLLECTOR OF ANTIQUITIES
Mariola Kazimierczak 
Musée National des Châteaux de Malmaison et Bois-Préau, Rueil-Malmaison

Abstract: Michał Tyszkiewicz was an outstanding collector 
of antiquities and a pioneer of Polish archaeological 
excavations in Egypt conducted in late 1861 and early 
1862, which yielded a generous donation of 194 Egyptian 
antiquities to the Paris Louvre. Today Tyszkiewicz’s name 
features engraved on the Rotunda of Apollo among the 
major Museum’s donors. Having settled in Rome for good 
in 1865, Tyszkiewicz conducted archaeological excavations 
there until 1870. He collected ancient intaglios, old coins, 
ceramics, silverware, golden jewellery, and sculptures 
in bronze and marble. His collection ranked among the 
most valuable European ones created in the 2nd half of 
the 19th century. Today, its elements are scattered among 
over 30 major museums worldwide, e.g. London’s British 
Museum, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek in Copenhagen, New 

York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, or the Museum of Fine 
Arts in Boston. The latest investigation of M. Tyszkiewicz’s 
correspondence to the German scholar Wilhelm Froehner 
demonstrated that Tyszkiewicz widely promoted the 
development of archaeology and epigraphy; unique pieces 
from his collections were presented at conferences at Rome’s 
Academia dei Lincei or at the Académie des Inscriptions et 
Belles-Lettres in Paris, and published by Italian, French, 
Austrian, and German scholars. He was considered an 
expert in glyptic, and today’s specialists, in recognition of his 
merits, have called a certain group of ancient cylinder seals 
the ‘Tyszkiewicz Seals’, an Egyptian statue in black basalt has 
been named the ‘Tyszkiewicz Statue’, whereas an unknown 
painter of Greek vases from the 5th century BC has been 
referred to as the ‘Painter Tyszkiewicz’.

Keywords: Michał Tyszkiewicz (1828–1897), excavations in Egypt, collector, art of Antiquity, archaeology, epigraphy, 
Rome, science and collectorship as well as antiquity market in the 19th century.

The latter half of the 19th century was the period of extremely 
intense research into the history of ancient civilisations, this 
greatly contributed to by extensive archaeological excavations 
in the Mediterranean and the Middle East. The knowledge of 
Antiquity art history was developing particularly in expanding 
Rome which attracted numerous European scholars, art 
dealers, as well as collectors. One of them was Michał 
Tyszkiewicz who went to live there in 1865. He collected 
pieces of ancient art such as ancient intaglios, old coins, 
pottery, silverware, golden jewellery, as well as bronze and 
marble sculptures. The Tyszkiewicz Collection, enriched with 
the items from his excavations conducted in Italy, ranked 
among the most valuable European ones created in the 2nd 
half of the 19th century.1 Today, its elements are scattered 
among over 30 major museums worldwide, e.g. London’s 
British Museum, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek in Copenhagen, New 

York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, or the Museum of Fine 
Arts in Boston.

The Austrian archaeologist Dr Ludwig Pollak (1868–1943), 
the collector’s long- standing friend during his stay in Rome, 
claimed that Tyszkiewicz contributed more to archaeology 
than some believe.2 Tyszkiewicz was also a pioneer of Polish 
excavations in Egypt and Nubia conducted in late 1861 and 
early 1862, which actually yielded a generous donation 
of 194 Egyptian antiquities to the Louvre Museum. Today 
Tyszkiewicz’s name features engraved on the Rotunda of 
Apollo among the major Museum’s donors. Meanwhile, 
the contribution of the Polish collector to the development 
of science is today little known, actually limited to 
a very narrow circle of specialists, although the activity of 
Tyszkiewisz for the sake of the development of archaeology 
and epigraphics was already known in his lifetime, e.g. 
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through the presentation of unique pieces from his collection 
during sessions at the Academia dei Lincei in Rome, or 
at the Paris Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, 
as well as through numerous scholarly publications of 
German, Austrian, French, and Italian scholars.

Up until now the main source of information on 
Tyszkiewicz’s collectorship has been found in his memoirs 
Notes et Souvenirs d'un Vieux Collectionneur, first published 
in 1895–97 in installments in the Paris ‘Revue archéologique’ 
journal.3 The collector also left his Diary of the Trip to Egypt 
and Nubia, its first version having been printed in Paris already 
in 1863.4 The recently discovered by Charles Rouit5 unknown 
letters of Tyszkiewicz from 1872–97 to the German scholar Dr 
Wilhelm Froehner (1834–1925) provide an important source 
of information on his life, environment, collections of both 
correspondents, as well as the evolution of the antiquity 
market in Italy. They have been the topic of the doctoral 
dissertation of the Author of the present paper, constituting 
the departure point for searching through archival sources in 
France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, or Switzerland.6

The Lithuanian period
In order to understand motivations and ambitions that had 
led to Michał Tyszkiewicz entering the elite of European 
collectors, academics, and antiquity dealers in the second 
half of the 19th century, it would be worthwhile to briefly 
present the beginning of his collectorship interests in 
Lithuania. The family he was descendant of in the course 
of five centuries gave Poland 40 senators and other high 

2. Paris, Louvre Museum, Statuette of Neith, Late Period (664–332 BC), 
gold-encrusted bronze, Tyszkiewicz’s donation, (ACNO E3730); Neith is the 
oldest goddess confirmed by text sources; photo 2018

1. Michał Tyszkiewicz, The Tyszkiewicz Archive in Paris 
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dignitaries.7 The Tyszkiewiczs’ motto read: Pandite lucem in 
asperis vitae (Cabinet of Polish Medals).8 It was implemented 
in numerous ways, also in the arena of collectorship. Michał 
Tyszkiewicz’s merits were substantial already in the Vilnius 
period. When in 1855 his cousin Eustachy Tyszkiewicz 
(1814–73) was setting up the Museum of Antiquities in 
Vilnius, Michał was one of the first to support this project 
by commissioning museum furniture: coin display tables 
and cabinets.9 In 1856, he was nominated regular member 
of the Vilnius Archaeological Committee, while in 1858 he 
became member of the Archaeological Committee founded 
in Sankt Petersburg by Tsar Alexander II.

From the early youth he was passionate about numis-
matics. Seriously ambitious already in 1850, he was in-
tending to publish books dedicated to the Polish medals10 
overlooked by Edward Raczyński (1786–1845) in his four- 
-volume work Cabinet of Polish Medals from 1838–1843.11 
Assisted by Mikołaj Malinowski and Eustachy Tyszkiewicz, he 
collected copious materials, however the project was abort-
ed. What actually Tyszkiewicz’s passion yielded was the 

collection of Polish coins, purchased e.g. from illustrious nu-
mismatists: Karol Beyer (1818–77), Leon Mikocki, and oth-
ers.12 He resold his collection to Emeryk Czapski (1828–96), 
who, in his turn, bequeathed it to the Museum (probably 
the National Museum) in Cracow.13

In Russian society the Count ranked highly, while the position 
of the Grand Master of the Hunt in Vilnius Gubernya14 fully 
reflected his passion for hunting. It was particularly a hunting 
trip to Egypt in October 1861 that proved to be the turning 
point in Tyszkiewicz’s life. When in Cairo, he met e.g. Vicomte 
Ferdynand de Lesseps (1805–94), heading the works on the 
Suez Canal, and Auguste Mariette (1821–81), founder of 
the Bulak Archaelogical Museum.15 However, the decisive 
impact was to be found in the audience with Viceroy of 
Egypt Mohammed Saida Pasha (1822–63) who granted him 
permission to conduct excavations on the whole territory of 
Egypt and Nubia. Thanks to this Tyszkiewicz had an opportunity 
to discover his own talent of an archaeologist-amateur, which 
determined the direction of his future career as a collector.

Upon the return from Egypt, the Count donated a part 

3. Paris, Louvre Museum, Seated Osiris, Late Period (664–332 BC), gold- 
-encrusted bronze, Tyszkiewicz’s donation, (ACNO  E 3751); photo 2018

4. Paris, Louvre Museum, Tyszkiewicz Statue, black basalt, 4th c. BC (ACNO 
E10777); photo 2018
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of his Egyptian collection to the Louvre, as well as to the 
Museum of Antiquities in Vilnius (224 pieces),16 and to the 
museum founded by Konstanty Tyszkiewicz (1806–68) in 
Lahoysk.17 The remains of the Lahoysk collection are now 
at the National Museum in Warsaw, whereas the whole of 
the Vilnius collection was taken to Moscow in 1867, and its 
whereabouts remain unknown. Meanwhile, the information 
on Tyszkiewicz’s donation to the Louvre was published in 
1862 by Emmanuel de Rougé (1811–72),18 conservator of 
the Department of Antiquities, today considered to have 
been one of the fathers of Egyptology.19 On that occasion De 
Rougé pointed to numerous bronze statues showing deities 
from the Egyptian pantheon, at the time as yet not fully 
known, covered with golden incrustation and inscriptions 
allowing to identify their names as well as the public 
functions of their donors.20

Despite this publication, Tyszkiewicz’s donation to the 
Louvre was not warmly welcomed in Lithuania. The fact 
that Tyszkiewicz was fully aware of the importance of his 
discoveries in Egypt can be best testified to in his unknown 
letter to Konstanty Tyszkiewicz, in which he says: So 
much trouble and work are not put for enjoyment, but for 
science. These excavations, if brought to Lithuania, where 
no one knows how to read hieroglyphs, would become 
just exceptional and curious objects, [while] when put in 
the hands of present-day Champollions, have contributed 
to science.21 Apart from the published travel diary, Michał 
Tyszkiewicz also wanted to release in Paris a luxurious album 
featuring the most exquisite pieces of Egyptian art (including 
architecture), however this project was not implemented. 
Meanwhile, Tyszkiewicz’s Egyptian collection from the 
Louvre, following the collector’s death, was enriched with 
e.g. a unique statuette of black basalt from the 4th century 
BC purchased at an auction at Paris’s Hôtel Druot for 21.500 
francs. Today, in recognition of Tyszkiewicz’s contributions, 
it is named Statue Tyszkiewicz.22

The Italian Period
In 1862, upon the tragic death of his uncle Jan Konstanty 
Tyszkiewicz (1802–62), the Count inherited the Birzai 
Entail.23 As the 2nd Entailer he owned great wealth, which 
consolidated his high social position, also when living as 
an expatriate. In 1863, he purchased the impressive Lucia 
Villa in Naples, located on the Vomero Hill, once property 
of Ferdinand I, King of Naples (1759–1825).24

It was in Naples that the Count set up his first collection of 
intaglios, studying them together with Alessandro Castellani 
(1823–83).25 Regrettably, as it turned out, in majority it 
contained fakes. Regardless of the incurred costs, however, 
(125.000 francs), it was a good lesson for him, since it made 
him realize, as can be read in his memoirs, the necessity to 
conduct thorough studies of glyptic, which he embarked 
upon with great enthusiasm. By the end of his life he was 
familiar with all the genuine intaglios or their impresses in 
the major public and private collections.26 As the excavation 
in Cumae and Baiae, in which he was involved with Jacques- 
-Alfred Bovet and Marquess Anatol de Gibot were relatively 
unsuccessful, and he was not granted the permission to 
conduct excavations in ancient Pompeii, Tyszkiewicz finally 
moved to Rome, the capital of the ancient world.27 There 

he easily obtained the necessary permits, and together with 
A. Bovet, appointed Secretary at the French Embassy in 
Rome, he began works on Via Appia Antica, to later extend 
works onto other city sites, as well as to Veii and Faleris. The 
Count was able to lead a peaceful life in Rome, provided he 
did not get involved in politics. And indeed, with time, his 
name disappeared from the reports of the then Polish spy 
Julian Bałaszewicz, active for Russia amidst the Polish émigré 
circles under the false name of Albert Potocki.28

Throughout the first period of his stay in Rome, Tyszkiewicz 
created an important collection of Roman medals. Four of 
them: golden Olympic medals from the 3rd century AD found 
in Tarsus, of a unique artistic value, are now at the Cabinet 
des Monnaies, Médailles et Antiques at the National Library 
of France. In 1868, the Count intended to sell them in Paris, 
and for the purpose he was to meet Wilhelm Froehner, 
this first encounter planned in the flat of the well-known 
antique dealer Heinrich Hoffmann. Froehner was greatly 
impressed by the meeting, and on 14 September 1868, he 
outlined Tyszkiewicz’s profile: Coming to Hoffmann’s flat, 
the Count brought with him medals from Tarsus in order to 
show them to me. Tall, sturdy, wearing a ginger beard, he 
is very kind and pleasant.29 Froehner was an archaeologist, 
a doctor in classical philology, an expert in 10 old Semitic, 
German, Romance, and Slavic languages. Until 1870 he was 
an academic at the Antiquities Department at the Louvre as 
well as a personal translator of and advisor to Napoleon III.30 

It was through him that Tyszkiewicz managed to sell several 
of his precious bronzes to Napoleon III, who transferred 
them to the Louvre Museum in 1870.31 Among them there 
was Hercules Resting from the 3rd century BC excavated at 
Foligno, a copy of the large sculpture by Lysippos from the 
4th century BC. What stands out with its artistic quality is the 
bronze lid of a Greek mirror with a relief from the Palestrina 
excavations showing Aphrodite riding an ibex dating back 
to the 2nd quarter of the 4th century BC.32 Another item 
among the collection was Head of a Youth also called Head 
of an Athlete from Benevento from the 2nd quarter of the 
1st century BC – 3rd quarter of the 1st century AD, found at 
the excavations at Herculaneum.

In 1878, Wilhelm Froehner published his work Les 
Médaillons de l'Empire romain depuis le règne d'Auguste 
jusqu'à Priscus Attale.33 Seemingly nothing suggested 
that it referred to the Tyszkiewicz Collection, however the 
work bears a surprising dedication: À Monsieur le Comte 
MICHEL TYSZKIEWICZ. It was only after Tyszkiewicz’s death, 
in 1898, that in the introduction to the auction catalogue of 
his collection Froehner explained that the items published 
in his work and dedicated to Roman medals had been 
engraved at Michał Tyszkiewicz’s expense.34 This does not 
only testify to the collectorship passion of Tyszkiewicz, but 
also to his great commitment to popularizing knowledge. 
What bonded him with Froehner was friendship based 
on the shared passion for Antiquity. Moreover, he shared 
the German scholar’s interest in epigraphics, and his own 
collection contained numerous inscription-covered items. In 
a number of letters drawings made by Tyszkiewicz together 
with the transcription of old inscriptions can be found. 
Their deciphering as well as the letter exchange on the 
topic that he could conduct with Froehner allowed him to 
continuously learn new things.35
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The 1870 political breakthrough thoroughly transformed 
the antiquity market in Italy. The new government 
introduced a stringent policy for the fans of the art of 
Antiquity.36 Tyszkiewicz had to give up his excavations. In 
1875, in order to reduce theft of art pieces and to increase 
control over them, the government-affiliated Direzione 
Generale di Antichità e Belle Arti was established.37 Its first 
director Felice Bernabei (1842–1922) became quite involved 
in the struggle against illegal dealers of antiquities, making 
sure these eneded up in Rome’s museums. Moreover, 
Bernabei stayed in regular contact with collectors living 
in Rome. He used to visit Tyszkiewicz’s flat, which, in his 
view, (…) was a kind of a museum (…) [where] almost 
daily the individuals most knowledgeable about antiques 
living in Rome would meet in the afternoon in order to 
admire precious objects previously displayed and the latest 
acquisitions which the Count would be showing to his friends 
full of admiration.38

Bernabei also appreciated the professional display cabinets 
in which Tyszkiewicz showcased his collection, and which he 
later purchased for the Thermae of Caracalla Museum.39 This 
aspect is also emphasized by the art historian Maria Cristina 
Molinari who writes: Tyszkiewicz had a great talent for work, 
and he stored the antiquities in his Roman apartment on 

perfectly arranged shelves.40 It is worth emphasizing here 
that Tyszkiewicz learnt to meticulously catalogue excavation 
objects from his close friend Baron Giovanni Barracco 
(1829–1914), later a senator and founder of the museum of 
antiquities bearing his name.41

The knowledge of ancient monuments as well as the skills 
of their storage and display were an essential condition 
for Tyszkiewicz to create a collection of the world profile. 
However, it was not a closed set; contrariwise, according 
to L. Pollak, it continuously transformed. Thanks to his 
numerous and wide contacts, Tyszkiewicz always had 
something new and important to show. From everywhere 
around he was provided with some precious traces of 
old civilizations. In this way others learnt from him and 
together with him.42 As distinct from other collectors, 
Tyszkiewicz preferred to have fewer objects, though of 
the highest quality. His correspondence with Froehner 
demonstrates that he exchanged numerous letters with 
experts in antiquities in Paris and London, but also in 
Greece (Athanase Rhoussopoulos, E. Triantaphyllos), and 
in Syria. Just to illustrate this aspect, in 1896, he wrote about 
100 letters monthly.43 From Tyszkiewicz’s correspondence 
it seems that he systematically sent those objects which 
he did not want to keep longer in his collection to Paris. 

5. Paris, Biblithèque Nationale de France, Cabinet des Monnaies, Médailles et Antiques, 4 golden Olympic medals, 3rd c. AD; photo 2007
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6. Paris, Louvre Museum, Head of the Athlete of Benevento, bronze, 1st c. BC –  1st c. AD; photo 2019
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With time this activity became for him a major source 
of additional income. The Count provided the to e.g. 
Mathilde Bonaparte’s boutique in Paris.44 A Russian subject, 
Tyszkiewicz applied for divorce in Russia, however on 10 
July 1872, he was only granted official separation with his 
wife Princess Maria Radziwiłł (1830–1902).45 On the very 
same day he renounced his rights to the Birza Entail, passing 

the ownership title to his eldest son Józef, previously having 
arranged that his son would pay him for life a yearly pension 
of 7.642 roubles in gold. Two years later, in compliance with 
the Act signed by the Governor General of Vilnius, Kaunas, 
and Grodno of 8 April 1874, the Count was released from 
the bonds of Russian nationality.46 Apart from the pension 
paid by his son, Michał Tyszkiewicz undoubtedly derived 

7. Sculpted stones from the collection of Michał Tyszkiewicz, after: J. Tyszkiewicz Tyszkiewiciana [The Tyszkiewiczs’ Mementoes], Poznań 1903, unnumbered 
chart between pp. 90 and 91
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income from his knowledge of the history of ancient art. Its 
effects were also visible in his collectorship activity.47

The core of the Tyszkiewicz Collection, actually the part 
he treasured most, was constituted by intaglios. After 1870, 
his main Roman competition in the field was Alessandro 
Castellani (1823–83). Keeping it a strict secret from Castellani, 
in January 1883, Tyszkiewicz in partnership with the Rome 
antique dealer Francesco Martinetti (1833–95) managed 
to purchase one of the most famed Italian collections of 
engraved stones which belonged to the family of Ludovisi 
Boncompagni Princes of Piombino.48 Enchanted, he wrote 
about it to Froehner in his letter dated 14 January 1883: 
I have almost doubled my collection of gems, having 
purchased precious and very rare items, which I will 
demonstrate to you with utmost pleasure upon the return. 
However, the most refined expert in intaglios Tyszkiewicz 
ever met was the Frenchman Oscar Pauvert de la Chapelle 
(1832–1908).49 Although descendant of a modest family, he 
became Tyszkiewicz’s confidant as for intaglios. According 
to Bernabei, Pavert de la Chapelle’s collection of intaglios 
fitted in his jacket pockets. He would always carry on him 
around 30 gems, of which the smallest was worth 5.000 
francs. Today his collection forms part of that at the Cabinet 
des Monnaies, Médailles et Antiques in Paris, including 
3 intaglios from the Tyszkiewicz Collection.

Another expert in intaglios who would visit the 

8. Weimar, Goethe und Schiller Archiv, M. Tyszkiewicz’s short letter to W. Froehner dated: Neuilly-sur-Seine, 19 June 1882

9. Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Lucius Ceionius Commodus Junior, 
future Lusius Verus (ruling 161–169), marble (ACNO 787)
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Count in Rome was the American Edward Perry Warren 
(1860–1928). It was him who upon Tyszkiewicz’s death 
purchased his collection of glyptic. Among the privileged 
individuals who had the opportunity to see it were also 
subsequent Headmasters of the prestigious French 
School of Rome (École Française de Rome): Edmond Le 
Blant (1818–1897) and his successor Auguste Geffroy 
(1820–1895).50 Thanks to the generosity of their owner 
Count Tyszekiwicz, who knows antiquities so well and 
can spot their beauty with great finesse,51 they would 
send to Paris, to the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles- 
-Lettres, information on his unique artefacts. From one of 
A. Geffroy’s letters it can be found out that Professor Carl 
Robert (1850–1922) presented a certain Greek inscription 
from the 6th century BC, owned by Tyszkiewicz, at Rome’s 
Academia dei Lincei, where he was demonstrating its major 
philological impact.52 The Italian Academy’s journal ‘Les 
Monumenti’ was to (…) in its nearest issue publish that text 
from Argos, engraved in seven lines on a small bronze plate, 
which belongs to Count M. Tyszkiewicz. This piece of news 
and another archaeological news from Rome were already 
3 days later, namely on 17 April 1891, signalled at the Paris 
Academy.53 Every year, in early spring, having deposited 
his antiques at a bank, Tyszkiewicz would leave Rome for 
Neuilly-sur-Seine in France, where the closest family of his 
second wife Juliette Beaud lived. On 19 December 1874, 
with the Decree of the Grand Council of the Canton of 
Schaffhause, Tyszkiewicz was granted citizenship of the 
town of Unter-Hallau, and as a result of the valid legal 
regulations, he became a Swiss citizen.54 Already as such, 
he was granted divorce from his wife Maria years later 
when in Schaffhausen on 7 March 1878,55 to marry Juliette 
Beaud in Romanshorn on 13 July that same year.56 Living 
between France and Italy, he chose the citizenship of the 
country whose administration would be the promptest to 
grant divorce. Similarly as in Rome and Neuilly, also in Paris 
at 40 rue de Chézy or at 74 boulevard Bineau,57 the Count 
would present his latest treasures to the Paris friends and 
renowned experts. According to Charles Rouit, Tyszkiewicz 
was excellent at marketing.58 Thanks to this Jules Oppert 
(1825–1905), friends with Froehner, widely considered 
father of Assyriology, analysed two Phoenician cylinders 
covered with cuneiform from the Tyszkiewicz Collection 
during the session of the members of the Paris Académie 
des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres on 6 April 1883.59 
Salomon Reinach (1858–1932) in his turn, Director of the 
Archaeological Museum in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, during 
a Paris Congress of Orientalists in 1897 presented a unique 
intaglio from the Tyszkiewicz Collection: a Hittite cylinder 
seal from the 17th century BC, following which he published 
an article on it in ‘Revue archéologique’.60 The seal can now 
be found at Accession No. MFA 98.706, together with the 
whole collection of Tyszkiewicz’s intaglios in the collection 
of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, and is named ‘the 
Tyszkiewicz Seal’. Interestingly, contemporary researchers, 
in recognition of the contribution of the Polish collector 
have named a whole group of Hittite cylinder seals ‘the 
Tyszkiewicz Group’.61

Apart from intaglios, the Tyszkiewicz Collection included 
many precious antiquities. Worth mentioning is e.g. the 
collection of ancient marbles, of which he sold a substantial 

10. Paris, Louvre Museum, Niobid Krater (480–460 BC);  photo 2007

11. Paris, Louvre Museum, Winged Billy Goat, partially gilded silver, 4th 
c. BC; the goat’s rear hoofs are resting on the Silen’s mask; photo 2019
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portion to Carl Jacobsen (1842–1914) for the Ny Carlsberg 
Glyptotek founded by Jacobsen in Copenhagen.62 In 1887–90, 
Tyszkiewicz sold the total of 48 sculptures to Copenhagen. 
The most famous of them being the Head of Pompey, Roman 
general (106–48 BC) at the age of 50.63 It is noteworthy 
that the transportation of heavy art pieces between Italy 
and France must have been costly, requiring appropriate 
approvals. The marble sculptures Jacobsen purchased in 
Paris from Tyszkiewicz may have therefore been exported 
from Rome illegally.64

An important part of the Tyszkiewicz Collection, though 
marginalized by scholars, was pottery. The art historian 
Witold Dobrowolski wrote in 1997 that Tyszkiewicz did not 
have a fondness for Greek vases, contrary to the Działyńskis 
and Czartoryskis.65 Meanwhile, in his letters Tyszkiewicz 
often informed Froehner about his latest painted vases he 
was not eager to part with. It was through his hands that one 
of the most interesting works in this category: a red-figure 
calyx krater, called the ‘Niobid Krater’ passed. Apart from 
the massacre of Niobe’s children, it features an important 
historic event: soldiers awaiting the battle of Marathon (490 
BC). Another of Tyszkiewicz’s Greek red-figure vases from 
450–430 BC painted by Polygnotos of Athens reached the 
British Museum from an 1898 auction. It was at the same 
auction that Paul Dissard (1852–1926), Curator at the Lyon 
Museum of Fine Arts, purchased a splendid polychrome 
hydria for 20.500 francs.

Furthermore, the Tyszkiewicz Collection included an 
extremely precious Greek rhyton from the 5th century BC 
by Sotades featuring a black man devoured by a crocodile. 
The piece later reached the collection of Alphonse Van 
Branteghem (1844–1911), and finally that of Auguste 
Dutuit (1812–1902); the latter donated all his collection to 
the city of Paris in 1902 (today at the Petit Palais Museum). 
The contribution of Tyszkiewicz to collectorship of ancient 
pottery is best seen in the fact that an unknown painter of 
Greek vases, living in the 5th century BC, is today referred 
to as ‘the Tyszkiewicz Painter’. The Calyx Krater from his 
collection showing the Trojan War is precisely the work by 
the ‘Tyszkiewicz Painter’, similarly as Stammos and Askos. The 
krater is now one of the major showpieces in the collections 
of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, Accession No. 90.368.

Moreover, Tyszkiewicz was interested in ancient jewellery 
and silver. In 1897, his collection boasted 49 golden jewels, 
including a golden diadem from the 3rd century BC (250–200) 
which, according to the register of 2 July 1898, was purchased 
by the British Museum for 6.100 francs. The Tyszkiewicz 
Collection also contained a masterpiece of Oriental art from 
the 4th century BC, namely a sizeable (27 cm) Winged Ibex 
gilded silver, serving as an amphora handle found in the 
Palace of Darius I in Susa. In 1898, the Louvre paid for it 
29,600 francs (Accession No. AO 2748). Furthermore, the 
Museum paid 1.590 francs for 4 silver vessels: a goblet with 
a handle, large lidded goblet, and two deep spoons from 
the Carthage Treasure.66 This type of Christian silver vessels 
(most likely liturgical) was popular in Roman Africa between 
the 4th quarter of the 4th century and the 1st quarter of the 
5th century.67 Until 1876, the objects were the property of 
Charles A. Tulin (1837–99), Consul General of Sweden in 
Tunis. The set of silverware purchased from Tyszkiewicz by 
the Louvre is completed with a silver mirror with a handle in 

12. Paris, Louvre Museum, Le Trésor de Carthage, silver lidded goblet, 4-5th 
c. AD; photo 2007

13. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, archaic bronze (720–680 BC); 
photo 2013

(Photos: 2- 3, 5-6, 10-13 – M. Kazimierczak; 4 – G. Jakimov)
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the shape of a club covered with a lion hide, discovered at 
Boscoreale in 1895, which Tyszkiewicz donated to the Louvre 
several months before his death.

The little-known part of the Tyszkiewicz Collection is that 
of ancient glassware which in 1897 contained 53 pieces. 
Two of them are today at the British Museum, of which 
one coming from Roman catacombs dates back to the 6th 
century AD. Among others it was Countess Działyńska who 
eagerly desired to purchase some pieces from Tyszkiewicz, 
though the transaction did not go through; on this subject 
Tyszkiewicz wrote to Froehner as follows: I am not surprised 
that the Countess would like to have my Christian glassware. 
(…) But I am not going to resell those five pieces for less than 
ten thousand francs (let me repeat: ten thousand), and since 
there is no chance that she accepts this price, I do not see 
any reason for which I should put my glassware at risk by 
making it travel.68

By the end of Tyszkiewicz’s life his taste evolved towards 
archaic items, such as the Greek figure of a man in bronze 
from the 8th century BC, today at the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art in New York. His collection enjoyed European renown, 
and as he wrote about it, it was the joy in his old age.69 
Tyszkiewicz passed away in Rome on 18 November 1897, and 

was buried at Campo Verano. In compliance with his last will, 
his collection was sold at an auction in Paris, yielding in total 
358.866 francs.70 In the Introduction to that auction catalogue 
W. Froehner wrote as follows: Alas! It will be long before we see 
a collector equally passionate about things we love, and I worry 
that losing him, archaeology has suffered irreparable harm.71

***

Michał Tyszkiewicz’s passion for Antiquity undoubtedly 
constituted an endless source of joy for him. The collector 
remained indifferent to neither beauty nor ugliness of a work 
of art, this best testified to in his emotional descriptions of 
antiquities in the letters he wrote to Froehner: ekphrasis 
extremely valuable for Polish literature. The kind of an 
individual we can identify when reading Tyszkiewicz’s letters 
is someone competent in the areas he was passionate about. 
It goes without saying that the recognition he won among 
the experts of the period were the reason for his personal 
satisfaction, and so was his contribution to the development 
of archaeology and epigraphy, as well as the awareness that 
his heritage, as dispersed as it might be, would remain part 
of the major museum collections worldwide.
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CENTRAL STORAGE 
FACILITY FOR MUSEUM 
COLLECTIONS: A NEW 
TASK FOR THE NATIONAL 
INSTITUTE FOR 
MUSEUMS AND PUBLIC 
COLLECTIONS
Janusz Czop 
National Institute for Museums and Public Collections

Abstract: Museum is collections. Their safe and 
appropriate storage has always been and will remain the 
basic statutory activity of every museum. As can be found in 
both domestic and international sources, merely a fraction 
of museums’ collections is on permanent display, while their 
remaining part is kept in museums’ storerooms. Therefore, 
the priority goal of every museum, of its management, and 
organizer, should be the availability of an adequate storage 
area. Regrettably, history and praxis demonstrate that it is 
precisely within this field that museums have always had and 
continue having the greatest needs. Worldwide museology 
faces the ongoing challenge of museum collection storage, 
and this is the challenge that Polish museums face as well. 
Fortunately, for over two decades a process of actual 
transformation in this respect has been occurring, the latter 
resulting in modern storage facilities being built. These, 
complying with the latest standards, shall guarantee high-
quality protection to the collections, as well as a low-budget 
construction, and low energy consumption in the course 

of operations. Poland, too, has been participating in these 
changes.

Recently, the topic of museum storage areas has entered 
the list of priority tasks of the Ministry of Culture and National 
Heritage, which in 2016 commissioned the National Institute 
for Museums and Public Collections (NIMOZ) to provide 
appropriate reports, analyses, and concepts, while in 2018 
it formally assigned the Construction of the Central Storage 
Facility for Museum Collections Project (CMZM) to NIMOZ. 
A new position of the Director’s Proxy for the Central Storage 
Facility for Museum Collections has been created. This means 
that a major development in the history of Polish museology 
has taken place: at the Ministry of Culture and National 
Heritage and its subordinate cultural institution definite steps 
have formally been taken in order to resolve the problems of 
museum collection storage in Poland. The assumption has 
been made that CMZM will be a pilot and model solution that 
can be followed by subsequent storage facilities for museums 
in Poland’s other regions.

Keywords: museum collections, collection storage area, collection protection, museum conservation, preventive 
conservation, Central Storage Facility for Museum Collections in Poland.
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Not so long ago the dilemma containing the metaphor 
whether museum storages were or not ‘sexy’1 was quite 
popular; it was actually meant in a way to explain the 
situation in which, despite the awareness of the scale and 
importance of the question, inadequate collection storage 
remained unresolved. The fact that storage-related activities 
were less attractive compared to e.g. display activities, and 
were therefore not treated as a priority, was given as one 
of the main reasons for such a status quo. Meanwhile, it is 
collecting and durable preservation of natural and cultural 
heritage of mankind, both tangible and intangible that have 
always been and will continue being the basic statutory task 
of each museum. Interestingly, the provisions of the Act on 
Museums and other ordinances and acts related to museum 
collections2 do not refer to a selected collection of the most 
valuable exhibits, but to any single museum object.

It should be realized that as both domestic and 
international sources claim merely a fraction of museums’ 
collections are on permanent display, while their remaining 
part is kept in museums’ storerooms. Therefore, the priority 
goal of every museum, of its management, and organizer, 
should be the availability of an adequate storage area. 
Regrettably, history and praxis demonstrate that it is 
precisely within this field that museums have always had 
and continue having the greatest needs.

The report prepared and released by the National 
Institute for Museums and Public Collections (NIMOZ) in 
20153 demonstrated that in over one third of the surveyed 
museums there were no storages areas, while the two thirds 
had insufficient storage area, and almost a half featured 
inappropriate equipment or equipment only partially 
meeting the requirements. The information provided in 
the report of the Statistics Poland (GUS) for 20174 shows 
that currently Polish museums and galleries feature 
about 22 million objects, which in view of the previously- 
-quoted figures saying that on average ca 90 per cent of the 
collections permanently remain in storage spaces gives the 
number of about 20 million objects stored in different, often 
imperfect, conditions. Furthermore, both in museums and 
art galleries the annual increase of the number of collected 
exhibits has been observed, e.g. in 2016 the growth of the 
overall number of museum collections versus 2015 was 
at 4.3 per cent,5 while in 2017 the public gallery sector 
collections grew by 4.4 per cent versus the previous year.6

Similar challenges have been witnessed in worldwide 
museology, this confirmed in a survey conducted in 2011 
by the International Center for the Study of the Preservation 
and Restoration of Cultural Property (ICCROM) participated 
by 1.500 museums from 136 countries. Its results showed 
that in one in every four museums moving around objects in 
storage areas was difficult or impossible, in two out of three 
there was lack of storage area, and in every other there was 
no adequate étalage, with storage spaces overflowing.7 Thus 
it has to be unequivocally stated that a worldwide serious 
challenge in museums’ collection storage is felt, this also 
affecting Polish museums to a high degree.

What should thus be done in order to finally solve the 
eternal museum challenge? First of all, wise advice of our 
predecessors should be listened to. Preservation of the 
already made collection takes priority over extending it, is 
the statement by Dr Józef Grabowski, Curator at the Pokucie 

Museum in Stanisławów recorded in 1935,8 proving topical 
regardless of the elapse of time, since it justly prioritizes 
every museum’s activities. It should, as mentioned above, 
apply to the whole of the museum collection, while the 
fact that a substantial majority of the collection remains 
in a storage area reveals that storage spaces are the most 
important places for the implementation of the basic 
museum tasks whose shared goal is preservation and 
making heritage artefacts available for public viewing for 
the longest period possible. Therefore, it is safeguarding 
adequate storage conditions for museum objects within 
storage areas that should be these institutions’ priority task 
versus all the others. Museums are essentially obliged to 
provide good conservation to the entire collections, since 
the latter are the real purpose of their existence.

Additionally, the most characteristic and powerful 
aspect of storing collections in storage spaces needs to be 
emphasized: as part of preventive conservation, storage 
spaces can be secured the safest possible conservation 
conditions in every aspect, guaranteeing the objects the 
longest possible lifetime. Such conditions cannot be secured 
in display rooms in which an inevitable compromise between 
conservation and display has to be reached. Importantly, 
such preventive activities conducted in storage spaces, 
as distinct from conservation interventions with respect 
to single items, are applicable to all the museum objects 
stored, thus providing a large-scale prevention. Avoiding 
or minimizing damage and destruction by eliminating 
their causes prove to be far more effective and less costly 
in a longer term, while securing at the same time a full 
accessibility to and usefulness of the collections.

To conclude, and to respond to the question formulated at 
the beginning of the present paper, it can be deduced that 
in order to finally solve the problem of proper collections 
storage, new museum storage areas have to be raised, while 
the existing ones need to be modernized. Practically, for over 
two decades real changes have been occurring in this respect; 
as a result, modern storage facilities are built,9 these designed 
to be optimally organized, managed, situated, functional, 
accessible, conservation-secure, and energy-efficient. All 
these spheres have strongly evolved over the last decades, 
which has been caused, first of all by the advancements 
in science and technology, as well as professionalization 
and extension of museum staff with new specialists. What 
has started in the area of collection organization and 
management is the responsibility scope division between 
curators and conservators, this mainly stemming from the fact 
that each museum object exists in two dimensions: physical 
and intellectual or informative.10 The implementations of 
research and protection of these two dimensions should 
be the competence of specialists in different areas. Hence 
the change in the traditional model and subordination of 
storage management that have been occurring for over 20 
years in the growing number of museums worldwide.11 The 
general tendency has been to separate storage facilities as 
independent organizational units, while the supervision (in 
the meaning of physical care) over the collections has been 
taken away from curators and passed on to conservators as 
well as highly-trained collection storeroom clerks.

The correctness of this attitude has been confirmed by e.g. 
Julian Spalding, a long-time Director of the Glasgow Museums 
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and the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum who wrote that 
the task of a museum conservator is to secure increasingly 
safer conditions of providing access to museum exhibits, both 
from the museum’s own collection and those borrowed. In 
order to perform this correctly, museum conservators have 
to be constantly and entirely responsible for the collection. 
This also applies to collection storages where, as statistics 
demonstrate, the most damage is done to exhibits.12

A clear division of the responsibility for the collections 
among museum specialists (including conservators and 
curators) in compliance with competences has now formed 
the ICOM-confirmed international standard. The ICOM-CC 
website features the application Conservation: who, what 
& why?,13 which clearly and specifically shows the division 
of tasks and responsibilities of the museum staff, precisely 
defining which specialists and to what extent should be 
involved in the basic museum activities.

The location of museum collections storage areas 
constitutes yet another vital issue, as it determines both the 
accessibility of objects to stakeholders, and the economy 
of the operations of the storage space as such. The general 
practice shows that two variants are applied: they are 
located on-site with the museum/gallery or nearby (Fig. 1) 
or outside the city centre, in some cases even outside the 
city, at a certain distance from the mother institution. Each 
of the variants has its advantages and disadvantages which 
depend on a multitude of factors, the basic one of them 
being availability of free spaces, both in the meaning of the 
existing infrastructure and the plot for construction versus 
the current needs and plans for the future.

It should be a rule to always aspire to find long-term 
solutions which do not cater only to the current needs, but will 
also protect the collections in a longer perspective. Therefore, 

already at the first planning stage it is recommended to define 
the time horizon to sustain the full assumed functionality of 
the project. In the case of new museum storage rooms good 
practice is to assume the time horizon for at least 20–30 
years; such has been assumed for e.g. the Vienna History of 
Art Museum (Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien) in Himberg, 
though not the whole project has to be implemented all 
at once. The optimum solution is to design storage facility 
infrastructure on a larger plot, allowing a gradual, time-
staged extension in proportion to the increasing needs. In this 
respect a good example to follow is that of the Storage and 
Conservation Centre in Vejle (Konserveringscenter og Fælles 
Museumsmagasiner Vejle), Denmark, where the first storage 
facility segment of 3.400 sq m and the conservation centre 
(1.200 sq m) were built in 2003, while in 2013, the second 
storage space segment (2.300 sq m) was added.14

The choice of the location relates to the selected storage 
model and its running concept. It is of key importance, 
particularly in relation to the policy of amassing and 
enlarging the collections, as well as to the extension of their 
accessibility. Of importance are also the functions planned 
to be implemented on the premises apart from the storage. 
The most appropriate and logical museum storage space 
project should assume the combination of all the storage 
spaces with all other rooms whose function is related 
directly to the care and documentation of the collections, 
e.g. accessibility, research, conservation, photographing, 
digitizing, etc. A storage and conservation centre organized 
in this manner will provide complex protection and servicing 
of museum collections, while maximally reducing the risk 
resulting from the need to transport them. It will also allow to 
optimize work and staffing structure, enhancing the operation 
effectiveness. Good examples of such solutions are to be 

1. World Conservation and Exhibitions Centre of the British Museum in London; designed by Rogers Stirk Harbour + Partners, 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/about_us/the_museums_story/new_centre/explore_the_centre.aspx



76 MUSEOLOGY

found in the above-mentioned centres in Denmark’s Vejle 
and Austria’s Himberg, but also in Switzerland’s Art Collection 
Centre of the Swiss National Museum in Affoltern am Albis, 
Scotland’s: National Museums Collection Centre in Edinburgh 
and Glasgow Museums Resource Centre, or last but not 
least Conservation and Storage Centre for the Paris Louvre 
Museum (Centre de conservation du Louvre) in Liévin, France.

Additionally, when working out the concept, a shared 
character of a given project needs to be considered, which 
in many a case allows to faster and more economically 
secure the interests of a number of different institutions, 
in particular of middle- and small-sized museums from 
a region. For such a variant a good example of a shared 
centre, slightly distanced from their mother institutions are 
the storages in Vejle, raised as a form of a shared project 
for 16 museums and archives, located in compliance 
with the agreed rule an hour’s drive from Vejle at most. 
A shared project can also be found in the Glasgow Museums 
Resource Centre; located in the city suburbs in a purpose- 
-built facility housing conservation workshops, research 
labs, study rooms, a library, archives, and storage spaces, 
it caters for several Glasgow museums: Kelvingrove Art 
Gallery & Museum, Riverside Museum, Burrel Collection, 
Gallery of Modern Art, People’s Palace, Scotland Street 

School Museum, St. Mungo Museum of Religious Life & Art, 
and Provand’s Lordship. Meanwhile, an example of storage 
spaces shared by several museums, yet located in the city 
centre, and at the main building can be found at the MAS 
Museum / Museum on the River (Museum aan de Stroom) 
in Antwerp, the facility shared by the Ethnographic Museum, 
National Maritime Museum, and the Folk Museum. 

As for the function of providing access to collections, it has 
to be strongly emphasized that since the 1970s the process 
of ‘democratization’ of the access15 to museum collections 
and the change in the attitude to their displaying have been 
observed; the process aptly characterized in the early 21st 
century by Stephen Weil who said that over the previous 
25 years museums and their staff had undergone the change 
from being about something to being for somebody.16 This 
has been confirmed in specially arranged storage facilities, 
being created more and more often worldwide, and which 
are accessible (entirely or fragmentarily) to different public 
groups.17 The process has intensified, this particularly visible 
in the early 21st century when museums began implementing 
different open-storage projects: e.g.: Metropolitan Museum 
of Art in Washington DC, Hermitage in St Petersburg, Larco 

2. Storage facility of the Art History Museum in Himberg, distanced some 
20 km from the Museum’s main building

3. Storage and Conservation Centre in Vejle, Denmark; the 2013 new sto-
rage facility extension visible on the left, https://www.google.com/maps/
place/Conservation+Centre+Vejle/@55.744623,9.6023283,168a,35y,180.2
6h,45t/data=!3m1!1e3!4m5!3m4!1s0x464c8159bdba460f:0xef1bbea9faf3
321!8m2!3d55.7432319!4d9.6011918?hl=pl-PL

4. Art Collection Centre of the Swiss National Museum in Affoltern am Albis 
with the visualization of a new segment designed by Jesse Reiser + Nana-
ko Umemoto 2014, http://www.reiser-umemoto.com/extension-of-snm-
-collection-center.html 5. Conservation and Storage Centre for the Paris Louvre Museum in 

Liévin; designed by Rogers Stirk Harbour + Partners, https://www.dezeen.
com/2015/07/07/rogers-stirk-harbour-partners-conservation-storage-faci-
lity-musee-du-louvre-lievin-paris-france/
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Museum in Lima, Jüdisches Museum in Vienna, MAS Museum 
in Antwerp, or Victoria & Albert Museum in London. In 
Poland, too, similar storage facilities have been established, 
e.g. Shipwreck Conservation Centre in Tczew (branch of the 
National Maritime Museum in Gdansk), Storage Space Gallery 
of John III Museum at Wilanów, Thesaurus Cracoviensis at the 
Historical Museum of the City of Cracow, or Study Storeroom 
at the Museum of Art in Lódź.

As can be seen from the above considerations, the priority 
need of the majority of museums is to have additional space 
for collection storage; at the same time, a growing number 
of them regard as purposeful to create open storage areas 
that would give the chance to solve both basic storage needs, 
and to create potential for new ways and tools to develop 
presentation, dissemination, and education activities. The 
above-presented examples confirm the tendency, while the 
‘democratisation’ process of the access to collections complies 
with the direction of museum evolution, implying museum’s 
growing social role and the introduction of the institution’s 
participatory model,18 namely society’s participation in its 
creation, operation, and development.

To recapitulate the location topic, it can be stated that 
both variants as shown above do provide potential for 
improvement of the storage conditions and museum’s 
development, though to a varied degree. Many museums 
continue to prefer the traditional location of their storage 
space as forming an integral part of the institution’s 
existing infrastructure, or at least locating it in the vicinity 
of the main premises. The ‘pros’ quoted in this respect 
are quicker access to the collections and easier access to 
storage spaces, which additionally in the case of an open- 
-storage model creates opportunities for attracting larger 

6. Glasgow Museums Resource Centre, https://www.glasgowdoorsopendays.org.uk/glasgowmuseumsresourcecentre.html

7. MAS  Museum / Museum by the River in Antwerp
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numbers of the public. The issues raised in this debate 
also cover transportation costs, e.g. transportation of the 
collections and staff between the museum’s main seat 
and the storage space. Meanwhile, the institutions that 
already boast storage and conservation centres distanced 
from their main facility claim to the contrary: apparently, 
such an arrangement allows to economize, while the 
distance between the two does not discourage visitors. In 
the case of the latter location variant the strongest ‘pro’ 
argument is the possibility to plan and implement an 
optimal project that can be phased and time-staged, while 
its segmented extension can be carried out proportionally 
to the growing needs. Of substantial impact in this respect 
is greater availability of adequately larger land plots and 
lower land price on the city’s outskirts; furthermore, such 
an area offers larger design freedom of optimum solutions 
for this type of buildings (as distinct from the city centre 
where designers generally face conservation restrictions). 
An additional important aspect is the fact that a storage-
cum-conservation centre stands a chance of becoming yet 
another cultural institution within a totally new space, this 
constituting added value in the attractiveness boost of both 
the museum itself, and the new place. The latter aspect is 
perfectly illustrated by the Shipwreck Conservation Centre 
and Study Storage Space in Tczew, established in 2016 as 
a branch of the Maritime Museum in Gdańsk.

Preservation as well as effective and sustainable 
collections management are more frequently the domains in 
the contemporary world which resort to various disciplines 
of knowledge and go beyond the so-far traditional range of 
museum activities. Of particular importance in these areas 
is the cooperation of three different professional groups: 
conservators, curators, and scientists (mainly physicists, 
chemists, biologists) whose shared or complementary 
activities should be targeted at increasingly enhanced 
solutions aimed at raising the quality of collections’ 
preservation. At the same time, the contemporary world 
caring for the environment, obliges us all to take well- 
-thought-out steps in managing a cultural institution acting 
in a responsible, effective, and environment-friendly manner.

Responsible management of natural resources is of 
particular impact in the era of a general reduction of 
energy consumption and CO2 footprint, this coupled with 

the aspiration to secure high standards in collections’ 
preservation.19 Such an attitude has been accepted as an 
international standard,20 since the reduction of excessive 
energy consumption is in the vital interest of cultural 
institutions themselves, and apart from economical aspects, 
has its environmental and ethical impact. Preservation of 
cultural heritage accompanied by the care for natural 
resources and the environment embodies the idea of 
a ‘green museum’, but it actually is simply our duty if we 
feel responsible for the future of our society and heritage.

A contemporary museum storeroom should therefore 
guarantee a high standard of collection preservation, 
this coupled with a cost-effective construction and low- 
-energy consumption in operations. As these factors are 
interdependent, it could be easily expected that high 
quality of collection preservation will induce high costs as 
well as high energy consumption by the devices regulating 
the climate inside the storage facility. Meanwhile, 
as international research projects21 and the afore-enlisted 
project implementations have proven, the target we want 
to reach can be attained. One of the ways is to apply 
appropriate construction and functional solutions securing 
building airtight envelope, maximally reducing uncontrolled 
infiltration, and designing an energy-efficient passive 
microclimate stability system that can secure safe climate.22

At this point it is worthwhile to quote Stefan Michalski 
of Canadian Conservation Institute who reminds that 
a practical rule of thumb for the benefits of lower 
temperature states that each reduction of 5°C doubles the 
lifetime of the object.23 The rule results from the fact that 
temperature increase reduces chemical degradation of 
organic polymers, e.g. paper, textiles, leather, and plastics 
present in a large number of museum objects. Hence 
the widely applied guidelines of the American Society of 
Heating, Refrigerating and Air-Conditioning Engineers 
(ASHRAE)24 foresee +10o C for archive and library storage. 
The interdependence between the lifetime of materials of 
varied chemical sensitivity and temperature in which objects 
are stored can be found in the table below elaborated by 
specialists of the Canadian Conservation Institute.25

Examples of materials classified as for their sensitivity:
•	 Low: wood, linen, cotton, leather, parchment, oil paint, 

egg tempera, watercolour media;

8. and 9. Staraya Derevnya Restoration and Storage Centre for St Petersburg’s Hermitage
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•	 Medium: stable photographic materials, e.g. 19th-century 
black-white negatives on glass, 20th-century black-white 
negatives on polyester foil;

•	 High: acid paper, e.g. newspaper paper and low-quality 
books, paper after 1850, celluloid and many plastics, 
natural materials acidified through contamination 
(textiles, leather);

•	 Very high: magnetic media, e.g. video, audio tapes, 
floppy discs; photographic materials, e.g. coloured prints; 
numerous elastic polymers, from rubber to polyurethane 
foams and some acryl paints.
Thus if we want to wisely and responsibly take care of 

museum collections, we have to implement in practice the 
above expertise and create state-of–the-art storage spaces 
in which by lowering temperature conditions for safer and 
the longest-possible-lasting storage of cultural heritage will 
be created. It is important to bear in mind that there should 
be no permanent job positions in the storage facility, while 
its functional parameters should first of all target at the 
preservation and accessibility of collections, while consider 
the comfort of a human staying within it only as secondary.

In Poland it is the National Museum in Cracow that has 
undertaken actions meant to raise a modern, energy-efficient 
storage facility securing optimal preservation conditions for 
the collections; the National Museum, like the majority 
of museums in general, has forever been trying to tackle 
the challenge of insufficient storage space and insufficient 
equipping of its storage rooms. Therefore, for several years 
already, together with international cultural institutions, the 
National Museum has been mastering the competences in the 
area of a new approach to effective and sustainable storage, 
additionally providing access to heritage resources.26 As 
a result, a concept to raise a modern Central Conservation and 
Storage Facility for Cultural Heritage (CKM), combining the 
functions of a place securing the highest preservation quality 
with a research centre, as well as education, promotion, and 
service activities, was prepared in 2014–16 by a team of 
specialists from the National Museum in Cracow: Janusz Czop, 
Łukasz Bratasz, Anna Kłosowska, Grażyna Malik, and Barbara 
Świątkowska, in cooperation with some experts non-affiliated 
with the Museum: Prof. Roman Kozłowski, the architect 
Wojciech Wicher, and the logistician Michał Krawczak of the 

Logis Company. For reasons beyond the Museum’s control, 
it failed to obtain legal ownership title to the post-industrial 
area at Nowa Huta, where CKM was originally planned to be 
raised. Currently, the opportunity to implement the existing 
concept can be seen in the edifice of the former Cracovia 
Hotel purchased together with its plot in 2016, where among 
other things the construction of CKM is planned.

At the same time, the topic of museum storage areas 
entered the list of priority tasks of the Ministry of Culture and 
National Heritage, which in 2016 commissioned the National 
Institute for Museums and Public Collections (NIMOZ), as an 
expertise organization, to provide the Report on the Concept 
of the Construction of Nationwide Network of Museum 
Storage Facilities in Poland. The Report was prepared in 
cooperation with outside specialists: Janusz Czop, Agnieszka 
Jaskanis, Marcin Krawczyk, Sławomir Momot, and Robert 
Szumielewicz. As the Report’s completion and continuation, 
in 2018 the study: Universal Concept of the Central Storage 
Facility for Museum Collections (CMZM) with Its Functionality 
and Utility Assumptions by Janusz Czop, Anna Kłosowska, 
and Roman Kozłowski was elaborated. The basic CMZM 
assumption is to establish a shared museum storage facility, 
which in compliance with the optimum model as described 
above, will combine high quality of collection preservation, 
cost-efficient construction costs with energy-efficiency during 
operations. When working out the Universal Concept…, its 
authors took into account all the factors endangering museum 
objects,27 the results of scientific and research projects,28 as 
well as the guidelines currently formulated for Polish and 
European standards to be complied with when safeguarding 
optimal conservation preservation of collections.29

All the works conducted by NIMOZ in consequence 
resulted in the fact that in 2018, the Minister of Culture and 
National Heritage30 assigned the Construction of the Central 
Storage Facility for Museum Collections Project (CMZM) to 
NIMOZ. A new position of the Director’s Proxy for the Central 
Storage Facility for Museum Collections was created.31 This 
means that a major development in the history of Polish 
museology has taken place: at the Ministry of Culture and 
National Heritage and its subordinate cultural institution 
definite steps were formally taken in order to resolve the 
problems of museum collection storage in Poland. The year 

10. and 11. Shipwreck Conservation Centre in Tczew, branch of the National Maritime Museum in Gdańsk

� (Photos: 2, 7-11 – J. Czop)
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2019 opens up the process which will inevitably be multi-
stage and implemented over several years. The first phase 
planned for 2019–21 will involve the construction of the 
Central Storage Facility for Museum Collections meant to 
serve various cultural institutions located in Warsaw. As 
a facility shared by several museums, it will be a pioneering 
solution in Poland. The assumption has been made that 
CZMZ will constitute a pilot and model solution that can be 
followed by subsequent storage facilities for museums in 
Poland’s other regions.

As demonstrated above, the optimum implementation 
of the CMZM Project is to raise a new building. This proves 
more cost-efficient than attempts to adapt the already 
existing infrastructure, and it is more functional: there 
will be no need to overcome architectural limitations and 
limited room, while spaces from the onset designed to 
serve definite purposes (storages, research, display) will 
better fulfil their functions. Raising the storage facility 
from scratch additionally allows to create the best possible 
climate conditions, while enabling the design of cost-
efficient construction solutions that are at the same time 
energy-efficient and cheap in operations. Therefore, right 
now works are conducted in order to identify and acquire 

an appropriate property in Warsaw; on this plot CMZM 
will be raised. Finalizing this stage will allow to complete 
the creation of the functionality and utility programmes 
adjusted to the definite location, as well as to prepare 
necessary documentation for launching a competition to 
provide architectural and urban-planning conceptual design 
of the Central Storage Facility for Museum Collections. It will 
serve as the basis for design documentation necessary for 
the Project’s implementation.

Meanwhile, as for the dilemma mentioned at the 
beginning of the paper it can be said that the numerous 
examples of the implemented storage projects, and all the 
activities undertaken in this sphere, allow to declare that 
storage spaces of museum collections are becoming ‘sexy’. 
The positive changes that have been occurring over the 
last years in numerous museums worldwide confirm that 
the topic of an appropriate storage of museum exhibits 
has finally started to be perceived as attractive for both 
museums and its management and organizer, while the 
storage space as such has been appreciated, and is now 
treated in compliance with the function it exerts and its 
superior role of the basic tool serving the conservation 
preservation of museum collections.
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Table 1. Interdependence between the lifetime of materials of various chemical sensitivity and the temperature in 
which items are stored. The assumption made for the calculation: relative humidity at 50% in each case.

SENSITIVITY

Temperature Low Medium High Very high

~60°C ~4 years+ ~1 year ~6 months 2 months

~30°C ~250 years+ ~75 years ~25 years ~7 years

~25°C ~500 years+ ~150 years ~50 years ~15 years

~20°C ~1.000 years+ ~300 years ~100 years ~30 years

~10°C ~5.000 years+ ~1.500 years ~500 years ~150 years

~0°C 20.000 years+ ~6.000 years ~2.000 years ~600 years

Examples of materials classified as for their sensitivity: Low: wood, linen, cotton, leather, parchment, oil paint, egg tempera, watercolour media; Medium: stable 
photographic materials, e.g. 19th-century black-white negatives on glass, 20th-century black-white negatives on polyester foil; High: acid paper, e.g. newspaper paper 
and low-quality books, paper after 1850, celluloid and many plastics, natural materials acidified through contamination (textiles, leather).
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Petersburg’s Hermitage (Реставрационно-хранительский центр «Старая Деревня»), Russia (2003–15); Art Collection Centre of the Swiss National Museum 
in Affoltern am Albis, Switzerland (2005–07); World Conservation and Exhibitions Centre of the British Museum in London, Great Britain (2011–15); Central 
Museum Storage in Weimar,  Schwerin, Germany (2014–18); Conservation and Storage Centre for the Paris Louvre Museum in Liévin, France (2015–18); Study 
Storage Facility of the Shipwreck Conservation Centre in Tczew, branch of the National Maritime Museum in Gdansk (2016); Storage Gallery of the John III 
Palace Museum at Wilanów (2017):  Thesaurus Cracoviensis – Centre of Artefact Interpretation, Historical Museum of the City of Cracow (2017).

10	S. Keene, Managing Conservation in Museums, 3 wydanie, published 2011 by Routledge, 2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN 2002, p. 28.
11	Mention can be made of e.g. the National Museum of Denmark in Copenhagen, Affoltern am Albis Swiss National Museum, Kunsthistorishes Museum in 

Vienna, National Museum in Cracow, Silesian Museum in Katowice.
12	J. Spalding, Creative management in museums, in: Management in museums, K. Moore (ed.), Athlone Press, London 1999, p. 31.
13	http://www.icom-cc.org/330/about-icom-cc/what-is-conservation/conservation:-who,-what-amp;-why/#.VD932ouUeYk [Accessed: 7 March 2019].
14	J.E. Christensen, L.R. Knudsen, C.G. Kollias, New Concept for Museum Storage Buildings – Evaluation of Building Performance Model for Simulation of Storage, 

published in: 2016 International Conference on Architecture and Civil Engineering, http://www.konsv.dk/wp-content/uploads/2016_04_ACE_2016_New_
Concept_for_Museum_Storage_Buildings_Christensen_Knudsen_Kollias.pdf [Accessed: 7 March 2019].

15	The precursor institution can be seen in the Museum of Anthropology at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada (1970); next came the Strong 
Museum in Rochester, USA (1982); while the first large world museum that held open storage was the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York where in 
1988, the Henry Luce III Centre for the Study of American Culture was opened.

16	https://www.nytimes.com/2001/05/08/arts/museums-as-walk-in-closets-visible-storage-opens-troves-to-the-public.html [Accessed: 12 March 2018].
17	S. Weil, Making Museums Matter, Smithsonian Institution, Washington 2002, p. 28.
18	Table mounted by Stuart Davies Associates provides framework characteristics of open storage dividing them in view of the storing manner, their availability 

and location into 4 types: typological displays, visible displays, open access storages, study centres in: Collections for People. Museum’s Stored Collection 
as a Public Resource, S. Keene (editor and principal author), A. Stevenson, F. Monti (contributors), UCL Institute of Archaeology © Suzanne Keene, London 
2008, p. 65.

19	N. Simon, The Participatory Museum, Museum 2.0, Santa Cruz, California 2010.
20	Ł. Bratasz, J. Czop, M. Łukomski, R. Kozłowski, Muzeum w zabytku: ochrona i energooszczędność, w: Muzeum a zabytek. Konflikt czy harmonia? Materiały 

z konferencji naukowej w Muzeum Narodowym w Krakowie 31 marca – 2 kwietnia 2011, [Museum versus a Historic Facility. Conflict or Harmony? Proceedings 
from Conference at the National Museum in Cracow 31 March – 2 April 2011], Kraków 2013, p 136.

21	NMDC Guiding Principles for Reducing Museums’ Carbon Footprint, National Museum Directors’ Council, 2009.
22	Low-energy Museum Storage Buildings: Climate, Energy Consumption, and Air Quality. UMTS Research Project 2007-2011: Final Data Report, M. Ryhl-

Svendsen, L.A. Jensen, B. Bøhm, P.K. Larsen, Lyngby 2012.
23	L. Ræder-Knudsen, S.R Lundbye, Performance of Danish low-energy Museum Storage Buildings, in: ICOM-CC 18th Triennial Conference Preprints, Copenhagen, 

4–8 September 2017, J. Bridgland (ed.), art. 1515, ICOM, Paris 2017
24	S. Michalski, Agent of Deterioration: Incorrect Temperature, w: https://www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute/services/agents-deterioration/temperature.

html [Accessed: 10 March 2019].
25	Museums, Galleries, Archives and Libraries, rozdz. 21, w: ASHRAE Handbook – HVAC applications, ASHRAE – American Society of Heating, Refrigerating, and 

Air-Conditioning Engineers Inc., 2007.
26	https://www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute/services/agents-deterioration/temperature.html [Accessed:15 March 2019].
27	Works on the Centre’s concept conducted at the National Museum in Cracow had been preceded by many-year analysis of solutions adopted worldwide in 

preventive conservation through participation in international research projects in conservation, such as:
	 1. Net Heritage – European network for research programme into the protection of tangible cultural heritage (grant of the Seventh EU Framework 

Programme).
	 2. �Envi Control – Managing museum collections on the grounds of computer-modelled impact of microclimate fluctuations on historic objects (grant of the 

Ministry of Science and Higher Education).
	 3. Heriverde – Energy-efficiency of museum and library institutions (grant of the National Centre for Research and Development).
	 4. �Participation in the works of the European Committee for Standardization, Working Group 4 ‘Environment’, Technical Committee 346 ‘Conservation of 

Cultural Heritage’ and experience exchange with international cultural institutions such as Canadian Conservation Institute, Smithsonian Conservation 
Institute, Getty Institute, University College London, English Heritage. 

28	Full profile of all 10 factors available at Canadian Conservation Institute website: https://www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute/services/agents-
deterioration.html

29	Low-energy Museum Storage Buildings… Podejmowanie decyzji w zakresie kontroli klimatu i energooszczędności w budynkach muzeów, bibliotek i archiwów, 
[…Decision Making in Climate Control and Energy-Efficiency in Museum, Library, and Archive Buildings], manual available at the Heriverde Project’s website:  
www.heriverde.nimoz.pl

30	PN-EN 16893:2018-03; Conservation of Cultural Heritage: Specifications for location, construction and modification of buildings or rooms intended for 
the storage or use of heritage collections.; PN-EN 15759:2018-03 Conservation of Cultural Heritage: Climate conditions for interiors; Part 2: Regulation of 
ventilation in the preservation of historic buildings and collections; ISO 11799:2015 Information and documentation: Document storage requirements for 
archive and library materials; PN-EN 16141:2013-05 Conservation of Cultural Heritage: Guidelines for management of environmental conditions. Open 
storage facilities: definitions and characteristics of collection centres dedicated to the preservation and management of cultural heritage; PN-EN 15757:2010 
Conservation of cultural heritage: Specifications for temperature and relative humidity in the reduction of climate-induced mechanical damage to hygroscopic 
organic materials.

31	Law Gazette of the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage Item 45: Ordinance of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage of 3 July 2018 on that 
statutes given to the National Institute for Museums and Public Collections (NIMOZ).

32	NIMOZ’s structural regulations, Chapater 2. § 3. 11
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PARLIAMENTARY 
MUSEUM: HISTORICAL 
CONTEXTS AS WELL AS 
CULTURAL AND POLITICAL 
ENTANGLEMENTS
Błażej Popławski 
Sejm Library

Abstract: The goal of the article is to present parlia-
mentary museum as an institution. In the introduction 
parliamentary museum is characterized as a peculiar type 
of historical museum. Subsequently, selected institutions 
of the kind in India, Japan, Jordan, and Belgium are di-
scussed. Moreover, the political context for founding 

the Museum of the Polish Sejm [Parliament] is descri-
bed. This covers the time spanning from the late 1970s to 
1989, as well as the operations of the Museum Content 
Department at the Sejm Library. To conclude, challen-
ges and prospects for the planned Museum of Polish 
Parliamentarism are presented.

Keywords: historical museum, parliamentary museum, museum autonomy, historical policy, Museum of the Polish Sejm.

Parliamentary museums as examples of 
historical museums 
The majority of parliamentary museums are examples of so- 
-called historical museums. According to Zdzisław Żygulski 
Jr., the task of historical museum is to present, within 
a given range, the historical past by means of material 
historic objects and other documents.1 The museologist, 
enumerating subtypes of historical museums dominating 
in the late 20th century, does not distinguish parliamentary 
museums. He mentions only the growing impact of historical 
museums dedicated to selected periods, events, associations 
or political parties, or illustrious political activists.2

Slightly different conclusions are reached by contemporary 
museologists. The sociologist Geneviėve Zubrzycki during 
the debate instigated by the Polish History Museum, when 
analyzing the impact of the political transformation in 
Poland after 1989 on the condition of Polish museology, 
claimed: In societies in which history forms an integral part 
of the cultural code impacting the image of the nation and 

the basis of the political discourse, historical museums 
seem to be particularly important socially. They stand the 
chance of playing the role of the conveyor of change in the 
domain of social patterns and the way of thinking about 
politics: they serve learning, forming views of citizens and 
of international visitors.3

According to the researcher, historical museums fulfil two 
basic functions. They are social institutions and, due to their 
function of supporting the state’s authority, they are also 
instruments of power. They support the idea of a political 
community (mainly national, as seen from the perspective 
of the realities of East-Central Europe), as well as shape the 
collective identity of the country’s citizens. In compliance 
with Eric Hobsbawm’s ideas, they are to serve the purpose of 
inventing tradition, namely the process of demonstrating the 
relation between the past and the present, and the activities 
conducted by elites (usually political) for legitimizing purposes.4

It is necessary to emphasize that the majority of 
parliamentary museums were created at the moments 



84 MUSEOLOGY

of a particular historical impact: in the periods of political 
transformation, of the exchange of the ruling elite. When 
analyzing the history of parliamentary museums it has to be 
observed that the very moment of initiating the debate on 
the shape of museum institutions is often connected with the 
need to provide structure to a new political narrative meant 
to sanction beforehand the status of the new authorities or 
to defend the ancien regime against social delegitimisation. 
In the history of parliamentary museums one of the key 
challenges is thus the attempt to define the extent of 
programme and ideological autonomy of the museum in 
relation to its organizer and the degree of the entanglement 
of the display message in the political and party discourse.

Selected parliamentary museums around 
the world
The majority of parliaments have offices responsible for 
popularising the knowledge of their history. Most commonly, 
their scope of responsibilities includes preparation of 
information materials and taking visitor groups round the 
parliament building. Relatively few of those units implement 
classical tasks of a museum, namely collecting, storing, 
conserving, displaying, and popularizing collections related 
to the history of parliamentarism. More active in the field 
are the countries whose parliamentary tradition is relatively 
short, particularly those outside Europe. The institutions of 
the type include e.g. the Japanese Parliamentary Museum, 
New Delhi’s Parliament Museum, and the Jordan Museum 
of Parliamentary Life. In Europe, the most prominent 
institution of the profile of parliamentary museum is the 
Parlamentarium in Brussels.

Tokyo’s Parliamentary Museum started operating in 1970 on 
the 80th anniversary of the birth of Japanese parliamentarism. 
The choice of the date was thus not accidental: reference 
was made to the tradition of Meiji (‘Civilization and 
Enlightenment’), when a thorough transformation of the 
country took place, modernizing it to resemble the Western 
model. Interestingly, the project to establish a museum was 
from the very beginning supported by Eisaku Satō, Prime 
Minister in 1964–72, the charismatic leader of the Liberal- 
-Democratic Party, regarded to have been one of the co-authors 
of the economic success of Japan, as well as the advocate of 
a close cooperation with the United States.

The official opening of the permanent exhibition at the 
Parliamentary Museum took place in 1972. The institution 
is located in the immediate vicinity of the main building of 
the Japanese Parliament, and the building of the Parliament 
library. The display, combining traditional exhibits with 
modern multimedia, shows the work of the Parliament and 
presents its Speakers and Prime Ministers (however, with 
the opposition leaders hardly mentioned). The Museum 
exposes the role of democracy, marginalizing the political 
development of Japan from before the Meiji period. In the 
display narrative also the times of the Shōwa period, namely 
the ‘Era of Enlightened Peace’, the rule of Emperor Hirohito, 
covering WW II, are selectively tackled. The history of the 
country’s political system is presented from the perspective 
which can be defined as America-centred.

The Parliament Museum in New Delhi initiated its activity 
in 1989, during the administration of Rajiv Gandhi, the son of 

Indira Gandhi, with the Indian National Congress dominating 
the political stage. Currently, the institution forms part of 
the parliamentary office called Parliamentary Museum and 
Archives. Modernized in the early 21st century, it had its 
political narrative discretely modified to reflect that closer 
to the rightist ideology of the Indian People’s Party (BJP). 
The exhibition is made up of three parts: the first shows the 
tradition of democratic institutions in India (including the 
Edicts of Ashoka hewn in rock in the 3rd century B.C.); the 
second (the most modest in form) analyses the importance 
of parliamentary institutions in selected countries; the third 
part introduces the legislative process in India. By means 
of a skilful division of emphases, the Museum’s visitors 
become acquainted with Indian statehood: from the ancient 
times to today.

The Museum of Parliamentary Life in Amman, founded in 
2010, had its permanent exhibition launched 6 years later. 
Reporting to the Ministry of Culture, the institution was 
located in the old Parliament building, a symbolical venue 
at which in 1946 Abdullah I bin Al-Hussein declared the 
independence of the Kingdom of Transjordan. The exhibition 
records the political and parliamentary history of Jordan. 
The narrative’s goal is to expose the achievements of the 
Hashemites ruling Jordan to-date. Its mission can therefore 
be regarded as the creation of a narrative mythologizing 
the dynasty.

The Parlamentarium, namely the centre for those visiting 
the European Parliament, is located in the Espace Léopold 
complex in Brussels. The modern interactive exhibition is 
meant to show the way to the European integration and to 
introduce the modes of work of the European Parliament. 
Its message emphasizes the universalisation of the 
European values, while presenting the stories of individuals, 
communities, and nations from a multicultural perspective. 
The exhibition, available in every of the 24 languages of 
the EU, is divided into three parts: the past, the present, 
and the future. Its last segment provides the visitors with 
the possibility to describe their own vision of the future of 
Europe integrated in diversity.

Context for the foundation of the Polish 
Sejm Museum
According to the available archival records it seems that the 
initiative to found the Polish Sejm Museum was officially 
formulated in November 1979 by Kazimierz Świtała, 
a lawyer, former Minister of Interior in Communist Poland 
(1968–71), member of the Central Committee of the Polish 
United Workers’ Party (KC PZPR) (1968–71). However, it is 
difficult to consider Świtała the ‘father’ of the Polish Sejm 
Museum: in the period when the project was initiated, he 
was Head of the Chancellery of the Sejm who submitted 
the draft of a ready resolution to the Presidium of the Sejm.

The launching of the debate on establishing a new 
museum institution has to be put in a wider context. 
Upon Edward Gierek becoming the First Secretary of 
the KC PZPR, a partial shift in the formula of political 
legitimization took place, claims the historian Marcin 
Zaremba. According to him, the Polish authorities, trying 
to restore social confidence after the arms had been fired 
against protesters in Gdańsk and Gdynia in December 1970, 
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purposefully resorted to the national past, also the elements 
unspoken of in the first two decades of Communist Poland. 
Thus the authorities distanced themselves from the 
martyrology discourse. The official version of the history 
was corrected. Jubilees of historical anniversaries stopped 
being celebrated ‘against someone’, and they were first of 
all meant to educate people,5 writes Zaremba referring to 
the reconstruction of the Royal Castle and the celebrations 
of the 60th anniversary of Poland regaining independence.

The manifestation of the change of attitude towards 
national history could be seen in the establishment of several 
museum institutions in Warsaw in the late 1970s and early 
1980s. In 1974–80, three branches of the Historical Museum 
of Warsaw were launched: the Wola Museum of Warsaw 
(1974), Museum of Printing (1975), and the Museum of 
Struggle and Martyrdom Palmiry (1980). In 1981, the Social 
Committee for the Construction of the Warsaw Uprising 
Museum was established, while 2 years later the branch of 
the Warsaw Uprising Museum was founded at the Historical 
Museum of Warsaw. In 1978, the Museum of Caricature 
was launched as a branch of the Museum of Literature. In 
1980, namely a year after the first apostolic pilgrimage of 
John Paul II to Poland, the Museum of the Archdiocese of 
Warsaw was opened. In 1984, the Museum of the History of 
the Polish Peasant Movement was started. The institutions 
offered varied historical narratives, detabooising particular 
fragments of the panorama of national and political history, 
the latter including also the parliamentary one.

The conviction that the knowledge of the history of the 
Sejm should be conveyed to society in a comprehensible and 
attractive format can be reflected in the reconstruction of the 
old Sejm interiors in the rebuilt Royal Castle in Warsaw: the 
New Chamber of Deputies, Senatorial Hall, Guards’ Room, 
New Chamber of Deputies, and the Antechamber to the New 
Chamber of Deputies. The decision to do so demonstrated 
a new field of interest in the history of the Sejm neglected in 
the prior research. Works on recreating the space in which 
the Constitution of 3 May 1791 was adopted required 
knowledge of architecture, history, history of law, and of 
history of art. The reconstructed Sejm halls became places 
where the history of Polish parliamentarism was popularized, 
turning them into a substitute of the Sejm Museum.

In the early 1980s, both academic and popular literature 
focused on the history of parliamentarism, actually more 
than in the previous decade; so the topics tackled were its 
beginnings under the Jagiellonian Dynasty, the Union of 
Lublin, Commission of National Education (KEN), namely 
the events and commemorative sites emanating the idea 
of strong statehood, civic education, and patriotic tradition. 
Concepts such as ‘Socialism’, ‘Socialist political system’, 
‘society’, were gradually replaced by the terms: ‘state’ and 
‘statehood’.6 Manifestations of the type of discourse can be 
found in the justification to the draft resolution on establishing 
the Polish Sejm Museum submitted to the Sejm Presidium. 
The document reads, among others: The Sejm constitutes an 
inseparable important element of the tradition of the Nation 
and Polish state; in the past regarded as synonymous with and 
an expression of state’s sovereignty, in general awareness it 
has become an essential element of the bond of the nation 
with the state authorities. (…) Particularly over the last decade 
[the role of the Sejm] has found a gradually fuller reflection 

in the political and legal praxis of our State, substantially 
benefitting the strengthening of the bond between the state 
authorities and the masses, as well as consolidating patriotic 
attitudes of the citizens. All these circumstances favour the 
undertaking of necessary organizational steps to allow to 
collect all the documents and mementoes of the history of 
the Polish Sejm activities in one place, for them to testify 
to the former and today’s importance of the Polish Sejm, 
and for them to contribute to consolidating the awareness 
of the national memory of Polish parliamentarism and the 
knowledge of its challenges today.7

Importantly, the document had been beforehand given 
an approval by Henryk Jabłoński, President of the Council 
of State, as well as Edward Babiuch, Chairman of the PZPR 
Parliamentary Club. The Sejm Presidium approved the 
motion at the session on 25 November 1979, and took the 
following resolution: The Sejm Presidium has decided to 
found the Polish Sejm Museum as a publicly accessible public 
museum showing the long lasting and durability of Polish 
national parliamentary traditions; it will become a major 
instrument in the patriotic ideological, and educational 
activity, particularly among young people, teaching them 
the proper civic attitude to the history of homeland, and to 
contemporary Polish Socialist statehood.8

Establishing of the Polish Sejm Museum
On 19 December 1984, the Presidium of the Sejm, in agreement 
with the Minister of Culture and Art, adopted a subsequent 
resolution to found an organizational unit called ‘The Polish 
Sejm Museum’. This document being of a far more executive 
character than the one adopted 5 years earlier, read: The 
task of the Museum is to collect, keep, conserve, scientifically 
elaborate, and make available to the public the collection 
related to Polish parliamentarism until the most recent times.9 
The detailed range of the Museum’s activities and its internal 
structure were to be specified by the statutes to be provided 
by the Head of the Sejm Chancellery in agreement with the 
Minister of Culture and Art. The assumption was made that the 
supervision of the Museum’s activity, in this case the selection 
of its Director, was to remain the prerogative of the Head of 
the Sejm Chancellery. The organization was to be financed by 
the Culture Development Fund.

In August 1985, a Team to Organize the Polish Sejm 
Museum was appointed, while a year later, the Opinion and 
Consultancy Committee for the Museum of the Polish Sejm 
was set up. The Committee was to be responsible for working 
out the script of the future exhibition, the supervision of the 
adaptation of museum rooms, and for holding academic 
conferences.10 At the same time it was agreed that the 
opinions formulated by the Committee were to be submitted 
to the Speaker of the Sejm, while their implementation was 
to be the responsibility of the Head of the Sejm Chancellery.

The design works meant to adjust the oldest buildings in 
the Sejm complex to serve museum purposes were begun 
in 1987, while the first renovation works were started in 
1988. The furnishing of the interiors and the display were to 
be completed in February 1991. According to the decision 
of the Politburo of the KC PZPR, plans were made for the 
Museum to be opened on the 200th anniversary of adopting 
the 3 May Constitution: It will constitute the central item 
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on the national celebrations agenda related to the moment 
which seems to have been the most important moment in 
the history of Polish parliamentarism.11

Restructuring of the Polish Sejm Museum
Soon after the partially democratic Sejm election, in 
December 1989, the decision was made that the renovated 
building meant to house the Polish Sejm Museum was 
to serve as conference rooms for the Sejm and Senate 
Committees (with the building actually serving this very 
purpose until today). The winding down of the Culture 
Development Fund resulted in the fact that as of 1 January 
1991 the Museum’s current operations were incorporated 
into the overall budget of the Sejm Chancellery, while new 
organizational regulations of the Sejm Chancellery founded 
the Museum Content Section, later restructured into 
a Department at the Sejm Library

The unit continues collecting, elaborating, and conserving 
historic objects (currently the collection boasts almost 
10.000 artefacts related to the history of the Polish Sejm), 
and it displays them at temporary exhibitions (in 1986–2019, 
37 such displays were held in Poland, and also in foreign 
parliament buildings). It is also the museologists’ task 
to provide decoration of the Sejm stately interiors. 
Furthermore, the Museum Content Department staff hold 
scholarly conferences, and are responsible for sculpture 
projects (e.g. sculpture gallery of Deputy Chamber Speakers 
from the First Polish Republic, commemorative plates in 
the Sejm’s main hall), as well as for painting ones (painting 
gallery of the Speakers of the Second Polish Republic), 
additionally providing historic iconography to the Sejm 
Publishing House. Furthermore, the Museum Content 
Department’s responsibility is the Sejm Virtual Museum 
and the uploading of a selection of parliamentary artefacts 
onto the Google Arts&Culture Platform.

Future of the Polish Sejm Museum
The restructuring of the Sejm Chancellery in1989 did not 
mean closing up the debate on the Museum’s future. 
Already in December 1991, different ideas were being 
considered: to locate the permanent exhibition at the 
Rembieliński Palace on the corner of Piękna Street and 
Ujazdowskie Avenue; in the pavilion of the former Ujazdów 
Hospital in Jazdów Street; in one of the residential buildings 
in Górnośląska Street; and in the planned new Sejm building 
at the junction of Matejki and Wiejska Streets. In the last 
edifice, however, put into service in late 2018, there was no 
room left for the Museum’s permanent exhibition.

In the course of the 7th Sejm’s term of office, the idea to 
establish the museum of Polish parliamentarism was resumed. 
The project has to be put into two contexts: a global and a local 
one. The first is related to the so-called wrzenie upheaval?, 
museum boom; the second, also partially correlated with the 
first, is connected with the increase of financing allocated to 
the memory culture and historical policy in Poland under the 
administration of the Law and Justice Party (PiS). 

The caesura for the ‘museum upheaval’ can be found in the 
opening of the Warsaw Rising Museum in Warsaw in 2004. 
Over the next decade many new museums were created, or 

the old ones were entirely rearranged; these soon became 
well-rooted landmarks in Poles’ social imagination, as well as 
in tourist guidebooks targeted at international visitors.

Interestingly, the resuming of the debate on establishing 
a parliamentary museum coincided with three jubilees 
important for the Sejm history: the 550th anniversary of the 
Piotrków Sejm (1468): the first in history two-chamber Sejm; 
the 100th anniversary of Poland regaining independence; and 
the 100th anniversary of launching the Legislative Sejm. In 
2017, in compliance with the Sejm Speaker’s decision, works 
were started to create the Museum of Polish Parliamentarism. 
The decision read: The [Museum of Parliamentarism] 
Project is one of the initiatives related to the celebration 
of the hundredth anniversary of regaining independence. 
(…) The Museum will show Poland as one of the cradles of 
parliamentarism on the European continent, to a degree 
anticipating other European countries in this respect.12

Over the recent years, the number of Sejm museologists 
has been increased, and the process of collecting exhibits 
intensified. The issues of the institution’s future location 
have been retackled. However, unless the seat of the 
Museum of Polish Parliamentarism is decided, planning 
of the permanent exhibition will be unrealistic, and the 
activity of the Museum Content Department will focus on 
preparing temporary exhibitions and on further extending 
the parliamentarism- related exhibit collection.

***

Parliamentary museums are tools for implementing historical 
policy, creating historical awareness of citizens, and for patriotic 
education. As viewed from this perspective, they resemble 
state think tanks, consolidating democratic practices in society. 
On the other hand, however, historical policy also means 
working out the politically correct interpretation of history by 
referring to selectively chosen memorial sites (events, national 
heroes, historical anniversaries), since institutionalizing the 
discourse on the past means both the policy of memory, and 
the policy of oblivion: parliamentary museums relatively easily 
transform into monuments commemorating the success of 
the political group which happens to have the parliamentary 
majority at a given moment (or which is apprehensive about 
losing its political position), this confirmed by the history of the 
parliamentary museums in Asia.

The above conclusions are also partially reflected in 
the history of the idea of the Polish Sejm Museum. Over 
four decades the concept of an institution collecting Polish 
parliamentarism-related exhibits evolved: from the tool 
legitimizing the Communist elites to the project, revived in 
the 2nd decade of the 21st century, of founding yet another 
historical narrative museum, located in the capital, matching 
in importance the Museum of Polish History, whose main 
narrative axis of the Old Polish period is interestingly to be 
found in the history of the parliament.

The Polish Sejm Museum, and later the Museum Content 
Department, structure-wise have always remained under 
the auspices of the Sejm Chancellery. This affiliation on the 
one hand has provided their stability, however on the other, 
in view of the increasing number of Sejm committees, it 
has hindered the creation of an autonomous display on the 
parliamentary complex premises.
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Abstract:  The article deals with the so-called 
‘conservators’ and ‘museum’ repositories set up in Poland 
within its current borders, after WWII, in the 1940s and 
1950s, in order to assemble the movable monuments 
obtained during the transportation and requisition 
campaign. It indicates and summarises the information on 
the geopolitical factors and law provisions which influenced 
the creation of repositories, although it does not analyse 
them. It deals with the general description of how the 
repositories functioned, without detailing the histories of 
each one. It mentions the duties of the Ministry of Culture 
and Art’s representatives responsible for protecting 

cultural property, i.e. delegates for actions related to 
collecting pieces; it presents the procedures applied by the 
repositories and the mechanisms for fulfilling the Ministry’s 
obligation to supervise them. It also describes the activities 
connected with destroying selected items in the presence of 
a committee, as well as transferring them free of charge to 
the state-owned enterprise DESA and to central institutions, 
churches and collections of Polish museums.

The information is based solely on the archival material 
gathered by the author. The text also describes the later 
activity of repositories until the present day. It is also 
a prelude to a broader elaboration of the topic.

Keywords: movable monuments, exhibits, transport campaign, requisition campaign, Wawel repository, Warsaw 
repository, Silesian repositories, repository in Oliwa, repository in Sopot, recording collections.

The paper analyzes the so-called ‘conservator’ and ‘museum’ 
repositories set up in Poland within its current borders in the 
1940s and 1950s in order to collect movable monuments: art 
works and museum exhibits.1 The necessity to organize many 
temporary repositories for cultural goods resulted from the 
effects of WWII and the geopolitical changes occurring within 
the country, these headed by the revision of borders and 

the agrarian reform. There was an urgent need to take care 
of the movable goods which had lost their owners: museum 
administrators, German collectors, Polish landowners, museum 
monuments, and private Polish collections, as well as pieces of 
unknown descent, dispersed as a result of war vicissitudes. The 
legal status of the goods taken over by the Polish state agencies, 
these including to a great extent historical movables collected in 
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the repositories that have been the subject of my research, was 
provided for by the legal regulations adopted in 1944–58.2 This 
is not, however, the moment for describing the then political 
and legal situation, nor is this the opportunity to recall the scope 
of German plundering of the Polish cultural goods and the action 
of searching for them, undertaken by Poland even before the 
war ended, and conducted across the former German territories 
that had passed under Polish administration. Also what remains 
not tackled is the issue of cultural goods being reclaimed 
from the territories of Germany and Austria occupied by the 
Allies or repatriation of Polish movable monuments from the 
territories of the pre-war Republic of Poland, occupied by the 
Soviet Union, as well as requisition of private possessions, in 
the official newspeak referred to as former manorial property. 
It has to be, however, emphasized that the formal day of the 
war’s end, namely 8 May 1945, was not of importance for the 
establishment of the repositories. Instead, other events and 
dates were of key significance: the formation of the Polish 
temporary administration (July 1944 in Lublin; as of February 
1945 in Warsaw and Łódź) controlled by the USSR; gradual 
implementation of the agrarian reform as of 1944 on the 
territories where war activity had ceased; founding of the 
Central Directorate of Museums and Collection Protection 
(NDMiOZ), the agency established at the Ministry of Culture, 
whose task was to ‘reclaim cultural goods’; formation of the 
Gdansk Voivodeship on 6 April 1945, namely a month before the 
war’s end, and about a year later (28 June 1946) of the Wrocław 
Voivodeship; exercising of actual administration on the so-called 
Claimed Territories3 by the Red Army War Headquarters4 (in 
Szczecin until July 1945); as well as the stipulations of the 
Agreement of 2 August 1945 on the delineation of Poland’s 
western borders formulated at the Potsdam Conference.5

The Polish authorities were making efforts to regain the 
Polish property, mainly industrial one, such as factory and 
mine equipment, etc. robbed by the German administration, 
and transferred outside the Polish territories. The activities 
were called the Requisition Campaign.6 The first state 
organ dealing with the recovery of Polish property was the 
Department of War Reparations established by the Polish 
Committee of National Liberation (PKWN), later restructured 
into the Office of War Reparations at the Presidium of the 
Council of Ministers [PRM], and wound up in 1947. In order 
to conduct the requisition of industrial property, in 1945 the 
Office for Requisition and Reparations (BROW) was established 
at the Ministry of Industry, on 1 January 1946 transferred 
to the Central Planning Office7 which acted as an agent in 
establishing Office branches and special requisition missions 
in all the occupied zones of Germany and Austria. BROW was 
liquidated in 1950. Following this, culture department was 
involved in those activities.8 The Office for Requisition and 
Reparations was formed within the NDMiOZ structure; its 
aim was to recover the Polish cultural property taken by the 
German invaders inside Germany and Austria, and to elaborate 
plans of reparation within culture, as well as to recover cultural 
goods from the pre-war eastern territories of the Republic of 
Poland, and to bring them to Poland. 9 

As for the Polish territory, Polish administration10 was taking 
control over numerous cultural goods, all this happening 
under politically complex, as well as dynamically developing 
circumstances, providing for repositories as part of the 
scheme.11 The actions consisted in the search for Polish and 

German heritage on the former German territories, hidden 
at various places and kept in different conditions.12 Attempts 
were also made to take over the historic objects which were 
already in the possession of the Red Army, to anticipate the 
looting carried out by its Trophy Brigades, and to prevent the 
widespread looting conducted both by civilians,13 constituting 
a real threat to culture goods, and the ‘official’ one,14 and 
to take over the nationalized private collections of private 
owners.15 For the transport campaign it was of significance 
that so called New Territories were ‘temporarily’ controlled 
by the Ministry of Regained Territories (founded on 13 Nov. 
1945 and wound up on 11 Jan. 1949).16 In these lands, the 
Ministry had precedence over the central administration: 
among other things, procedures meant to protect cultural 
goods, also of German provenance, were introduced.17 
Freedom of movement across the Regained Territories was 
banned. Adequate permits were essential for searching, 
protecting, and every transport of any movable, even within 
the boundaries of one voivodeship. These were issued 
by District Liquidation Offices on the grounds of detailed 
lists of transported objects. In the course of protecting and 
transporting goods, the liquidation apparatus was obliged 
to provide any necessary assistance to the organs of the 
Ministry of Culture and Art (MKiS)18 and the Ministry of 
Education, delegated to conduct the protection of cultural 
goods. MKiS envoys for the implementation of the transport 
campaign were so--called delegates for the protection of 
cultural goods. The scope of their responsibilities included: 
setting up repositories, search for and initial selection of 
movable monuments, making their lists, and acquiring 
permits to transport them to the repositories of protected 
monuments, organization of transport of the monuments 
from the repositories to their destination, and to a certain 
extent recruitment of the staff.19 The delegates were the 
decision-makers and reported to the NDMiOZ management 
for all that was related to the process. They used a round seal 
they applied to stamp vouchers, reading: MKiS DELEGATE FOR 
THE PROTECTION OF MOVABLE MONUMENTS. They were the 
only individuals empowered to issue name authorization to 
individuals participating in the transport campaign. Heads of 
repositories of cultural goods reported directly to a respective 
MKiS delegate or to the Voivodeship Conservator: in 
Pomerania as of 1945, and in Silesia as of 1949. The reading 
of the preserved archival records unequivocally demonstrates 
that the process and efficiency of the establishment of 
repositories depended on how resourceful the individuals 
delegated to do the tasks were. Attention was paid so that the 
locations selected for the repositories were safe and provided 
appropriate storage conditions for the gathered monuments. 
Some repositories were nothing but storage spaces, others 
fulfilled some more elaborate functions, featuring an 
appropriately developed institutionalized structure. The 
repositories in which books and archival materials were 
collected reported to the Ministry of Education, while the 
Ministry of Culture and Art financed the majority of those into 
which art works and exhibits were brought. The conditions 
of being awarded subsidies by the repository were fulfilled 
only with timely once-a-month reports to NDMiOZ. The 
reports, really monotonous as for their content, today serve 
as an excellent source of knowledge of the repositories’ daily 
operations.20 It can be seen that the Ministry’s subventions 
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were not adequately large, often delayed, and not sufficient 
to cover the heating materials and other basic costs, while the 
employees’ pay was really low. Very scarce though extremely 
committed staff, often working under life-threatening 
conditions, were very creative and resourceful. Despite this, 
they often felt helpless, particularly as there was an acute 
shortage of transport means. Transporting paintings, book 
collections, retables, sculptures, and furniture required 
vehicles that worked and were spacious.21 The necessity to 
leave protected movable monuments in the field for a longer 
period of time, despite the effort on part of the individuals 
obliged to protect them, results in a substantial reduction 
of their number. 22 The inspection of the territory would be 
made on motorbikes; the presence of unprotected cultural 
goods would be registered, only to realize in the course of 
subsequent inspections that the goods were missing. 

Repositories were basically created in every Voivodeship; 
they were often located in museums or buildings which 
served as offices for culture department offices. In 
a part of central and eastern voivodeships, mainly goods 
acquired in the aftermath of the agrarian reform were 
collected. Such repositories, e.g. in Przeworsk, Kielce, and 
Poznan museums, were characterized by more modest 
activities than the repositories in Silesia or Pomerania. 
Relatively limited resources that were gathered there 
were usually later incorporated into the collections of the 
museum they were deposited at. A different operation 
mode characterized the repositories into which numerous 
objects of varied provenance were transported (Silesian, 
Pomeranian ones). The objects were received on the 
grounds of hand over-receipt reports made between the 
individuals handing in objects (e.g. members of Operational 
Groups) and the Repository Director. Following an initial 
selection of the objects in view of their overall value and 
assumed usefulness for respective museums, the provided 
collections were recorded. Separate inventories for cultural 
goods collections were run, and separate were kept for 
everyday objects. Respective objects were given their 
accession numbers. Stickers were used, e.g. MKiS Museum 
Repository in Narożno No… Subsequently, the destination 
to which the exhibits were transported was entered in the 
inventory. Every shipment was accompanied by a separate 
list of objects: the numbers were put on the exhibits in 
compliance with the list, respective components of one 
object (e.g. a dismantled wardrobe) were to bear the same 
number (supplemented by letters: a.,b.,c…). The parts can be 
accounted for in total in the list.23 The principles do not differ 
from the ones currently used in digitalized inventories.24 
Directors of the repositories used their official stamps; 
correspondence was registered, and detailed accountancy 
was run. When respective repositories were closed down, 
special commissions called by NDMiOZ would do stocktaking, 
inventories, and would officially wind up their operations, 
passing the documentation to MKiS, and allocating the 
collections to different institutions and museums, or sending 
them to other repositories. All the remarks that appeared in 
the course of the repository stocktaking were recorded in the 
inventory books and protocols. Regardless of the periodical 
controls: repository stocktaking in compliance with inventory 
books, the correctness of the issued protocols was verified. 
In repositories, attempts were made to keep objects divided 

into categories. It seems, however, that the collected objects 
were not given filing cards, which I came across only in the 
documents of the Oliwa Repository from the 1960s.

Some collections were purposefully destroyed. The 
selection of objects meant to be destroyed was made 
by NDMiOZ – appointed committees, composed of experts. 
The criteria were as follows: [objects] not displaying any 
value as exhibits, monuments, or everyday objects, both in 
respect of their artistic quality, and preservation state; also 
because of their peculiar local-German character, and for that 
purpose by no means fit to be used in our conditions.25 Similar 
committees decided on the selection of monuments that 
were transferred from repository collections and museums 
for sale by the State Enterprise of Art Works and Antiques (P.P. 
Desa) established on 3 April 1950. 

Silesia repositories were successively emptied mainly 
for economic reasons: they were either closed down or 
transformed into local museums.26 The illustration of the 
process can be seen in the list of repositories with monuments 
meant for closing down in the Wrocław Voivodeship in 
1947: Żary (Culture and Art Department), Lwówek (former 
Heimatmuseum, Trinitarian Church, Parish Church), Legnica 
(Culture and Art Department), Krasków (palace), Rychbach 
(Culture and Art Department), Jelenia Góra (Paulinum, 
museum), Henryków (church), Czocha (castle), Ząbkowice 
(Culture and Art Department), Skałeczno (palace), Narożno 
(palace), Szlagowo (palace), Raszewo Dolne (palace), Olszynka 
(palace), Brzezina (palace), Milicz (repository), Żmigród 
(palace cellars), Czerwony Zamek (palace), Syców (Catholic 
Church), Oleśnica (in the field), Janowice (palace), Agnieszków 
(Hauptmann’s Villa), Środa (in the market), Lubiń (Culture 
and Art Department), Krajewo (palace), Nowy Jagit (palace), 
Głogów (Cathedral), Białobrzezie (apartment), Łojowice 
(palace), Ziołowice (palace), Chojno (Kyncburg Castle), 
Niemcza (former Heimatmuseum), Lądek (State Railways 
establishment), Gościec (palace), Bystrzyca (county, in the 
field).27 The repositories placed at the Paulinum Castle in 
Jelenia Góra and the Narożno Palace in Bożków were in 1947 
transformed into effectively operating collective repositories. 

Certain repositories in the course of their operations 
changed location, usually due to the intervention of the 
authorities, most often by the Secret Political Police (UB) 
which were taking over the properties the repositories had 
been using. For that reason, in 1950, the collections of the 
Paulinum Castle were transferred to Karpacz to be deposited 
in the building allocated for the purpose by the Army Unit; in 
Świdnica, it was essential to urgently transfer the collections to 
the building of the Town Council, since the building previously 
used for repository was taken over by the Secret Police; the 
Narożno Palace was assigned to serve as the State Farm 
(PGR), in return the State Farm transferred the Żelazno Castle, 
meant to serve as a repository, to MKiS. Those interventions 
consumed a lot of time, effort, and incurred additional costs in 
order to transfer monuments from one repository to another. 
There is no need today to convince museum professionals 
of the impact such relocations have on monuments’ 
state; in this context, however, it has to be emphasized 
how disrespectfully the then state administration treated 
the surviving cultural goods. 

The collections from the liquidated repository in Narożno 
were sent in large numbers to various museums and 
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institutions, and the remaining monuments were relocated to 
Żelazno, the last of the large Silesian repositories. Subsequently, 
from Żelazno, in 1954, the monuments were transported to 
the new repository, called the Central Museum Repository 
established in Kozłówka in the Lublin Voivodeship.28

In Pomerania the situation looked similarly as in Lower 
Silesia. In the first period following the liberation, there 
were three administration centres in Gdansk: the Soviet 
War Headquarters, operational groups of the central 
administration, and the forming local government.29 The 
terrain search and monument transport were conducted 
by both MKiS envoys from Warsaw30 (from March to late 
October 1945)31 and individuals delegated by the Ministry of 
Education who came to Gdansk from Cracow.32 The actions 
of both groups were not correlated, which promptly caused 
conflicts resulting from vaguely defined competences.33 
Between 9 June and 2 August 1945, MKiS delegates made 
17 trips between Sopot- Pomerania localities with caches – 
Sopot, and the last trip in two vehicles was made between 
Sopot and Warsaw.34 Collected property from churches, 
barns, and other hiding places35 was taken to the repository 
at 24 Abrahama Street in Sopot, meant for paintings, 
furniture, and small art pieces, whereas church wood and 
bigger art works were placed in convent granaries at the 
Oliwa Cathedral, architectural elements in lapidariums 
(places for collecting mainly stone elements of historic 
buildings and monuments) organized throughout Gdansk, 
also at St John’s Church. 

The Sopot Inventory of Museum Collections of the 
Gdansk Voivodeship Department of Culture at 24 
Abrahama Street in Sopot, over the period from 16 April 
to 18 May 1945 contained 164 items 36 The total number 
of monuments protected or remaining in situ at the 
Museum in Gdansk exceeded 1.000 items. Apart from the 
monuments transported to Warsaw (50 of the item list), 
37 the rest remained in the custody of the Department of 
Culture and Art of the Voivodeship Office in Gdansk, and 
later of the Voivodeship Conservator in Gdansk-Oliwa at 
the Abbots’ Palace.38 

Still in 1946, in Gdansk there were 10 lapidariums organized 
for the deposition of architectural elements.39 By mid-1946 
over 1.000 exhibits of art works and a fragment of the Library 
from the Bishops’ Palace in Oliwa had been collected; in the 
Oliwa granaries 3.000 exhibits had be collected. In the plans of 
the Department of Culture and Art of the Voivodeship Office in 
Gdańsk, among the works foreseen for 1947, the closing down 
of the museum repositories and deposits in the field, as well 
as the inventory of the amassed monuments were planned,40 
as well as the completion of the renovation of the buildings 
housing the museum repositories in Oliwa.41 

What is characteristic of this repository is the transfer, 
mainly as deposit, not property, of monuments or architectural 
elements to the institutions that owned the real estate these 
objects had belonged to or formed part of prior to WW II. The 
main Pomerania repository, called conservators’, and located 
in Gdansk-Oliwa, has kept its function as well as resources, 
these obviously significantly reduced, to this very day. In 2015, 
it gained additional spaces in the Bastion of St Gertrude.42 The 
architectural elements of Gdansk’s historic buildings kept since 
WWII at different places, also at afore-mentioned St John’s 
Church, have been gathered there. 

From among all the national museum repositories, 
the Cracow one at the Wawel, and the Warsaw one at 
the National Museum (MNW), have ranked as the most 
significant and richest. A separate study will be dedicated 
to these repositories. Meanwhile, it is worth emphasizing 
that the monuments collected there were acquired both 
through transport campaigns conducted within their close 
vicinity (post-manor property), in Lower Silesia, Pomerania, 
and Masuria, as well as the collections acquired and 
recovered as a result of requisition campaigns outside 
Poland. At the Wawel and Warsaw repositories each arriving 
object was designated with a different number from the 
requisition list. Therefore, regardless of their descent and 
sources of acquiring the collections, here the objects were 
given the status of requisition items.43 The reason for 
that procedure was the inflow, over a very brief time, of 
a large number of objects: between 21 June 1945 and 9 
Dec. 1945, 30 transports came from Silesia to the Wawel; in 
1946–49, 8 transports arrived as a result of the requisition 
campaign; between 22 July 1945 and 23 Dec. 1952, in total 
59 transports of cultural goods reached MNW. Following 
collection recording: detailed for unknown collections and 
Museum’s own, and of vague character for collections 
packed in original crates of particular institutions from 
which they had been taken (e.g. Archaeological Museum, 
Museum of the Polish Army), the identified objects from 
Polish institutionalized collections were gradually returned 
to their owners. The returns to private owners were not 
as obvious, since these were subject to complicated 
procedures.44 Many objects, particularly from among 
those brought from Silesian repositories, were picked up 
by museums, but also state central institutions, for them 
to serve as decoration or to be used. The largest number of 
monuments were transferred to the Ministry of Culture and 
Art, President’s Office, Council of Ministers’ Office (including 
the residences: Mała Wieś, Jadwisin), Collegium Maius of 
the Jagiellonian University, Warsaw University, Ministry of 
the Interior, Ministry of National Defence, but also churches 
in Warsaw and other dioceses. It was often the case that 
the process of monuments’ transfer or commodate was 
not recorded well. The descriptions on the receipts were 
not sufficient for further identification: instead of protocols, 
laconic confirmation of the reception was issued.45 The 
remaining monuments, among them numerous post-
German ones, were either left at the Wawel or the National 
Museum in Warsaw, or went to enrich the collections of 
other museums: in Toruń, Lodz, Białystok, Lublin, as well as 
new ones that were being established on the Western and 
Northern territories: Wrocław, Olsztyn, Szczecin, Gdansk, 
also the Zoological Museum in Warsaw, Jewish Historical 
Institute, National Museum in Cracow, Army Museums in 
Wrocław and Warsaw, National Museum in Poznan. 

The main collection transfers received at the MNW 
repository and at other museums, initially as deposit, 
to become later their property, took place throughout 
the 1970s and 1980s. The thorough investigations of the 
provenance documentation of the exhibits at MNW in 
2000–12 also resulted in numerous relocations of exhibits 
to their genuine place of provenance. 

The present paper describes the overall situation and 
operations of the repositories. Meanwhile, the following 
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issues are being prepared: detailed history of particular 
repositories; activity of the individuals involved in saving 
cultural goods; analysis of political and legal conditionings of 
their activities; politics versus museum authorities; and finally 
the story of the collections gathered at the repositories. These 
will all be included in the planned monographs on the largest 
and most important post-WW II repositories, particularly: at 
the Wawel, National Museum in Warsaw, and at Kozłówka. 

The latter implemented the policy of collecting exhibits by the 
culture department until the 1970s.

I do not hesitate to claim that the above-described 
operations, though today often criticized, particularly in 
view of the change of the ownership status and possession 
of cultural goods, have saved thousands of heritage 
monuments, at the time deprived of any protection, from 
irrevocable destruction and loss.46 
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Wawel and Warsaw 
– the Biggest Post-
war Repositories for 
Relocated Cultural 
Goods in Poland. 
Contribution to 
Broader Elaboration
Lidia Małgorzata Kamińska
Independent Manageress of Culture, Warsaw

Abstract: The article continues the text Post-war 
repositories for relocated cultural goods in Poland, 
published in 2016 in the 57th issue of ‘Museology’. It is 
based on unpublished archival sources, as a result of basic 
research. It refers to the first two main repositories, i.e. at 
the Royal Castle State Art Collections at Wawel Castle and 
in the National Museum in Warsaw including its branches 
founded in 1945 in Wilanów, Nieborów and Łowicz. This 
is the first and preliminary description of the theme. It 
covers the results of the so-called requisition campaign, 
enumerates the transports and the directions from where 

they came, and the number of chests with cultural goods 
transported to Wawel and to the National Museum in 
Warsaw. It examines the complexity of problems then faced 
by museum professionals who salvaged cultural goods in 
opposition to the activities of the state administration, and 
it describes their consequences. It describes the registration 
activities in repositories. The issues treated still require 
further elaboration. The author does not tackle the legal 
aspects of moving cultural goods, such as the aspect of their 
ownership. The article may serve as an incentive to other 
researchers to investigate the problem in greater depth.

Keywords: requisition campaign, transport campaign, repository, Wawel repository, Warsaw repository, relocation of 
cultural goods.

This article is a continuation of Powojenne składnice 
przemieszczanych dóbr kultury w Polsce1, which embarked 
upon a problem up to then almost absent in studies 
conducted by Polish museology after the Second World 
War. The above publication dealt with the origin, conditions, 
and principles of the functioning of repositories of cultural 
property, established after the war within present-day 

Polish frontiers. The presented text, written similarly as its 
predecessor upon the basis of an extensive archival survey 
and using predominantly unpublished sources, refers only to 
two imposing post-war repositories in Cracow and Warsaw. 
The first was the Wawel Royal Castle-State Art Collection 
(PZWS) and the second – the National Museum in Warsaw 
(MNW). The Warsaw repository was composed also of MNW 
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branches in Wilanów, Nieborów, and Łowicz, created in 1945. 
The text is restricted to a presentation of the functioning of 
both repositories, making it possible to understand their 
special role in the museum system of the period, which 
constitutes the object of research.

It was impossible to find documents pertaining to 
the decisions and formal regulations accompanying the 
establishment of the titular repositories. Solutions made at 
the time, and concerning the location of cultural property, 
were determined by practical factors – the capacity and 
condition of the buildings, a professional staff that passed 
the test in wartime conditions, and communication links.

 In 1945 both institutions housed chests containing the 
resources of the given museum and other owners, as well 
as historical monuments looted and then stored there 
by the occupant. Transporting to Cracow and Warsaw 
monuments found in Lower Silesia and previously taken by 
the Germans from Wawel Hill and MNW was an obvious 
move, which did not require any justification. On the other 
hand, further decisions made after 1946 about locating in the 
two repositories the remaining collections obtained by the 
Polish administration as a result of the so-called reclamation 
campaign2 were based on political reasons. 

Repository on Wawel Hill 
Today we might find calling the Royal Castle on Wawel Hill 
a repository to be jarring. In 1945 the term: Repository of 
Wawel Royal Castle-State Art Collection functioned officially 
in the Polish administration terminology and was used in 
as late as the 1950s. Wawel Castle played, for all practical 
purposes, the function of a repository already during the 
German occupation. Here chests containing collections 
plundered by the Germans from assorted institutions: the 
Jagiellonian Library, the Polish Academy of Learning (Library 
and Print Room), the Commission on Art History of the 
Polish Academy of Learning, the Jagiellonian University as 
well as collections looted in Warsaw – from the Polish Army 
Museum, the National Museum, the Royal Castle, Łazienki, 
Belweder, and the State Art Collections, the National and 
University libraries, the Branicki collections from Wilanów, 
and the collections of two Warsaw estates: the Zamoyski 
Estate and the Museum and Library of the Krasiński Estate3 
survived until the end of the war. 

 Acts accumulated at the Archive of the Wawel Royal Castle-
State Art Collection (further as: Archive PZSW) include Protokół 
z pierwszego posiedzenia Komisji do sporządzenia Inwentarza 
Ruchomości na Wawelu z dnia 9 kwietnia 1945 roku4. The 
titular session was attended by professors, conservators, and 
architects engineers: Adolf Szyszko-Bohusz, Feliks Kopera, 
Marian Gąsiorowski, Adam Bochnak, Bogdan Treter, Jan 
Mozer, and Bohdan Guerquin. Information concerning 
movable monuments originating from different museums and 
private collections and purchased by the German occupation 
authorities was presented. It was decided to divide movable 
monuments into the following groups: furniture, paintings, 
sculptures, carpets, fabrics, glassware, porcelain, gold 
artefacts, arms, and utilitarian objects. Already at the second 
session of the Commission held for preparing Inwentarz 
Ruchomości na Wawelu, which took place on 4 August 1945, 
a report of the completed work was presented (…) a list of 

historical objects kept in shelters and on three storeys of Wawel 
Castle as well as in buildings No. 5 and No. 9, a total of 5225, 
was made (...) An inventory of utilitarian movable items 
(furniture) is being completed. Up to now their number totals 
705, but the number of objects is much larger. Work on an 
inventory of movable utilitarian sideboard objects (porcelain, 
glassware, silverware and kitchen utensils) is under way 
(…) It was decided to protect the state of the conservation 
of the objects listed in the inventory, in particular fabrics, 
sculptures, and paintings, to create, alongside the prepared 
file, an inventory of movable items marking the number of each 
object, and to divide the file according to sections, groups of 
furniture, paintings, sculptures, carpets, fabrics, glassware, 
porcelain, gold artefacts, arms, and utilitarian objects5.
At the beginning of June the file was divided according to 
ownership titles. Owners include the Cracow collections (...), 
the Warsaw collections (...) followed by collections from 
Wilanów, Jabłonna, Sucha, Nieborów, Racot, Krzeszowice, 
Toruń, and Poznań and a large number of objects whose 
owners cannot be established6.

 From 26 July 1945 to 13 June 1946 these monuments were 
gradually handed over to the owners with the exception of the 
Warsaw museum pieces, which, owing to their origin, must 
be kept on Wawel Hill at the further disposal of the Head 
Office of Museums and Collection Protection (NDMiOZ)7.

At the same time, i.e. from 21 June 1945 to 9 December 
1945, thirty transports from Lower Silesia were dispatched to 
Wawel Hill as the outcome of the so-called cartage campaign, 
including 17 transports from Świdnica (Schweidnitz)8, 
Rucewo (Ruckers), Luboradz (Lobris), and Zamek Grodziec 
(Graditzburg) and from the county of Złotoryja – Nowy 
Kościół (Neukirch), Cieplice (Warmbrunn), Wrocław 
(Breslau), Jelenia Góra (Hirschberg im Riesengebirge), Nysa 
(Neisse), Kochanów (Trautliebersdorf), Kłodzko (Kładzko, 
Glatz), Zgorzelec (Górlitz), Duszniki (Bad Reinerz), Szklarska 
Poręba (Schreiberhau), and Mietkowo (Mettkau) – a total 
of 680 chests, including 530 from Świdnica alone, as well 
as 13 triptychs, chests containing photographic films and 
five scrolls packed loosely, four paintings, and a carpet9. 
The transport supervisors were, respectively: Dr Stanisław 
Lorentz (21 June 1945)10, Dr Jan Zachwatowicz (23 and 
25 June 1945), Dr Józef Dutkiewicz (28 June, 4 July, and 24 
August), Dr Ksawery Piwocki and Janina Guzówna M.A. (10-11 
July), Dr Ksawery Piwocki (15 July), engineers Antoni Łobos 
and Józef Lepiarczyk (21 July and 27 July). Stanisław Leo, 
M. Sc. Eng. (26 July), Seweryn Skrzyński (3 August), Jerzy 
Zanoziński M.A. (4 August, 27 August, 3 September, 14 
September, 28 September, 9 December, 20 September), 
engineer Migura (9 August), Dr Witold Kieszkowski (14 
August and 1 September), architect engineer Zdzisław Oleś (19 
August), Stanisław Łojasiewicz (3 September), Jerzy Rayski and 
Joanna Rayska (4 September), Dr Józef Grabowski (8 October), 
and Felicja Potyńska (24 October).

In 1945-1949 Cracow was also the destination for 
transports with reclaimed property from abroad, travelling 
by railway from Nürnberg (2 May 1946): collections from 
the St. Mary church in Cracow, the Pauline monastery at 
Skałka in Cracow, the Jagiellonian University, the Jagiellonian 
Library, the Diocesan Museums in Tarnów and Sandomierz11; 
from the American occupation zone in Germany (4 May 1946 
and 21 June 1945) – works of art and archival material12; 
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from Munich (13 December 1946)13 – 121 paintings returned 
by the Central Collecting Point (in Munich)14, and also from 
Munich (22 April 1947) – the so-called second reclamation 
transport containing in two carriages 407 packages/chests, 
sacks and packed furniture15, including, i.a. drawings from 
the Zachęta Museum, carpets, tapestries, sculptures, arms, 
paintings, and books; from Czechoslovakia (21 June 1947)16 
– carriages with reclaimed property; from Munich (1 
October 1948) – the Archive of the Ministry of Justice17 
and archival material on the engineering of the Vistula18; 
from Vienna (12 November 1949) – five chests: one with 
a statue of a highlander, two with stained glass designed 
by Henryk Uziębło from the House of Prayer in 24 Szpitalna 
Street in Cracow19 and two with stained glass from 22 
Krupnicza Street, also in Cracow. During the 1950s these 
objects were handed over as deposits to the Tatra Museum 
in Zakopane20 and the Jewish Religious Congregation in 
Cracow21 and left at the disposal of the Voivodeship Office 
in Cracow22. In the following years transports were sporadic, 
e.g. furniture from Gdańsk (Danzig), Karpacz (Krummhubel), 
and Bożków (Eckersdorf), intended for Pieskowa Skała and 
Wiślica castles23.

The overseer of the majority of the reclamation transports 
from abroad was Dr Karol Estreicher. The chests were 
removed from railway carriages and placed in lorries under the 
supervision of Bronisław Miaskowski and Maria Grodzicka. 
The opening of the chests was attended by Director of PZSW 
Tadeusz Mańkowski, Adam Bochnak, conservator Marian 
Słonecki, and commissary architect engineer Jan Mozer.

Available documentation contains the following 
descriptions of Wawel interiors intended for storing the 
monuments: shelter24, storehouses of the Royal Castle on 
Wawel Hill25, building no. 5 on the first floor26, treasury in 
building no. 527, room with a vault door28, storerooms on 
Wawel Hill29, cellars under Wawel Castle (so-called shelter) 
in the entrance [original spelling]–interior30, cellar under 
the kitchens of the Royal Castle31, the northern cellar32, 
storeroom no. 133, ground floor of the Castle, north side, 
west wing34, and conference rooms.35

A letter of 3 November 1948 (69/48), addressed by the 
head of PZSW to NDMiOZ, is of interest for the history of 
the reclamation campaign and the role of the repository 
on Wawel Hill: The Bureau for Restitution and Reparations 
of the Republic of Poland turned to us in a letter dated 23 
October 1948 OP/2827 demanding that we confirm that we 
received reclamation transports recently brought over by 
Dr Estreicher. In view of the fact that PZSW Head Office does 
not remain in a professional relationship with the Bureau for 
Restitution and Reparations it regards it to be its duty not to 
correspond directly with the Bureau in question but to turn 
to NDMiOZ with an annotation that reclamation transports 
from Germany have been received at Wawel for temporary 
storage, and that we do not consider them to be our deposit. 
They remain at the disposal of MKiS [Ministry of Culture and 
Art], from which we await further pertinent instructions. [...] 
Dr T. Mańkowski36.

Upon the basis of a decision made by Dr Józef Kurkiewicz, 
the conservator of historical monuments of the Voivodeship 
of Cracow, acting in the name of the voivode, from April 
1946 employees of Wawel Castle became directly involved 
in activity connected with the outcome of the land reform. 

Manor houses containing ‘secured’ historical objects to be 
transported to the Wawel repository were designated in the 
counties of Cracow, Myślenice, Chrzanów, and Miechów. The 
transported monuments of art should be stored separately 
until an additional decision regarding their further allocation 
is made37. The consequence of those decisions and activities 
calls for new research. 

Warsaw repository
Parallel to transports forwarded to Wawel Hill, from 
24 July 1947 additional transports destined for the 
National Museum in Warsaw arrived from Lower Silesia, 
Gdańsk Pomerania, Allied-occupied Germany, Austria, 
former Eastern Prussia, Land of Lubusz, Upper Silesia, the 
Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic, and the Lithuanian 
Soviet Socialist Republic. Monuments stored on Wawel Hill 
were also transported as of 194638. The last transport reached 
the National Museum in Warsaw on 23 December 1952. 
The total of 59 transports was composed of 2 653 chests 
and crates as well as 1776 unpacked objects. The number 
of chests included 68 of unknown derivation. These are 
probably chests originating from various transports, which 
lost their proper inventory numbers or had been prepared by 
the occupant to be taken from the National Museum but were 
ultimately never exported 39.

In 1945 three transports reached MNW: two from Lower 
Silesia, including Jelenia Góra, with canvases by Jan Matejko, 
and one from Gdańsk with monuments packed in chests and 
two altars; altogether 34 listed items and books40. In 1946 
15 transports arrived from Lower Silesia, including six from 
Ząbkowice, two from Henryków, three from Głogów, and two 
from Jelenia Góra; a total of 738 chests – 9889 items, of which 
6000 were books. 12 rail carriages from Salzburg contained 
477 chests, 167 pieces of furniture, 31 sculptures, 17 carpets, 
and six painting frames – a total of 698 items.41

In addition, transports from Cracow, preceded by a decision 
made by Dr Stanisław Lorentz, Head Director of Museums 
and the Protection of Historical Monuments and Director of 
MNW, expressed in the form of an authorization for MNW 
to accept from the directors of PZS on Wawel Hill the MNW 
collections and the collections of the pre-war Directors of the 
State Art Collection (PZS) in Warsaw, deposited on Wawel 
Hill, with the exception of those collections, which before the 
war were kept on Wawel Hill, the collections of the Royal 
Castle in Warsaw, Łazienki, PRM [Presidium of the Council 
of Ministers] and other collections in central office buildings 
in Warsaw, other public or private collections and works of 
art, which before the war were located in Warsaw, collections 
from Rogalin, graphic art collections brought over from Silesia 
to Wawel Hill, other collections and works of art with the 
exception of: works of art used as temporary outfitting of 
the interiors of the Royal Castle on Wawel Hill – additional 
regulations concerning these works of art will be issued later. 
Furthermore, the Ministry authorizes the National Museum 
to accept and transport to Warsaw furniture designated 
for MKiS, furnishing for three conference halls on the first 
floor of building no. 9, furniture, carpets and other utilitarian 
objects, which are not indispensable for administrative-
utility interiors, ateliers, official accommodation, and guest 
rooms on Wawel Hill. The Director of PZS on Wawel Hill will 
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define which objects will be accepted by MNW according 
to principles recently discussed with the Head Director of 
Museums and the Protection of Historical Monuments42. 
Alltold, from 29 May to 25 July 1946 12 transports from 
Cracow to Warsaw contained 501 chests with 9934 items 
mentioned on Reclamation Lists.

In 1947 successive 288 items in 186 chests arrived from 
Cracow, including 154 chests from the Archaeological 
Museum, followed by transports from Silesia: Bytom, Jelenia 
Góra – Paulinum, and Henryków: a total of 104 chests with 
690 listed items. Successive transports from Jelenia Góra 
– Paulinum – contained 394 items, and again from Henryków 
– 69 items.

In 1945–1947 17 transports from Wilno were composed 
of assorted objects, of which MNW registered 1518 items 
purchased and donated in Wilno and 470 deposits from 
persons who used this opportunity to bring their artworks 
to Poland.43

In 1948 transports arrived from Lower Silesia – Złotów 
and Braniewo, as well as from Poznań, Olsztyn, and Dylewo, 
and from Rome, Bavaria, Austria, and France – a total of 
367 items, as well as from Narożno – 938 objects in 145 
chests. Objects mentioned in nine items on the list came 
from Cracow. There is also information about transports 
from no one knows where.

In 1949 a successive transport from Wawel Hill contained 
books, paintings, drawings, and graphic works (a total of 30), 
decorative art, a secretaire, a console, a Gothic altar cabinet, 
and two predellas. Owing to the absence of suitable chests 
transport of unpacked objects was entrusted to the Hartwig 
forwarding company.44

In 1950 a transport from the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist 
Republic comprised 89 items45, and in 1951 a transport of 
reclaimed objects from Moscow included 51 paintings, one 
bronze plaquette, and one tapestry46; 69 items from the list: 
paintings and decorative art, came from Bożkowo.47

Record-keeping in repositories 
As I mentioned in the previous article, in the majority 

of cases reclaimed objects in diocesan repositories were 
given the numbers of inventories in particular repositories 
or numbers from a list of objects comprising appendices 
to hand-over protocols. Such protocols accompanied each 
transport as indispensable documents required not only 
in the Western Territories. In the Wawel Hill and Warsaw 
repositories objects unpacked from the chests were granted 
successive numbers. On Wawel Hill objects brought over 
from Lower Silesia were marked in assorted ways: Tymcz. 
Śląsk, Tymcz. Waw., Tymcz. Wawel, Nr. inw. tymcz.,Wawel. In 
turn, collections transported from Cracow to Warsaw received 
a new number at MNW – that of the reclamation record: 
Rew.48. It must be emphasized that in the MNW repository 
objects were given ‘reclamation’ numbers regardless of 
their provenance. This record included, therefore, museum 
exhibits originating from pre-war MNW collections, 
monuments from pre-war Warsaw collections belonging 
both to institutions and private persons, from former German 
repositories, obtained from local landed estates49, and objects 
found and ‘secured’50 by assorted offices and private persons 
and handed over to MNW. 

Reclamation Lists of objects transported to the Warsaw 
repository mention 22 329 items collected in 18 volumes,51 

with graphic folios or other collections often listed together. 
Unfortunately, the documentation is not arranged in 
chronological order52. Furthermore, the accompanying 
index: Wykaz numerów rewindykacyjnych, which contains 
erroneous indications of volumes and corrections, is in 
places illegible. Finally, not all the transported museum 
objects have been listed. Reclamation Lists, for example, do 
not mention paintings by Jan Matejko: Rejtan, Union of Lublin 
or Batory at Pskov, brought by Director Stanisław Lorentz 
from Jelenia Góra on 6 August 1945, because they were 
unpacked in a conservation atelier. The Lists also do not refer 
to mediaeval monuments brought over by Professor Michał 
Walicki from Gdańsk in August and September 1945, as well 
as objects reclaimed from the USSR in 1951. 

First reclamation numbers were granted to objects 
(discovered in Cieplice) repossessed from Jelenia Góra 
on 25 August 1945. This finding, described in an article by 
Witold Kieszkowski53, was composed of collections looted 
by the Germans, who classified them as belonging to the 
most valuable group, the so-called Erste Wahl, and which 
originated from MNE, the State Art Collections, the Branicki 
collection from Wilanów, and other private collections. The 
first reclamation number – Rew. 1 – belongs to a painting 
by Bernardo Belotto aka Canaletto: Fantastic Architecture 
with Christ Driving Traders from the Temple, no. 244 in the 
Krosnowski Department, today: in the collections of the Royal 
Castle in Warsaw.54

A distinct way of record keeping was applied in the case 
of ‘reclaimed objects’ from WiIno, stored in the Warsaw 
repository. All listed objects from Wilno received call number 
Wl, a successive number, and a letter denoting one of the 
departments according to which they were arranged in groups 
while applying the ownership criterion: donations, purchases 
or deposits. The following marks were applied: A – paintings, 
watercolours, and pastels, B – sculptures; C – decorative 
art: fabrics, porcelain, furniture, gold artefacts; D – graphic 
art; E – numismatics; F – photographs and reproductions; 
G – books; H – archival material; I – frames K – plates, 
photographic films, slides; L – excavations (prehistory); 
M – inventory measurements; N – technical objects.55

The historical value of the ‘reclamation’ documentation 
would have been much greater had the contents of the 
chests been recorded systematically shortly after their 
arrival. Some of the chests from Jelenia Góra were delivered 
in December 1945 but their contents were not listed until 
1947. In turn, while recording simultaneously the contents 
of chests reclaimed from Salzburg and those from Cracow 
the inventory numbers were duplicated. Nonetheless, it is 
possible to determine upon the basis of the reclamation lists 
how many chests were unpacked in successive years: 1946 
– 482, 1947 – 213, 1948 – 782, 1949 – 1, 1950 – 14, 1951 – 
41, 1952 – 4: a total of 1500 chests. This is not, however, the 
complete number. A major part of chests containing drawings 
and numismatic objects were handed over to the Department 
of Graphic Art or Numismatics, where they were supposed 
to be recorded in detail and upon the basis of the resultant 
lists included into the collective reclamation (‘repository’) 
inventory. For assorted reasons this duty was not fulfilled. 
Monuments from some of the chests, which arrived at the 
MNW repository already in1945, were unpacked without 
being written down. The same holds true (although with 
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certain exceptions) for the contents of chests described as the 
property of institutions. Such chests were handed over, while 
observing the principle of opening them by a committee, 
directly to their owners: the Polish Army Museum, the 
National Library, the Warsaw University Library, the Central 
Archives of Historical Records, the State Zoological Museum, 
and the State Archaeological Museum. 

Due to protocols made in the course of these activities we 
know which members of the Museum staff worked in the 
MNW repository. The recorded names include, i.a. Tadeusz 
Chojecki, Kazimierz Zawanowski, Irena Kołoszyńska, Julia 
Hornungowa, Maria Bogucka, and Wanda Drecka. It should be 
stressed that this institution also contained a parallel Inventory 
and Reclamation Workshop, employing various persons.

On Wawel Hill inventory work, the unpacking of chests, 
and the making of lists and inventories were entrusted to the 
following persons: commissary architect engineer Jan Mozer, 
Maria Grońska, Janina Gostwicka and Zbigniew Gostwicki, 
Adam Bochnak, Anna Bocheńska, Zbigniew Bocheński, 
Helena Bilczewska, Zofia Boczkowska, Olimpia Bukowska, 
Izabella Dobikówna, Senta Gondzikiewicz, Zbigniew Jarosz-
Gostwicki, Rudolf Kozłowski, Helena Marconi, Wojciech 
Stanisław Turczynski, and Jerzy Zanoziński. (...) The chests 
were opened [on Wawel Hill] in order to find out about their 
contents and then closed again and nailed down without 
a detailed examination and without writing down particular 
objects56. The crates were gradually opened from 5 July to 4 
August 1945. The segregation and conservation of paintings 
requiring conservation is under way. In due time we shall 
know whether this pertains also to paintings belonging to the 
National Museum in Warsaw.57

At times it became apparent that an opened chest did not 
contain any objects or only a few or else devastated items. 
Some of the monuments were subjected to conservation at 
the atelier on Wawel Hill ran by Dr Józef Dutkiewicz58 or else 
it was decided to withdraw them from the inventory and 
storehouse due to their complete destruction.59

Often, already at the stage of recording the reclaimed objects 
in the Wawel and Warsaw repositories they were handed over 
for the purpose of decorating assorted institutions. The loaned 
objects sometimes possessed reclamation marks but upon 
other occasions they were transferred in a hurry, without any 
records, a procedure that caused chaos in the documentation 
and gaps in the collections.60

In MNW the reclaimed objects were recorded on 
Reclamation Lists and, subsequently, in Museum Inventory 
books61. Two additional books were created for this 
purpose: from number 186 001 to 189 000 and from 192 
001 to 195 000. These special books contained records 
of paintings, sculptures, mediaeval monuments, and 
ornamental art. Despite the fact that the books belonged 
to the MNW Inventory, granting them the title (name): 
Reclamation meant that the monuments listed therein did 
not have the status of the Museum’s own objects. They 
also did not receive the status of deposits because they 
were not listed in the deposit books and comprised a third 
‘ownership category’. The books in question were envisaged 
as documentation belonging to the Warsaw repository, 
and the objects recorded in them were a collection of that 
repository gained as a result of the so-called reclamation 
campaign. In reality, however, this did not take place 

owing to an inconsistent recording of the objects. Those 
belonging to third parties, i.e. actual reclaimed objects, were 
mistakenly written down in the books of the MNW Inventory 
established before the war or in the deposit book. In other 
words, the records were haphazard. Moreover, overdue 
recording of reclaimed objects was the reason for deciding to 
conduct an ‘inventorisation campaign’. In 1953 its outcome 
resulted in establishing new books of the MNW general 
inventory and so-called department books for decorative 
art (metal and ceramics), numismatics, and mediaeval 
art, in which objects from the repository (Rew.) and those 
totally unrecorded were written down, or else an ill-judged 
re-inventorisation was carried out by copying records about 
objects from revindication books into department or general 
books, often without preserving information about the origin 
of those objects. 

In the aftermath of the completed activities resulting from 
the so-called reclamation campaign part of the regained 
objects were included into collections on Wawel Hill and 
at MNW. Some monuments, left behind in Cracow due to 
the absence of “Warsaw provenance’, also enlarged the 
collection of the National Museum in Cracow and Collegium 
Maius. Apart from provenance criteria, decisions about leaving 
monuments in Cracow were made under the impact of local 
Cracow researchers. Karol Estreicher wrote in his diaries: 
I dream of (...) establishing a Jagiellonian University Museum 
at Collegium Maius. A collection of some sort of globes, maps 
and old furniture, scientific instruments, works of art. (...) 
I shall also add quite a lot from the reclamation. There is an 
abundance of homeless silverware, valuables, carpets and 
furniture. I shall hand them over to Collegium Maius.62

On the other hand, owing to the lack of space in the MNW 
main building auxiliary storerooms-repositories were created 
already in 1945 in the Museum branches: the largest one was 
located in Wilanów (sculptures, paintings, statues, decorative 
art), followed by Nieborów (i.a. 15 0 00 reproductions of 
European paintings from the Wrocław collections,63 book 
collections from Mała Wieś and Obory) and Łowicz (furniture 
and militaria).64

In 1945 buildings of the palace-garden complex in 
Wilanów were in relatively good condition65; hence objects 
obtained from the so-called cartage campaign were the first to 
be stored there: a book collection belonging to the Potulickis 
from Obory near Konstancin66, from the Morawski family 
palace in Mała Wieś near Grójec67, the Kwilecki collections 
from Wróblewo and Kwilcz found in 1945 in the palace in 
Mordy, and the Potocki collections from Krzeszowice and 
the ‘Pałac pod Baranami’ Potocki Palace in Cracow as well as 
former German collections. Preserved documentation from 
that period contains unambiguous descriptions indicating that 
buildings on the Wilanów landed estate fulflilled the function 
of a repository; we read in, i.a. a Report of the Reclamation 
and Reparations Bureau (first quarter of 1950): All those 
statues [from Lwów] with sculptures on pedestals were 
placed in the National Museum repository located next to 
the palace in Wilanów.68

From 1946 Wilanów was the site of a storehouse of 
sculptures from the National Museum and plaster works 
from the collection of Stanisław August Poniatowski – the 
so-called royal glypothek69 – but was also used for storing 
salvaged sculptures from Warsaw, belonging to the State Art 
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Collections and before the war displayed at the Royal Castle 
and Royal Łazienki, as well as the property of the Society 
for the Encouragement of Fine Arts and other collections. 
Furthermore, fragments of bronzes found by Dr Tadeusz 
Gostyński from the Polish Military Mission in Berlin 
among scrap metal stored by Norddeutsche Raffinerie 
and Zinkwerke, Freier Hafen, Reiherstieg Holzlager and 
Getreidelager Michael in Hamburg70 were kept here. 
Wilanów was also the destination of another transport 
of bronze statues sent from Hamburg and including, 
i.a. sculptures by Tadeusz Rygier from the statue of Adam 
Mickiewicz, soon transported to Cracow.71

For a certain time the earlier mentioned three statues 
reclaimed from Lwów: the likenesses of Jan III Sobieski by 
Tadeusz Barącz, of Kornel Ujejski by Antoni Popiel, and 
of Aleksander Fredro by Leonard Marconi, which found 
themselves in the Visual Arts Workshops in Warsaw where they 
were subjected to conservation,72 were soon sent to Gdańsk, 
Szczecin, and Wrocław.73 A fragment of a pre-war statue of 
Prince Józef Poniatowski, at present a deposit at the Warsaw 
Uprising Museum, is a ‘souvenir’ of the Wilanów repository. 

In 1957 it was decided to empty the storehouse at the 
Branch of the MNW in Łowicz and to transfer the furniture 
kept there to Nieborów and Wilanów.74 Militaria were not 
handed over to the Army Museum until 1964.75

Monuments often transported by random means of 
locomotion became damaged. The work performed by 
teams composed of a few persons employed for unpacking 
and recording was insufficient to deal with all objects up 
to date and with suitable care. An analysis of the preserved 
and accessible documentation confirms the inadequate 
support of MKiS, organiser of the widely conceived so-
called reclamation campaign involving cultural property, both 
regarding financial input intended for the campaign and 
planning a practical realisation of particular undertakings. 

The two institutions – in Cracow and Warsaw – gradually 

lost the functions of repositories as a result of passing on 
objects accumulated by them to other museums and/or 
loaning them as long-term deposits. It appears that decision-
makers did not foresee the outcome of a resolution to locate 
such a large number of monuments in two main repositories: 
on Wawel Hill and at MNW, while omitting smaller local 
ones. Indubitably, one of the reasons for those decisions 
was the wish cherished by heads of the institutions, whose 
professional position in the reclamation campaign was 
very strong, namely, to possess as many valuable objects 
as possible and to determine the location of the remaining 
collections. A significant role was played also by a strong 
feeling prevailing right after the war and concerning the 
temporary status of the so-called Western and Northern 
Territories; hence situating the retrieved collections 
in the central regions of the country was to guarantee 
their security and consolidate their new legal status. By 
accumulating such large and heterogeneous resources in the 
two museums the successive directors of PZSW and MNW 
carried and, it is worth stressing, carry up to this day the 
burden of responsibility for property subjected to various 
regulations. The regained objects, after all, represented all 
possible provenance sources.76

Decisions about placing the majority of the collections 
first on Wawel Hill and, predominantly, at the MNW77 were 
strictly political and became the reason for, i.a. decades-long 
heated discussions about the museum in which the objects 
should find themselves. Such debates were conducted while 
ignoring pre-war owners and usually discrediting them in the 
eyes of public opinion. 

The policy of accumulating museum collections in the 
post-war reality of our country is an extremely complex 
problem, still awaiting thorough studies. The history of post-
war museum repositories, including the largest ones, i.e. 
Wawel Hill and Warsaw, comprises an indispensable point 
of departure for such investigations.
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POLISH CENTRAL MUSEUM 
REPOSITORY FOR GDAŃSK 
VOIVODESHIP. PART 1. ORIGIN
Lidia Małgorzata Kamińska
Independent Manageress of Culture, Warsaw

Abstract: The article – a successive text on this topic 
published in ‘Muzealnictwo’ – is the first part of a broader 
study on relocations of cultural goods after World War II, 
and in particular on the functioning of the repositories 
– established and operated by the Polish administration 
on territories liberated by the moving front – in which 
they were stored. This time the discussion concerns 
repositories in Gdańsk Pomerania, with the first part 
presenting issues connected with the geopolitical 
situation in Gdańsk voivodeship, especially the city of 
Gdańsk. The article outlines the historical circumstances 
in which Polish administration carried out the so-
called recovery campaign. Attention is drawn to the 
emergence of Polish authorities and the impact of their 
activity upon the achievement of formulated objectives: 
the organisation of social life, the rescue of artworks 

despite insufficient means and by penetrating areas 
outside towns in a search for hidden cultural goods, 
and the establishment of repositories, warehouses and 
lapidaria for cultural goods saved from the rubble left 
behind by the moving front and the Red Army and for 
those evacuated from towns by the German monument 
protection service. The article lists locations in Gdańsk 
voivodeship where the German administration deposited 
assorted monuments. Collections of concealed movable 
monuments of art survived wartime hostilities and 
– unless plundered by the local population or Soviet 
Army commands – were salvaged and transported to 
repositories set up by delegates of the Ministry of Culture 
and Art. The second part of the article will describe the 
organisation and functioning of Polish repositories and 
the fate of the monuments amassed in them.

Keywords: repositories of cultural goods, Polish repositories, German repositories, Gdańsk voivodeship, Polish 
administration, Jan Kilarski, Michał Walicki.

This article is a successive attempt at describing the activity 
of Polish museum and conservation repositories established 
after the Second World War.1 The text pertains to the 
terrain of Gdańsk and Gdańsk Pomerania and is a synthetic 
presentation of events preceding the appearance of 
repositories in Sopot and Oliwa, whose characteristics, 
together with an examination of the results of the so-
called transport campaign conducted in the vovivodeship 
of Gdańsk, call for a separate discussion.

The campaign in question was – similarly as in, e.g. Silesia 
and other parts of the country within the new frontiers – an 
element of undertakings comprising a so-called recovery 
campaign conducted by the government.2 On 31 March 1945, 
i.e. barely a day after the line of the front shifted beyond 
Gdańsk, its representatives, delegated by Edward Ochab, 

Minister of Public Administration, arrived in Gdańsk via Toruń 
and Kartuzy to organise civilian ‘Polish authorities’.3 A decree 
on the establishment of the voivodeship of Gdańsk was issued 
on 30 March 1945, the day of the liberation of Gdańsk.4 This 
was also the date of the town’s incorporation into Poland.5

On the following day operational groups of assorted 
ministries,6 including that of the Ministry of Culture and 
Art, whose task was securing cultural goods,7 appeared 
in Gdańsk. The Polish arriving population is passive. The 
majority is attracted by the port (…) there is a distinctive 
albeit slight influx of earnest and ideological people drawn 
by the conception of the Polonisation of Gdańsk and the 
creation of conditions enabling Poland to achieve firm 
footing along the Baltic coast as well as the establishment of 
a sensible Polish administration representing a high level and 
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cultivating Polish culture, wrote the President of Gdańsk.8
Upon their arrival in Gdańsk representatives of the Polish 

administration discovered Red Army commands, from which 
they were to gradually take over power in accordance with an 
Act of the State Defence Committee of the USSR and an Act 
passed by the Council of Ministers of the Republic of Poland 
of 14 March 1945 on the Organisation of the Recovered 
Territories.9 Upon this foundation civilian authorities in 
Gdańsk were formally entrusted to President Franciszek 
Kotus-Jankowski.10 The Municipal Board was constituted at 
the end of April 1945. Owing to the scale of the damage 
incurred in Gdańsk11 the Voivodeship Office and the County 
Starosta Office were located in Sopot12 together with the 
main repository of secured monuments13. On 29 April 
an act passed by the Council of the Municipal Board 
established the basic core of the municipal organisational 
status and initial rules for members of the Municipal Board. 
The two main established institutions were the Presidium 
and Control Departments and four offices: economical, 
technical, social, and police. The main institutions are 
directed by the President of the Town, and the offices – by 
four vice-presidents.14

During the first post-liberation months Gdańsk was the 
site of three centres of authority: Soviet war commands, 
central administration operational groups, and emergent 
self-government authorities. I established contact with Soviet 
military authorities immediately upon my arrival in Gdańsk. 
I maintain close and steady contact, both official and political, 
with them in an atmosphere of friendship. Upon the occasion 
of expanding official activity, however, I encountered great 
obstacles due to the attitude of the military authorities and 
managed to take over administration with great difficulty. The 
Russian authorities are slowly withdrawing from this terrain. 
Economic access, however, is still the domain of the Army, 
which considers all economic goods in Gdańsk to be wartime 
trophies. Food and all other commodities, machinery, tools, 
furniture and home outfitting are at the disposal of the Army, 
which grants the Municipal Board exemptions only in rare 
cases and, moreover, according to a complicated procedure. 
Military authorities carted away great amounts of this 
property from Gdańsk and even from houses taken over by 
the Poles upon the basis of permits issued by the Municipal 
Board, and they appropriated the most valuable furniture 
as well as other objects and equipment. It has become 
necessary for the central authorities to intervene for the 
sake of an exact determination what comprises war spoils, 
otherwise it is feared that even the equipment of public utility 
enterprises will be seized.15

One of the first central administration operational groups to 
commence activity in Gdańsk and environs already on 5 April was 
the ‘Cracow’ Group of the Ministry of Education under Professor 
Stanisław Turski, accompanied by, i.a. Kazimierz Kopecki, 
Franciszek Otto, Marian Pelczar, and Jan Kilarski.16 The group’s 
task involved establishing the Gdańsk Polytechnic, preserving 
library property, and organising a campaign of securing works of 
art and removing damages incurred to culture and art entrusted 
to Professor Jan Kilarski,17 appointed head of the Department 
of Culture and Art at the Municipal Board;18 subsequently, he 
also supervised the Municipal Museum,19 whose staff was at 
the time composed exclusively of employees of the German 
Stadtmuseum, whose director was Prof. Willy Drost.20

The successive central administration team, this time 
known as ‘Warsaw’, was headed by Professor Dr Michał 
Walicki,21 custodian at the National Museum in Warsaw. 
Delegated to the voivodeship of Gdańsk on 13 April 1945 
by Władysław Kowalski, Minister of Culture and Art, to carry 
out activities mentioned in a written instruction issued by 
the Ministry of Culture and Art, Prof. Walicki remained at 
the disposal of the voivode of Gdańsk.22 His task involved 
becoming familiar with the situation of monuments in 
Gdańsk Pomerania and eventually searching for German 
repositories.23 The team headed by Prof. Michał Walicki 
was composed of Professor Jerzy Sienkiewicz, Dr Władysław 
Frąckiewicz, Bogusław Kopydłowski, Józef Kojdecki, and 
Dr Ksawery Piwocki. Walicki, similarly to Kilarski, was entitled 
to expropriate, transfer, and store all artworks in the county 
of Sopot.24 In this manner, two centres: that of the Ministry 
of Education and the Ministry of Culture, together with newly 
emergent Gdańsk self-government authorities commissioned 
their emissaries to carry out overlapping tasks, which caused 
competence chaos, rivalry, and mutual animosity.25

The President of the City of Gdańsk recorded in his report of 
1 May 1945: While taking its first steps, the self-government 
in Gdańsk was compelled to pave a path in extremely 
unfavourable conditions. Initiating their activity, municipal 
institutions encountered assorted operational groups 
engaged in identical work and not revealing a tendency 
towards self-dissolution, and thus creating an undesired two-
fold effect. Only the intervention of the Voivode of Gdańsk 
made it possible to start relieving those groups of their duties. 
Nonetheless, despite the accomplished dissolution material 
already accumulated by some groups had not been handed 
over to the Municipal Board, whose work, consequently, must 
be now conducted from the beginning.26

Regardless of the above-mentioned controversies, the 
greatest difficulty faced by the localisation and protection 
of movable monuments performed in the discussed terrain 
by Polish specialists was the competing activity of the Soviet 
team of the Committee of the Arts of the Council of Ministers 
of the USSR under Leoniy Denisov,27 which searched – at the 
same time and in the same locations as the Poles – for cultural 
goods concealed by the German service for the protection of 
monuments and evacuated from Gdańsk and its environs.

Owing to the advancing Eastern Front, the Office of Prof. 
Erich Volmar – Gau-Konservator28 for Gdańsk and West 
Pomerania29 – ordered already in 194230 to prepare plans for 
the evacuation of movable cultural goods and to inaugurate 
the measurement and documentation of Gdańsk monuments. 
The campaign was supervised by the architect Jakub Dreuer 
together with Director W. Drost. The Municipal Museum 
collection and the collections and valuable outfitting of the 
Gdańsk Town Hall, the Artus Court, and local churches were 
placed in storerooms and lapidaria in Gdańsk Pomerania. After 
Gdańsk was captured and occupied by the Red Army, Volmar 
and Drost decided to stay and co-operate with the Polish 
authorities. They were to hand over documentation concerning 
places where movable monuments evacuated from the town 
had been concealed.31 Professor Willy Drost together with 
Erich Volmar, architect, and Dr Marietta Gölich also acted as 
consultants for the group under Leoniy Denisov.32

In the above-cited report President Kotus-Jankowski 
referred directly to securing former German property: In the 
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city of Gdańsk the campaign of protecting former German 
property was undertaken spontaneously by the Municipal 
Board, since up to now neither the Fiscal Chamber nor the 
Provisional State Administration Office33 had embarked upon 
pertinent activity. The Municipal Board undertook those 
tasks by preserving former German property solely because 
– as the property of the State – it could have been damaged 
or plundered.34 This task, however, encountered a number 
of obstacles, the first being the dependence of numerous 
economic decisions upon Russian military authorities, which 
reserved for themselves even minor resolutions in this 
domain. Not only the protection of public utility institutions 
and industry but even housing, food supplies, and transport 
are the domain of the Russian authorities, which do not 
always understand the interests of the State Treasury and 
the Town. The People’s Militia’s inadequate executive power 
also makes it impossible to protect abandoned and desolate 
property. The Russian authorities go on the assumption that 
the whole outfitting of Gdańsk is, for all practical purposes, 
part of war trophies, including not only industrial equipment 
and machines but also private homes of the inhabitants, 
furniture, bed linen, etc.35 The author of the summary 
postulated: A/ Government pressure put on the Russian 
military authorities in Gdańsk so that they hand over to the 
Municipal Board all agendas and competences connected 
with the administration and economic life of the town (...).

The location of monuments concealed around Gdańsk 
by German professionals is mentioned in, i.a. three reports 
on operations carried out by the Polish administration: The 
Register of secured monuments of culture and art in the 

county of Kartuzy,36 Report on an inspection in the county 
of Gdańsk,37 Report no. 2 on the preservation of monuments 
in the voivodeship of Gdańsk prepared for the Ministry of 
Culture and Art – Head Office of Museums and Monuments 
Protection of 6 September 1945, written by Michał Walicki.38 
The last document, based on the contents of the above-
mentioned local reports, contains vast information about 
the localisation and contents of the caches. Walicki 
mentioned 65 repositories, whose list he made upon the 
basis of information collected confidentially and by means 
of expeditions to particular localities where the majority of 
the considerably devastated monuments were kept. The 
number of such expeditions in July and August 1945 totalled 
at least 14.39 At the same time the Denisov group conducted 
searches in 21 localities.40

The presented below list of German repositories-caches in 
Gdańsk Pomerania was made by Prof. Walicki and contains 
general information about their contents.41

Bahrendorf (Niedźwiedź, county of Wąbrzeźno) – manor 
house, until 1939 the property of Wacław Mieczkowski: 
porcelain, furniture, weapons.

Barlomin (Barłomino, county of Wejherowo) – collections 
from the Municipal Museum in Gdańsk and Oliwa Cathedral.

Birkau near Rückenau and Neukirch-Hőhe (Brzezina near 
Rychnów and Podgrodzie) – forester’s lodge: furniture from 
the Carl Pudor Museum in Elbląg.

Borcz (county of Kartuzy) – granary: armorial from the 
Municipal Museum in Gdańsk.

Brodnica (county of Wąbrzeźno) – town hall: collections 
from Bahrendorf.

1. Certificate issued by the Citizens’ Militia headquarters in Sopot for Professor Michał Walicki



108 MUSEOLOGY

Cadinen (Kadyny, county of Elbląg) – orangery in a former 
imperial estate; Protestant church: large altar, a small organs 
pulpit and an epitaph from the church of the Holy Virgin 
Mary in Gdańsk; other objects from the Carl Pudor Museum 
in Elbląg; large altar with the exception of a statue of the 
Madonna from the church of St. Bartholomew in Gdańsk.

Elbląg – storerooms in a Savings Bank treasury: prehistorical 
precious metal collections from the Museum in Grudziądz 
and a Municipal Bank treasury used for storing objects from 
the Carl Pudor Museum in Elbląg.

Fürstenweder (Żuławki, county of Nowy Dwór Gdański) 
– Protestant church: part of a baptismal fount from the 
church of the Holy Virgin Mary in Gdańsk; baptismal fount 
from the church of St. Catherine in Gdańsk; fragment of 
organs from the church of St. Barbara in Gdańsk.

Gdańsk42 – cellars of the Prehistorical Museum: archival 
material from the Carl Pudor Museum in Elbląg; town hall 
cellars and those in 3/4 św. Ducha Street: considerable 
part of the Lesser Giełdziński collection from the Gdańsk 
Hall (Dazniger Diele), part of the Artus Court, several fine 
examples of Old Gdańsk furniture, ornamental wrought 
iron objects, a tile collection, a faience collection and other 
small objects in more than ten chests; numerous pieces of 
furniture and mementos of Stanisław Leszczyński.

Gottswalde (Koszwały, county of Gdańsk) – Protestant 
church: minor objects from the Municipal Museum in Gdańsk.

Gross-Lessewitz (Lasowice Wielkie, county of Malbork) 
– barn belonging to the Catholic church rectory: organ pulpits, 
stalls, sculptures, paintings, outfitting from the sixteenth- 

-seventeenth-century church of the Holy Trinity in Gdańsk.
Gross-Lichtenburg (Lichnowy, county of Malbork) – stable 

belonging to a Catholic parish church, a Lutheran church, and 
a presbytery shed containing objects from Gdańsk: wood 
sculptures and furniture, paintings, chests, sculptures, and 
church equipment from the sixteenth-eighteenth century.

Gross-Palau (Pawłowo, county of Gdańsk) – cabinets, 
carpets, chests containing amber from the Municipal 
Museum in Gdańsk.

Gross-Trampken (Trąbki Wielkie, county of Gdańsk) – Catholic 
church: Pietà from the church of St. Nicholas in Gdańsk.

Gross-Zűnder (Cedry Wielkie, county of Gdańsk) – tower of 
a Protestant church: chests with arts and crafts, mainly brass, 
from the area of Gdańsk.

Grudziądz – Savings Bank treasury, town hall cellars, a safe: 
collections of prehistorical precious metal objects.

Herrengrebin (Grabiny-Zameczek, county of Gdańsk) 
– chests containing faience and porcelain from the Municipal 
Museum in Gdańsk.

Hoppendorf (Hopowo, county of Kartuzy) – Protestant 
church: fragment of the Ferber altar, a stone Madonna, 
a crucifix – objects from the church of the Holy Virgin Mary 
in Gdańsk and the church of St. Catherine in Gdańsk.

Kahlbude (Kolbudy, county of Gdańsk) – Neptune from 
Długi Targ Square in Gdańsk, bronze objects, and several 
decorative stone sculptures.

Kartuzy43 – refectory next to the parish church and a Protestant 
church: fragment of the outfitting of Gdańsk churches - altars, 
a panel with the Ten Commandments, Salvator Mundi by 

2. Register of secured cultural goods and artworks in the county of Kartuzy
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3. Report of a field inspection of the county of Gdańsk



110 MUSEOLOGY

Master Paul, fragments of the collections of the Uphagen 
House Museum, the Artus Court, and churches of St. Nicholas 
and St. John in Gdańsk.

Kladau (Kłodawa, county of Gdańsk) – Protestant church: part of 
the Ferber altar from the church of the Holy Virgin Mary in Gdańsk.

Kościerzyna – Protestant church: altar of St. Reinhold and 
a chest containing small objects from the church of the Holy 
Virgin Mary in Gdańsk.

Leszno (county of Kartuzy) – home of the estate gardener: 
piano, two alabaster bas-reliefs, one painting (seascape), 
a fragment of a clock cabinet, a chest containing nineteenth- 
-century German and English books.

Lublewo (county of Gdańsk) – Protestant church: (hanging 
on a wall) a small painted and carved altar with the Passion of 
the Lord from the church of the Holy Virgin Mary in Gdańsk.

Marlbork – Castle cellars: City Savings Bank treasury, 
prehistorical bronze objects, precious metal objects.

Mariensee (Przywidz, county of Gdańsk) – Protestant 
church, in the matronea and at the house of the local 
voight: altar of St. Dorothy, an altar of St. Jadwiga/Hedwig, 
numerous chests containing glass objects, faience, furniture, 
paintings, assorted small objects from the fifteent 
-eighteenth century from the church of the Holy Virgin Mary 
in Gdańsk and the Municipal Museum.

Meisterwalde (Mierzeszyn, county of Gdańsk) – Protestant 
church: i.a. the Jerusalem Altar, five paintings, including The 
Tribute Money by Anton Möller, other objects from the 
Municipal Museum and town hall in Gdańsk.

Nowy Dwór Gdański – house of the mayor: furniture from 
Gdańsk collections.

Oliwa – storerooms located in the cellars of the presbytery 
in a former monastic building, a former Cistercian library, 
and the home of Dr Kayser, former headmaster of the local 
secondary school in 4 Johanstrasse. Prof. Walicki wrote: The 
main building of the Oliwa Museum – the so-called Abbots’ 
Palace – burned down together with all the contents. The 
only surviving items from the vast Museum collections were 
those from the open-air museum – a windmill transferred 
from the Żuławy region, a treadmill, two ancient boats, and 
several machines from the City of Gdańsk, such as the first 
tram carriage, etc. The fire destroyed also the diocesan or 
rather the former Cistercian library situated in a historical 
chamber in which the Peace of Oliwa was signed; the interior, 
together with the table on which the treaty was signed, is 
untouched. The private library of Dr Kayser, director of the 
Oliwa Museum, also survived. At present, it comprises the 
living quarters of a high-ranking Soviet officer, which fully 
guarantees that the book collection will be treasured until 
its transference to a scientific library.

Russotschin (Rusocin, county of Gdańsk)44 – cabinets and 
carved objects Rzucewo (county of Puck) – manor house: 
chests containing paintings and sculptures from Pelplin 
Cathedral and Malbork.

Sopot45 – house of Dr Ernst Volkman, ministerial 
counsellor: collection of engravings by Chodowiecki, and 
a storehouse in 20 Westerplatte Street used for keeping 
objects brought from, i.a. Malbork, Przywidz, and Hopowo.

Stüblau (Stemblewo, county of Gdańsk) – Protestant 
church: chests, chandeliers, the Kramer epitaph from 
Gdańsk collections.

4. Official delegation note for Professor Michał Walicki 

(Photo: 1, 4 – Archive of the Polish Academy of Sciences; 2, 3 – Archival acts of the Inventory Department at the National Museum in Warsaw)
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Żukowo (county of Kartuzy) – upper Catholic church: part of 
belongings from the Uphagen House in Gdańsk – decorative 
fragments, furniture, partial outfitting of Gdańsk churches.

***

As has been mentioned at the onset of this article 
a description of the course of transporting movable 

monuments from the above-listed German caches 
discovered by Polish search teams in the city of Gdańsk 
and Gdańsk Pomerania to depositories created in Sopot 
and Oliwa, and from 1946 described as the Polish Central 
Museum Repository of the Ministry of Culture and Art for 
Gdańsk Voivodeship,46 as well as a characterisation of their 
functioning call for a separate presentation, to be published 
in ‘Muzealnictwo’ no. 60 in 2019. 
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Lidia Małgorzata Kamińska
Culture manager, museum procedures auditor; graduate of the Faculties of Theology and History (Christian archaeology) at 
the Warsaw Theological Academy and the Postgraduate Course in Culture Management at the Warsaw School of Economics; 
(1987–2013) held posts at the National Museum in Warsaw – from assistant to deputy director; (2003 and 2015) scholarship 
student of the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage; author of publications on recording museum collections, i.a. via 
their digitisation, and on the fate of cultural goods in 1939–1989; at present, independent expert studying the provenance of 
Polish cultural goods; email: lidia.kaminska2@gmail.com

Word count: 5 788; Tables: –; Figures: 4; References: 46
Received: 07.2018; Reviewed: 07.2018; Accepted: 07.2018; Published: 09.2018
DOI: 10.5604/01.3001.0012.4334
Copyright©: 2018 National Institute for Museums and Public Collections. Published by Index Copernicus Sp. z o.o. All 
rights reserved. 
Competing interests: Authors have declared that no competing interest exits.
Cite this article as: Kamińska L.; POLISH CENTRAL MUSEUM REPOSITORY FOR GDAŃSK VOIVODESHIP. PART 1. ORIGIN. 
Muz., 2018(59): 175-184
Table of contents 2018: https://muzealnictworocznik.com/issue/10809

https://muzealnictworocznik.com/issue/10809


115www.muzealnictworocznik.com MUSEOLOGY

provenance research of exhibits

Muz., 2019(60): 202-212
Annual, eISSN 2391-4815
received – 07.2019
reviewed – 07.2019
accepted – 08.2019
DOI: 10.5604/01.3001.0013.4673

POLISH CENTRAL MUSEUM 
REPOSITORY IN THE GDAŃSK 
VOIVODESHIP. PART 2: 
IN SOPOT AND IN OLIWA
Lidia Małgorzata Kamińska 
Independent Manageress of Culture, Warsaw

Abstract: The second part of the paper on the repositories 
located in Sopot and Gdańsk-Oliwa refers to the articles on 
Polish conservation and museum repositories published in 
the previous issues of the ‘Muzealnictwo’ Annual, particularly 
in the 2018 issue No. 59. The paper covers the period 
1945–1949, in which the first stage of the transport of the 
artistic collections to the Polish Central Museum Repository 
in the Gdańsk Voivodeship (PCZM) took place. Established in 
1945 by the Ministry of Culture and Art (MKiS) and the Central 
Directorate of Museums and Collection Protection (NDMiOZ), 
the institution was meant to collect moveable heritage that on 
the grounds of the decrees issued at the time was becoming 
property of the Treasury of State. The main PCZM’s seat was 
located in Sopot, the second in Gdańsk-Oliwa. The activity of the 

Repository is described, and so are the responsibilities of its staff 
and management, number of monuments collected at a given 
period, operation principles, administrative reporting, financing, 
outlays on the edifices of the Repository buildings. Furthermore, 
legal and political conditioning for PCZM’s operations are given. 
The issued decrees and ordinances changing the political 
regime in the country are given; they had a direct impact on 
the property collected at the Repository: abandoned, former 
German, and former manorial and on its ownership transfer. 
Moreover, extracts from instructions, orders, and circulars 
issued by the then administration, and affecting PCZM’s goals 
and operating are quoted; additionally, localities from which 
objects were transferred to PCZM are given, and sources to 
further investigate the topic are pointed to.

Keywords: Polish Central Museum Repository (PCZM), Gdańsk Voivodeship, Ministry of Culture and Art (MKiS) and 
Central Directorate of Museums and Collection Protection (NDMiOZ), transport campaign, Sopot Repository, Oliwa 
Repository, former manorial property, former German property, protection of movable monuments.

The present article is the second part of the overview of 
the Polish museum and conservation repository estab-
lished in the wake of WW II whose activity covers Gdansk 
Pomerania.1 Making reference to the Author’s earlier stud-
ies published in the previous issues of the ‘Muzealnictwo’ 
Annual,2 it covers 1945–48 when the first transportation 
campaigns of heritage objects took place. Not exhausting 
the topic, it allowed the Author to point out to motifs and 
sources for further more thorough studies.

The Polish Central Museum Repository of artistic collec-
tions for the Gdansk Voivodeship (PCZM), as it was referred 
to, a state administration institution, was created in 1945 by 
the Voivodeship Office in Gdansk (UWG) as commissioned 

by the Ministry of Culture and Art (MKiS) and the Central 
Directorate of Museums and Collection Protection (NDMiOZ). 
It was established in order to collect movable heritage items 
from the territory of the Gdansk Voivodeship.

Three buildings were allocated to serve PCZM’s purposes. 
The Head Office was located in Sopot, in the villa at 24 
Abrahama Street. This address3 was to house paintings, fur-
niture, and small pieces of art.4 What was transported there 
was more valuable material requiring direct care and a dry 
neat interior.5 The villa taken over by MKiS served at the same 
time as the seat of the Baltic Institute, this causing inconveni- 
ence for the residents and employees of both institutions, 
particularly due to the growing number of historic movable 
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objects brought to the villa by operational groups. As of 1948, 
the edifice was exclusively the property of MKiS. A part of the 
buildings was assigned to serve as flats of MKiS’s delegates, 
and it also housed a small reference library with books on art 
history and a conservation workshop.6

The second PCZM building, serving the purpose until 
1980, was the former Abbots’ Granary7 in Gdansk-Oliwa, in 
the Oliwa Park, not far from the former Cistercian Convent, 
whose address at the time was 12c Opacka Street. The 
Repository could use five storeys of the granary. Collections 
amassed for PCZM were also deposited in the two-storeyed 
and two-winged former stable building, adjacent to the 
Granary in the southern part of the Oliwa Park, as well as 
in the 18th-century Abbots’ coachhouse

From 1928 the Monastery housed the ‘Oliwa Museum’: 
State Regional Museum of the History of Gdansk (Staatliches 
Landesmuseum für Danziger Geschichte8). It was in the 
above-mentioned facilities that the German Conservator 
Office had collected heritage pieces evacuated from Gdansk.

The Oliwa Museum Repository was to receive church wood 
and larger pieces of art as well as more precious objects from 
the Gdansk Museum that did not have appropriate conditions 
(…) and plaster casts, artistic iron grating, tiles, historical ob-
jects of folk households, boats, canoes from early historical 
period.9 The objects collected there also included parts of 
church inventories transported from communes and official 
Gdansk listed buildings, from Gdansk historic houses. In the 
words of the Department Head Janusz Urbański in the re-
port from October 1945, the Campaign to Protect Movable 
Historic Objects10 it was the historic monuments previously 
taken away by Germans, by us already partially saved and 
preserved that were placed there.11 In July 1946, the concept 
of yet another location for the Repository was suggested; this 
time it was the refectory of the Oliwa Abbey.12 The collected 
fragments of historic buildings, fragments from tidied streets 
and edifices, and apart from stone sculpture also iron ele-
ments, as well as candle holders left over in churches, apart 

from the two main PCZM seats, were gradually placed in ten 
lapidaria throughout Gdansk and Sopot.13

Exerting the function until 29 July 1946,14 Prof. Jan Kilarski 
was the first PCZM’s Manager. He was succeed by Zdzisław 
Kałędkiewicz,15 (holding the position until April 1947), who 
took over PCZM museum objects from Prof. Jan Kilarski 
in the presence of a commission. From 18 April 1947 to 
25 October 1948, PCZM was run by Czesław Wierusz- 
-Kowalski.16 Edward Falkowski17 and Jan Olesiuk18 were 
PCZM’s caretakers, lodging in the Oliwa Repository build-
ing. The head authorities of PCZM directly reported to the 
Office of the Gdansk Voivodeship Monument Conservator. 
Currently, the Repository which is still housed in the former 
coachhouse in Oliwa and since 2014 in St Gertrude Bastion, 
continues within the structure of the Gdansk Voivodeship 
Office for Preservation of Objects of Cultural Heritage.

Administratively, PCZM operated analogically to other in-
stitutions that were being established within the new urban 
tissue of Gdansk. Provision of the essential materials for the 
Repository were possible only once appropriate applications 
had been submitted to respective offices, for example the 
allotment of coal for heating, a motorbike, a telephone line, 
vehicles to transport the objects.19 In 1946, refurbishing of 
the Oliwa PCZM buildings was conducted. Windows were 
renovated, fire extinguishers placed, and an emergency 
telephone line was connected.20 Plans for 1947 foresaw the 
completion of the refurbishing of the Repository buildings 
and connection of the city telephone landline.21

The financing of the transportation campaigns, at the 
time conducted throughout the whole country, was man-
aged by NDMiOZ whose Director, having approved each ap-
plication, would issue an instruction in writing to pay out 
the resources to cover the costs of a definite transporta-
tion, to the Head of the National Campaign for Preserving 
Movable Monuments at the Culture Department of the 
Voivodeship Office in Wrocław. The latter, in the event 
of transportation campaigns conducted by PCZM staff, 

1. Hand-over protocol of trans-
ferring the Museum Repository 
in Sopot; Archives of the Monu-
ment Conservator in Gdańsk
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addressed correspondence to the Voivodeship Conservator 
of Monuments in Gdansk (UKWG), recommending the pay-
ing out of the sum applied for from the resources that had 
been allocated to the Voivodeship Office in Gdansk (UWG).22 
Meanwhile, objects’ packaging, loading, unloading, and trans-
portation were covered from the budget of the Department 
of Culture and Art (WKiS). The used financing was accounted 
for after the objects had been transported to PCZM.23 
Furthermore, financing coming from WKiS was allocated to 
refurbishing, equipment purchases, and to the salaries of the 
full-time staff and individuals employed occasionally, as well 
as to kindergarten costs of the children of the staff. From the 
beginning of its existence on 31 December 1946, UWG WKiS, 
using the financing from MKiS subsidies, allocated 410.000 
PLN to museums, 950.000 to PCZM, and 900.000 to the City 
Museum of Gdańsk. 24 From this balance it is clear that the 
costs of the Central Repository did constitute quite a substan-
tial sum in the Department’s budget. However, they were not 
sums that could suffice to cover the basic needs, particular-
ly to secure the collected works. The condition for receiving 
a monthly subsidy to conduct the activity of WKiS, including 
the Repository, was to submit financial reports in reference to 
work plans, accompanied by a factual justification.

The creation, goal, and operation modes of repositories, 
apart from decrees and regulations, were decided upon by 
guidelines, instructions, ordinances, and circulars of the 
central and local governments. They actually defined the 
course of their activity. The first of such documents that 
was of impact for the presently discussed topic was the de-
tailed Instruction for the operational group headed by Prof. 
Walicki, and signed by the Deputy Minister of Culture and 
Art. The instruction must have been created just before 13 
April 1945, since it is the date borne on the preserved busi-
ness-trip document of Prof. Walicki.25

The Instruction formulates goals and means of implementa-
tion of this operational group. It is worthwhile to quote the en-
tire Instruction for being so detailed within different art areas.

Instruction for Citizen Prof. Michał Walicki PhD, Zbigniew 
Turski26 and Feliks Smosarski,27delegated by the Ministry of 
Culture and Art to the territory of the Gdansk Voivodeship 
upon the request of Citizen Voivode.

1. Citizen Walicki PhD is the Group Head.
2. �Upon arrival, Group Head shall report to Citizen Voivode 

to receive detailed instructions and guidelines as for the 
means of performing Group’s tasks within the scope 
commissioned by the Minister.

3. �Group members shall provide mutual assistance to 
each other in performing tasks that do not strictly fall 
within their expertise. If a need arises for them to be 
joined by experts in theatre and literature, they shall 
inform Minister of that instantly.

4. �Group members shall establish close contacts with the 
delegates of the Minister of Education28 `for the pur-
pose of preserving libraries and archives.

5. �Within the scope of monument protection, the most 
urgent tasks include:

a) �wherever possible, introduce temporary protection of 
immovable monuments and their furnishing;

b) investigate the state of public and private collections;
c) �preliminarily secure these collections: a/ in situ, b/ by 

transporting them to museums or collection centres;
d) �elaborate conclusions as for further preservation and 

conservation actions necessary for the conservation 
of immovable monuments, prioritizing the necessary 
works in relation to monuments’ value and the degree 
of threat, as well as museums and collections;

6. As for music-related issues the tasks include:
a) �secure instruments, musical libraries, and premises for: 

a) musical school in Gdansk and possibly in other localities 
in the Gdansk Voivodeship, b/concert movement (con-
cert auditorium), c/Association of Musicians;

b) �collect overall approximate data related to the network 
of musical schools and musical movement;

c) provide care to local musicians;

2. Business trip docu-
ment of Prof. Michał Wa-
licki issued on 13 April 
1945; Archives of the Po-
lish Academy of Sciences 
in Warsaw
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d) �establish Organisational Committee of the Association 
of Musicians.

7. As for theatre-related issues the tasks include:
a) �investigate whether theatre buildings in Gdansk, 

Gdynia and other places have survived; and if usable, 
secure them to prevent destruction and looting of the 
remaining assets and theatre devices;

b) secure preserved theatre assets (…) with particular care;
c) �subsequently, inventory theatre assets and submit rel-

evant report to the Ministry of Culture and Art.
8. With respect to fine arts, the following should be done:
a) �investigate whether any works and art collections have 

survived, where they have been relocated; if found, se-
cure them;

b) �investigate what artistic schools used to operate and 
what has happened to their equipment and collections; 
secure any found movable equipment and interiors;

c) �find Polish visual artists who have survived and provide 
them with care;

d) �investigate whether there is any available accommoda-
tion for a permanent or temporary settlement of groups 
of artists interested in Pomerania, Gdansk, and the sea;

e) secure stores of painting equipment, paints, etc.
f) �investigate the possibility of finding a house for the future 

Trade Association of Musicians, Writers, and Artists and 
of resort premises at the seaside; the premises to allow 
working environment for artists, writers, and musicians 
should have a canteen and guest rooms for visiting 
artists and writers.

9. �With respect to works related to the Literature 
Department the following should be done:

a) �investigate if and how soon a Polish literary magazine 
as a Polishness propaganda organ could be launched 
in Gdansk (printing house, paper resources, etc.). An 
appropriate group of writers could be dispatched there 
to deal with the question;

b) �investigate and inform the Ministry when and whether 
to send writers to the Gdansk Voivodeship so that there 
is accommodation and food available for them to col-
lect impressions and materials to write reports and lit-
erary pieces on Gdansk: to be published in Polish literary 
and general magazines, possibly in a book;

10. �Group members shall run activity logs and upon return 
shall submit a detailed report. If an opportunity arises, 
they shall send in brief updates. Singed Minister.29

The next document, important for the further course 
of events and amassing PCZM’s collections, is the letter 
of Gdansk Voivode of October 194530 and addressed to 
his subordinate offices within the Gdansk Voivodeship on 
the necessity to register monuments present within the 
Voivodeship. It contains recommendation to consult the pro-
visions of the pre-war Act on the Protection of Monuments, 
and particularly those of its articles which defined the con-
cept of ‘movable monuments’ when31 qualifying an ob-
ject as a monument. In November 1945, Gdansk Voivode 
Mieczysław Szczęsny Okęcki Eng.32 worded the content of 
the poster To Citizens Poles Returning to the Homeland from 
former German territories and other European countries. 
(…) To you, Citizens, who are returning from the territo-
ries to which our national properties have been relocated, 
who were frequently forced to transport them, or who when 

passing through different countries had the chance to come 
across objects which in your opinion could be of Polish prov-
enance, it is you, Citizens, that the whole Polish Nation is re-
questing to reveal such locations without undue delay, since 
there is still opportunity to regain the property relocated 
from Poland. There shall be 5% object’s value fee paid to 
those who disclose necessary information (…).33

In early March 1946, the Head of the UWG Department 
of Culture and Art Janusz Urbański issued a circular referring 
to the frequent at the time procedure of destroying trees 
and parks. The circular also contained the paragraph refer-
ring to the ‘Deposits from Gdansk’: not everything that the 
German authorities evacuated from Gdansk has been found. 
Please, instruct commune offices to conduct investigation 
and search for the purpose.

In May 1946, the Ministry of Regained Territories instructed 
voivodes active within the Claimed Territories34 for state 
institutions to submit to cultural departments of respective 
Voivodeship offices lists of objects of artistic, historical, or cul-
tural worth that can be found in their territory:35 All the organs 
of state authorities which have information on depositories or 
single art works from former German property, abandoned, 
or from centres that underwent the agrarian reform (…) which 
have not been covered with state organ supervision are re-
quested to send written information about them to respective 
UWG WKiS in whose territory these are found. As the legal 
grounds for such an activity the Ordinance of the President of 
the Council of Ministers (PRM) Edward Osóbka-Morawski was 
given.36 In the following months the Ministries: of Regained 
Territories, Culture and Art, and of Public Administration tried 
to outpace each other in sending around PRM’s Ordinance, 
reminding of the obligation to enact it.

It was also in May 1946 that NDMiOZ recommended 
that Voivodeship Offices, including UWG WKiS, should put 
together reports on the state of the protection of formerman- 
orial monuments37 within their Voivodeship, filed together 
with a detailed action plan to protect and transport them, 
which should be conducted in summer and autumn months. 
The following shall be provided and marked on the enclosed 
map: localities from which post-manorial property will need 
to be transported, as well as the type and weight of the 
portion of monuments to be picked up from that locality. 
Museums and larger repositories foreseen as collecting 
centres with approximate interior size. Routes that need 
to be covered with the total number of kilometres stated, 
and foreseen transportation activities within a given month; 
staff Team meant to take part in the process; transporta-
tion means available to the Voivodeship Office that can be 
used for the transportation. Financial resources that the 
Voivodeship Office and museums cooperating with it can al-
locate to the process; What needs to be provided are estim- 
ations of additional transportation and financial resources 
that could be necessary to implement the presented pro-
gramme. Subvention applications shall be based on detailed 
cost estimates. Furthermore, all the potential obstacles and 
difficulties that might arise in the field in the course of the 
campaign of protecting and transporting of former man- 
orial property shall be pointed to. This year’s transportation 
campaign should aim at an entire protection of former-man- 
orial property within the Voivodeship. MKiS instructs for the 
above to be treated as urgent and with utmost urgency.38
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A month later, also MKiS issued a circular, this one with 
respect to the transfer of objects, on this occasion historic 
and artistic that read the following: all the fine arts works, 
or objects of artistic, historical, or cultural value, coming 
from abandoned, former-German or former-manorial prop-
erty, which are currently in the possession or administration 
of the Voivodeship Culture and Art Departments or offices 
reporting to them, as well as in museums, depositories, col-
lecting centres, can be transferred or made available ex-
clusively upon a written instruction to do so by NDMiOZ at 
MKiS. This also applies to the cases when the recipients of 
such art works or objects are authority unities as well as of-
fices and institutions.39

The content of the below circular was criticized by the 
Museum and Monument Protection Office at UWG who 
were of the opinion that putting in force the instruction 
contained there will cause an immeasurable increase in 
difficulties in the transportation of museum objects, since 
such offices as on a commune or county level, as well as Land 
and Liquidation Offices which are predominantly in charge 
of the art works and their Repositories, basing themselves 
on the quoted circular will expect in agreement with the 
circular a written instruction from NDMiOZ. The circular may 
be effective in two cases only, namely: a/ restriction of the 
activity of City Management in the transportation campaign 
of museum objects, and b/ parishes applying to WKiS for 
the return of church furbishing. This criticism was accepted. 
WKiS Head Janusz Urbański decided to temporarily interrupt 
sending out the circular.40

From the legal acts it seems clear that the implementation 
of the Campaign of Protecting Movable Monuments 
proclaimed by NDMiOZ at MKiS was reserved only for this 
governmental agency. However, documentation preserved 
from the period illustrates its faulty organization: superposing 
of competences, competition for the dispersed collections 
between local and central authorities, and in many a case 
also lack of will of the representative of both to cooperate.

Let us resort to one example here: the letter of Gdansk 
Voivode Janusz Urbański to the Mayor of the City of Gdansk 
dated 19 Aug. 1946 informing that the Municipal WKiS without 
prior communication with the Voivode WKiS is conducting 
transportation of liturgical and museum equipment, placing 
transported objects in the building of the City Museum. 
As much as understanding the intention to thus enrich the 
Museum’s collection, I am, however, obliged to point to the 
incorrect procedure in this respect, since according to NDMiOZ’s 
Ordinance, the exclusive right to manage the preserved 
monuments is with the Voivodeship WKiS or Voivodeship 
Conservator. The campaign conducted by the Municipal 
WKiSk causes confusion in commune and county offices, 
therefore not objecting to the assistance that comes on the 
part of the Municipal WKiS, having at its disposal as can be 
seen appropriate means to conduct the campaign in question, 
I am, nevertheless, obliged to draw the attention to the need to 
comply in this respect with the issued ordinances, particularly 
as certain cases have been witnessed of incorrect depositing 
of church objects in the building of the City Museum instead of 
Repositories established for the purpose.41

PCZM employees, complying with the quoted rules 
and directives, gathered monuments, art works, artistic 
objects, collecting them not only from where they had 

been hidden by the German administration, but also from 
land estates used by the institutions that were being formed 
at the time. They collected objects found on the premises 
these institutions occupied, and also collected them from 
abandoned private flats and houses now occupied by new 
residents. 42 Collecting of the movables was possible upon 
the presentation of a document authorizing either a definite 
individual or the bearer. 43 Such authorizations were issued 
by: NDMiOZ Director, Voivodeshipe Conservaotr, Voivode, 
or the WKiS Head. When the objects were handed out, 
a hand-over protocol was prepared. The transportation from 
the Voivodeship territory to PCZM could be conducted upon 
a prior permit from the Ministry of Regained Territories.

In 1945, across the Gdansk Voivodeship territory there 
still existed almost 40 repositories, depositories, in the care 
of Voivodeship commune eldership, earlier arranged by the 
German administration.44 In May 1946, there still remained 
34. These repositories contained, among others, furbishing 
of Gdansk churches, the Artus Manor, the Uphagen House, 
the Town Hall, as well as the collections of the Oliwa 
Museum.

Given the difficulties in transporting collections to 
PCZM from the entire territory of the Gdansk Voivodeship, 
apart from the former German repositories, also smaller 
repositories were arranged at relatively safe locations.45 
They were the destination to which objects were 
transported from so-called collection centres, e.g. manors, 
flats, institutions. This was done, since transportation to 
the Central Repository was difficult, in some cases even 
impossible due to the state of roads, bridges, and shortage 
of transportation and financial means. An average route 
from the collection centre to a given locality with minor 
repositories and back amounted to 200 km. However, as 
reported in a May 1946 document written by the WKiS 
Head, not all of the collection centres had been reached 
by UWG officials.46 Let us quote here the Elbląg repository: 
Historic objects found with local forces under the rubble of 
the former historic museum and garden at 4 Wigilijna Street 
were taken to the storage of the Municipal Department of 
Sanitation in Wolności Street in Elbląg, following which 
they were transported to the Museum Repository in 
Łączności Street in Elbląg.47 In 1946, 50% of movables were 
transported from minor depositories to PCZM.48

Over the first months, and in some cases even years, 
the museums: the regional one in Darłowo, 49 Słupsk, 
Kwidzyń, and the City Museum in Gdansk, played the role 
of depositories, repositories. The museums in question, 
sometimes without harmonizing their activities with UWG,50 
were also involved in the transportation of objects. Due to 
the shortage of qualified staff and sufficient financial means, 
it was difficult to provide sufficient care to the objects 
collected at the museums and repositories, and prevent 
them from being robbed.

The supervision of local repositories, care for the security 
of historic objects collected there, and also in churches, both 
those in use and unused, ranked among the responsibilities 
of UWG WKiS, and theoretically also PCZM staff. In the 
documentation from the period there are sufficiently many 
admonitions and guidelines addressed to the local authorities 
to show the least of care for the amassed collections.51 

Already in June 1945, UWG WKiS issued a circular addressed 
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to Commune Elderships and Municipalities: in order to 
protect precious monuments of church art abundant in 
churches/ both Catholic and Evangelical/ within the Gdansk 
Voivodeship, and also in order to prevent looting of valuable 
deposits from Gdansk museums and churches often kept in 
those churches, instruction has to be given for the churches 
to remain closed outside the service hours, namely for unused 
churches to remain closed at all time (…).52

Repositories and museums performed the same functions: 
they were to collect, store, register, and conserve.53 It is likely 
that precisely for this very reason state and local administra-
tion treated them both as equal. This can be illustrated with 
the NDMiOZ correspondence addressed to PCZM, containing, 
similarly as that sent to museums, questions for their financial 
plans for 1947-49 related to: construction, reconstruction, 
alterations, adaptations, buildings’ refurbishing, equipment, 
purchase of museum objects, publications, as well as costs of 
the transportation of former manorial and former German 
property, or related to the collection exchange and costs in-
curred for organizational, administrative, and personnel pur-
poses.54 Following the years of intense transportation cam-
paigns, and a relative ordering of the resources, exhibitions 
were organized at PCZM; also supervision was provided over 
the objects transferred to other institutions for use.

In the reports submitted to NDMiOZ there is frequent 
mention of the inventorying of the resources as an activity 
consuming the majority of the time. From the 1947 monthly 
reports, it can be seen that throughout the whole year the 
activities conducted at PCZM focused on inventorying of 

collections, ordering the museum inventory transported 
from respective localities.55

The collected monuments underwent some conservation 
procedures which were originally conducted at the Central 
Conservation Laboratory in Warsaw,56 as of 1946, at its branch 
located at the Sopot Repository,57 while as of 1947, in Gdansk- 
-Wrzeszcz.58 It was already in 1945 that Prof. Jan Borowski 
appealed to NDMiOZ to establish a conservation laboratory 
in view of a poor state of polychromes and polychrome 
sculptures in Gdansk historic buildings and the disastrous state 
of sculptures brought to museum repositories which require 
instant preservation. His proposal implied for the conservation 
laboratory in Gdansk to be a branch of the Central Laboratory 
in Warsaw, pointing to the necessity to conduct works locally, 
given the works’ state and size. The situation like this continued 
in 1945 and 1946, however the 1947 report reads: at the 
instigation of NDMiOZ at MKiS, in the person of the MiOZ 
General Director Prof. St. Lorentz and General Conservator Prof. 
J. Zachwatowicz, State Conservation Laboratory for Monuments 
of Architecture, Painting, and Sculpture, as a branch of the 
Warsaw Laboratory, with its seat in Wrzeszcz, was established.

Prof. Borowski’s plans came true. The established Conservation 
Laboratory covered the whole Gdansk Voivodeship, while its task 
was to preserve art works scattered throughout the whole ter-
ritory which following warfare remained unattended under un-
acceptable conditions threatening with their total destruction.59

The objects collected at PCZM were transferred as depos-
its to varied institutions, also to decorate newly established 
offices.60 Moreover, works of art or architectural elements 

3. List of monuments found in for-
mer German repositories within the 
Gdańsk Voivodeship transferred to 
the National Museum in Warsaw; 
State Archives in Gdańsk
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coming from historic buildings, including churches, were 
given as deposits to the administrators of those buildings. 
Such procedures are continued to date (sic!).

In some cases, depositories, repositories were transformed 
into museums, and out of the objects collected at PCZM 
monuments were transferred to museums. Interestingly, 
not only did the City Museum of Gdansk recover from PCZM 
museum objects that had belonged to its collections, but it 
also received objects of other provenance.61

When objects from PCZM were transferred to other enti-
ties, a hand-over protocol was prepared, this singed by the 
Repository Manager and representative of the institution 
that was collecting them.62 The protocols provided clauses 
related to security rules and care for the preservation state 
of the loaned objects. In certain cases, a passage was added 
signalling the necessity to conduct conservation preserva-
tion works. All the works on the monuments were to be 
carried out exclusively in communication with the Voivode 
Conservator. The content of the preserved hand-over pro-
tocols made when movables were collected, similarly as the 
preserved lists of objects that were kept at lapidaria and the 
Repository, as incomplete as they are, constitutes a priceless 
source of knowledge for conducting provenance research.

In 1945–48, movable monuments transported to PCZM 
came from the following localities and estates: Krokowa, 
Charbrowa, Jodłowna, Kończewice, Rzucew, Mierzeszyn, 
Kadyn, Hopowo, Kłodawa, Radziejew, Bietowo, Bytowo, 
Wielbrandow, Szpęgawsk, Sobowidz, Lichnowy, Lisowice, 
Nowy Kościół, Wejherowo, Sierakowice, Jurandowo, 
Bolszewo, Wandzin, Kręg, Kopytkowo, Zajączkowo, Rokocin, 
as well as Kartuzy, Elbląg, Malbork, Kwidzyń, and Słupsk63.

The present outline does not allow for a full list of 

movable objects that were first collect at PCZM, and later 
handed out.64 Recreation of collection transfers goes well 
beyond the paper’s scope. Scattered and incomplete source 
material has been partly preserved in the archival resources 
of the Voivodeship Gdank Conservator, partly in the State 
Archive in Gdansk in the followings sets: Gdansk Voivodeship 
Office, Gdansk Municipality, and Gdansk Municipal National 
Council; also possibly amidst the archival material collected 
in respective museums. The outlined topic requires a more 
thorough analysis of the mentioned archival sets, as well as 
further preliminary searches and investigation. All the more 
so, as today the purpose of a repository is most frequently 
understood as a place of temporary storage. Meanwhile, 
those repositories managed by NDMiOZ were devised as 
agencies exerting ownership and management functions 
over collections of movables which, abiding by the acts and 
decrees formulated at the time,65 became property of the 
Treasury of State. Such was the plan, however its implemen-
tation requires further investigation.

Overall, however, the conclusion seems irrefutable that 
had it not been for the effort to organize museum and 
conservation repositories for the objects of old culture in 
Gdansk Pomerania and in other voivodeships located just 
beyond the front line, under the changing political circum-
stances, and given the peculiar activity of the Red Army 
war commands66 as well as the exchange of the popula-
tion, many more cultural assets would have been looted 
by different entities. As imperfect as the Campaign might 
have been, it is to it that museums owe the objects in their 
collections that are of German and Polish provenance, and 
also those that come from church collections, religious as-
sociations, and others.
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Abstract: In the face of the migration crisis in Europe in 
2015, discussions on refugees and emigrants who live in 
Poland have been dominated by stereotypes and negative im-
ages presented by the media, and the division into supporters 
and opponents of the ‘Others’ have also become highly vis-
ible in schools. The lack of topics in the field of global educa-
tion and of knowledge about the current situation of African 
countries has contributed to the increase in xenophobic at-
titudes among pupils, and to all sorts of manifestations of 
verbal and physical violence motivated by prejudices against 
people who stand out because of their appearance or ori-
gin. The Encountering the Other project, which has been run 
by the Artykuł 25 Foundation and the National Museum in 
Szczecin since 2014, attempts to reply to the lack in Poland of 
a social basis of sensitivity, respect and solidarity with people 
of different geographical and cultural backgrounds. Its main 
aim is to allow primary, middle and secondary school pupils to 
acquire knowledge about the Countries of the Global South, 
which may encourage them to revise their attitudes. The ba-
sis of the project is classes in school which are based on our 
own script prepared from a lecture by Ryszard Kapuściński, 
Encountering the Other: the challenge for the 21st century, 
which he gave upon receiving the title of doctor honoris causa 

from the Jagiellonian University. The National Museum in 
Szczecin plays an important role in the project. It runs class-
es for students which show them the old art and culture of 
West-African countries and their influence on European art, 
but also presents works by contemporary artists from Benin, 
Nigeria and the Republic of South Africa. As part of the Week 
of Global Education, the museum presents documentaries 
for children and teens from the Docs Against Gravity Festival, 
and there are workshops using the kamishibai theatre and 
discussions on mutual understanding and global interdepend-
ence. The project is complemented by a conference targeted 
at teachers and representatives of organisations working with 
children and teens, whose main aim is to provide knowledge 
on the contemporary culture and art of African countries, and 
to show good practices for counteracting discrimination and 
violence motivated by prejudice. 

The Encountering the Other project aims to counteract 
prejudice and stereotypes, to show a different image of the 
Countries of the Global South, to convince children, teena-
gers and teachers to make their social attitudes more re-
sponsible, which would be of key importance on shaping 
trends today or in the future, and to incorporate global is-
sues into mainstream discussions.

Keywords: global education, counteracting prejudice and stereotypes, human rights, contemporary art and culture of 
African countries, Ryszard Kapuściński, kamishibai theatre.
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The European Union (EU) is a relatively young organisation 
in most recent history. It exists from since 1993 upon the 
basis of the Maastricht Treaty, but obtained legal person-
ality as a result of signing the Lisbon Treaty in 2007.1 Its 
initial status as a power was the outcome predominantly 
of the economic, cultural, and legal attractiveness, which it 
offered to other states wishing to join and benefit from all 
the resultant advantages. The image of Europe as a paradise 
became the dream of many people for whom up to this day 
it remains a symbol of freedom, security, health, and pros-
perity. Present-day Union institutions and particular member 
states are seeking a solution to the greatest migration crisis 
in recent years. Problems of war refugees and economic 
immigrants, chiefly from Africa and the Middle East (Syria), 
who are leaving their former places of residence on a mass 
scale and are following all possible routes leading to the 
European Continent, particularly the prosperous European 
Union, are the reason why Europeans are compelled to build 
new relations with the arrivals.2

A survey conducted in 2016 by the Pew Research Centre 
in Washington3 shows that the citizens of ten European 
countries: Poland, Germany, Sweden, The Netherlands, the 
United Kingdom, France, Spain, Italy, Greece, and Hungary 
are afraid of refugees. The prime reason for their anxiety 
is apprehension of terrorism and the conviction that refu-
gees are a burden for local society because they take over 
workplaces and receive social assistance. 40% of Poles rec-
ognised that cultural diversity is the reason why Poland is 
becoming a worse place to live in, and only 13% of the sur-
veyed persons expressed the opinion that the country is 
developing better. This study is especially interesting con-
sidering that Polish society is rather mono-cultural and thus 
such views are based not on personal experiences but on 
an image presented chiefly in the media. Numerous fears 
are dictated by prejudices and stereotypes as well as the 
absence of suitable education on all levels of schooling, 
which should emphasize multi-cultural qualities and domi-
nating cultural and economic co-dependencies between 
the population of Europe and the communities (popula-
tion) of the countries of the Global South, from which the 
majority of refugees and economic immigrants arrive. The 
German historian Wolfgang Benz stressed that education 
and welfare are required in order to be tolerant, and that 
the lower the education the larger the number of social 
problems and people becoming susceptible to simple solu-
tions. Among those seeking an explanation for problems and 
not receiving rational remedies the conviction that the oth-
ers – and thus the unentitled – are offered something that 
is due to us is becoming popular. 4 This is the way in which 
stereotypes change into images of the enemy: a Gypsy be-
comes a thief, a Pole – an alcoholic, a Jew – a moneylender, 
a Moslem – a terrorist, while an African relies solely on our 
social benefits. According to Walter Lipmann our surround-
ing is much too large, too complex, and is changing much 
too rapidly for us to get to know it well. A stereotype al-
lows people to preserve a feeling of identity and affiliation 
to a social group and own values, frequently by becoming 
antagonistic towards other groups.5 It is difficult to change 
stereotypes since they become disseminated without re-
quiring our reflection and, in the majority of instances, give 
rise to negative emotions. 

The rate of the transformations of the contemporary 
world calls for a constant modification of numerous institu-
tions responsible for preparing citizens for consciously func-
tioning in society and tackling problems concerning not only 
the country in which they live but the entire Earth. Here 
a special role is played by global education, which is part 
of a civic education that expands its range by creating an 
awareness of the existence of phenomena and co-depend-
encies linking people and places. Its purpose is to prepare 
the recipient for facing challenges affecting all mankind. Co-
-dependencies signify mutual connections and the permea-
tion of cultural, environmental, economic, social, political, 
and technological systems.6

Małgorzata Świderek wrote: Have you ever wondered why 
education is to be global? Ask any seven year-old about the 
inhabitants of Africa or Asia. On the one hand, it will be-
come apparent that contemporary children brought up on 
cartoons and books addressed to the youngest readers, who 
have contact with the media and commercials, and who lis-
ten to their parents’ conversations possess enormous knowl-
edge about the world. They know about interesting facts, 
animals, and elements of culture from assorted parts of the 
world. On the other hand, knowledge presented in fairy tales 
or children’s books is often stereotypical, extracted from the 
cultural context or outright untrue. The most essential is that 
such knowledge only to a small degree teaches closeness or 
makes it possible to understand co-dependencies existing in 
the world. (...) On a daily basis children do not feel that they 
have contact with the rest of the word and depend on it, 
and, finally, that they too affect inhabitants of distant lands, 
e.g. by means of the food they eat, clothes, mass culture or 
the air they breathe. We, the adults, also forget this. Brought 
up within the European ‘cocoon’ we do not ask ourselves 
who sewed our slacks or produced coffee, what is the source 
of the raw material used for making our cell phone, where 
does our refuse go, and why are there so many hungry peo-
ple in the world if so much food is being produced, etc. (...) 
For years we learned at school about the history and culture 
of Poland and Europe, and even if contents concerning the 
more distant, from our point of view, corners of the Earth did 
appear they were brushed off. If Asian or African motifs did 
emerge during history lessons, then only because they were 
connected with Europe. We did not analyse Latin American 
literature and did not learn about African art or Asian music, 
and if so then they were regarded as insignificant curios. We 
did not analyse economic relations. But in the last decades 
the world has changed a lot. (...) Due to globalisation the dis-
tance not only between particular states, but between people 
has become drastically reduced. Each one of us, by means of 
our daily choices, has a chance to actually influence the life 
of the people of the North and South. By making various de-
cisions in our daily life, by supporting some sort of political 
activity, one can act for or against the environment, respect 
for human rights, rising poverty, and the appropriation of 
natural resources belonging to other societies.7

The dissemination of global education calls for its inclu-
sion into the system of formal education. For several years 
primary schools and kindergartens conducted assorted cam-
paigns, lessons, and workshops, but the majority were ad-
ditional classes not included into the school curriculum. This 
is why the introduction of elements of global education also 
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into the didactic activities held in a museum is of such great 
importance. 

A museum is certainly testimony of our culture, a place for 
demonstrating values either shared or recognised, a pres-
entation of certain types of objects (e.g. historical, ethno-
graphic, artistic) but also a domain for shaping attitudes, 
cognitive and aesthetic activity, as well as a place for fun and 
relaxation. An increasingly great part is played in the work 
performed by museums by glocalisation (the process of ac-
centuating in global space own uniqueness, idiosyncrasies or 
singularities).8 It is precisely a museum that often becomes 
a space unifying assorted cultures and – following the trend 
of thought proposed by Professor Nikitorowicz – not merely 
ethnic, language, or religious differences but also one of the 
ways of interpreting the intercultural quality as distinctive 
personal values, life choices, and a multiplicity of lifestyles.9 
Art in the museum does not necessarily speak the language 
of beauty but, for instance, of reflection on the present-day 
state of culture; on the one hand, it demands the increas-
ing involvement of the recipient and, on the other hand, it 
accommodates him by operating with codes and signs of 
phenomena known from everyday life.

The region of Western Pomerania – together with its di-
versity and the complicated historical and cultural legacy of 
numerous generations – is a place where the problems of 
multiculturalism assume special significance. The dramatic 
plight of the population settling down in Western Pomerania 
in the wake of the Second World War, the influx of immi-
grants from Eastern Europe or Asia, and problems charac-
teristic for so-called borderland territories force to embark 
upon the task of building a society capable of self-develop-
ment. In its capacity as a port, a sea trade and academic 
centre, and a site of the encounters of numerous peoples 
and cultures Szczecin is one of those towns that found it eas-
ier to open up towards the world. The presence of African 
collections at the National Museum in Szczecin (MNS) be-
came a fact when 55 years ago a group of aficionados of that 
continent, enthusiasts, and, according to some, ‘mad men’ 
(members of the Museum staff and not only) reached the 
Dark Continent. In the course of more than half a century 
Museum employees collected numerous interesting exhibits. 
Today, the African collections of the Non-European Cultures 
Department are one of the largest in Poland, and are dis-
tinguished by the fact that to a great extent they were cre-
ated after 1945. The collections show, i.a. a cross-section of 
the culture of such people as the Dogon in Mali, the Kirdi in 
Cameroon, the Moro Nuba in Sudan, the Somba in Benin, 
the Lobi in Burkina Faso, the Kagou on the Ivory Coast, and 
the Malinke in Guinea. In 2007 the National Museum in 
Szczecin obtained thanks to the kindness of donors: Lenka 
Darkowska-Nidzgorska and Denis Nidzgorski-Gordier, i.a. col-
lection of African puppets and marionettes.10

Part of the African collection was presented at three suc-
cessive permanent exhibitions: ‘In an African village’, ‘The art 
of Africa – between the mask and the fetish’, and ‘Children 
of magic. African puppets and marionettes’. The latter event, 
opened in the spring of 2016, displays, in staged spectacles, 
about 200 African theatrical puppets originating from al-
most the entire continent. The title of the exhibition is by no 
means accidental – in the Hausa language, one of the most 
popular in Africa, the word for ‘puppets’ is: diyan dabo, i.e. 

children of magic. The African puppet theatre has a very long 
history, as testified by archaeological and historical sources 
as well as copious oral tradition. 

Puppets may possess assorted forms and sizes, span-
ning from small to huge, the latter being animated by sev-
eral puppeteers. They fulfil various functions in the African 
community: puppets accompany important events (life and 
death) and entertain, take part in solving conflicts, act as 
intermediaries between the gods, mortals, and ancestors, 
appear in numerous rituals and funeral rites, and assist in 
the passing of verdicts, medical treatment, predicting the 
future, and guaranteeing good crops. Apart from perma-
nent expositions the Museum assured that its space would 
feature a temporary display connected with such African 
themes as: ‘African fabrics. Tradition and change’. This par-
ticular exposition presented traditional and contemporary 
fabrics and costumes. The enormously popular event at-
tracted museum visitors drawn to extraordinary colours and 
patterns: eye-catching magnificent kente from Ghana, bogo-
lan from Mali, indigo-dyed fabrics from Mali and Cameroon, 
korhogo from the Ivory Coast, and calicos and batik from 
Benin. The exhibits included everyday and festive women’s 
and men’s clothes of selected peoples (e.g. Hausa, Fulbe, 
Ashanti, Bambara, Herero, and Amhara).11

When in 2014 we asked at a method conference for teach-
ers, inaugurating the new school year and organised by the 
Western Pomeranian Teacher Training Centre in Szczecin, 
a question about organisations and institutions capable of 
assisting educators in the difficult task of global and mul-
ti-cultural education it became apparent that the National 
Museum in Szczecin is ideal for tackling this difficult task. 
MNS, which at the time created the regional, national, and 
European identity of Western Pomerania and its population 
in the spirit of a multicultural and trans-border dialogue, 
a task undertaken in cooperation with Fundacja Artykuł 25 
(Foundation Article 25), which works for the sake of the co-
dependence and balanced development of countries of the 
Global North and South,12 was engaged in the realisation of 
an auteur programme: ‘Encountering the Other’, a combina-
tion of museum and global education. The project was ad-
dressed to children and adolescents, pedagogues, teachers, 
and educators from the commune and town of Szczecin. Co-
financed within a programme of Polish development work 
conducted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, it has been re-
alised since 2014 and up to this day meets with great inter-
est. Each successive edition was enhanced with new forms 
of activity addressed to the beneficiaries, which contributed 
to a growing number of participants. The above-mentioned 
project was an attempt at responding to the Polish deficit of 
social tolerance, sensitivity, respect, and solidarity with peo-
ple from other geographical and cultural regions. The edu-
cational undertakings pursued as part of the project were 
a novelty among all ventures dealing with difficult and, at 
the same time, extremely topical questions concerning in-
terpersonal relations in the contemporary world.13

A particular target of the cycle of educational activities 
involved enabling primary and secondary school pupils to 
learn about countries of the Global South, as well as pre-
senting less popular points of view, which might encourage 
pupils to verify their views and to asses social phenomena. 
The project was intended primarily for school children and 
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1, 2. Exhibition ‘Children of magic. African dolls and puppets’ presented by the National Museum in Szczecin
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teachers because it is specifically in schools that the topic 
of refugees and immigrants has been dominated by stereo-
types and negative images shown in the media. They con-
tributed to a rise of xenophobia among schoolchildren as 
well as all sorts of symptoms of verbal and physical violence 
motivated by prejudices towards persons different due to 
their appearance or origin. 

The ‘Encountering the Other’ project was realised in nu-
merous stages and encompassed several modules. Some 
of the meetings took place in schools and others – at the 
MNS. They were composed of didactic courses in the form 
of workshops, film projections combined with a discussion, 
multi-media presentations, and museum lessons held in the 
African exhibition showrooms. The project also arranged 
a special conference for teachers and persons working with 
children and adolescents, as well as an exposition of ‘histo-
ries’ featuring photographs by Paweł Zgrzebnicki. This dis-
play showed portraits of persons encountered in the course 
of ten years of voyages to the most distant corners of the 
world. Their author attempted to answer the question: what 
links people living in various parts of our globe? In what re-
spect are we similar? How do we differ? How do we live? Are 
we really divided by so much? Looking at the photographs 
members of the public became acquainted with distant cul-
tures and, at the same time, went on an intimate journey 
by establishing a close relation with each presented figure. 
The title and topic of the exposition places it on the border-
line between ethnography, reportage, personal confession, 
and a sui generis manifesto postulating respect for man, his 
culture and tradition.14

The foundation of the ‘Encountering the Other’ pro-
ject was composed of courses addressed to secondary 
school pupils based on a scenario prepared by Aleksandra 
Antonowicz-Cyglicka from Foundation Article 25, inspired 
by the lecture: Encountering the Other: the challenge for 
the 21st century,15 read by Ryszard Kapuściński in 2004 upon 
the occasion of receiving a honoris causa doctorate at the 
Jagiellonian University. The scenario contained elements of 
philosophy (Emmanuel Levinas – the encounter with the 
Other as the ‘fundamental event’ in human life), anthro-
pology (Bronisław Malinowski – the thesis about cultural 
relativism as an expression of the equal rights of all cul-
tures), and journalism (Ryszard Kapuściński – the image of 
the unfamiliar Continent as seen by a reporter). The courses 
provoked the pupils to embark upon critical reflections and 
to reach a conclusion while debating on such phenomena 
as globalisation, migration, or cultural differences and simi-
larities. While discussing and taking part in drama games, in 
which they assumed the roles of people from other coun-
tries, the participants of the project often became aware 
how difficult it is to be ‘the other’ in Poland and that some-
thing, which appears to be obvious to us, can be astonishing 
for others. The courses attempted to reverse the situation 
and to assign to the pupils the part of the ‘Others’ so that 
they could see how stereotypes and prejudices work and 
whether they are really justified. Ryszard Kapuściński wrote 
that in a certain sense we all share the same plight. All in-
habitants of our planet are Others vis a vis Others – I ver-
sus Them, They versus Me. 16 Confronting school students 
with reality proved to be an important experience since it 
became apparent that refugees and immigrants are people 

forced to resign from their heretofore life: home, friends, 
family, hometown, language, work, property, security, and 
dreams. This certainly was not a scenario of easy or en-
tertaining activities but, contrary to appearances, at school 
their participants rarely have an opportunity to discuss top-
ics that affect them to such a large extent and stir so much 
emotion. The courses taught respect for cultural diversity 
as well as openness towards people from different cultural 
circles; first and foremost, they showed dependencies be-
tween Europe and the Global South. 

Each group of students participating in the school courses 
as part of the project was invited to attend their continua-
tion at the Museum. Here, space filled with numerous ex-
hibits constituted an essential link in the processes of educa-
tion. The merit of the courses lay in the fact that they were 
conducted against the background of concrete expositions 
and involved ‘selecting’ that, which proved essential in the 
sequence of the realised project. Young people took part in 
presenting exhibitions showing the life of the Lobi and Somba 
communities and the art of West Africa (‘In an African vil-
lage’ ‘The art of Africa – between the mask and the fetish’, 
‘Children of magic. African puppets and marionettes’, ‘African 
fabrics. Tradition and change’) and in workshops. The purpose 
of the courses was to bring the project participants closer 
to the culture and art of West African countries and their 
impact upon Europe. In the course of the workshops young 
participants were shown the works of contemporary artists 
from Benin, Niger or the Republic of South Africa as a coun-
terbalance to the image of Africa enrooted in the media and 
depicted as a cultural monolith exemplifying primitive art. The 
authors of the project tried to show also certain elements of 
fashion or music characteristic exclusively for African coun-
tries but exerting a great influence on global trends. A tour 
of the Museum assisted in presenting the diversity of values 
resulting from the multiplicity of cultures studied by ethnog-
raphers, archaeologists, and historians of art.17 

 While working with adolescents and children the authors 
of the project became aware that controlling and minimal-
izing the impact of stereotypes upon attitudes should be-
come one of the prime aims of school education. First and 
foremost, the teacher should be capable of perceiving the 
quality of otherness, to remember the Tischnerian saying: 
Neither a Catholic, a Pole, or anyone else can enjoy greater 
rights in the state than those of man. It is they who thanks 
to their daily efforts greatly impact the shaping of the views, 
stands, and behaviour of their students both towards each 
other and foreigners. Their competence and skills are of 
key importance in the struggle waged against xenophobic 
attitudes. Numerous examples indicate that hatred not pre-
vented on time escalates and ultimately results in tragedy. 

A conference addressed to teachers: ‘Encountering the 
other – together against prejudices and stereotypes’, held 
in November 2017, not only supplied fundamental knowl-
edge about global education and the lands of the Global 
South, but also discussed ways of dealing with the lan-
guage of hatred and schoolchildren discriminating others 
due to their origin, colour of skin, religion, etc. The confer-
ence also showed examples of good practices preventing 
discrimination and violence motivated by prejudices. The 
invited guests included persons who for many years have 
been involved in topics associated with anti-discrimination 
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education, i.a. Mamadou Diouf (Foundation Africa Another 
Way),18Joanna Grabarczyk (Project Hate Stop),19 Łukasz 
Bartosik (Polish Humanitarian Action – PAH)20 or Joanna 
Wojtarowicz (German Red Cross).21 

Global Education Week (TEG), a special event held at 
MNS, is attended by more a 1000 persons each year, tak-
ing part in film shows combined with discussions and work-
shops. Documentary films presented within TEG22 come 
from the Docs Against Gravity Film Festival, one of the larg-
est documentary film festivals in the world, and are winners 
of prestigious awards presented by the Polish Film Institute 
in the ‘most important international film event in Poland’ 
category. The screenings were dedicated to children, ado-
lescents, and adults. 

The Salt of the Earth, directed by Julian Ribeiro Salgado 
and Wim Wenders, is a film addressed to secondary school 
children and grown-ups. It tells the story of Sebastian 
Salgado – a Brazilian photographer who travelled all over 
the world documenting mankind at the time of dramatic 
transformations and witnessed the most important events: 
war conflicts, famine, and enforced emigration. He became 
celebrated for a series of photographs dedicated to the con-
dition of man, in which he took a look at humanity’s heart of 
darkness. In this new photographic project on the beauty of 
the Earth Salgado for the first time abandoned social pho-
tography for the sake of documenting terrains untouched by 
Western civilisation, where the world of plants and animals 
continues to develop without encountering obstacles, and 
where one may see landscapes as if taken straight out of 
the Book of Genesis. In The Salt of the Earth we get to know 
Salgado seen from the perspective of his son, Juliano, and 

3. Exhibition ‘Children of magic. African dolls and puppets’ presented by the National Museum in Szczecin

4. Workshops for the youngest kids at the exhibition ‘Children of magic. 
African dolls and puppets’
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Wim Wenders, co-director and photographer, but also the 
history of conflicts raging in the Global South.

Young participants of the project could watch The Quiet 
One, directed by Emelie Wallgren and Ina Holmqvist. This 
documentary tells the story of six year-old Maryam, who, 
together with her mother, left Iran in search for a better life 
in Sweden. The protagonist reaches one of the districts of 
Stockholm and there starts attending a school for foreign-
ers offering an initial stage of education aimed at learning 
Swedish and becoming acquainted with the history and cul-
ture of the country. Next, the children go to local schools. 
Maryam is the last to join her class and before she is capable 
of building a thread of understanding with her peers and 
finds her place she experiences some difficult moments. 

The protagonist of The Quiet One produced a greatly emo-
tional reaction among her Polish contemporaries. The over-
whelming majority of the children wanted to come to her 
assistance, to get to know her better, and even to become 
friends. Nonetheless, in individual cases they remained to-
tally indifferent to Maryam’s fate, declaring that she should 
be ignored. In order to better understand this rather com-
plicated situation, and after some often extremely intense 
conversations, we created a ‘Helping hands’ map. Each of 
the course participants, depending in his mood and individual 
predilections, chose a piece of paper in his favourite colour. 

Next, he traced his hand on it and cut out the result. Inside 
the card he added his name. On another piece of paper he 
presented in a graphic form (drawing, comic strip) or a text 
his ideas for improvement – solutions to the question: what 
can I do to get to know a Southerner and to make him feel 
comfortable with me? What would I like others to do so 
that I would find it easier to adjust to a new environment? 
The gamut of proposals was enormous: it turned out that 
pupils who at first glance were uninterested in Maryam’s 
situation and were asked: what could the ‘Others’ do for you 
if you found yourself in the situation of the film’s protago-
nist? had a lot of ideas. Asked the next question: perhaps we 
should ignore certain people and simply not notice them? 
they rapidly and decidedly replied: We cannot be ignored. 
The following stage of the work consisted of the workshop 
participants gluing onto a large sheet of paper, with a pho-
tograph of the film’s protagonist in the centre, tracings of 
their hands together with a drawing or a written description. 
All the hands faced towards Maryam. The children then read 
aloud their proposals, lifted the completed map and placed 
it vertically so that each one of them could stand next to it. 
The empty space left by the photograph of Maryam now 
showed their faces.

Thanks to this manoeuvre the youngest children found it 
easier to understand that we are all the same and that we 

5. Workshops for the youngest kids at the exhibition ‘Children of magic. African dolls and puppets’
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6, 7. Anti-discriminatory workshops for middle-school and secondary-school teachers carried out by Magdalena Sambor-Reinchardt within the conference 
‘Encountering the Other – together against prejudice and stereotypes’ 
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have similar priorities, dreams, and expectations concern-
ing the world and people (peers). One of girls attending the 
meeting declared: Wow, it’s just as if I were seeing myself, 
we have different coloured skin and hair (...) but the rest is 
the same (...) even our jackets are identical, and I too have 
a friend named Maya. We didn’t like each other at first but 
now they call us lovebirds.

Both documentaries carry a huge emotional load, supply 
a large dose of knowledge, and urge to re-verify opinions. By 
doing so, they mould the ability to interpret the world and 
to develop civic awareness and the capacity for assessing so-
cial phenomena. Moreover, they grant complicated political 
and social stories a human face, bring the viewer closer to 
a person from a different part of the world, and make it pos-
sible to better comprehend his situation. Both films often 
provoke talking about complex problems, such as whether 
the world is always and everywhere the same for everyone 
and are all aspects of reality as they seem to be. Finally, the 
documentaries show that the key to understanding another 
person is an attempt to see the world through his eyes.

Part of the workshops addressed to younger and older 
children featured also the kamishibai theatre. Work with 
the ‘theatre of narration’ produced a magical ambience. In 
an age of multimedia paper ‘slides’ are quite exceptional: 
the presentation hypnotises, calms, and concentrates at-
tention. While reading the text the narrator puts successive 
prompt cards aside and the audience is shown consecutive 
illustrations maintaining interest in an aura of the unusual. 
The story follows a slow course and the children have enough 
time for arranging their reflections – an extremely valuable 
procedure at a time when even the youngest are expected 

9. Workshops conducted in the museum with primary school children after the screening of The Quiet One as part of the Week of Global Education

8. A still from the film The Salt of the Earth by Juliano Ribeiro Salgado and 
Wim Wenders presented during the Global Education Week in the National 
Museum in Szczecin
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to hurry and make decisions quickly. The participant of the 
spectacle does not remain passive but is emotionally engaged 
in the fate of the dramatis personae. It might seem that all 
this is too much for the young recipient... nothing could be 
more wrong! Kamishibai renders the spectator sensitive, 
opens him up, and forces him to think and seek. Often the 
children created their own stories: presented with the main 
theme and without being told the end they were asked to 
continue the motif and to add their vision of events. This 
form enjoyed enormous interest and facilitated work with 
the youngest participants. The museum meetings used tales 
by Joanna Mueller: Szkoła Czi-tam, and Anna Onimichowska: 
Po drugiej stronie gór. 

Both for the authors and the presenters the Encountering 
the Other project proved to be an extremely important ex-
perience. By conducting it we learned how to prepare pupils 
for multiculturalism. First, we became convinced about the 
necessity of knowledge, which fills existing gaps that give rise 
to stereotypes. We also learned the value of encounters with 
the ‘Other’, and this turned out to be the key element of our 
programme. We found out that the topics with which we 
dealt in assorted forms of work with children, adolescents, 
and adults, are difficult, but essential in the praxis of bring-
ing up. Unfortunately, they are often relegated to the mar-
gin of daily education processes. Conversations held with 

educators – teachers and coaches – showed that the need 
for this type of activity is large, while tools and training that 
facilitate pertinent work are still insufficient. Work on the 
‘Encountering the Other’ project revealed numerous prob-
lems connected with communication, dialogue, and cultural 
identity. The introduction of children and young people to 
the world of ‘the Other’ is necessary and invaluable in the 
process of learning how to accept distinctness and varie-
ty. Mutual contacts and understanding offer a chance for 
peaceful co-existence and shape an attitude of sensitivity, 
comprehension, tolerance, acceptance, and solidarity with 
other societies, traits that favour facing current global pro-
cesses and overcoming stereotypes. Man is the sort of tree 
that experiences goodness and thus does not want to bear 
evil fruit.23 The important role of the ‘gardener’ who will 
take suitable care of that tree in order that we all may live 
better awaits pedagogues, teachers, and parents alike. 

***
We live at a time when migration movements are a natural 
phenomenon, typical for the contemporary open world. 
They are a source of inspiration and experiences for the 
‘old-familiar’ and ‘new-other’ inhabitants of a given region. 
Very often they point out that tolerance and openness are 

10. Workshops conducted in the museum with primary school children after the screening of The Quiet One as part of the Week of Global Education

(Photos: 1-7 – M. Wojtarowicz; 8 – shared with permission of the Documentary Academy 9, 10 – D. Baumgarten-Szczyrska)
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an asset despite certain incidents. Following stereotypes 
leads to the emergence of prejudices and becomes the 
reason why people different from others are relegated to 
the margin and stigmatised. Only conscientious knowledge 
about ‘the Others’ becomes the reason why we strive 
towards understanding and accepting them. Such mutual 
relations, however, are not always easy. Frequently, they 
demand involvement and willingness on both sides, as well 
as better familiarity. That, which is not comprehensible, 
obvious, and lucid produces fear and anxiety, an emotional 
state, which, in turn, becomes the cause of negative 
reception and aggression. Aleksandra Antonowicz-Cyglicka 

from Foundation Article 25 stressed: Education focused on 
building respect for all people regardless of race, culture, 
religion or economic status, as well as shaping an attitude 
of positive curiosity towards diversity is indispensable for 
survival in the present-day world. It is just as imperative 
for this diverse world to survive for successive generations. 
Encouraging children and adolescents to embrace tolerance 
and respect for the inhabitants of the poorest corners of the 
world, their culture and beliefs, is tantamount to constructing 
a feeling of global responsibility. Today’s children will live in 
a world in which thus formulated responsibility will be the 
condition for welfare.24
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DEAF AND HARD OF 
HEARING PEOPLE AS 
AWARE RECIPIENTS 
AND CREATORS OF THE 
CULTURAL OFFER
Lucyna Kościelniak
Institute of Polish Philology, University of Wrocław

Abstract: The article attempts to interpret accessing 
culture for people with hearing impairment from a 
perspective that takes into account social, cultural, and 
linguistic issues. The most important questions discussed in 
the first part of the article are the history of sign language 
and Deaf culture in Poland as well as ambiguities associated 
with distinguishing two methods of communication: sign 
language and signed system. Upon the basis of the above 
reflections the article considers the following issues: the 
role of the sign language interpreter in accessing culture 

and the part played by the Polish language as a precarious 
medium for conveying information to people with hearing 
impairment. The theoretical stratum of the text alternates 
with practical guidelines and solutions, which might 
facilitate creating an offer addressed to this particular 
type of museum visitor. The summary contains a list of 
the most interesting projects being conducted in Poland, 
which could provide valuable inspiration for beginners 
involved in organising events dedicated to the deaf and 
hard of hearing.

Keywords: sign language, signed system, contact signing, Deaf culture.

About 900 000 Poles suffer from serious hearing 
impairment1 – this is a highly differentiated group 
depending on the intensity of the dysfunction, preferred 
method of communication or personal decisions as well 
as identification with a concrete milieu. In our work, 
therefore, we encounter such definitions as: hearing 
impaired, hard of hearing, hearing disability, deaf, and 
many others. Regardless of this terminology, and thanks 
to the development of modern technology and widely 
comprehended social awareness, such persons increasingly 
often become guests of cultural institutions in which they 
seek and expect attractive events.

The accessibility of the educational-cultural offer addressed 
to this social group is systematically considered at pertinent 
conferences and in special-theme publications. In the 
course of recent years certain systemic solutions, excellently 

described by Anna Żórawska from the Culture Without 
Barriers Foundation, have been conceived. The author of 
this article accentuated the most significant question, i.e. 
the differentiation of the needs of the titular milieu and the 
reason why we cannot be content solely with technological 
solutions.2 The fundamental problem to be examined in 
this particular case deals with difficulties associated with 
linguistic barriers, resulting not only from familiarity (to 
a lesser or greater degree) with the Polish language but also 
from assorted variants of sign language communication.

Signed system or sign language?
The year 2017 marked the 200th anniversary of the Deaf 
and Dumb Institute in Warsaw, the first Polish school for 
children and adolescents with hearing impairment. This 
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date is identified with the origin of the Polish sign language,3 
i.e. a natural visual-spatial language with grammar different 
from the Polish phonic language. In 1880, upon the basis of 
resolutions passed at the Second International Congress on 
Education of the Deaf, special schools introduced the oral 
method, which assumed that with suitable didactic rigour 
deaf and hard of hearing pupils are capable of fluently 
mastering speaking and lip reading, and thus officially banned 
the use of sign language. The low level of special teaching, 
however, brought about a successive turnabout in deaf 
education and the introduction in the 1960s of a method 
of communication situated between phonic language and 
visual-spatial speech, namely the signed system. This literal 
translation of the Polish sign language preserves grammatical 
word order and inflexions as well as obligatory speech. Both 
forms of communication: sign language (PJM) and signed 
system (SJM)4 function up to this day – at least theoretically 
– among people with hearing impairment.

Despite its long history Polish sign language still continues 
to be insufficiently studied. Researchers base themselves 
predominantly on knowledge transmitted by its native 
users, but despite their hard work they do not possess 
representative data demonstrating the official version of 
PJM, understood by all Poles suffering from deafness.5 
Depending on a given region, milieu, age, and even the family 
environment in which a given person was brought up his/her 
lexical resource is different – sign language is full of variants 
and signs, which often complicate communication between 
its users. In addition, it contains neologisms and borrowings 
from foreign sign languages and remains under the impact 
of the Polish language and SJM. It is difficult, therefore, 
to speak about a “pure“ or official variant of PJM because 
even at language courses succumbing to standardisation it 
is possible to notice differences in transmitted signs and 
information. The sign-language system has been simplified 
from the time of its origin because its complete form (with 
inflexions and speech) proved to be wasteful; thus, it has 
grown slightly similar to sign language. We are, therefore, 
dealing with a certain language spectrum spanning between 
two points: PJM with visual-spatial grammar and SJM with 
Polish-language grammar. Individuals using sign language 
will situate themselves nearer to or further from those 
extremities depending on the sort of communication 
strategy they formed during their lifetime.

In the face of such a linguistic situation we ought to 
ask whether it is good practice to proclaim that an event 
organised by us will be translated into PJM or SJM so that 
our recipients could decide independently which form they 
regard to be more suitable. Linguists specialising in sign 
language stress that a declaration made by a deaf person 
about the method of communication used by him could be 
at odds with reality.6 The differentiation claiming that the 
Deaf (i.e. the culturally deaf) use the Polish sign language 
while the (ordinary) deaf opt for the signed system is 
misleading. Statistically, only 10% of children7 with hearing 
impairment are born in deaf families, and actually only 
they are capable of naturally mastering sign language. The 
remaining children learn it later – usually when they are of 
school age – from their peers, while their earlier form of 
communication depends predominantly upon the parents 
and the methods of treatment selected by them.8 If one 

were to define the culturally Deaf only via the earliest 
mastered language, then this group would be relatively 
small. If, however, we add the identity category then the 
group in question expands considerably.

The culture of the Deaf, specific for Poland but also similar 
to others across the world, came into being around sign 
language conceived as the binder of a certain community. 
Persons taking an active part in it declare that they are 
Deaf, with the capital letter accentuating that they consider 
themselves to be members of a linguistic minority.9 This is 
why it is possible to observe a fashion for nobilitating the 
natural sign language: many people are willing to proclaim 
that they use PJM and do not recognize SJM because the latter 
is at odds with their culture despite the fact that they grew 
up in families deaf for generations and their way of signing 
is decidedly closer to the signed system. The culture of the 
Deaf possesses certain motifs disclosed in, i.a. the visual arts, 
the most popular being hands, the ear, and the ‘family dog’ 
– an idea initiated by Susan Dupor and her celebrated canvas: 
Family Dog.10 Just as frequent is the motif of audism, i.e. the 
inappropriate attitude of those with normal hearing towards 
the deaf, with the former wrongly claiming the right to decide 
about the latter’s needs, contrasted with the pride in their 
distinctness demonstrated by the Deaf. Just as necessary 
is an awareness of the existence of persons harbouring 
radical views and creating around sign language an elite of 
the ‘purebred Deaf’ hostile towards bilingual persons and 
functioning among those with normal hearing.11

The process of distinguishing recipients of cultural 
events organised by us into those using PJM and SJM is by 
no means obvious or, apparently, necessary. The deaf are 
accustomed to the fact that their milieu uses different sign 
languages according to the given region, age, and origin, 
and, as rule, are familiar with numerous variants of signs 
and willing to learn new ones. Contacts with those of normal 
hearing demands flexibility so that communicating could be 
effective and efficient. In sporadic situations someone wants 
to accuse us of incompetence and disrespect for the culture 
of the Deaf. Thanks to an enormous differentiation caused 
by the degree of hearing loss and mode of communication 
this milieu devised not only linguistic tolerance but also 
the skill of negotiating a code with the interlocutor. (…) 
Contact between two different languages, between those 
of normal hearing and Deaf users of sign language always 
leads to a simultaneous emergence of (…) contact signing, 
i.e. signing in a situation of linguistic contact when assorted 
forms of the sign language system are used interchangeably 
depending on the given situation.12 The most important is to 
show initiative, to open up towards visitors using a different 
language in our cultural institution, to prepare ourselves 
professionally for their visit, and not to pay attention to the 
textbook form of sign language or the signed system.

Role of interpreters in accessing culture
The foundation of the activity pursued by the majority of 
accessible institutions are sign language interpreters but 
finding a suitable person with whom it would be possible 
to establish co-operation on a permanent basis proves to 
be extremely difficult. The first reason is the direct result of 
the status of PJM mentioned in the previous paragraph: the 
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Polish sign language is not as yet systematised and signs are 
differentiated not only regionally but also due to generations, 
professions, and families; in addition, it is affected by assorted 
interferences by the Polish language and the signed system. 
It is thus difficult to create concrete solutions and standards 
of the work conducted by interpreters. Practice shows that 
a good interpreter is not only a person who fluently masters 
the material taught at a language course (be it PJM or SJM), 
but who will also demonstrate a flexible approach to his 
tasks and remain constantly in touch with people using sign 
language. Consequently, the interpreter will be capable of 
adapting his manner of signing to the group with which he 
co-operates at the given movement and of controlling on 
a daily basis whether this group understands the transmitted 
communiqués. For the less experienced interpreter such 
rapid insight into the linguistic situation of his recipients 
and awareness whether he is being understood can pose an 
extremely demanding task. A solution could involve requesting 
that groups planning to visit our institution guarantee their 
own interpreter (as a rule, associations of this sort have such 
a permanent co-worker). If we are unable to cover the costs 
of a specialist, then it seems polite to propose reduced costs 
of the guided tour or to ensure free of charge entry.

A successive difficulty in finding a professional sign 
language interpreter is the outcome of the history of this 
profession, which evolved quite differently than that of the 
phonic language interpreter.13 Initially, work performed by 
the sign language interpreter was conceived predominantly 
as a way of compensating the disability – a task undertaken 
mainly by members of the closest family without suitable 
training. Signing, therefore, was not connected with 
any sort of social prestige. Only when sign language was 
recognized as a foreign language did the situation change 
and professionalisation followed.

We should remain aware of the fact that sign language 
interpreters work on a daily basis primarily in schools, offices, 
courts or medical institutions because these are the domains 
in which they are needed by members of those communities 
or the clients of those subjects. A few co-operate regularly 
with cultural institutions and thus possess a suitable 
vocabulary and sufficient general knowledge to undertake 
more difficult translations. Upon several occasions the author 
of this text experienced situations when an interpreter 
recommended by the deaf refused to co-operate because 
he felt incompetent in a given field. A lack of specialists is the 
reason why work on accessibility becomes extremely complex 
and requires time – searching for an interpreter is decidedly 
not enough and it is worthwhile making it easier for him to 
prepare himself for a concrete commissioned task by devising 
a brief scenario (of the lecture, the art exhibition preview, 
etc.) upon whose basis he would be able to find suitable signs 
ahead of time. In the case of a museum exhibition guided 
tour we can propose a list of professional terms connected 
with our institution and make it possible for the interpreter 
to meet a staff member so as to become acquainted with the 
exposition and to dispel eventual doubts. Such consultations 
not only facilitate preparation as regards terminology but also 
suitable organisation. The custodians of a given exhibition 
or museum educators have their favourite spots where they 
stop in the course of a tour – and are often unaware that 
this could become a spatial problem for the accompanying 

interpreter. The person using sign language should never 
stand with his back to sources of light (e.g. a window) for two 
reasons: so that his face could be seen and because watching 
the interpreter against the light is uncomfortable and makes 
it decidedly difficult to observe him. Just as troublesome are 
shaded places or those, which distract (e.g. a large backdrop) 
– the background behind the interpreter should be as uniform 
as possible. Arranging consultations prior to the tour will 
cause all those present to feel more comfortable (including 
those staff members who rarely deal with so-called special 
needs groups).

Language preparations can be also made easier by 
recommending to the interpreter credible publications and 
dictionaries written in recent years with the co-operation 
of the cultural institution and the deaf. The first such aid is 
a lexicon conceived by the Group of Deaf Artists (GAG)14, 
containing signs from the domain of the fine arts, including 
highly specialised ones, which occur in the Polish sign 
language, and those borrowed from foreign sign languages or 
created specially for the needs of the lexicon. GAG is also the 
co-author (together with the Zachęta National Gallery of Art 
and the National Museum in Warsaw) of Encyklopedia Sztuki 
w PJM,15 in which we find brief definitions of terms from this 
range. A similar initiative, albeit encompassing a different 
thematic category, is Minisłownik pojęć historycznych w 
PJM, written upon the basis of workshops involving two 
editions of a historical project coordinated by the Culture 
Without Barriers Foundation.16 The purpose of those 
initiatives was the creation of educational material allowing 
persons with hearing impairment to enjoy full participation 
in cultural life; in my opinion, they are also a valuable source 
of knowledge for interpreters and facilitate their work not 
only owing to familiarity with signs but also by making 
possible descriptive translations should such a need arise.

Significance of the Polish language in the 
community of the deaf
In order to function efficiently and independently persons 
hard of hearing must be bilingual. The natural communication 
method is sign language corresponding to the visual-spatial 
order of thought, but the Polish language – at least its written 
variant – is indispensable for establishing contact with the 
majority of people: civil servants, teachers, co-workers, 
and frequently members of one’s closest family. The Polish 
language is also a carrier of national heritage – the values that 
are the reason why we consider ourselves to be Poles. The 
national anthem, the literary canon, patriotic songs, proverbs 
– all are written down for the Deaf in a language, which they 
absorb as a second and thus foreign language. Despite the 
fact that they use the Polish language for many years the level 
of mastering it remains extremely divergent and, as a rule, 
low. This is due, predominantly, to a hampered attainment 
of the phonic language, which, for obvious reasons, is 
inaccessible. The universal conviction that lip reading suffices 
to understand those of normal hearing is untrue, because the 
majority of consonants in the Polish language are articulated 
inside the oral cavity – this method, therefore, does not make 
it feasible to immerse oneself fully in the language.

The model of bilingual teaching is only now being 
introduced into special schools, since the methodology of 
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teaching Polish calls for changes. Glottodidactics instructors 
and linguists stress the existence of a vicious circle revealed 
in the fact that if a deaf person does not understand a given 
structure then it becomes simplified at school, but such 
simplification does not offer the deaf a chance for linguistic 
development, which, as a consequence, results in not 
understanding successive structures.17 The outcome of this 
situation is mastering the Polish language upon an elementary 
level, which does not permit fluid communication with those 
of normal hearing via writing. This is also the reason why it is 
incorrect to assume that the Deaf do not require any special 
facilities because they can read descriptions of the exhibits or 
the programme contained in the catalogue. In such instances 
the ability to read does not denote total comprehension of 
texts often written in an official and sophisticated language. If, 
however, we change the perspective of viewing the deaf and 
see them not as ‘silent strangers’ then we could create aids 
that – when we do not have at our disposal a sign language 
interpreter – will make it easier for them to make their way 
in our institution. It suffices to introduce into communication 
the principles of plain language adopted to deaf Poles18 and 
to devise information texts, e.g. exhibition guidebooks, 
brochures, and folders according to those rules.

Involvement of the deaf into accessing 
culture – summary
The creation by cultural institutions, including museums, 
of an educational-cultural offer adapted to the needs of 
visitors suffering from hearing impairment constitutes an 
immense challenge based on the task of interpreting not 
only words into gestures but also phonic and linear culture 
into visual and simultaneous culture. Practice shows that 
those solutions and projects whose realisation directly 
engages the deaf and hard of hearing pass the test best 
of all. The author of this article cited examples which she 
found to be the most interesting, although she also urged 
to embark upon independent quests – especially in the 
closest environment and on the websites of the Culture 
Without Barriers Foundation and the Foundation for 
Audiodescription Progress ‘Katarynka’, working for years 
for the sake of accessing culture to the disabled.

One of the best-known and recognizable initiatives of 

this sort are monthly meetings held as part of the Zachęta 
Signs! cycle19 organised by the Zachęta National Gallery of 
Art. A deaf educator – Daniel Kotowski – acts as a guide at 
currently presented exhibitions and is translated into the 
Polish phonic language. Such a reversal of the scheme is an 
extremely interesting experience not only for the deaf, who 
eagerly make use of this opportunity, but also for those of 
normal hearing, who interact with contemporary art from the 
perspective of an unfamiliar language. A similar undertaking 
was broached by the Pan Tadeusz Museum in Wrocław, where 
four deaf artists interpreted selected fragments of the Pan 
Tadeusz national epic poem in accordance with the principles 
of sign language.20 This event possessed dual merits – on the 
one hand, it brought persons with hearing impairment closer 
to one of the best-known works in Polish literature, and, on 
the other hand, it promoted the language and culture of the 
Deaf among those of normal hearing. An exceptional initiative 
placing the deaf in the very centre of the artistic message was 
realised in 2016 at Nowy Teatr in Warsaw. Wojtek Ziemilski 
and Wojciech Pustoła directed the spectacle: Jeden gest (One 
Gesture),21 in which the hard of hearing chief protagonists 
tell about their life and linguistic experiences. Four narrators 
represented assorted approaches to the culture of the Deaf as 
well as PJM and SJM, which could comprise thought-provoking 
educational material for persons interested in this topic. Finally, 
it is worth mentioning activity pursued in Lublin as part of the 
‘Give me a sign’ project,22 whose program is co-created by the 
interested parties. The title evokes the phenomenon of the 
deaf becoming accustomed to cultural institutions, which up 
to now they had visited rarely, by granting them their own sign 
- a proper name in sign language.

Preparing a programme in co-operation with the deaf is 
the reason why planned events become two-directional: 
on the one hand, they open up culture to persons with 
hampered access to it, and, on the other hand, they make it 
possible for them to propose its unique reinterpretation by 
applying a new medium, i.e. sign language. Such meetings 
and events are an interesting experience not only for 
persons with hearing impairment but also for those of 
normal hearing, who via contact with works of art, different 
from the heretofore one, now look at them from another 
perspective, discover their new meanings, and become 
better acquainted with the culture of the Deaf.
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MARITIME MUSEUMS 
AND MONUMENTS’ 
PROTECTION IN CHINA
Robert Domżał
National Maritime Museum in Gdańsk

Abstract: The article presents the latest tendencies in 
museology in China, with emphasis placed on institutions 
dealing with maritime cultural heritage. The author di-
scusses various forms of communication and narration in 
museums, and mentions the issue of the so-called virtual 
and interactive exhibition forms. He presents the so-called 
Cultural Revolution in China in the 1950s against its histo-
rical background, when priceless architectural monuments 
and works of art were destroyed. Later in the article the 
author focuses on the protection of maritime heritage and 
highlights the role of shipwrecks. The latter are devoted a lot 
of space and the author presents the potential which is hid-
den at the bottom of the South China Sea. Brought wrecks 

undergo conservation treatment and are again exhibited in 
newly-built museums. Exhibitions are at a very high level 
and technical solutions used, in terms of methods of explo-
ring and exhibiting, attract experts from all over the world. 
Not all of the institutions built in China in the 21st centu-
ry may boast rich monument collections. The majority of 
museums resemble rather science parks and experimental 
centres where new technologies prevail and interactive exhi-
bitions have nothing to do with traditional museums with 
exhibits. It is this lack of original monuments that is a distin-
ctive feature of Chinese museums. The state is trying to fill 
those gaps with archaeological artefacts gained from land 
and underwater excavations.

Keywords: maritime museology, China, historic monument protection, archaeology knowledge.

Virtual or real?
Forms of conveying messages have for several years 
decades been undergoing a constant evolution. Had we 
asked 20 years ago the question whether a museum could 
exist without monuments, the answer would have been 
unequivocal. There are no museums without genuine 
exhibits, a monument is the ‘essence’ and content of 
a museum. Similarly as in the question of a so-called virtual 
museum. A portal can be virtual, so can a database with 
monuments, but can a museum be virtual? After all, it 
is nothing else but a kind of a website, a portal one can 
visit and view various virtually created beings on the 
screen. Today nobody is surprised hearing the term ‘virtual 
museum’. The concepts: visualization, digitalization, 
modelling, 3D, augmented reality, an Oculus-type device 
transferring us into such augmented reality – all having 
sneaked into our language in the recent years, have settled 

in well. Museum professionals do not have the least doubt 
that all the ‘virtual beings’ (digitalized museum objects) 
should be complementary to real monuments that do 
exist in reality. Does everybody, however, want to see the 
originals and commune with them? What do young people 
expect: those surfing in the net, not reading books, only 
PDF files posted online, or eagerly listening to audio books? 
Maybe a museum in the future will be to a greater extent 
virtual rather than real, just like a great number of our 
museum collections which we have been digitizing year after 
year, posting them online. Most likely serious studies on the 
topic are being written.1    

Two years ago an application was submitted to the 
International Congress of Maritime Museums (ICMM) for 
a virtual maritime museum from Finland to be admitted as 
a Congress member. In this case, the ‘virtual’ meant entirely 
online, without any real monuments. What added a piquancy 
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to the application was the fact that the group of people behind  
was in litigation with the Finnish government and the Office for 
Monument Protection in Helsinki for the rights to the real mo-
numents of the eighteenth-century wreck of  the Vrouw Maria 
that sank on the Baltic Sea filled with art pieces and jewellery 
for Tsarina Catherine I. The monuments that lie on the seabed! 
Unable to obtain the authorization to take over the cargo, the 
discoverers of the wreck decided to create a virtual museum 
online presenting the ‘treasures’ of this unique archaeological 
site. The ICMM Board did not agree to violate their fundamen-
tal rule of accepting as members only those museums which 
own real actual monuments. The application was rejected. 

The above reflections are an introduction to analysing an 
interesting phenomenon of mounting exhibitions and buil-
ding new museums in the People’s Republic of China, na-
mely in the country in which we could expect an abundance 
of exhibits and artefacts related to China’s century-long rich 
culture. The Republic of Poland became the People’s Republic 
of Poland after WW II, thus the country run by ‘the people’, 
identified with the working class. However our culture sur-
vived that challenging period. The price we paid was very 
high, yet the national identity, monuments, museums survi-
ved. Actually, even new museums were established over the 
period, among them the institution that I work for on daily 
basis. In China, however, culture and museology lived a totally 
different history in the 1970s than in Poland.

Cultural Revolution

In the mid-1950s, Mao Zedong proposed his own con-
cept of the Communist system, which differed from the 
Soviet one, and was later referred to as Maoism. The 
regime was to be based, not on the working class, as in 
the Soviet Union, since in China this class was not sufficien-
tly educated and numerous, but on peasants who domina-
ted that huge rural country. Mao decided to industrialize 
it. His belief was that when mobilizing millions of poorly 
qualified labour, he would succeed in transforming China. 
Regrettably, this led to a widespread crisis and famine; 
Mao’s opponents tried to remove him from the leading po-
sition, yet he decided to deal with them resorting to the 
army that was loyal to him. He then proclaimed the so- 
-called Cultural Revolution meant to create a new model 
of the state, an entirely new democracy and new culture. 
It all began in May 1966 with purges and revolts at univer-
sities. Young students and workers began organizing them-
selves in Red Guard units, blindly obedient to the leader. 
Millions of young members of the Red Guard began a rebel-
lion and eradicating of the old ideas, culture, habits, monu-
ments, The country immersed itself in a revolutionary chaos. 
‘Bourgeois’ architecture, monuments, temples, museums 
were destroyed. Not even the Great Wall was spared, from 
which millions of bricks were robbed. Scientists and artists 

1. Oculus device which transfers the viewer into the so-called augmented reality – in Poland one of the first devices of this kind was used during a temporary 
exhibition entitled ‘Ships – our passion’ organised by the Remontowa Holding in Gdańsk
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were persecuted. It can be concluded that over 10 years the 
extremely rich and unique Chinese culture was annihilated. 
The country was brought to the brink of civil war. Mao died, 
yet the effects of his activity within culture could still be 
felt in the country for years to come. Despite the traumatic 
experience the Chinese suffered under Mao’s leadership, 
there are still places in the country where he is as worship-
ped as Buddha. In many chapels and shrines peasants, mis-
sing the people’s commune, place the photo of the ‘Great 
Helmsman’ next to other deities. Recently, his several-metre 
high statue has been erected in the Gansu Province. 

   When the Communist Party took control over the co-
untry in 1949, China boasted merely 49 museums. During 
the Revolution, many of them were destroyed. Still, it has 
to borne in mind that opening collections to the public has 
never been a Chinese tradition. The most precious art and 
jewellery collections were kept away from the people, in 
the Summer Palace not far from the so-called Forbidden 
City in Beijing. Since the reforms launched after 1978 the 
number of museums has been showing a snowball effect. 
The capital in each province desires to raise a new museum 
building, even if inside there is hardly anything to display. In 
the five-year development strategy adopted in 2009, culture 
was upgraded to the level of a ‘strategic industry’. It is to be 
‘the nation’s spirit and soul’, and yield at least 5 per cent of 
the domestic GDP.2  

The museum building boom started in China in ca 2000, 
the country featuring at the time 1.198 museums. Over the 
next 12 years, the number almost tripled. Several reasons 
account for that, among them the desire to symbolically 
emphasize the country’s history and consolidate the natio-
nal pride. Multi-million projects, often resulting in architec-
tural gems on a world scale, are earnestly supported by the 
government. As observed by Andrzej Rottermund in the pre-
vious issue of ‘Muzealnictwo’ (No. 56), there have been no 
habit of museum visiting in the recent decades. These in-
stitutions may thus soon face problems with an insufficient 
number of visitors.3 There should be no concern as for their 
financing, however, if the government continues to gene-
rously support them, and as long as they develop different 
forms of commercial activity. The latter, as the matter of 
fact, often seems to be more successful than in European 
museums. Time will show to what extent those Chinese in-
stitutions have become tools of the state’s ‘soft policies’ and 
the country’s cultural ambassadors. 

Dispersed monuments
In this context it is necessary to realize that China’s material 
legacy has been dispersed throughout the world. Parts of 
the priceless collections have been illegally taken to Europe 
and the United States, and have continued objects for sale. 
In 2015, there was quite an outcry because of the mummi-
fied Buddhist monk, stolen in 1995 from a small shrine in the 
village of Yangchun, Fujian Province (south-eastern China). 
This unique monument, decorated with gold, is about 1.000 
years old. In March, the object appeared in an exhibition 
at the Hungarian Natural History Museum in Budapest. In 
the course of the conducted investigation it was difficult to 
retrace the robbery. The object belongs to a private collec-
tor from the Netherlands, who purchased it in 1995 from 

another collector, who, in his turn, had got it from a Hong-
Kong dealer. 

Provided good will is shown by the parties, and the case 
enjoys the media support, robbed works can sometimes be 
recovered. The Christie’s Auction House has put on sale two 
historic Chinese bronze heads worth about $ 38 million.4 
In order to save face and clients in China, where Christie’s 
had just opened the first in the country licensed Western 
auction house, the company’s owners bought the exhibits in 
2013, and donated them to the National Museum of China.5    

Maritime cultural legacy
The 17th International Congress of Maritime Museums held in 
the Chinese cities of Hong Kong and Macau in November 2015, 
provided an opportunity for a closer look at the Asian recipe to 
regain the lost national identity, at the reconstruction of mu-
seums, and the policy of monuments’ protection. The Congress 
was organized by the maritime museums located in those ci-
ties, now forming centres of Special Administrative Regions, 
actually governed by China as of 1997.

The Congress was attended by ca 110 individuals from 22 
countries and 6 continents, e.g. from Canada, US, Australia, 
New Zealand, South America, and obviously Europe. The 
Congress’s overall topic was ‘The East Meeting the West’, 
though some papers were dedicated to saving the maritime 
cultural legacy in China.  

In order to bring ancient Chinese sailing legacy closer to 
the worldwide public, last year an organization resembling 
ICMM, and grouping about 20 Chinese maritime museums 
was founded. Its official members already included the two 
above-mentioned maritime museums: the  private muse-
um in Ningbo, and the largest China Maritime Museum in 
Shanghai. The online newsletter of the Chinese network of 
maritime museums will have a special column dedicated 
to international issues and the International Congress of 
Maritime Museums. Thanks to this establishments from 
the distant corners of the world will be given an opportu-
nity to get to know each other better, to exchange informa-
tion, exhibitions, and to conduct shared research. 

Projects aimed at preserving the maritime, underwa-
ter included, cultural heritage have been hitting stumbling 
blocks in Asia. Let us illustrate this with the example of the 
display of extremely precious monuments acquired from 
the Belitung wreck (9th century) discovered off the coast 
of Indonesia. 6 The monuments, mainly ceramics, but also 
rich silver and gold jewellery, were excavated by a private 
exploration company, practically without any archaeolo-
gical supervision. The collection, in the form of a tempo-
rary travelling exhibit, has been offered as a commercial 
project to many prestigious museums, e.g. Washington 
D.C.’s Smithsonian Institution in 2011 and the Hong Kong 
Maritime Museum in 2013. The collection owner was sued 
in Indonesian court. ICMM Board authorized the Congress’s 
President to issue a written opinion on the collection. 
Following consultation with underwater archaeologists, 
ICMM issued a negative recommendation not to rent the 
collection that had been acquired violating the UNESCO re-
gulations related to underwater archaeological sites. Before 
this was formulated, the Hong Kong Maritime Museum had 
undertaken endeavours meant to acquire the Exhibition. It 
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took several months and a lot of determination to convince 
the Museum’s Board and Management to change this deci-
sion. ICMM even resorted to claiming that if they refused, 
the 2015 ICMM would not be held in China. Fortunately, 
the compromise was worked out in time, This very case and 
similar alike, e.g. of the commercial exploration company 
excavating monuments from the famous Titanic in 2014, 
made ICMM reactivate the once suspended Maritime 
Archaeology Committee meant to provide their opinion on 
similar cases, and comprising five experts from Europe and 
the United States.7   

The above-described example of the unique Belitung 
wreck collection had one more major repercussion for 
Chinese museology. The vessel on the Java Sea seabed was 
identified as an Arab dhau. This is the oldest Arab ship of the 
type discovered in the Asian waters, which confirmed scho-
lars’ theory of some intense maritime trade contacts within 
Asia. This fact serves as one more proof for the existence 
of the so-called Maritime Silk Road that operated parallel 
to the much better investigated one on land. Thus Chinese 
museum professionals decided to mount an exhibition that 
would make the European public acquainted with the topic, 
meant to be shown in major maritime museums around 

Europe, this including the National Maritime Museum in 
Gdansk. Unfortunately, the exhibition was to lack any ge-
nuine monuments, however it was meant to feature mainly 
models of Chinese merchant boats (the largest 5.5 m long 
and over 3 m high), copies of maps, boatbuilding tools, and 
visualizations. Just the very transportation of a substantial 
number of large-scale models was a logistic challenge in it-
self. The Ningbo Maritime Museum that was implementing 
the project is one of the newly-established maritime mu-
seums in China. A private institution, it was set up by the 
local businessman Feijun You about 10 years ago. The collec-
tion of the Museum are ship models from different periods, 
built presently by a team of model makers, co-working with 
the Museum, who also offer models for sale to other mu-
seums, domestically and abroad. So far, they have created 
over 150 of such objects. The high-profile models are based 
on history knowledge and research of a group of scholars 
associated in the Institute of Old Chinese Ships, affiliated 
to the Ningho Maritime Museum, and established by the 
same individual who founded the Museum. This is a very 
pragmatic solution which brings together various forms of 
museum’s commercial activities under one logo: a museum, 
a model-making workshop, and a research institute. A large 

2. Junk model, Lu Meimao (Green Eyebrow), depicts the most distinctive features of old junks of the Ningbo City, Zhejiang Province in China
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company, as it writes about itself in information leaflets, 
it brings together China’s best specialists in the history of 
sailing in the past, which is an undeniable fact.8 Its goal is 
to promote the idea of the ‘Maritime Silk Road’, research 
into the maritime cultural legacy, and its presentation to 
the world. 9 However, in the Ningbo Museum no genuine 
historic models or monuments, in the traditional meaning 
of the word, are to be found.

The idea of the development of the ‘Maritime Silk Road’ 
is being implemented in the broadly conceived economic 
terms before our eyes. This translates into definite economic 
and political activities between China and Europe, including 
Poland. In 2014,  the ‘Silk Road Fund’ was established, with $ 
40 billion reserved to establish new economic ties between 
the countries located along the ancient route. Interestingly, 
Poland is to be the key country, safeguarding the success 
of the project. It is in Poland that new logistics centres will 
be placed for the further distribution into the remaining 
European countries of commodities and goods produced in 
the Middle Kingdom. Enormous money will follow for servi-
cing the transit and the strategic economic alliance between 
Warsaw and Beijing. In the vicinity of Łódź plans have been 
made for the main logistics centre. Poland is thus to play 
the role of the main hub at the western end of the Road.

Maritime museology 
The China Maritime Museum in Shanghai is a flagship natio-
nal institution dedicated to maritime history, maritime tra-
de, shipbuilding, and activities alike. A state establishment, 
it amazes with extraordinary architecture, resembling two 

abstract sails, and was ceremoniously opened in 2010, with 
the construction process having cost ca $ 74 million. History-
focused exhibition area is housed on 3 storeys, their space 
totalling over 46.000 sq m. Next to obligatory dozens of mo-
dels of different eras, replicas of navigational instruments, 
stories of the national hero, explorer, diplomat, Admiral 
Zheng He (1371–1435) are to be found; the display is also 
to  boost patriotism by showing the past, the present, and 
the future of Chinese maritime industry. The Museum’s cen-
tral part features a huge life-size boat model that visitors can 
go aboard of. The display is completed with a 3 D cinema 
and various navigating simulators. A substantial part of the 
display is targeted at children providing interactive display 
that prevents young visitors from getting bored. 

The Hong Kong Maritime Museum presents a totally diffe-
rent type institution. It was launched, among others, on the 
initiative of rich navigation companies that had been consoli-
dating their power over the past century when the region was 
controlled by Great Britain. A cosy building of the ferry pier, 
it is located along possibly the most beautiful embankment 
worldwide called ‘Victoria Harbour’. A two-floor building, it 
houses exhibitions on three storeys. On the 2nd floor, a pic-
turesque restaurant with a vast terrace overlooking the port 
can be found. The main topic of the display is the history of 
Chinese navigation, divided into: the ground-floor covering 
the ancient history and the Middle Ages, with contemporary 
navigation occupying the 1st and the 2nd floor. Among these 
topics displayed over the space of 4.000 sq m, tourists are all 
inevitably attracted by the topic of piracy on the South China 
Sea. The exhibitions are professionally produced, aesthetical, 
and in view of the amount of information provided as well 

3. Maritime Museum building in Hong Kong – initially one of 8 ferry terminals built in 2006 which replaced earlier generations of ferry harbours which had 
existed there from 1890; the majority of those terminals serve shipping objectives
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as the number of the displayed exhibits, quite well balan-
ced. Among the presented objects, it is almost impossible 
to find exhibits that are over 50 years old. Justice, however, 
has to be done to the concept and narrative of the exhibi-
tion, since they really render well the idea of the originators 
of the display, which aimed at emphasizing the twentieth-
-century navigation, maritime commerce, development of 
ferry terminals, and types of ships built in Hong Kong. There 
is a large conference hall on the first floor, which served as 
the venue for the main part of the ICMM Congress. The only 
awkward experience was the visit to the Museum Shop whe-
re one can purchase genuine monuments that come… from 
ship wrecks. As it turns out, trading the monuments excava-
ted from the wrecks of the ships sunk in south-eastern Asia 
is by no means controlled. Underwater excavations in China, 
Indonesia, or the Philippines, are conducted by private ex-
ploring companies, which can keep 75 per cent of the monu-
ments’ substance, with only 25 per cent reaching the state. 
Private companies can legally resell monuments in free mar-
ket. Thus the process is legal, however not ethical with regard 
to the UNESCO Underwater Cultural Heritage Convention of 
2001 and ICOM Code of Ethics.10 In view of this, ICMM Board 
is preparing a special note on the need to comply with the 
standards of trade of monuments acquired from underwater 
archaeological research by maritime museums. The special 
ICMM Maritime Archaeology Committee is to work out a do-
cument identifying the peculiar role of depositaries of this 
type of cultural heritage by maritime museums. Regrettably, 
in the above-mentioned 2001 UNESCO Convention the role 
of maritime museums is practically unnoticed, and except for 
one case, almost entirely neglected.    

Meanwhile, it is maritime archaeology that is a really a hot 
topic in China right now. In an attempt to make up for the 

years-long backwardness in culture, and to acquire genuine 
monuments, extensive archaeological excavations are con-
ducted. Among them mention can be made of the world-for-
mat investigation of the Nanhai No. 1  wreck discovered in 
the western part of the Pearl River (Zhu Jiang) estuary which 
marked the commencement of the ‘Maritime Silk Road’.11 
Sunk in the period of the Song Dynasty in 1127–1279, it is 
now displayed in a purposefully built museum. Discovered 
by accident in 1987 by an Anglo-Chinese expedition in search 
of another wreck of a Dutch ship of the West India Company, 
it is exceptionally well preserved. Assessment has been made 
that it had on board between 60.000 and 80.000  precious 
monuments, particularly ceramic pieces. After a preliminary 
archaeological investigation an unusual excavation method 
was chosen, as the decision was made to excavate the who-
le vessel as it was. It was raised in a steel container that 
had been placed under the wreck. The container was closed 
from the bottom and the whole was lifted in 2007. In or-
der to display this unique object a huge Maritime Silk Road 
Museum was built, its glazed walls directly overlooking the 
beaches of the South China Sea.   

Only two complete shipwrecks of exceptional importance 
for Europe’s history have been excavated in their entirety and 
have been displayed. The older of them is the famous English 
flagship Mary Rose, the pride of Henry VIII, which sunk in the 
Solent Straits in July 1545. The rediscovered ship was raised 
in its entirety in 1982. She is now on display at the newly-
-opened museum in Portsmouth designed purposefully for 
her. Another case of raising an entire ship’s hull of a very im-
portant ship took place in Sweden. In 1628, the Vasa ship, 
pride of the Swedish navy,  was launched, and was to be ad-
mired by the King and a crowd of spectators during her mai-
den voyage. Engineering errors and an unlucky coincidence 

4. Maritime Silk Route Museum was built to present a unique exhibition of the Nanhai 1 wreck; huge windows overlook the beach of the South China Sea
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were the reason why the heavily overburdened vessel, ha-
ving received a side gust of wind, inclined badly enough for 
water to have entered through its open gunports. Instead 
of the expected triumph, the King was humiliated watching 
the flagship of his navy sink before a crowd of spectators. In 

1961, the ship was raised following excavations, and right 
now she ranks among Stockholm’ s greatest attractions. In 
2014, the number of the visitors to the Vasa Museum went 
over 1 million, this causing the need to alter a part of the in-
frastructure, unprepared to welcome so many people.     

5. Thousands of dishes lingering between the bulkheads of the wreck used to be one of the main commodity – in 2010 preliminary excavation works were 
carried out before filling the tank with water

6. China Port Museum in Ningbo is connected with one of three National Centres of Underwater Cultural Heritage Protection
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The two above cases of raising famous ships resem-
bled slightly. Before the raising, the vessels had been tho-
roughly investigated while still on the seabed. A detailed 
documentation was prepared, monuments were raised, 
and the hulls were lifted only after bigger monuments 
had been removed. The Chinese method was completely 
different. The on-site exploration of the wreck was not 
conducted, as the researchers did not want to disturb the 
ship’s structure or to conduct works with limited visibility 
underwater. Therefore the wreck was raised with the frag-
ment of the seabed that surrounded it. After the wreck 
had been placed in the museum, it was again under water 
and it can be watched from higher galleries, and so can 
be the... maritime archaeologists working on it. This unu-
sual solution is greatly praised worldwide, while experts, 
among others those from the Portsmouth and Stockholm 
Museums, point out to the advantages of the method. The 
vessel is explored with no time pressure, in its natural en-
vironment, yet under the roof and in comfortable condi-
tions. However, care has been taken for water around the 
monument to have the same temperature and chemical 
composition as the water that had surrounded the wreck 
for the last centuries. The extracted monuments, following 
conservation, are displayed at the Museum. The building 
itself, called ‘The Crystal Palace’, has been raised on an epic 
scale to ultimately house about 300.000 monuments. It is 
not as swarmed with tourists as the Vasa in Stockholm, 
since it is located away from large cities, on the Island of 
Hailing Yangjiang, Guangdong Province. 

The discovery of the Nanhai 1 wreck (No. 1 to distin-
guish it from other wrecks identified on the seabed in the 
area) is comparable to the discovery of the famous Chinese 

terracotta army unearthed in the tomb of the first Chinese 
Emperor Qin Shi Huang (210 B.C.).12 With it the Maritime 
Silk Road Museum has turned into one of the most impor-
tant museums of maritime heritage worldwide.

Realising that no contemporary models of ancient vessels 
can replace authentic monuments, Chinese archaeologists, 
in order to acquire genuine exhibits, have begun further lar-
ge-scale underwater excavations. In 2008, Ningbo Historic 
Museum was opened; showing the history of the city and 
harbour of Ningbo, it goes back almost 7.000 years. Currently, 
Ningbo is a large booming port. Some tourists claim, howe-
ver, that just the Museum’s unique architecture is more im-
pressive than the exhibition inside. Which is not surprising, 
since the designer of the extraordinary building that resem-
bles a ship, Wang Shu, was awarded the Pritzker Architecture 
Prize in 2012. 13 On the other hand, this unusual building was 
raised with recycled materials from the old districts of the 
town, so it has a historic value in itself. Moreover, the new 
China Port Museum in Ningbo launched in October 2014 is 
quite unique as well. It is connected with one of the three 
National Underwater Cultural Heritage Protection Bases. 
Apart from the exhibition showing the history of navigation 
and the port of Ningbo, it also features conserved relics of 
shipwrecks and a small display dedicated to maritime archae-
ology. Otherwise, the building loaded with electronics and 
modern multimedia features no genuine monuments. The 
Museum is closer in its profile to a scientific centre than to an 
institution collecting monuments. Maritime archaeologists 
in China will shortly be given a new tool, namely a modern 
research ship with a displacement of 580 tons. Additionally, 
two more National Underwater Cultural Heritage Protection 
Bases are planned: in Shanghai and Xiamen. 

7. Nanhai 1 wreck currently rests in a pool filled with sea water
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The most European in style displays can be found at 
the Maritime Museum in Macau, raised on the site where 
Portuguese explorers landed in 1553. The three-floor bu-
ilding resembling a sailing ship, houses exhibitions spea-
king of the maritime history of Macau, China, and Portugal. 
Divided into 5 sections, the exhibitions tell the story of the 
local fishing, geographic discoveries, and Portuguese explo-
ration, as well as marine transport and navigation. The ba-
sement features large tanks with different Asian fish species 
and a rich collection of exotic shells. This institution boasts 
far more museum exhibits than the previously described 
museums. The central part of the display features a several-
-metre long model of a muscle-powered river sidewheeler. 
Such technologically advanced ships, built from the times of 
the Tang Dynasty (618–907) and throughout the next centu-
ries, were the basis of China’s maritime domination in this 
part of the world. .

Résumé 
All the exhibitions I have seen at the Chinese museums are 
of high factual and aesthetical profile. It should be borne in 
mind, however, that the institutions mentioned have been 
established over the last decade. The museum exhibits they 
display are placed in specially prepared and lit showcases. Clear 
and not extremely long texts are both in Chinese and English, 
in Macau additionally in Portuguese. The English translations 
of the Chinese texts are of high quality. Overall, the displays 
are modern, quit simple, in keeping with the world standards. 

An interesting solution has been adopted at the Maritime 
Museum in Macau where short texts in the showcases are 
complemented with more extensive explanations in the form 
of large printed and folded brochures placed near the showca-
se, these containing texts in Chinese and English. 

Contemporary Chinese museums are generally large mo-
dern centres built with educational purposes in mind, orien-
ted to provide spectators with varied knowledge both in 
the form of traditional exhibitions and modern multime-
dia. Monuments and genuine artefacts are not always pre-
sent there. Despite this, they are extremely popular with 
the local community, and are positively assessed by foreign 
visitors travelling in family. Such views are expressed in so-
cial media posts and reviews that can be found e.g. on the 
TripAdvisor website, the largest worldwide tourist online 
service.14 The admission fees that need to be paid to vi-
sit the Museums do not differ from such average prices 
in Europe. The displayed exhibits are usually shown in an 
appropriate context and setting, well fitting into the main 
narrative. The prestigious museum buildings raised in the 
recent years are a tourist attraction in the themselves, while 
their designers are usually world-renowned architects. Of 
impact is also Chinese national pride and the aspiration to 
match adequate Western institutions. 

The same applies to maritime museums. Apart from the 
implementation of broadly conceived educational tasks, 
they present historical exhibitions related to navigation, 
navigational science, and shipbuilding over the last 2.000 
years. The traditional exhibitions are accompanied by 3D 

8. Maritime Museum in Macau – a several metres long model of a paddle-wheel riverboat propelled by muscle; such technically advanced ships built from 
the times of the Tang Dynasty (618-907 A.D.) provided the then China with geopolitical dominance in this part of the world

(Photos: 1, 3, 8 – R. Domżał; 2 – B. Gallus, from the NMM collection in Gdańsk; 4, 5, 6 – C. Dobbs;
7 – L. Guocong, courtesy of the National Center for the Protection of Underwater Cultural Heritage in Ningbo) 
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and 4D simulators that allow visitors to feel like on a con-
tainer ship’s captain bridge in a storm or a blizzard. Small 
touch screens that expand to show larger exhibition labels 
are widely available. Information provided is clear, concise, 
and informative thanks to historical research, actually too 
informative to master over a single visit. In museums there 
are souvenir shops and cafés which stay open beyond exhi-
bition opening hours.  

 Regardless of the number of genuine monuments col-
lected, one shall never be bored in a Chinese museum, par-
ticularly if you are visiting with children who are offered 

a substantial portion of knowledge and entertainment. In 
larger institutions, of more space, play rooms for the yo-
ungest visitors are very popular. We are bound to still hear 
a lot about the museology boom in China. The speed at 
which new establishments are raised is astounding and in-
comparable even with the construction boom of new mu-
seums in Europe and the US that could be observed in the 
1970s and 1980s.15 However, it is important to remember 
that when raising new dazzling edifices, one has to fill them 
with appropriate content. It is the latter that seems today 
to be the greatest challenge faced by Chinese museology. 
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OF AMERICAN ART 
IN NEW YORK
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Abstract: The new building of the Whitney Museum 
of American Art was opened on 1 May 2015 in the 
Meatpacking District of West Manhattan. This is already 
the fourth location of the acclaimed New York museum, 
established by Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney in 1930. The 
Whitney possesses the world’s largest collection of American 
modern art and focuses on promoting living artists. Its 
unique and industrial architecture designed by the Renzo 
Piano studio met with mixed reactions. Despite the fact that 

the building is functional and excellently connected with its 
post-industrial context not everyone appreciated it. A similar 
situation took place forty years ago when Centre Georges 
Pompidou, designed by Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers, 
pioneers of high-tech contemporary architecture, was 
criticised. Popularity, high attendance, and the commercial 
success of the famous Paris ‘oil refinery’ changed those 
negative assessments. Will the same take place in the case 
of the new Whitney? Time will tell.

Keywords: Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney (1875–1942), Renzo Piano, museum architecture.

Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney 
– artist and collector
Gertrude Vanderbilt was born on 9 January 1875 as the 
great granddaughter of Cornelius Vanderbilt (1794–1877), 
an industrial magnate nicknamed ‘The Commodore’, who 
by the time he died was the richest man in the United 
States. She grew up in the family mansion on Fifth Avenue 
(New York) and spent summer holidays at ‘The Breakers’, 
a magnificent Classicist residence in Newport on the Atlantic 
coast. Carefully educated and fluent in French and German, 
Gertrude travelled with her parents, became familiar with 
European towns, museums, and opera houses and was 
particularly fond of the artistic ambiance of Paris.

In 1896, at the age of 21, Gertrude Vanderbilt married 
Harry P. Whitney, lawyer and scion of a wealthy family of 
industrialists. The marriage was not a success and ended in 

1903, after the birth of the third child. Harry led the vibrant 
life of a representative of American high society: he was 
dedicated to sport and breeding horses. Abandoned, Gertrude 
decided to find something with which to occupy herself 
– her interests propelled her towards the arts. She enrolled in 
a class conducted by James Earl Fraser at the Art Students 
League of New York and subsequently left for Paris, where she 
attended the Andrew O’Connor studio; here her sculptures 
were noticed by no less than August Rodin.1 From that time 
she divided her life into three currents: family, social, and 
artistic. This was by no means an easy feat since her person 
gave rise to extreme feelings: Gertrude’s relatives were 
shocked by the fact that she worked manually and, horrible 
dictu, dealt on a daily basis with nudity; artists accused the 
heiress to a fortune of divesting them of commissions; and 
reporters mockingly informed about the poor rich girl and 
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her art: Mrs. Harry Payne Whitney wishes to be a sculptor 
without starving to death in an attic studio.2

From 1905 Whitney concentrated on monumental 
sculpture – art produced the desired therapeutic effect and 
allowed her to forget about the failed marriage. In 1910 she 
started to exhibit under her name and enjoyed increasingly 
great successes. Her sculpture: Paganisme Immortel was 
accepted for an exhibition at the National Academy of 
Design, a year later the Paris Salon showed her Head of 
a Spanish Peasant, and in 1915 the sculpture: Aztec Fountain 
won a bronze medal at an exhibition held in San Francisco. 
Monuments and statues designed by Gloria Whitney were 
featured in numerous towns across the United States as well 
as in Canada, Spain, and France. An artistic career led to 
a varied social life furthered by the sensuality of her works, 
the aura of mystery surrounding a solitary woman, and the 
easy-going atmosphere of New York Bohemian circles.

In 1907 Whitney moved to Greenwich Village in 
Manhattan, where she arranged a studio in MacDougal 
Alley. In 1914 she purchased an adjoining house in 8 West 
Eighth Street in which she opened a modern art gallery. 
In a building located nearby, in 147 West 4th Street, she 
founded the Whitney Studio Club – from 1918 it offered 
exhibition space and shelter as well as financial aid to 
American artists adversely affected by difficult wartime 
years. The Club organised exhibitions, discussions, lectures, 
and music concerts. Growing needs resulted in an expansion 
of the Club’s seat by taking over successive town houses on 
10 and 12 West Eighth Street. In 1928 the Club, at the time 
with 400 members, was closed. It had played its role and 

1. Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, November 17, 1931, http://whitney.org/
About/History

2. Robert Henri, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, 1916, Whitney Museum of American Art, Wikimedia.commons
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Whitney replaced it with Studio Galleries, later renamed 
the Whitney Museum.

In 1929 Gertrude Whitney was the owner of a modern 
American art collection totalling over 500 works, chiefly 
graphic art and paintings by friends and acquaintances: 
Edward Hopper, George Bellows, Maurice Brazil Prendergast, 
John Sloan et al. This was the time when she decided to 
donate it to the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
together with a sum of 5 million dollars for erecting the 
Museum’s new wing. Edward Robinson, the then director 
of the Metropolitan, rejected the offer maintaining that 
the value of the collection was unfitting for his institution. 
In response Whitney decided to create her own museum, 
whose mission was to accumulate works of modern 
American art and to help living artists. This resolution was 
facilitated by the fact that after the death of her husband in 
1930 she inherited part of his fortune, which allowed her to 
become a grand patron of the arts.

Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney died on 18 April 1942 as 
an acclaimed member of the New York world of the arts. 
She became a model modern American woman, strong 
and admired, and similarly to Mary Pickford3 or Amelia 
Earhart4 she achieved great unconventional success. 
Female entrepreneurship, repressed in the past, now won 
recognition and sympathy, becoming a symbol of new 
times – the inter-war Jazz Age. In the history of American 
collections Gertrude Vanderbilt had an outstanding 
predecessor – Isabella Stewart Gardner, but in contrast to 
the majority of collectors worshipping and amassing Old 
Masters she opted for new art, inviting it into museums, 
actively supporting artists, and, at the same time, 
transforming the traditional role of the collector into that of 
a patron and creator of culture. It was Gertrude Vanderbilt 
who initiated a discussion about the significance of American 
art and freed it from appalling provincialism. Thanks to 
Whitney museums across the United States, which in the 
past tended to sacralise Old European art, are now wide 
open to contemporary American artists. Her ideas were 
continued by successive generations of female relatives: 
daughter – Flora Whitney Miller, and granddaughter – Flora 
Miller Biddle, who fulfilled leading functions at the Whitney 
Museum of American Art. At present, the Museum Board of 
Trustees includes her great granddaughter Fiona Donovan.5

Three New York seats 
of the Whitney Museum
The Whitney Museum of American Art was opened on 
17 November 1931. The gathered 4000 guests applauded 
a letter from President Hoover wishing the new institution 
accomplishments in cultivating national awareness of beauty 
and pride in native culture.6 The impact exerted by the Museum 
was intensified by the personalities of the two women running 
it. Gertrude Whitney was capable of ingeniously attracting 
the attention of the press and making use of her social life 
position for the purpose of drawing the most renowned artists 
and generous sponsors. Juliana Force, at the time the Museum 
director, was an outstandingly talented organiser and the first 
American impresario active on such a large scale.

In 1932 the buildings in West Eighth Street were 
redesigned according to a project proposed by the Noel & 

Miller architectural studio. The former three town houses 
were now supplanted by a building featuring salmon 
pink stucco and standing unaltered to this day.7 Its most 
characteristic feature was an entrance portal carved in 
white marble and topped with a bas-relief of a metal eagle 
symbolising America, executed by Karl Free.8 The Whitney 
Museum played a crucial role not only in the promotion 
of American art but also in understanding its significance 
for moulding American pride and national identity, a fact 
of great importance considering that those were the Great 
Depression days of doubt and poverty.

After the death of the founder the Museum continued 
to develop dynamically. In 1954 its seat was transferred to 
Central Manhattan – a building located next to the Museum of 
Modern Art (MoMa) in West 54th Street. The new five-storey 
Whitney Museum was erected on a plot donated by 
MoMa. Both institutions were formally independent and 
connected only by an extant garden courtyard designed by 
Philip Johnson9 and used for presenting masterpieces of 
contemporary sculpture. The Modernist Whitney Museum, 
with a great metal eagle on the façade, was designed by the 
same artists who were responsible for the project of the 
first seat in Greenwich Village: architect August L. Noel and 
interior designer Bruce Buttfield. Its modern interior stirred 
a sensation: the ceilings were made of milky glass panes 
concealing modern light installations, the gallery partition 
walls on wheels were totally movable, and the floor – 
an absolute novelty in museum buildings of the period 
– was made of wooden parquet coloured blue and green. 
As a result, the interiors produced a somewhat Oriental 
impression and were compared to a Japanese home.10

In 1963, after barely eight years of functioning next to 
MoMA, the board of the Whitney Museum foundation 
decided to move once again. This step was motivated both 
by the necessity of possessing a larger building and a wish 
to free the Museum from the domination of the close-by 
Museum of Modern Art. The selected plot was located 
in the wealthy Upper East Side in Central Manhattan, at 
the corner of Madison Avenue and 75th Street, near the 
famous Museum Mile, where a kilometre-long stretch of 
Fifth Avenue includes, i.a. the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
the Guggenheim Museum, and the Frick Collection. Four 
outstanding architects: Marcel Breuer, Philip Johnson, Louis 
Kahn, and Ieoh Ming Pei were invited to propose projects for 
the new building. The winners of this informal competition 
were Marcel Breuer and his conception.

Marcel Breuer (1902–1981), born in Hungary and 
a graduate of the famous Bauhaus, came to the United 
States in 1937 upon the invitation of Walter Gropius and 
lectured at the Harvard Graduate School of Design. The 
Whitney Museum project is his lifetime achievement – the 
creation of a new typology of architectural form: a reversed 
ziggurat soaring dramatically above Madison Avenue. The 
form of an inverted spiral pyramid is also that of the nearby 
Guggenheim Museum, designed more than a decade earlier 
by Frank Lloyd Wright. Contrary to the latter’s lightweight 
white ribbon the massive and angular solid of the Whitney 
Museum is covered by panels of dark granite. The façade is 
crowned by a ‘Cyclops’ eye’ skylight opening the space of 
the highest gallery onto the New York skyline – in it the town 
is presented as a work of art. The building is separated from 
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the street by a moat and reached by a concrete footbridge 
comparable to a drawbridge. The intention inspiring the 
architect was most probably to separate the art museum 
from street commerce and the clamour of the big city.

The building is not a work of pure Modernism; on 
the contrary, it was erected already as a sign of critical 
opposition and antithesis in relation to the Bauhaus 
aesthetic and was created upon the tide of Brutalism – the 
béton brut period in architecture initiated by the works of 
Le Corbusier. Quite possibly, Breuer benefitted from the 
experiences of Minimalist sculpture appearing in the 1960s. 
The pyramid-like stone solid is separated from adjoining 
houses by vertical walls made of concrete. Raw concrete 
also appears in the interiors, whose most characteristic 
element are coffer ceilings and hammered texture walls. 
The imposing architecture of the entrance hall included a 
sculpted footbridge across a moat one storey below the 
level of the street and great glass panes casting light into the 
interior – the whole object appears to levitate in space. Just 
as in the second seat of the Whitney Museum so here too 
the dividing walls are movable, and the floors are covered 
with wooden parquet. The attention of the visitors was 
attracted by the original lighting and in particular the rhythm 
of several hundred round white lamps suspended above 
the entrance hall. The object gave rise to great emotions 
and defied popular taste. Ada Louise Huxtable, critic of ‘The 
New York Times’, described it as the most disliked building 
in New York, but admitted that it has class and elevates a 
practical museum building to the rank of an architectural 
work of art.11 Artists adored it and with time – when its form 
became part of the landscape of Madison Avenue – it turned 
into one of the best-known examples of contemporary 
architecture in New York.

The Museum continued to develop, and its collections 
grew constantly. Demands made of the Museum buildings 
also changed and the latter were increasingly often granted 
new functions: temporary exposition galleries, auditoria, 

clubrooms and didactic halls, restaurants, cafés, and museum 
shops. For twenty years the authorities of the foundation 
administering Whitney Museum embarked upon attempts at 
expanding the seat in Madison Avenue at the cost of adjoining 
buildings. Expansion conceptions were commissioned from, 
i.a. Michael Graves (1985), Rem Koolhaas (2001), and 
Renzo Piano (2004). The main obstacle upon the path of 
their realisations was created by the New York Landmark 
Commission, which determinedly protested against the 
demolition of adjacent buildings regarded as historical 
objects. The influential community of the residents of Upper 
East Side, a district inhabited by the wealthiest New Yorkers, 
also opposed the idea of expanding Whitney Museum.

3. Interior of the Whitney Studio Club, 10 West 8 Street, circa 1928, 
Whitney Museum of American Art, http://whitney.org/image_colum-
ns/0069/4068/93_24_2_sheelerc_resized_1140.jpg?1436981733

4. Second building of the Whitney Museum, West 54th Street, http://desig-
nobserver.com/media/images/whitney2a.JPG

5. Third building of the Whitney Museum by Madison Avenue, now the Met 
Breuer Museum, Metropolitan Museum of Art, https://www.inexhibit.com/
wp-content/uploads/2016/03/The-Met-Breuer-facade-Madison-Avenue.jpg

http://whitney.org/image_columns/0069/4068/93_24_2_sheelerc_resized_1140.jpg?1436981733
http://whitney.org/image_columns/0069/4068/93_24_2_sheelerc_resized_1140.jpg?1436981733
http://designobserver.com/media/images/whitney2a.JPG
http://designobserver.com/media/images/whitney2a.JPG
https://www.inexhibit.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/The-Met-Breuer-facade-Madison-Avenue.jpg
https://www.inexhibit.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/The-Met-Breuer-facade-Madison-Avenue.jpg
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The new Whitney Museum building

A successive breakthrough took place in 2006 when the 
Whitney Museum foundation decided that it had become 
necessary to build a new seat. A search for a suitable plot 
was initiated. The foundation turned for help to the city 
authorities, who proposed a site in Gansevoort Street, 
immediately next to an entrance to the newly-opened 
High Line Park laid out on a closed railway viaduct, whose 
several kilometres long route runs across the fashionable 
and dynamically developing post-industrial districts of West 
Manhattan: from Meatpacking District and Chelsea all the 
way to Hudson Yards. In the meantime, Chelsea became 
a world centre of modern art with more than 200 private 
galleries, which moved here at the turn of the twentieth 
century to escape increasingly rising rents in The Soho 
district, at the time undergoing gentrification. The assets 
of Chelsea included the presence of large garages and other 
low industrial buildings, easily adapted for exhibitions. The 
wealthiest art dealers could afford to buy them up, adjust 
them to their needs, and safely take root on a permanent 
basis.12 To the south of Meatpacking District there stretches 
another celebrated New York district – Greenwich Village, 
popular among artists and home to New York University.

The corner plot (ca. 3300 sq. metres) made it possible to 
realise the assumptive plan by almost doubling the exhibition 
space, erecting an auditorium, and concentrating all the 
curators and museum staff under a single roof in a building 
some 20 000 sq. metres large. This is the way Renzo Piano 
described his work: The design for the new museum emerges 
equally from a close study of the Whitney’s needs and from 
a response to this remarkable site. We wanted to draw on its 
vitality and at the same time enhance its rich character. The 
first big gesture, then, is the cantilevered entrance, which 
transforms the area outside the building into a large, sheltered 
public space. At this gathering place beneath the High Line, 
visitors will see through the building entrance and the large 
windows on the west side to the Hudson River beyond. Here, all 
at once, you have the water, the park, the powerful industrial 
structures and the exciting mix of people, brought together and 
focused by this new building and the experience of art.13

The building was designed ‘from the inside’ and its 
form was the outcome of a purely practical decision – the 
Museum was to be transparent, opened, and egalitarian. 
In contrast to Breuer, who surrounded his building with 
a moat Piano wanted to create in front of it a square 
teeming with life. This purpose was served by a functional 
character – the entire ground floor of the new building was 
to be occupied by generally accessible facilities, including 
a glassed-in entrance lobby with an exhibition gallery 
open to the public and presenting part of the permanent 
collections, a bookshop, and a restaurant. Above the ground 
floor the designer situated an auditorium and administrative 
facilities. The galleries are stacked on the highest storeys 
and encircled by curators’ offices. The largest and tallest 
gallery, situated on the last storey, is additionally lit from the 
top by daylight from the north and offers almost 2000 sq. 
metres of open column-free space.

The architectural composition, a fact that Piano does not 
conceal,14 makes several references to the Breuer building 
– there are characteristic tiers as well as four large elevators 
and a central staircase comprising the composition core of 
the Museum, alongside movable dividing walls and wooden 
floors. Nevertheless, there are also basic differences – the 
Piano building is light and copiously glassed-in, offering 
numerous views of the urban landscape and the curators’ 
offices surrounding the galleries. Its most characteristic 
feature is a cascade of terraces suspended above High 
Line Park and combined with walkways. They create, on 
the one hand, a legible allusion to adjoining buildings full 
of metal roofs and fire escapes, and, on the other hand, 
the fascinating space of an open-air sculpture gallery with 
spectacular views of Manhattan and Staten Island. The 
outlines of the World Trade Centre as well as street life and 
numerous construction sites in the proximity of the new 
Museum are to be seen at a glance. On fair days this is the 
route chosen by the majority of visitors moving between 
the three levels of the Museum galleries.

The architecture of Whitney Museum is diverse – each 
side of the building, covered with a façade made of pale 
blue-grey enamel steel panels,15 is different. From the 
east it is composed of tracery with terraces suspended 

6. New building of the Whitney Museum on the banks of the Hudson River, 
in the background the Lower Manhattan skyscrapers 

7. New building of the Whitney Museum seen from the east, along 
Gansevoort Street
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8. Main entrance to the museum, on the right the High Line Park

9. New building of the Whitney Museum seen from the north, in the fore-
ground the meat wholesale Gansevoort Market

10. Outer staircases and terraces are used by the public as the main way of 
communication between museum galleries

11. Daylighted gallery at the highest level of the museum building 12. Museum class in front of the portrait of Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney 
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above the woody High Line. From the north it resembles 
a factory criss-crossed by chimneys, pipes, and strips of 
narrow windows, and topped with machinery placed on 
the roof. From this side it is surrounded by meatpacking 
plants preserved by the New York authorities as a relic of the 
original function of this area and situated in halls with low 
rent guaranteed for years. From the west and the Hudson 
River the building resembles a ship loaded with containers, 
and from the south its large glassed-in hall thrusts above the 
entrance square. It also discloses certain similarities with 

the famous Centre Pompidou: in both cases a public square 
– a sui generis urban stage – was arranged in front of the 
building, while expressive architecture brings to mind an 
industrial construction rather than a museum.

Victoria Newhouse, an expert on the subject, claims that 
Renzo Piano possesses the gift of creating unpretentious 
museum buildings in which elegant and well-lit exhibition 
galleries do not compete with the works of art displayed 
within. This architecture – deprived of glamorous 
sophistication – features a balanced sacrum and profanum 

14. Edward Hopper, South Carolina 
Morning, 1955, Whitney Museum 
of American Art, http://collection.
whitney.org/object/789

(Photos: 1 – E. Steichen;  
3 – Ch. Sheeler; 5 – E. Lederman;  

6-12 – A. Jasiński)

13. George Bellows, Dempsey and 
Fripo, 1924, Whitney Museum of 
American Art, http://collection.
whitney.org/object/214

http://collection.whitney.org/object/789
http://collection.whitney.org/object/789
http://collection.whitney.org/object/214
http://collection.whitney.org/object/214
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element. Newhouse is of the opinion that the Parisian work 
by Piano and Rogers was the first museum building in the 
world to break with the tradition of a mystification of culture, 
and to alter the way of perceiving a contemporary museum 
and its functioning from a fortified and closed temple of 
art to an opened and inviting space offering the public an 
opportunity for meetings, interaction, and entertainment.16 
This is also what is happening at the new Whitney.

At present the Whitney Museum permanent collections 
total some 22 000 exhibits by more than 3000 most 
outstanding American authors, including an unequalled 
set of 3155 paintings and drawings by Edward Hopper, 
and continue to be enlarged by numerous purchases and 
donations. Masterpieces in the Museum resources include 
works by Jasper Johns, Georgia O’Keeffe, Willem de 
Kooning, and Mark Rothko, graphic works and films by Andy 
Warhol, and sculptures by Alexander Calder, Eva Hessen, 
and Jeff Koons. The Whitney Museum strategy concentrates 
on the promotion of the oeuvre of living American artists 
and is realised by cyclical biennials, which comprise the 
most reliable survey of the accomplishments of American 
modern art, a rotating permanent exhibition, monographic 
exhibitions, presentations, publications, and scholarship 
campaigns. The Museum building also contains a library of 
50 000 volumes accessible to researchers, and vast archives 
documenting the entire period of the Museum’s activity.

The opening of the new Whitney reinforced the artistic 
position of West Manhattan – together with the open-air 
modern art exhibition into which High Line Park ultimately 
turned17 and the exciting offer of hundreds of commercial 
art galleries in Chelsea, this area became the most significant 

centre of modern art in the world, promoting chiefly 
American art. Big city attractions draw creative firms – the 
Google company established its New York seat in a nearby old 
building of the port authorities, Renzo Piano has his second 
studio vis à vis Whitney Museum, and new, spectacular 
buildings designed by world famous architects: Frank Gehry, 
Jean Nouvel, and Shigeru Ban are springing up along High Line 
like mushrooms after the rain.

Manhattan, which on 11 September 2001 became 
the victim of the largest terrorist attack in the history of 
mankind, resulting in the death of almost 3000 persons 
in the ruins of the World Trade Centre, has risen again 
– rebuilt and even mightier. Already today it is perceived 
not solely as a global tourist attraction and a business or 
metropolis centre teeming with life, but also as an extremely 
popular residential area. Attention is drawn by new high-
rise apartment buildings displaying impressive architectural 
solutions. Embankments are transformed into parks and 
promenades, and the town is crossed by a network of bike 
paths. Large-city life is flourishing as is art, in particular 
contemporary, of which New Yorkers are so fond. Even the 
conservative Metropolitan Museum of Art, which years 
ago rejected the offer to take over the Gertrude Vanderbilt 
Whitney collections, has now rented from Whitney Museum 
the Breuer building in Madison Avenue, spent 15 million 
dollars on its meticulous restoration,18 and presents 
temporary modern art exhibitions under a new logo – The 
Met Breuer. In this manner Whitney Museum became 
a sui generis incubator of art – all its heretofore seats now 
contain museum and art institutions enhancing the cultural 
offer of New York.

Endnotes
1	 K.D. McCarthy, Women’s Culture: American Philanthropy and Art, 1830–1930, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago and London 1991, p. 221.
2	 Ibidem.
3	 Mary Pickford, wł. Gladys Marie Smith (1892–1979), American actress, star of silent movies, co-founder of the United Artists film studio.
4	 Amelia Mary Earhart (1897–1937?), American pilot, journalist and poet, first woman to fly alone across the Atlantic.
5	 F. Miller Biddle, The Whitney Women and the Museum They Made, Arcade Publishing, New York 2012.
6	 K.D. McCarthy, Women’s Culture…, p. 238.
7	 The New York Studio of Drawing, Painting and Sculpture, featuring a meticulously restored portal and a salmon pink stucco façade, was opened in the build-

ing of the first Whitney Museum in July 2015, after: D. Dunlap, Trace of the Whitney Museum Birthplace Reappears in the Village, ‘The New York Times’ 1 
August 2015. 

8	 Ch. Gray, New York Streetscapes, Tales of Manhattan’s Significant Buildings and Landmarks, Harry N. Abrams, New York 2003.
9	 Currently, the building occupied by the Whitney Museum in 1954-1966 houses the didactic wing of the Museum of Modern Art.
10	S. Knox, Whitney Museum Reopening Today, ‘The New York Times’ 26 October 1956; lecture 22 November 2016. 
11	Cited after: M. Kimmelman, A New Whitney, ‘The New York Times’ 19 April 2015.
12	D. Halle, E. Tiso, New York’s New Edge. Contemporary Art, the High Line, and Urban Megaprojects on the Far West Side, The University of Chicago Press, 

Chicago-London 2016, p. 21.
13	Cited after: http://whitney.org/About/NewBuilding [Accessed on: 22 November 2016].
14	R. Piano, Whitney Museum of American Art, Fondazione Renzo Piano, Genova 2015, p. 188.
15	Originally, the building was to have stone façades, but this concept was abandoned due to their heaviness and high costs; after: R. Piano, ibidem, p. 190.
16	V. Newhouse, Balancing Sacred and Profane, w: Renzo Piano Museums, The Monacelli Press, New York 2007.
17	In 2009 the management of High Line Park inaugurated the High Line Art program, within which works of art are presented in the Park. The year 2013 marked 

the inauguration of another program - the so-called Arts Corridor, after: D. Halle, E. Tiso, New York’s New Edge…, p. 175.
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Abstract: In the last decades of the 20th c. and following 
2000, a real 'boom' in founding Jewish museums throughout 
Europe could be observed. A lot of new institutions were 
established, and old ones were modernized. All this 
resulting from the growing urge to overcome silence over 
the Holocaust, to square up with the past, and to open the 
debate on the multiethnicity of the history of Europe. This, 
in turn, was favoured by the occurring phenomena: Europe’s 
integration, the fall of the Iron Curtain, and the development 
of democratic civil societies.

New Jewish museums established in Europe, though 
inevitably making a reference to the Shoah, are not Holocaust 
museums as such, and they do not tell the story of the 
genocide. Their goal is mainly to restore the memory of the 
centuries of the Jewish presence in a given country, region, 
and town: they tell this story as part of the history of the given 
place, and aim at having it incorporated into the official national 

history. Moreover, their mission is to show the presence and 
importance of the Jewish heritage in today’s world, as well as 
to ask questions related to Jewish identity in contemporary 
Europe. The civilizational conflicts that arose after the relatively 
peaceful 1990s, outlined a new framework for the activity of 
Jewish museums which, interestingly, gradually go beyond 
the peculiar Jewish experience in order to reach a universal 
level. With such activities they try to promote pluralism and 
multicultural experience, shape inclusive attitudes, give voice 
to minorities, speak out against all the manifestations of 
discrimination and exclusion. Since these museums deal with 
such sensitive challenging issues, they have to well master the 
structure of their message on every level: that of architecture, 
script, exhibition layout, and accompanying programmes, 
thanks to which they unquestionably contribute to creating 
new standards and marking out new trends in today’s 
museology as well as in museum learning.

Keywords: Jewish museums, new museology, narrative exhibition, Holocaust, commemoration, multiculturality, pluralism.

The oldest Jewish museums in Europe began emerging 
in the late 19th century. The first was launched in Vienna 
in 1896; two years later the museums in Frankfurt and 
Hamburg were opened; the one in Prague was initiated in 
1906, in Warsaw in 1910 (the Mathias Berson Museum of 
Jewish Antiquities), and the one in Budapest in 1916. Next 
such museums were established in the inter-war period: in 
Berlin (1932), Lvov (1935), and in Vilnius (1935). Founded 
by the Jewish community, these pre-WW II museums were 
first and foremost addressed to its members. Although the 
contexts of the establishment and operation of respective 
institutions differed, their overall goal was to preserve and 
record the world of the Jewish tradition that was becoming 
the thing of the past, as well as to consolidate the Jewish 
identity in the changing world. To a degree they were also to 
present the Jewish culture and tradition to the non-Jewish 
circles.1 The museums principally collected and displayed 
items related to the Jewish tradition, yet also works by 

Jewish artists. The end to those institutions was put by the 
invasion of Europe by Nazi Germany and the extermination 
of the Jewish population, this automatically eradicating 
any symptoms of Jewish cultural life. The museums were 
wound down, while their collections were either taken 
over or dispersed; in some cases they were successfully 
hidden, taken away, or preserved in a different way.2 Only 
few of those institutions attempted to continue their activity 
following WW II. Initiated and launched only by very scarce 
communities of those who had survived the Holocaust, 
such museums served as depositories of memory during 
the post-WW II decades of silence: they were to preserve 
the remnants and pay tribute to those who had perished.3 
In the subsequent post-WW II decades, Jewish questions 
remained uncomfortable topics, and were not tackled. In 
the countries under Communism what predominated was 
the Stalin heroic interpretation of the War, putting stronger 
emphasis on the martyrology of the local nations, with the 
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issue of Jews as victims of the Shoah being marginalized. 
Moreover, the topic of the collaboration of certain countries 
with Nazi Germany remained untackled. On the other side 
of the Iron Curtain many countries claimed to have been 
victims of Nazism, not really bringing up the debate over the 
role played by their own collaborating regimes in promoting 
Fascism. For this very reason the few operating Jewish 
museums, e.g. in Budapest, Prague, Warsaw, Amsterdam, 
Rome, Toledo, and Athens, were marginally active, and did 
not play any significant social role.

Breaking the silence around the Holocaust, which in the 
majority of countries consisted in settling accounts with the 
past and admitting participation, if only passive, of their 
own citizens in the Holocaust, was a very slow process. The 
breakthrough took place in the 1970s and 80s, finally after 
the fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989. In Poland, the debate 
on Jewish victims and the role of Poland not only as the 
war’s victim, but also perpetrator of violence, developed 
only after the fall of Communism in the 1990s. Together 
with these changes there began activities meant to restore 
the memory and create platforms for debate on topics 
related to Jewish culture and its place in contemporary 
Europe. The initiatives that were related to minority groups, 
until then marginalized, were favoured by the European 
integration process, the development of liberal democracies 
in the West, and democratic transformations in the former 
Communist countries. Jewish topics gained momentum, 
they became symbol of democratic transformations and 
development of open civil societies. Numerous publications 
on Jewish issues were released, while universities launched 
chairs and institutes dedicated to Jewish studies.

All these developments did not only pave the way, but 
actually created demand for establishing Jewish museums. 
In the last two decades of the previous century and in the 
2000s, in the majority of European countries new Jews- 
-related museums were founded. In the 1980s they were 
opened in e.g. Frankfurt (1987), Stockholm (1987), Vienna 
(1986). It was, however, the 1990s that were crucial: it was 
then that works, in many a case lasting for many years, were 
begun on major institutions opened to the public either just 
before or after 2000, these including: Museum of Jewish Art 
and History in Paris (1998), Jewish Museum in Berlin (initial 
concept: 1998, opened: 2001), Museum of the History of 
Polish Jews in Warsaw (initial concept: 1994, opened: 2013), 
Museum of Italian Judaism and the Shoah in Ferrara (2003), 
Danish Jewish Museum in Copenhagen (2004), Jewish 
Museum in Munich (2007), Oslo Jewish Museum (2008), 
Jewish Museum in Erfurt (2009), Museum of the Jewish 
People in Speyer (2010), Centre of Tolerance in Moscow 
(2015). Moreover, beginning as of the 1990s many museums 
operating by then were redesigned and transferred to 
new premises, acquiring in this way a new nationwide or 
European-wide prestige, e.g. the Jewish Museum of Greece 
in Athens (1993), Jewish Museum London (1995), Jewish 
Museum in Prague (1994), Jewish Historical Museum in 
Amsterdam (the first reorganization: 1989, subsequent 
renovation completed in 2007), Hungarian Jewish Museum 
and Archive in Budapest (2018).4

This Jewish museum boom coincided with the extension 
of functions and development of modern museology, putting 
emphasis on storytelling, message construction strategies, 

and public’s experience.5 For various social groups new 
museums have become tools for communicating their 
vision of the world, society, history.6 The contexts: social 
and political, proved to be particularly important in the 
case of Jewish museums which tackle tough controversial 
topics, additionally related to new Europe’s challenges, such 
as migration and multiculturalism.

The goal of the present paper is to take a closer look at 
modern Jewish museums operating in Europe: to present 
their social mission and role in more detail, and to show how 
these translate into their character, premises, exhibitions, 
collections, and the overall programme activity.

***

In Europe, Jewish museums come to existence and operate 
in a totally different context than outside Europe, mainly 
in the USA, but also in Australia and South Africa, namely 
in locations where the history of the Jewish Diaspora has 
been relatively brief, and where the main Jewish centres 
developed after the Shoah. There they are most generally 
founded by the Jewish community and with it in mind: they 
are to consolidate identity, secure the tradition continuity: 
to a large degree, they tell the story of successful migration, 
the migrants’ culture and values in new society.7 Another 
case can be found in Jewish museums in Israel, where 
they are national. As distinct from Israeli and American 
museums, European Jewish ones are in their majority 
established by non-Jews. Many are created as the result 
of Public-Private Partnership (PPP), at the instigation of the 
local Jewish community, a group of researchers, or fans of 
Jewish culture, supported by state or city authorities. The 
projects are usually implemented by a team of employers 
and experts who, when doing so, have a wide public in mind 
(residents of the city, country, international tourists), among 
whom only a fraction are representatives of the local Jewish 
community or Jewish tourists.

As much as in Jewish museums outside Europe the success 
of migrants is presented as if contradicting the story of the 
Jews in Europe, the latter perceived as the history of failure 
closed forever by the Holocaust, Jewish museums on the 
Old Continent have been founded to a degree in opposition 
to such a vision of history. Their establishment became 
a response to the growing need of breaking silence 
surrounding the Shoah, opening of the social debate, and 
of pondering over the place of Jewish history and culture 
in today’s Europe. These museums’ mission is principally 
to restore the memory of the centuries of the Jewish life 
in a given town, region, or country, and to demonstrate 
that despite the Shoah, this history has not ended, but 
contrariwise, it constitutes ‘an open question’ for the future’.8 
For this reason the majority of them in their exhibitions and 
relevant communiqués emphasize the idea of the century-long 
continuity: e.g. the POLIN Museum speaks of the thousand 
year history of the Jews on the Polish territory, the Jewish 
Museum in Berlin speaks of 2,000 years of the history of the 
German Jews; the Jewish Museum in Oslo, of 400 years of 
the history of Jews in Norway. When emphasizing this long- 
-lasting presence of Jews, the museums desire to inscribe the 
Jewish history into the official national narratives. Therefore, 
many of the new Jewish museums bear names that bestow 
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nationwide proportions upon them: e.g. Jewish Museum of 
Belgium, Danish Jewish Museum, Museum of the History of 
Polish Jews; or possibly relating it to the history of a town or 
a region, e.g. Jewish Museum Berlin or Jewish Museum of 
Westphalia. Historically, the displays at the those institutions 
reveal the Jewish history as part of the history of a given 
place, emphasizing the centuries of coexistence, covering 
both conflicts and crises, as well as peaceful coexistence and 
mutual influences. A representative example of the trend can 
be seen in the narrative of the Core Exhibition at the POLIN 
Museum. Its main Curator Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 
describes the history presented there as relational and 
shared covering the whole range of relations: from the best 
to the worst; the Exhibition’s protagonists are not referred 
to by her as Jews from Poland, but Jews of Poland, while the 
shown Jewish culture, as from within the Jewish category, 
and Polish in particular.9

It is noteworthy that all the Jewish museums are created 
in Europe partially in the context of the Shoah, and have 
to inevitably relate to the Holocaust. They are, however, 
something completely different than Holocaust museums 
and the martyrology ones founded on Holocaust sites, which 
are genocide museums, and generally not typically Jewish 
ones. The story of the Shoah is not merely Jewish history; 
it has actually stigmatized whole communities and nations. 
Jewish museums in Europe, as Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 
observes, do commemorate the Holocaust, however in 
a completely different way: by showing what Jewish life 
and culture had looked like before the Shoah.10 At the same 
time, these museums are in a way founded in opposition to 
the trauma caused by the Holocaust: they are an attempt 

to open up to the future, they are meant to express hope 
for the possibility of improvement and renewal. For many 
museums it is of major importance for the history before the 
Holocaust not to be told as a chain of events directly leading 
to it, but for it to avoid the martyrology, nostalgic undertones, 
and to be rendered in all its richness, complexity, as well as 
multitude of aspects, while for the present time to be shown 
as renewal and new life. Museums communicate it not only 
through their exhibitions and programmes, but also through 
their location or architectural form.

In view of this aspiration to ‘open history’, in many 
European Jewish museums a particularly important role is 
played by the post-WW II and contemporary period.11 Their 
exhibitions and programme activity are meant to demonstrate 
the endurance of Jewish past and its role even today despite 
the Holocaust. In some cases the entire exhibition narrative 
is subordinated to this strategy, e.g. in the Jewish Museum 
Munich the Voices, Places, Times Exhibition is set in the 
present topography of the city (interactive pawns, when 
placed at a definite point of the city map spread on the floor, 
activate audiovisual presentations dedicated to the history 
of the given location). The Jewish Museum in Vienna has 
titled its new permanent exhibition ‘Our City! Jewish Vienna 
– Then to Now!’. The museums pose questions regarding 
the lesson learnt from the Holocaust, the meaning of Jewish 
heritage to contemporary society, as well as being a Jew and 
Jewishness in contemporary world (the question about the 
contemporary sense of ‘Jewishness’ is particularly relevant 
in Europe where Jewish communities are being built anew 
on the rubble of the past). For example, the Core Exhibition 
at the POLIN Museum concludes with the presentation of 

1. Reconstruction of the Gwoździec Synagogue in the core exhibition at the POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews in Warsaw
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several individuals telling the viewers what it is to them being 
a Jew in today’s Poland. It seems that the newer the museum, 
the more emphasis is put on formulating such questions. The 
departure point for the permanent exhibition at the Jewish 
Museum Frankfurt currently being reconstructed is to be 
found in contemporary problems bothering both Jewish and 
non-Jewish city residents: How can exclusion be prevented? 
How can the family traditions, which are not shared by the 
majority surrounding us, be preserved?12

The complicated, multifaceted message of European 
Jewish museums is reflected in the buildings which house 
them, and in their location. Their premises are most 
frequently raised on the sites where Jewish history went on 
for centuries. Wherever possible, they have been housed in 
old synagogues (e.g. Erfurt, Prague, Budapest, Toledo, Rome, 
Venice, Amsterdam), or in other buildings that are connected 
with the Jewish community, e.g. the Frankfurt Museum is 
located on the site of archaeological remains of the old 
Judengasse and on the premises of the restored Rothschild 
Palace; the Museum in Hohenems is housed in the 19th 
–century villa that once belonged to the wealthy family of 
industrialists, the Heimann-Rosenthals. It is particularly 
Western Europe, boasting more such historic brick buildings, 
whose devastation in World War II happened on a much 
smaller scale than in East-Central Europe, that features 
such a museum type. To illustrate this point let us mention 
the museum in the Synagogue in Erfurt, opened in 2009, 
in the oldest preserved Jewish house of prayer in Central 
Europe, whose fragments date back to the 11th century, or 
the Museum in Speyer which, together with Worms and 
Mainz, was the cradle of the Ashkenazi Jews’ culture; there 
the Museum has been built around three archaeological 
exhibitions in the places of the old synagogue, ritual bath, 
and the cemetery. It sometimes happens that a museum is 

placed in a partially destroyed building, which turns it at the 
same time into a tool of commemorating the past and settling 
with it. As such an instance let us point to the Jewish Alsatian 
Museum, housed in the synagogue damaged during WW II by 
the Nazis, or the Berlin Centrum Judaicum located in the ruins 
of the New Synagogue in Oranienstrasse damaged during the 
Crystal Night. The frequent practice while constructing Jewish 
museums is to add new buildings to old architecture, which 
allows to emphasize the idea of ‘continuity’, ‘repair’, and of 
connecting the past with the present day.

Moreover, there are obviously also museums housed in 
edifices raised contemporarily. Some constitute architectural 
works of the highest rank, standing out with symbolical 
architecture, establishing a dialogue with history and 
culture. This ‘Jewish architectural context’ is to be found 
in the designs of Daniel Libeskind, mainly in the Jewish 
Museum Berlin launched in 2001. In the architect’s concept, 
already the very crossing the building is meant to make the 
visitor personally confront the history and the Museum’s 
message. The entrance to it and the non-display public 
section of the premises are located in the little Baroque 
palace of the former Prussian Court from the 18th century, 
reminding of how Jewish history is rooted in Germany’s 
history, and of the era of the Enlightenment, revolutionary 
for the history of German Jews, namely the period when 
emancipation and reformatory ideas were born. Adjacent 
to this building, Libeskind-designed extremely expressive 
architectural structure houses the permanent exhibition, 
based on a zigzagging layout resembling shattered Star of 
David or a thunderbolt, in reality inspired by the topography 
of Berlin sites related to Jewish-German history. Stunning and 
intriguing with its metallic anti-structural façade slashed with 
diagonal elongated skylights, it also stirs similar emotions 
with so-called voids in its interiors, i.e. empty spaces arousing 

2. 'Voices, Places, Times' – permanent exhibition at the Jewish Museum Munich 
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anxiety. Juxtaposed with the Baroque palace, the new edifice 
expresses the tough emotional character of German-Jewish 
history. As argued by the building’s analysts, its form relates 
to the Holocaust and destruction, while at the same time 
expressing hope for renewal and repair.13 Visitors entering 
the exhibition have to first go underground, as if immersing 
into the past and confronting it. Three passageways await 
them there; they symbolize three different destinies of the 
German Jews: the Holocaust Axis leading to the Holocaust 
Tower; the Exile Axis leading to the Garden of Exile; and the 
Continuity Axis leading to the permanent exhibition, thus 
paradoxically taking the visitor back into history. In order to 
enter it, one ‘ascends’ stairs, which can suggest redemption 
and reconciliation.14 Joining an old building with a new 
expressionist structure, and basing the architecture on 
numerous historical, cultural, and literary references, was 
also the method Libeskind applied in the Jewish Museum 
of Denmark in Copenhagen, opened in 2004. The Museum 
is housed in a building inserted in the edifice mounted 
inside the old Royal Library building in Copenhagen’s centre. 

As the strongest emphasis of the permanent exhibition 
‘Space and Spatiality’ is put on the history of saving the 
Jewish community by Danes in 1943, Libeskind selected as 
the departure point for his ‘dense’ symbolical architecture 
the concept of ‘mitzvah’, in Jewish tradition meaning ‘a good 
deed’ resulting from following God’s commandments. The 
form, structure, and the light alike are to symbolize this human 
commitment.15 An equally interesting example of expressive 
architecture, relating to the place and communicating the 
message of its Core Exhibition, can be seen in the POLIN 
Museum designed by Rainer Mahlamäki. Glazed and light-
immersed cubic building symbolizing ‘life’, dialogues with the 
Monument to the Ghetto Heroes opposite, speaking of the 
Holocaust, as well as with the post-WW II Muranów housing 
estate, symbolizing the post-war silence around it. The 
dynamic architecture of the Museum’s interior, emphasized 
by the monumental curved hall ripping through the whole, 
together with numerous passageways, bridges, and skylights, 
expresses the history drama, but also the concept of change, 
transition, and voyage from the past into the future, from 

5. Garden of Exile, Jewish Museum Berlin

3. Entrance to the Jewish Museum Berlin 4. Façade fragment of the Jewish Museum Berlin 
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bondage to freedom; in this case, the architect resorted 
to the metaphor of Israel’s Departure from Egypt and the 
crossing of the Red Sea.16 The huge glazed window closing 
the back façade, overviewing a park, symbolizes hope and 
the building’s rooting in the life of today’s city.17

Furthermore, another widespread practise consists in 
placing Jewish museums at several locations. They can, 
for instance, include an old synagogue, a separate building 
housing a historical exhibition, occasionally a separate 
section dedicated to the Holocaust, an art gallery, a learning 
centre, etc. The largest such institution in Europe is to be 
found in the Jewish Museum in Prague, covering four 
historical synagogues, a ceremonial hall, and an old vast 
Jewish cemetery (plus an archive, gallery, library, learning 
and cultural activities centre). Another example of such an 
attitude is featured in Amsterdam; the institution’s proper 
name is Jewish Cultural Quarter, made up of the Jewish 
Historical Museum (housed in 4 buildings of the former 
synagogue), Children’s Museum (with the display showing 
the religious tradition), majestic Portuguese Synagogue 
(used for religious services), and the branch of the Holocaust 
Museum housed in the building where people were gathered 
before deportation. Additionally, the Ets Haim Library, in 
operation continuously from the 17th century, and boasting 
an enormous collection of Jewish manuscripts and prints, 
forms part of the Museum. Interestingly, though not all the 
museums have such a rich ‘infrastructure’, Jewish ones in 
Europe, due to their commemorative mission, marking the 
traces, recapturing the forgotten past, have a tendency of 
entering city space and their surroundings. A unique form 
of such an ‘opening’ can be seen in the project authored 
by the POLIN Museum, namely the Museum on Wheels, 
a travelling display which together with its animators and 
educators travels from town to town throughout Poland, at 
each destination adjusting the programme accompanying 
the display to the location’s history and specificity.

In the majority of the museums created or redesigned over 
the last two decades the axis is to be found in a historical 
narrative exhibition, telling the century-long history of Jews 
in a given region, emphasizing their belonging to the place 
and the shared destiny of the communities living alongside. 
What Jewish museums find extremely useful is the narrative 
exhibition concept, popular in new museology, in which the 
script is the story that the museum wishes to tell. Firstly, due to 
a substantial destruction of the material culture of European 
Jews such museums are hardly ever able to construct their 
display around a collection; instead, they willingly reach out 
for all the additional sources and media: records of spoken 
history, source quotes, reconstructions, or stage sets based 
on the references to the period. Secondly, Jewish museums 
predominantly want to tell stories of history. Obviously, by 
doing so they present an interpretation of history, thus they 
as if adopt some kind of a meta-historical perspective.18 
As Moshe Rossman, the historian co-creating the Core 
Exhibition at the POLIN Museum says, the exhibition at 
a narrative museum needs to have a meta-story that builds 
up above the facts, namely a bigger narrative that gives them 
a certain sense and meaning. At the same time, however, a well-
arranged display should provide the public with the possibility 
to criticize the narrative and to take their own position.19 
As much as they differ in several elements among themselves, 

in the historical displays of Jewish museums several shared 
metahistoric assumptions can be identified: pointing to 
the relations of Jewish history with a given country, region, 
or town; presenting history as shared by Jews and other 
communities living there, in which periods of cooperation 
and mutual influences interlaced with moments of crisis and 
fall; emphasising the specificity of Jewish culture developed in 
a given country. What also matters in the narratives of those 
museums is the presentation of cultural pluralism and various 
points of view: they show both the internal differentiation of 
Judaism, and means of self-defining of Jewish communities, 
particularly in the 19th and 20th centuries, as well as various 
forms of cooperation and relations between the Jews and 
their non-Jewish environment. Such phenomena as ‘change’, 
‘influences’, and ‘cross-cultural borderland’ are shown 
as positive, yielding development and progress. In these 
exhibitions an important role is also played by individual 
stories, showing complex lives, complex identities, individual 
choices. Apart from historical displays, many museums also 
feature exhibitions dedicated to the Jewish traditions and 
religion: at times shown in a narrative format, at others based 
on an impressive collection. The displays are conceived to a 
great degree with the public who are not acquainted with 
Jewish tradition in mind; they are instructive, introducing 
into the intricacies of Jewish rituals, while in the case of 

6. Entrance and main hall in the POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews
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precious collections, they present the material wealth 
and Jewish artistic traditions. Sometimes located in old 
synagogues or on sites of archaeological remains of the 
buildings connected with the former Jewish communities 
(ritual baths, house remains, etc.), they are sometimes 
enriched with reconstructions and virtual presentations 
(e.g. the Jewish Museum Vienna boasts its branch called 
Judenplatz located on the site of uncovered foundations of 
a mediaeval synagogue, where apart from archaeological 
remains a computer reconstruction of the synagogue and 
a virtual trip through the mediaeval Jewish district have 
been presented), Due to a high degree of destruction of the 
monuments of Jewish culture, merely a small part of the 
Jewish museums are created on the grounds of a collection. 
Mention in this respect has to be made, however, of the 
Jewish Museum in Prague (a copious collection of synagogue 
artefacts and domestic utensils, textiles and metal objects, 
as well as visual art), Museum of Jewish Art and History 
in Paris (next to religious items, textiles, manuscripts, and 
archive records, it boasts a major art collection, e.g. works 
by Chagall, Modigliani, Soutine showing the role of Jews in 
20th-century art), Jewish Museum Frankfurt (manuscripts 
and everyday objects), Jewish Museum of Rome (synagogue 
art), Jewish Museum of Greece in Athens, Jewish Museum 
Vienna (basing on the collection of the pre-war museum 
closed down in 1938), Old Synagogue in Erfurt (displaying 
the so-called Treasure of Erfurt, possibly buried during the 
1349 pogrom), and Jewish Museums in Vilnius, London, and 
in Budapest (the latter three based on the collections of their 
pre-war counterparts). Contrasting with them, nevertheless, 
are those new Jewish museums which did not possess any 
collection at the stage of being founded (e.g. the POLIN 
Museum): these institution carry out public programmes 
of collecting mementoes, and develop their collections 
through searches and purchases; at the same time, they 
collect intangible historical heritage, particularly records of 

oral history. It is worth remembering that although Jewish 
museums are not essentially art museums, several of them: 
in Paris, Amsterdam, Vilnius, that of the Jewish Historical 
Institute (ŻIH) in Warsaw, or London’s Ben Uri Gallery own 
impressive collections of works by Jewish artists. However, 
also in those of a much more historical profile art plays an 
important role: as expression of the material richness of 
former Jewish culture (synagogue art, Judaica), as expression 
of identity (works of modern Jewish artists), and finally as 
today’s comment on the topics presented by the museum 
(contemporary art by both Jewish and non-Jewish artists).

Interestingly, regardless of the location, character of the 
building, or display format, all the Jewish museums put much 
emphasis on their current programme activity. Temporary 
exhibitions and other educational and cultural activities are 
important for the implementation of the mission of these 
museums which aspire to be venues of a social dialogue. 
This has been extremely important over the last years when 
together with migrations and the transformation of Europe’s 
population as its result, the questions of multiculturalism 
and inter-religious dialogue have become increasingly 
more pressing. The new civilizational conflicts that have 
arisen after the relatively calmer 1990s, have demarcated 
new frameworks for the activity of Jewish museums, which 
are more and more going beyond the specifically Jewish 
experience onto the universal level. With their activity, they 
want to promote pluralism and multiculturalism, shape an 
inclusive civic state; they want to give the floor to minorities; 
they oppose different manifestations of discrimination, 
exclusion, and hate speech. For example, the Jewish Museum 
of Belgium in Brussels has recently mounted the Exhibition 
Brussels Has a Safe Haven? (13 Oct. 2017–18 March 2018), 
presenting various waves of immigrants coming to the 
city. The Exhibition posed questions as for their reasons 
for abandoning their home countries, how they had been 
welcomed to Brussels, and how they had found their place in 

7. POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews: view of the park side

(Photos: 1 – M. Starowieyska, MHŻP POLIN; 2 – Jüdisches Museum München; 3-5 – Nobel-Nobielski; 6 – M. Jeżyk, MHŻP POLIN; 7 – W. Kryński, MHŻP POLIN)
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today’s city.20 In this context the fact that the London Ben Uri 
Gallery&Museum have changed the collection strategy, and 
have for the last several years been collecting not just works 
by Jewish artists, but also by other ones who have arrived in 
England as migrants, seems really symbolic.

How can thus the activity and impact of Jewish museums 
in Europe be summed up briefly? They have been created in 
response to the urgency of the times: they were the response 
to the social need of settling down with the past, overcoming 
silence around the Holocaust, and of restoring the forgotten 
history. They were also meant to play an active role in the 
process of ‘repair’ and ‘renewal’, learning a lesson from the 
past, overcoming silence around the Holocaust, overcoming 

stereotypes, taming the word ‘Jew’. Due to the fact that 
according to their assumptions they are to ‘open history’ and 
reach into the future, their function and mission are dynamic, 
and alter under new social and political circumstances. 
Amidst today’s world tormented by subsequent crises, these 
museums promote the idea of civic society, and consolidate 
the attitude open to dialogue, diversity, multiculturalism. As 
they handle sensitive and tough issues, they have to master 
well the structure of their message on every level: display’s 
architecture, scenarios, and arrangement, as well as the 
accompanying programmes, thanks to which they contribute 
significantly to setting new standards and demarcating new 
trends in today’s museology and museum learning.
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HIGH STANDARD – WHAT 
KIND, THEN? THE NEED 
TO INTRODUCE AN 
ACCREDITATION SCHEME 
FOR POLISH MUSEUMS
Alicja de Rosset
The National Institute for Museums and Public Collections in Warsaw

Abstract: In the Act on Museums, chapter 3, the 
National Register of Museums is described as an official list 
of institutions representing both a high standard of their 
activity and extremely important collections. In accordance 
with the Act a relevant Regulation concerning the Register is 
to specify the manner in which the Register should be kept, 
the application form for candidates, the mode and conditions 
of making entries, and control circumstances. However, the 
Regulation does not indicate either the requirements to be met 
by museums or the criteria of their assessment; only in the case 
of the application form does it mention the range of analysed 
issues. This situation resembles taking part in a contest 
devoid of rules: the evaluated categories are known from the 
application form, but there is no reference to the goals toward 
which museums should strive, or to criteria according to which 
a given institution will be assessed positively or negatively. 

Even though members of the classification committee are 
distinguished specialists undoubtedly capable of assessing 
the standard of a given museum, evaluation deprived of 
criteria becomes purely subjective and indeterminate. Such 
countries as the United Kingdom use accreditation systems 
that make it possible to apply for a certification of the high 
standard of museum activity. Binding accreditation schemes 
clearly specify requirements addressed to museums, leaving 
no doubt which element is being assessed and according to 
what sort of criterion. This process also has a positive impact 
on the unification of museum management and delineates 
the direction museums should take in order to improve the 
quality of their work. Such standards refer both to strategic 
issues associated with the management of the museum as 
an organisation and its collections, and to the offer addressed 
to the public.

Keywords: museum management, high standard of performance, importance of collections, National Register of 
Museums, British accreditation scheme, Accreditation Scheme for Museums and Galleries in the United Kingdom, Arts 
Council England.

Principles of the functioning of museums 
in Poland
The general purposes of museums and their tasks are 
defined and recorded in the Act on Museums.1 In accordance 
of art. 1 museums collect and preserve natural and cultural 
heritage (both tangible and intangible), inform about the 
values and contents of their collections and diffuse them, 

foster cognitive and aesthetic sensitivity, and provide access 
to their collections. These objectives are realised by means 
of multiple activities listed in art. 2, such as the cataloguing 
and scientific classification of collections, maintaining 
accumulated monuments in conditions safeguarding their 
proper and secure preservation and conservation, arranging 
exhibitions as well as educational and promotion activities, 
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etc. Regulations intent on rendering precise the functioning 
of museums had been formulated for the purpose of 
elaborating demands pertaining to some of the tasks. In 
the domain of collection management they concern, i.a. 
the range and course of protecting museum collections 
against fires, robberies and other threats of damage or loss 
of exhibits,2 the range, forms, and manners of recording 
museum objects,3 the course of documentation of the terms, 
manner, and procedure of transferring museum exhibits 
outside the seat of the museum4, as well as questions 
connected with obtaining permission for temporary export 
of objects abroad5 and the legal protection of movables 
borrowed from abroad for a temporary exhibition (so-called 
museum immunity).6 The Act in question also regulates 
certain problems connected with staff management, such 
as conditions necessary for holding particular posts in 
a museum.7 The majority of legal regulations, however, 
outline only a general framework of the functioning of 
museums and are to a considerable extent insufficient 
(and often excessively ambiguous) to be recognised 
as an indicator of the standards of the functioning of 
a museum. Regulations are particularly laconic in the case 
of recording collections and their relocation, and do not 
provide guidelines allowing complex management of the 
collections and their documentation. As a rule, museums 
work in accordance with their years-long practice frequently 
founded on already annulled regulations – they base 
themselves on the so-called blue line book, i.e. a collation 
of legal acts together with a presentation of the year 1967 
and an expanded edition from 1970.8 In turn, museums with 
a short history and devoid of own experiences borrow 
from the not always good practices of other museums or 
attempt to solve problems on their own, sooner or later 
colliding with an absence of unambiguity and contradictory 
regulations. Consequently, we cannot speak about a joint 
scheme of the functioning of museums or a homogenous 
standardised model of activity addressed to them.

Requirements of the National Register 
of Museums
The National Register of Museums (further as: Register) 
was established for the purpose of confirming the high 
standard of activity and the significance of collections in 
museum institutions in Poland.9 Listing in the Register 
depends in particular on the importance of the collections, 
the employment of a team of well-qualified employees, 
an adequate building for the collections, and a permanent 
source of financing.10 In accordance with the Act on 
Museums – a registered museum shall benefit from a special 
protection and financial assistance of the state.11 The Act 
grants the registered museum the pre-emptive right to 
purchase from entities whose activity is based on offering 
artwork items for sale12 and the pre-emptive right to buy 
directly at auctions.13 At present, the Register includes 
127 institutions, which received the special status of 
a Registered Museum.14

In accordance with the Act on Museums, the Regulation 
of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage of 13 May 
2008 on the way of keeping the National Register of Museums 
(further as: Regulation) is to define the Register inscription 

application form, the conditions and procedure for 
inscriptions, and the circumstances under which an audit 
can be ordered to verify whether a museum still meets 
conditions for being listed in the Register.15 In accordance 
with the Regulation museums are inscribed into the Register 
upon a motion filed by the organiser of a museum and 
a decision made by the Minister of Culture and the 
Protection of National Heritage, after gaining the opinion 
of a ten-person classification commission established by the 
Minister from among outstanding specialists dealing with 
museology and affiliated sciences.16 An example of the 
inscription application form was defined in the Regulation 
– the museum adds documents, such as a copy of the 
foundation act of the museum, its statute and organisation 
rules, most recent financial report, etc.

The Regulation does not indicate the requirements, 
which a museum must meet or the criteria of the 
assessment of applications. Premises contained in the 
Act on Museums are to be generally observed, but the 
qualitative standard indispensable for a museum to be 
classified as suitable for the Register is not indicated. 
One can find out what sort of categories are assessed 
upon the basis of information, which the given museum 
is obligated to present in the submitted application 
– nonetheless, mention is made only of the range of 
problems to be analysed by the commission. The majority 
of questions contained in the application form accumulate 
typical account data, such as the number of publications, 
exhibitions, museum exhibits, etc.; more extensive 
descriptive information (e.g. a characteristic of exhibitions) 
is also partly required. Nonetheless, these issues refer only 
to a small degree to the management of the institution 
– procedures, policies or strategies of activity. In the case 
of certain questions it is difficult to ascertain the extent 
to which information is connected with the high standard 
of activity, as in the case of questions about possessing 
a photography studio or commissioning this type of 
work outside the museum; this depends on the sort of 
institution, the number of collections, spatial conditions, 
and economic justification, and does not have to be linked 
with the good or inferior quality of the activity of the 
institution as such. Apart from asking about the principles 
of accumulating collections, which could provide a certain 
vision of the future growth of collections, the application 
does not take into account questions connected with plans 
or strategies for the future activity of the given institution.

The above situation is the reason why institutions aspiring 
to the rank of a registered museum are not informed what 
is expected of them or how and upon what basis will 
assessment take place. The Regulation concentrates on 
the technical aspect of inclusion into the Register and the 
eventual removal from it but does not define requirements 
and conditions to be successfully tackled by the museum 
nor does it render precise criteria of the assessment made 
by the classification commission. Despite the fact that such 
a commission is composed of persons who are outstanding 
specialists and who are without doubt capable of judging 
the level of a museum upon the basis of their experience 
and the information contained in the application, an 
assessment deprived of uniform criteria becomes purely 
subjective and inestimable.
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The accreditation system and museums

Accreditation systems function in numerous domains. Their 
purpose is to attest that a given organisation fulfils its tasks 
on a level that meets specific high standards. By way of ex-
ample, the evaluation of the quality of education at schools 
of higher learning, carried out by the Polish Accreditation 
Committee,17 decides whether a given school of higher 
learning will obtain the right to conduct a certain course 
or not. Importantly, such an assessment is pro-quality and 
periodically verified.

Standardised systems of museum accreditation exist in 
such countries as the United Kingdom or the USA. Associated 
obligatory schemes clearly define requirements to be met 
by an accredited museum, leaving no doubt as to which 
element of its activity is evaluated and according to what 
sort of criterion. Moreover, criteria contained in accreditation 
schemes offer distinct information about the way in which 
an exemplary museum should function, and what exerts 
a positive impact on the standardisation of managing 
a museum and delineates the direction that institutions 
should follow for the sake of improving quality. Such standards 
refer both to strategic questions connected with managing 
a museum conceived as an organisation, museum collections, 
and the offer proposed by the institution to the public.

The Museum Accreditation Scheme in 
Great Britain and Northern Ireland
The first version of the Museum Accreditation Scheme in 
Great Britain and Northern Ireland was created already in 
1988 in order to support museums in the implementation of 
standards and the identification of domains of development. 
The original name of the scheme is highly characteristic 
– this was to be a register of museums representing 
a confirmed high level. In 2004 the name of the scheme 
was changed to ‘Accreditation’ in order to better depict its 
purpose, which entailed not so much the selection of a small 
and exclusively registered group of institutions as universally 
raising the level of the functioning of museums.

An updated version of the Museum Accreditation 
Scheme, recognised as the British standard, was issued in 
2011.18 Support for the standard, its development as well 
as conferring accreditation are the responsibility of the Arts 
Council England,19 cooperating with the Welsh Government, 
Museums Galleries Scotland, and the Northern Ireland 
Museums Council.

The standard takes into account different types, 
dimensions, and ranges of the activity of museums; 
consequently, large and prosperous museums are not 
judged with the same yardstick as small ones with a limited 
budget, thanks to which the latter are not excluded from the 
possibility of obtaining accreditation. Main emphasis was 
placed on increasing an awareness of professional standards 
and encouraging museums to pursue development based on 
effective planning, responsible collection management, and 
taking social needs into consideration. In addition, in 2014 
this scheme was supplemented by detailed guidebooks 
concerning particular groups of criteria supporting the 
achievement of the standard.20 The guidebooks in question 
assist in completing accreditation both from the technical 

point of view – by explaining the way in which a museum 
should prepare its application as well as the fashion in 
which accreditation takes place, and from the viewpoint 
of contents – by referring outright to accreditation 
requirements, with due attention paid to demands made 
of assorted types of museums. Furthermore, the Arts 
Council successively publishes on its website such additional 
documents supporting museums in achieving accreditation 
as lists of sources – guidebooks, textbooks, regulations, 
standards concurrent with accreditation requirements, 
advice provided by inspectors assessing museums, or 
models of the applied policy.21 Significantly, while creating 
the Scheme its authors did not devise requirements from 
scratch but made use of already functioning solutions 
– e.g. in the case of numerous questions concerning the 
management of collections it is outright demanded that the 
SPECTRUM standard should be applied.22

The foremost element of the accreditation program is 
a document containing a list of requirements necessary 
for accreditation and divided into three categories: 
Organisational health, Collections, and Users and their 
experiences. Each category contains numerous requisites 
described in detail, which correspond to points in the 
accreditation application. The purpose of the first category 
is to demonstrate the heretofore and, predominantly, 
future stability of the institution from the financial and 
organisational viewpoint. The second is to guarantee stability 
in the maintenance of the collection within the accumulation 
of collections and their protection, conservation, and suitable 
documentation. The third indicates the extent to which 
the museum offer focuses on serving society by means of 
high-quality amenities (encompassing both exhibition and 
educational activity and accompanying facilities concentrated 
on the needs of the users).

Significantly, prime emphasis has been placed not such 
much on report information, such as the number of organised 
exhibitions or the recording of collections, as on strategy, e.g. 
devising policies and plans of functioning and the evaluation 
of heretofore work – by way of example, does the museum 
analyse the degree to which its exhibitions reach visitors, 
and does it draw pertinent conclusions while planning its 
activity. As regards collection records the Polish application 
concerning entry into the Register contains a question 
about the number of insufficiently documented collections 
(a problem occurring, for all practical purposes, in all 
museums with a longer history) while the British accreditation 
scheme focuses on the requirement of possessing written 
lists of policies, plans, and procedures concerning the 
supplementation of insufficient documentation.

The accreditation process is multi-stage and encompasses 
– after filing the application – several visits paid by 
inspectors affiliated with one of the institutions entitled 
to grant accreditation. In a situation when a museum does 
not meet all the accreditation requirements the application 
is rejected, although if the museum reveals activity aimed 
at attaining the delineated standards it might be granted 
Provisional Accreditation for 12 months. This period 
can be prolonged by another 12 months if the museum 
demonstrates distinct progress and the extension of the 
process is the result of a situation, which the institution does 
not impact. Full accreditation is granted for a period of three 
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years, after which the institution is obligated to apply for 
another assessment enabling it to retain the status of an 
accredited museum.

Accreditation systems in Ireland and the USA are similar. 
The former – modelled on its British counterpart – was 
introduced in 2014 by the Heritage Council in Ireland.23 
Here too the fundamental division of requirements 
addressed to museums is composed of three categories: 
general management (policies, plans, guarantees of 
financial stability), collection management (care for the 
collections and their documentation), and public services; 
the third group deals with policies and plans connected with 
exhibitions and education to a degree much more detailed 
than the British scheme. In the case of the USA, accreditation 
is a fragment of a widely delineated Continuum of Excellence 
program conducted by the American Alliance of Museums.24 

American accreditation is granted for ten years.
A characteristic feature of the above-outlined accreditation 

systems is the fact that they focus not on museum reports 
on attained indices but on showing the institution’s stability, 
well-conceived mission, and associated program. The Polish 
Register calls for, predominantly, demonstrating heretofore 
undertakings, but the above-mentioned foreign programs 
expect a presentation of information concerning the existing 
museum and its future.

Would this make sense in Poland?
It could be said that the general premise of the Polish 
Register of museums and the British accreditation system 
are rather concurrent – both are interested in confirming 
a high standard of functioning and take into account suitable 
staff, seat, and stable financing of the institution. That which 
in the Polish Register comprises the entire required informa-
tion is in the Accreditation Scheme barely an introduction to 
a detailed and complete description of qualitative demands.

It is easy to notice that within the range of data analysed 
in the course of the assessment of museums the Polish and 
British systems differ, first and foremost, as regards their 
approach to management issues and those connected 
with society’s expectations of museums. While comparing 
Polish questions and problems indicated in the discussed 
accreditation system it becomes obvious that in Poland 
small emphasis is placed on requirements pertaining to 
the creation of policies and strategies associated with the 
development of a museum. In the Accreditation Scheme 
a whole section concerning collections consists, for all 
practical purposes, of demonstrating cohesive principles 
of collection management (presentation of policies 
and plans concerning the accumulation, preservation, 
and documentation of collections), which in the Polish 
application is limited to numerical data about the 
collection, a description, and general principles of collection 
accumulation. Significantly – the British standard does not 
render the obtaining of accreditation dependent on the 
special importance of possessed collections, and thus 
does not exclude local museums, which cannot boast 
of collections on par with those of national museums, 
but without doubt are institutions functioning on a high 
level.25 In the case of the Polish Register the significance 
of possessed collections is the first to be mentioned, but 

here too there is no explanation of how and in what sort 
of context is this importance assessed (e.g. can collections 
essential only on a local scale be recognised as collections 
of sufficiently large impact?).

Changes of regulations occurring in Poland in the wake 
of systemic transformation resulted in a situation in which 
numerous aspects of the functioning of museums are not 
regulated in detail. Quite possibly, authors of currently 
functioning regulations intended to offer museums more 
freedom in shaping their policies, but the outcome means 
that in the majority of cases any sort of a standard is absent 
as a point of reference. In some instances the restriction of 
attention paid to detail generated contradictions between 
particular regulations, as in the case of, e.g. principles 
controlling the concurrence of collection documentation 
with the actual state of things – in the past attention was 
paid to obligatory methods of inventorisation, which was the 
direct consequence of the specificity of museum collections 
calling for other methods than those applied in the case of 
objects inventoried in ordinary institutions.26 Today, there 
is no indication how museum inventorisation compares to 
the Accounting Act, which it contradicts27 and museums 
are left to face this problem on their own. For quite some 
time members of the museum staff have been postulating 
the introduction of changes in the regulations, which would 
instil uniformity and establish a certain standard. It seems, 
however, that it is impossible to regulate every aspect of 
the functioning of a museum by means of a regulation, and 
that a sound solution would be to introduce an accreditation 
system imposing standards based on good practices and 
subjected to constant evaluation and development – in 
principle more flexible than legal regulations, which do 
not keep up with transformations occurring in the world. 
The point of departure for such a system could be precisely 
a National Register of Museums containing exemplary 
institutions representing the highest standard in the country.

It could be recognised that the targets of the British 
accreditation system and the Polish Register are slightly 
different – the purpose of the Register is to select a narrow 
and exclusive group of the best museums, which enjoy 
certain special privileges (such as the pre-emptive right 
to make purchases or special financial support, which 
for purely economic reasons cannot encompass a very 
wide group of museums), and not to be merely a system 
confirming the high standard of activity in such a large 
group of institutions.28 Even a situation in which registered 
museums were to remain a confined group of the best does 
not alter the fact that in order to evaluate the outstanding or 
satisfactory level of the professionalism of a given museum it 
is necessary to define criteria eliminating the subjectivism of 
opinions. A preparation of a scheme defining requirements 
to be met by top museums can provide exactly such criteria.

***

This article is merely an outline of problems resulting from the 
absence of designated standards of museum management 
– the majority of the cited examples referred only to issues 
associated with the management and documentation of 
collections, although this is but one of many aspects of the 
functioning of museums, which lack qualitative standards. 
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The accreditation system functioning in the United Kingdom 
is an example of a solution to a problem of this kind. Although 
the United Kingdom is a state in which museums function 
in a slightly different organisational and financial reality it 
seems that it would be easy to transfer such a solution to 
Polish conditions owing to its scalability (the attainment of 
accreditation does not depend on the prosperity of a given 
institution and whether it, for instance, purchases valuable 
objects or organises exhibitions brimming with impetus) and 
the fact that it bases assessment criteria upon the standard 
of managing the institution.

The intention of this article was not to doubt the 
correctness of listing particular Polish museums in the 

Register, but merely to indicate the need for a standardisation 
of the requirements made of museums and the creation of 
a sui generis ‘classification framework’ allowing an objective 
and tangible assessment of the level of the activity of those 
institutions. As has been mentioned earlier, at present the 
National Register of Museums includes 127 institutions from 
all over the country: state and self-government museums, 
large and small, with considerable or modest budgets at their 
disposal. It would be highly favourable for Polish museology 
if these institutions were to become actual models for 
others in their categories. Striving towards this goal could be 
indubitably facilitated by the creation of a quality standard 
lucid for all museums in Poland and characterising the best.

Endnotes
1	 Act on Museums of 21 November 1996 (Dziennik Ustaw Journal of Laws, [further as: Dz.U.] of 1997, no. 5, item 24), art. 1-2 (further as: Act on Museums). 
2	 Regulation of the Minister of Culture of 15 October 2003 on the protection of collections in museums against fires, robberies and other threats of damage 

or loss of exhibits as well as the methods of exhibits’ readiness for evacuation in case of a threat (Dz.U. of 2003, no. 193, item 1892).
3	 Regulation of the Minister of Culture of 30 August 2004 on the scope, forms and methods of cataloguing historical objects in museums (Dz.U. of 2004, no. 

202, item 2073). 
4	 Regulation of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage of 15 May 2008 on the conditions, method and procedures of transferring museum collection 

objects (Dz.U. of 2008, no. 91, item 569).
5	 Regulation of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage of 16 August 2017 on permissions for temporary export of museum exhibits, which are not 

monuments and are entered in museum inventories in museums that are cultural institutions (Dz.U. of 2017, item 1693).
6	 Regulation of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage of 14 October 2015 on the application for legal protection granted to a movable of historic or 

artistic or scientific value loaned from abroad for a temporary exhibition organised in the territory of the Republic of Poland (Dz.U. of 2015, item 1749); 
Regulation of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage of 14 October 2015 on a notification form concerning import into the territory of the Republic 
of Poland and a notification form concerning export from the territory of the Republic of Poland of a movable of historic or artistic or scientific value loaned 
from abroad for a temporary exhibition organised in the territory of the Republic of Poland, provided legal protection (Dz.U. of 2015, item 1769); Regulation 
of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage of 14 October 2015 on the inventory file of a movable of historic or artistic or scientific value loaned from 
abroad for a temporary exhibition organised in the territory of the Republic of Poland, provided legal protection (Dz.U. of 2015, item 1719).

7	 Act on Museums, art. 32-34.
8	 S. Łazarowicz, W. Sieroszewski, Przepisy prawne dotyczące ochrony dóbr kultury oraz muzeów [Legal Regulations Related to the Preservation of Cultural Go-

ods and Museums], ‘Biblioteka Muzealnictwa i Ochrony Zabytków’ 1967, series B, vol. 20; the publication was brought up to date by adding commentaries: 
S. Łazarowicz, W. Sieroszewski, Przepisy prawne dotyczące ochrony dóbr kultury oraz muzeów, 2nd edition, revised and enlarged, ‘Biblioteka Muzealnictwa i 
Ochrony Zabytków’ 1970, series B, vol. 28; a supplement was issued in 1978: W. Sieroszewski, A. Żółkiewski, Przepisy prawne dotyczące ochrony dóbr kultury 
oraz muzeów. (Suplement do II wydania) [Legal Regulations Related to the Preservation of Cultural Goods and Museums (Supplement to the 2nd Edition)], 
‘Biblioteka Muzealnictwa i Ochrony Zabytków’ 1978, series B, vol. 50. 

9	 Act on Museums, art. 13, par. 1.
10	Act on Museums, art. 13, par. 3.
11	Act on Museums, art. 13, par. 5.
12	Act on Museums, art. 20, par. 1.
13	Act on Museums, art. 20, par. 2.
14	On 7 February 2018 the National Register of Museums totalled 127 institutions (129 items, of which two were deleted as a consequence of the closure of 

the museums).
15	Regulation of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage of 13 May 2008 on the way of keeping the National Register of Museums, the Register inscrip-

tion application form, the conditions and procedure for inscriptions and circumstances under which an audit can be ordered to verify whether a museum 
still meets conditions for being listed in the Register (Dz.U. of 2008, no. 91, item 567), (further as: Regulation).

16	Regulation, item. 3, par 2.
17	http://www.pka.edu.pl/ [Accessed on: 10 May 2018]
18	Accreditation Scheme for Museums and Galleries in the United Kingdom: Accreditation Scheme, October 2011, https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/ 

default/files/download-file/Accreditationstandard.pdf [Accessed on: 3 July 2018].
19	Arts Council England is an institution acting on the part of the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) and supporting museums, libraries, 

and widely comprehended culture and art, https://www.artscouncil.org.uk [Accessed on: 3 May 2018].
20	Accreditation guidance. An introduction, June 2014; Accreditation guidance. Section one: Organisational health, June 2014; Accreditation guidance. Sec-

tion two: Collections, June 2014; Accreditation guidance. Section three: Users and their experience, June 2014; on the Art Council website, https://www. 
artscouncil.org.uk/accreditation-scheme/about-accreditation [Accessed on: 30 April 2018].

21	https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/accreditation-scheme/support-and-advice#section-2 [Accessed on: 30 April 2018].
22	SPECTRUM is an increasingly popular British collection management standard encompassing 21 procedures enabling a complex management of objects 



183www.muzealnictworocznik.com MUSEOLOGY

law in museums

located in museums (both own and belonging to others), starting from their introduction into the museum to their eventual disposal or return. The standard 
in question contains a list of information units serving both a description of the collections as such and processes associated with managing them. The 
non-commercial use of the standard is free-of-charge. The accessible Polish-language version is SPECTRUM 4.0, downloadable on the National Institute for 
Museums and Public Collections website: https://nimoz.pl/baza-wiedzy/zarzadzanie-zbiorami/spectrum [Accessed on: 26 June 2018].

23	Museum Standards Programme for Ireland. Standards and guidelines, An Chomhairle Oidhreachta/The Heritage Council, https://www.heritagecouncil.ie/ 
content/files/museusmsstandardsprogrammestandardsguidelines1mb.pdf [Accessed on: 3 July 2018].

24	https://www.aam-us.org/programs/accreditation-excellence-programs/ [Accessed on: 2 May 2018].
25	Accreditation guidance. An introduction contains a table differentiating demands depending on the type and scale of the museum; e.g. regional museums 

with a budget lower than 100 000 GBP are obligated to provide a much less expanded educational offer than university museums with a budget exceeding 
250 000 GBP. In turn, national museums, funded directly by the government and holding national significance, must complete additional questions and 
offer visitor facilities appropriate to a national organisation; in addition, they will provide expertise [...] to other museums, galleries and collections.

26	Regulation of the Minister of Culture and Art of 18 April 1964 on inventory of exhibits (Dz.U. no 17, item, 101, par. 13); S. Łazarowicz, W. Sieroszewski, 
Przepisy prawne…, 1970, p. 116.

27	For years museums have been engaged in a discussion intent on resolving the following questions: which regulations are paramount, how often should 
collection inventorisation take place, and should both types of inventorisation be treated as identical control?

28	There are 2500 museums in the United Kingdom, of which almost 1800, i.e. ca. 70%, are accredited. In Poland registered museums comprise not quite 17% 
of museums mentioned on the Ministry list.

Alicja de Rosset
Graduate of Protection of Cultural Heritage at the Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń; (2007–2013) employee of Malbork 
Castle Museum, i.a. the Inventory Department; currently: head specialist in the Digitisation Department at National Institute 
for Museums and Public Collections; specialises in problems connected with records, descriptive metadata, computer 
registration systems, and collection management; (from 2016) coach of the SPECTRUM 4.0 collection management standard; 
(from 2014) member of steering groups in the Kultura+ and Kultura Cyfrowa programs; e-mail: aderosset@nimoz.pl

Word count: 4 845; Tables: –; Figures: –; References: 28
Received: 05.2018; Reviewed: 05.2018; Accepted: 06.2018; Published: 08.2018
DOI: 10.5604/01.3001.0012.2305
Copyright©: 2018 National Institute for Museums and Public Collections. Published by Index Copernicus Sp. z o.o. All 
rights reserved. 
Competing interests: Authors have declared that no competing interest exits.
Cite this article as: de Rosset A.; HIGH STANDARD – WHAT KIND, THEN? THE NEED TO INTRODUCE AN ACCREDITATION 
SCHEME FOR POLISH MUSEUMS. Muz., 2018(59): 157-162
Table of contents 2018: https://muzealnictworocznik.com/issue/10809

https://muzealnictworocznik.com/issue/10809


184 MUSEOLOGY

Muz., 2019(60): 24-36
Annual, eISSN 2391-4815 
received – 06.2019
reviewed – 06.2019
accepted – 07.2019
DOI: 10.5604/01.3001.0013.4642

MUSEOLOGIST VERSUS 
COMMUNITY OF MEMORY. 
ATTEMPT AT DEFINING 
TERMS FOR THE SAKE OF 
LEGISLATIVE AMENDMENTS
Michał Niezabitowski 
Historical Museum of the City of Cracow

Abstract: The contemporary role of museum reaches far 
beyond the traditional understanding of the institution’s 
role to be played in the preservation of tangible culture 
monuments. It is currently a creative institution on various 
levels of man’s activity, a centre for continuous learning, 
community and creative hub of healthy social relations. 
Museums continue to cover with their interests newer and 
newer domains of human activity, among which art and 
history remain essentially important, though not the only 
ones. Traditional factual competences that we used to find 
in museums: a historian of art, a historian, an archaeologist, 
an ethnologist, continue to be needed, however far 
insufficient. Today museums have a need of staff who 
represent a wide range of competences, both to work on 
the ‘collections’, and on the intangible heritage as well as 
contacts with the public. Today’s museums expect from the 

staff the competence in so-called 2nd grade history, namely 
these who do not only identify and document the past, but 
also explain what and why we remember from the past.

Looking from such a perspective at museums, whose 
activity seems to be described in the Act on Museums of 
21 November 1996 (with later amendments), and in the 
implementation regulations to the Act, the employee 
relations require a prompt legislative intervention. The 
distinction of the staff of museums and around them 
into ‘museologists’ and ‘non-museologists’ is today 
unquestionably anachronistic and inefficient, impeding 
the implementation of the tasks facing these institutions. 
Furthermore, the source of the name ‘museologist’ is 
sought, and the analysis of the legislative contradiction in 
this respect is conducted, while new solutions adjusted to 
the social needs are provided.

Keywords: museologist, curator, museum staff, functions, positions, collections, tangible and intangible heritage, 
legislation.

A museologist (muzealnik) is a concept in Polish whose actual 
birth is difficult to pinpoint. This word is one of the thousand 
of proofs of the fact that the language is an element. New 
words are created from the need to name some phenomena, 
following which they are ‘regulated’, while their fluid meaning 
specified. The word ‘museologist’ had been first used before 
it was defined, while the coining of such a word, and not 
other understanding of the word, resulted from the fact 
that in 1947 the collective work edited by Stefan Komornicki 

and Tadeusz Dobrowolski titled Muzealnictwo [Museology] 
was published.1 This was the first Polish compendium of 
knowledge of museums, a kind of a textbook defining and 
describing the principles of museum functioning, and also 
modes of work of their staff. What staff? As we are talking 
about ‘museology’, then the natural anthropomorphisation 
of the concept will yield ‘museologists’. And thus consistently, 
however slowly, the term was popularized through literature, 
e.g. in the papers by Stanisław Lorentz, whose authority within 
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the museum-related circles was at the time unquestionable.2 
Nevertheless, many years passed before ‘museologist’ was 
formally and legally confirmed. The date for that moment 
can be easily ascertained: 21 November 1996, when Poland’s 
Parliament, the Sejm, adopted the Act on Museums. The 
name ‘museologist’ had not been used in any of the earlier 
legal regulations, which I had meticulously tried to verify. 
The word does not appear in standards defining the systemic 
position of museums and their staff which had been in force 
before the Act on Museums3 in question (Act of 15 February 
1962 on Preserving Cultural Goods and on Museums,4 or any 
implementing regulations to this Act5).

What were museologists first called? They were called by 
different names. When on 3–4 April 1914, the first congress 
of Polish museums was held in Cracow, a Delegation of Polish 
Museologists6 was then organized. However, in the article 
On Museum Unions… of 1930, Kazimierz Buczkowski wrote: 
Statues of unions effectively represent museum officials 
both in defending their material rights and in controlling 
their responsibility fulfilment7[all emphases in quotes by 
M.N.]. Meanwhile, the minutes of the 1922 Congress in 
Poznań feature the following: with reference to education, 
the issue discussed was the remuneration of museum clerks 
and services.8 Generally, however, the word museologist 
dominated in the inter-war period, and it became popular 
particularly after 1934, following the conference held 
in Madrid by the Office International des Musées.9 The 
awareness of the professional identity of that group of 
individuals was in the Poland of the time quite limited. It is 
enough to realize that the pre-WW II Association of Polish 
Museums was of clearly institutional character, though 
there did occur attempts to make it more an association of 
individuals. However, the very attempts undertaken on the 
grounds of terminology show how vague the awareness of 
the professional distinction of the group was.

The demand for the union to transform into an association 
of museologists, and not museums, was voiced in 1922,10 
during the Congress in Cracow. Nonetheless, it yielded no 
results. It would only be in 1935 that in the statue there 
appeared an extremely enigmatic provision claiming that 
members of the Association of Polish Museums can be 
also natural persons known from the activity in the field 
of museology.11 A strange character of this provision 
corresponds with the actual implementation, since by 1939 
only four people had expressed the desire to be individual 
members in the Association. A simple conclusion can be 
reached: museologists as a professional group did not have 
adequate awareness to emerge out of the institutional 
representation. At the time, obviously, there existed yet 
another name that enjoyed high prestige, namely curator. 
However, it was unanimously applied not only to individuals 
performing museum-related functions, but also managerial 
museum functions. In a sense, a curator was an alter ego of 
the museum director or someone on a managerial position 
responsible for the collections.

Following WW II, the word muzealnik, as said above, did 
not appear in official documents. In the Ordinance of the 19 
September 1958 on the Remuneration of Museum Services12 
the pre-war terminology reappeared. Interestingly, the concept 
of Museum Services included all: curators, conservators, 
interior designers, as well as functions of the museum director, 

museum dispatcher, museum technician, museum assistant, 
namely all those whom the 1996 Act put outside the brackets 
of the group legally defined as museologists. In other words, 
‘museum services’ were the entire group of the museum staff.

In the Ordinance of the Council of Ministers of 27 
November 1996 on the Remuneration of Staff Employed 
at State Museums,13 the professional group in question 
was consistently called ‘museum services’ or alternately 
‘museum staff’. The term muzealnik (museologist) was 
not used when the new principles of museum operating 
were introduced with the Act of 26 April 1984 on 
Promoting Culture and on the Rights and Responsibilities 
of Culture Dissemination Employees.14 The logic of the 
used terminology was later repeated in the implementing 
acts. In the Ordinance of the Minister of Culture and Art 
of 14 November 1985 on the Qualification Requirements, 
Principles and Modes of Verifying Qualifications, and 
Qualification Assessment Allowing to be Assigned to Specific 
Positions in Culture-Disseminating Institutions and Units, 
the only term used to denote the discussed professional 
group is ‘museum staff’.

Meanwhile, the word muzealnik was gradually more 
colloquially and more widely used. The Author of the 
present paper can resort to his recollections for the proof. In 
September 1985, I began working for the Historical Museum 
of the City of Cracow, and from elder colleagues from whom 
I was learning the profession I had only just started gaining 
practical knowledge of, I frequently heard that we were 
‘museologists’ (muzealnicy). Regardless of that, in Cracow 
the doyen of Polish museology Zdzisław Żygulski Jr would 
often use the word ‘museologist’ in a slightly different Polish 
version, namely muzeolog pronounced with his peculiar 
Lvov accent. Prof. Zdzisław Żygulski, whose lectures I had 
the privilege of attending at the post-graduate museological 
studies at the Jagiellonian University at the threshold of 
the 21st century, claimed that the word muzealnik was 
linguistically incorrect. Passionate about Greek Antiquity, 
he, as it turned out in vain, preferred the word muzeolog. 
It did not, however, stick to define the professional group 
of the museum staff. It happened so, since it corresponded 
to a young, but gradually marking its presence more vividly 
scientific discipline: museology, understood as the science 
of museums. We owe the precise and thorough analysis of 
the meanings of this name to Dorota Folga-Januszewska in 
the paper that I sincerely recommend.15 My remarks on the 
senses contained in the word museologist – muzealnik are, 
in a way, a continuation of her analysis.

The word museologist was introduced into legal 
circulation by the legislator together with the adoption by 
the Sejm of the Act on Museums of 21 November 1996. 
From the people participating in the legislative process 
which led to the adoption of this Act we can learn that 
it was Bożena Steinborn PhD who suggested to use this 
name. Soon afterwards, as already in 1997–98, in reaction 
to this new legislative order in Cracow the Association of 
Polish Museologists (SMP) was established; its members 
defined the essence of their organization as an association 
of natural persons, in which institutional membership 
could only be of supportive character. An important step 
in the process of consolidating the circle’s awareness 
can undoubtedly be seen in the First Congress of Polish 
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Museologists held in Lódź on 25–27 April 2015.16 It was 
not by accident that the Congress initiated the debate 
trying to respond to: what is today’s museologist? Who 
falls within the professional group of museologists? As can 
be seen over almost twenty years that have passed since 
the adoption of the Act on Museums, these questions are 
not so easily answered in the face of law. More importantly, 
however, it could be observed at the same time that the 
very posing of those questions yielded a conflict centred 
around the values grouping their respective supporters. We 
thus have to do, if the Readers pardon my generalization, 
with those who are the supporters of the idea of the elitist 
corporation of defenders of collections of timeless value. 
On the other hand, there are those who perceive the need 
to delineate the limits of our group reaching far due to 
the perception of museum as a shared good of all the 
staff as well as the museum public. The first will consider 
their banner to be the T-shirt featuring St George and the 
caption reading: St George of Collections, the latter will be 
satisfied with an elitist pin reading: Museum – I Am Coming 
in! Between the elitist and missionary defensiveness of the 
first (as it is know, St George fights with a dragon) and the 
egalitarian and communal-creative idea of the latter the 
differences are razor-sharp. For the sake of being honest 
let me add that I am not neutral in this dispute, resolutely 
claiming that from the perspective of museum staff teams, 
We are all museologists!

I am perfectly aware that raising the question of 
ontology, semiotics, and semantics of ‘museologists’ at 
the Congress caused a greatly emotional reaction. The 
atmosphere did not favour further solutions. Allow me, 
however, to point to a publication released in the wake 
of the Congress, which is a set of interviews of middle- 
-generation museologists with those of a strong position 
and extensive accomplishments.17 In the talks conducted in 
the format: ‘master – disciple’, I had the pleasure of listening 
to the experience of Zofia Gołubiew and Jan Ostrowski, and 
asking both about that antagonism. Without any undue 
commentary, I shall only quote the words spoken on the 
question by Jan Ostrowski: (…). Meanwhile, talking about 
the issue in most simple terms, who works at a museum 
and wants to consider him- or herself a museologist, is one. 
(…) Dividing employees of one institution into those are 
and those who are not members of the professional group 
of museologists seems to me harmful. Such an activity 
introduces divisions among the staff team, dividing them 
into groups between which controversies can arise. Some 
become better, other worse. Some regard themselves to 
be privileged, others treated unjustly. (…) Conducting the 
debate ‘who is a museologist, and who is not’ in museum, 
in my opinion is pointless and harmful. Harmful in the sense 
that the group deprived of the museologist status could feel 
detached from the work they do. Such an individual could 
suddenly feel like hired labour, working from 8 am to 4 pm, 
not feeling any closer bond with their institution.18

In relation to Jan Ostrowski’s last quoted words, particularly 
those observing how damaging it is to discuss obvious 
things, I can only remark that this discussion is spontan- 
eously being continued. It keeps smouldering, and comes 
up with living fire anew, which implies that the definition of 
our job requires new reflection over it.

Why is defining the museologist’s job important?

The answer to this question can be formulated in several points:
•	 This owing to the fact that the job was introduced into legal 

circulation in a faulty manner (which I will try to demonstrate 
below), and the range of qualities defining its character is 
difficult to describe on the grounds of legal regulations.

•	 This owing to the fact that museums develop at an 
unusually rapid pace, and museologizing keeps covering 
new spheres of life. This requires a growing number of 
interdisciplinary activities and engaging in museum work 
specialists who do not directly work on ‘museum objects’, 
but who are indispensable for contemporary museum. 
We must not allow for the situation in which a museum 
employs individuals who are essential for its operation in 
contemporary shape, of whom a part are ‘museologists’ 
and the other part are ‘non-museologists’ (in the worst 
conceptual version: ‘factual’ versus ‘non-factual’).

•	 This owing to the fact that contemporary organizations, 
particularly cultural institutions, boast creative potential, 
which less and less frequently stems from individual work, 
while more from team work. True works, such as museum 
exhibitions, require creative and dynamic teams. In my 
understanding, today the basic task of museum directors 
is to create conditions for implementing team visions. 
Structural divisions within working teams do not benefit this.

•	 Finally owing to the fact, of which I am deeply convinced, 
that contemporary museums are institutions of peculiar 
character, institutions of knowledge and development, 
whose specificity is no longer collections only. Museums 
amass collections so that the public can group around them. 
An obvious conclusion from this is that a ‘museologist’ 
cannot only be an individual who contributes to amassing 
and elaborating the collections, but should also be the one 
who contributes to bringing together the public around 
the collections.
Therefore, I am perfectly confident that before a new 

museum-related law enters the legislative procedure, it 
is essential to define the scope of the ‘museologist’s’ job, 
which was successfully achieved at the Congress, though 
in the form of a compromise and through majority voting, 
but not by a consensual process, the latter much closer 
to my heart. In order to conduct the process, a semantic 
and logical analyses of legal acts need to be conducted, 
which, as much as ignorant I am on legal matters, I decided 
to conduct, since this is voicing an opinion on absolutely 
essential issues. Let me emphasize, furthermore, that 
all those legal acts extremely rich in content, have been 
analysed by me only for the purpose of one essential 
question: What is a museologist? I pose this basic question, 
since in my view all the available legal acts do not define this 
concept sufficiently, which continues one of the reasons for 
misunderstandings within the museum circles. Therefore, 
essentially, I have skipped all the other elements related to 
the regulations of employment rights at museums to focus 
on this most important question.

The most important concepts on the legal level
The most becoming start for our considerations would be 
the Act on Museums of 21 November 1996 mentioned at 
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the beginning of the present paper (Journal of Laws of 1997, 
No. 5, Item 24) which reads:

Section 5, Art. 32:
1. �Employees holding the positions related to the museum’s 

basic activity constitute a professional group of 
museologists, this including assistants, adjuncts, curators, 
and certified curators.

2. �The employees enumerated in 1 should have museo-
logical qualifications.

3. �Museums can employ experts in other professions 
related to the museum’s activity.

Since the above fragment should be regarded as the origo 
of the formal existence of the professional group of museolo-
gists, when reading through it, one formulates the following 
question: what is museum’s basic activity? Its range is not 
precisely defined in the Act, therefore in practice it was most 
frequently derived from Chapter 1, Arts. 1 and 2 of the Act on 
Museums. Regrettably, the spheres of museums’ activity are 
described there in an extremely broad as well as general sense.

It is essential to quote both articles of the discussed Act 
here in extenso:

Art. 1 Museum is a non-profit organizational unit whose 
goal is to preserve cultural heritage objects, inform on the 
values and content of the amassed collections, disseminate 
basic values of Polish and world history, science, and culture, 
shape cognitive and aesthetical sensitivity, and enable 
contact with the collections through the activities as defined 
in Art. 2.2. Museum objects are movable and immovable 
goods entered in the museum-object inventories. Museum 
objects are assets belonging to all society.

Art. 2 Museum achieves goals as defined in Art. 1, 
particularly through:

1. �collecting museum objects within the scope as defined 
by the statue;

2. �cataloguing and scientifically elaborating the collected 
museum objects;

3. �keeping the collected cultural heritage objects under 
conditions safeguarding their proper preservation and 
security, and storing them so that they are available for 
scientific investigation;

4. �preserving and conserving museum objects, and wherever 
possible, preserving non-movable archaeological heritage 
objects, as well as other immovable objects of tangible 
culture and nature;

5. organizing exhibitions;
6. �organizing scientific research and expeditions, also 

archaeological ones;
7. running educational activities;
8. making museums available for learning;
9. �securing proper conditions for visiting and benefitting 

the collections;
10. running publication activity.
Furthermore, the second question arises: what are the 

museological qualifications that are not mentioned at any 
other point of the discussed Act?

Logically thinking, one could state that museological 
qualifications are represented by those who can professionally 
perform work within the basic activity of museum. Meanwhile, 
as the qualifications as such were not described, while the basic 
activity was not convincingly defined, from the very first days of 
the Act on Museums in force, great discrepancies in museum 

employment structures could be observed. In order to illustrate 
this claim without, however, referring to any definite institutions 
(interestingly, it would make sense to collect personnel data 
from numerous museums to provide a comparable material), 
let us point to the size of this inconsistency.

Individuals employed in editing departments, in many 
museums hold museologist positions (Assistant Curators), 
while in others they are employed as ‘non-museologists’ 
(Experts, Clerks, etc.). The same applies to educators, 
guides, artists, museum library and archive employees, 
photographers, promotion department employees, and many 
other specialists. In Cracow alone I am acquainted with cases 
when in two museums across the street from each other, in 
one the library employee is holding the position of a Curator 
(thus being a museologist), while in the other such employee 
is a Documentalist (therefore a non-museologist). It is hard 
to judge this situation as perfectly normal, and I perceive 
the reason for this abnormality in the lack of precision in the 
legislation. As much as it was not controversial that when 
creating the personnel structure the individuals performing 
jobs related to collecting and investigating the collections 
were unquestionably museologists (this being a view 
obviously connected with the traditional 19th-century and 
even 18th-century understanding of work at a museum), any 
other activity was already related to the interpretation and 
customary ways at a given institution. This eventually led to 
creating the system that nationwide has to be regarded as 
the least possibly coherent.

In principle, legal imprecision should have been dispelled 
through implementation legislation issued by the Ministry of 
Culture and Art. Such regulation was foreseen in the Act on 
Museums of 21 November 1996 in Section 5, Art. 32.4, which 
reads as follows: Minister of Culture and Art shall define the 
required qualifications allowing to take on museum positions 
and the mode of their verification by way of regulation.

The relevant Ordinance was issued on 26 June 1998, 
and dealt with the required qualifications allowing to take 
on museum positions and the mode of their verification.19 
Regrettably, it did not dissipate the arisen doubts. Although 
in Art. 1.1 of the Ordinance it is stated that: Qualification 
requirements entitling to hold positions related to museum’s 
basic activity are defined in the Annex to the Ordinance, while 
in Art. 1.2 employees who can be employed at museums on 
positions unrelated to museum’s basic activity are mentioned, 
nowhere in the Ordinance the concept of museum’s basic 
activity is either more extensively described or specified 
in more detail. Neither are the doubts dispelled in the 
Annex referred to in Art. 1.1, as it actually merely defines 
new lowered placement periods, and education required 
for a given position, specifying the problem by adding 
one enigmatic claim that candidate’s education should 
be related (…) to one of the disciplines presented in the 
museum’s collections (…). Given that an enormous number 
of Polish museums: district, regional, municipal, or national, 
are extremely interdisciplinary, the reference to one of the 
disciplines may just as well be a reference to anything.

The discussed Ordinance actually caused essential chaos in 
the museology legal order for two reasons. Firstly, out of the 
professional group of museologists, it excluded museum con-
servators, which has to be regarded as incomprehensible to 
a great extent, and in further consequences, actually ruining 
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the institution’s essence. Since, if in compliance with the in-
tention of the legislator the professional group of museolo-
gists is made up of individuals implementing tasks related 
to museum’s basic activity, and if its range is understood as 
defined in Art. 2, in 2.4 the following can be read: museum 
implements its goals defined in Art. 1 through (…)

4. �preserving and conserving museum objects, and wherever 
possible, preserving non-movable archaeological 
heritage objects, as well as other immovable objects of 
tangible culture and of nature.

Therefore, assuming a rational activity of the legislator, it 
is incomprehensible why a conservator, actually performing 
basic tasks is not a museologist? I obviously skip questions 
that arise on the grounds of logic and common sense: how 
is it possible not to regard conservators as museologists?! 
Is this merely a theoretical analysis, or does it really affect 
museum employees? Allow me only to quote at the point 
an e-mail I received as President of SMP, without pointing 
to its real source. Dear President of the Association of Polish 
Museologists, I have the following question: have I stopped 
being SMP member because of having been transferred 
from the Education Department at the Museum (…), where 
I was employed as a Curator, to the Department of Textile 
Conservation to hold the Conservator position there? Is 
not the conservator taking care of museum collections 
a museologist? Is it that with such a change of my position 
within the same museum I cease being a museologist? 
In the opinion of our attorney, a Curator is a position not 
a professional title (to which I am entitled in view of my 
education and work experience). Regards, (…)

And since in our debate I have quoted an anonymous 
female colleague, let me refer to her remark in reaction 
to the consequences of introducing the Ordinance of the 
Minister of Culture and Art of 26 June 1998. Actually, in the 
period spanning the adoption of the Act on Museums and 
the issuing of the Ordinance, something really bad happened. 
The legislator, introducing the term of ‘museologist’ into the 
legal circulation, claimed, as can be remembered, in Art. 32.1: 
Employees holding the positions related to the museum’s basic 
activity constitute a professional group of museologists, this 
including Assistants, Adjuncts, Curators, and Certified Curators.

Please, remark, that museologists, specified as such, ‘enter’ 
the professional group of museologists. But what do they 
enter as? On the Minister’s Ordinance level, assistant, adjunct, 
curator, and certified curator are defined as ‘positions’. In the 
linguistic logic there is a ‘dissonance’ here. Positions, for being 
what they are, are occupied for a definite period of time. Thus 
the person occupying the position of a curator enters the 
professional group of museologists, however does he or she 
stop being a museologist after they have lost the position? 
A physician is a member of the professional group of doctors, 
holding, for example, the position of a senior registrar. Losing 
the position, does he or she cease being a doctor? A teacher 
holds the position of a class tutor, but despite that does not 
stop being a teacher. Does a major, losing the position of the 
battalion commander, lose the rank, and stop being a soldier? 
Similar examples could be multiplied.

Therefore, when referring to the quoted legal acts, one 
would have to embarrassingly observe that a curator, and ad-
junct, an assistant are positions, not degrees. Simultaneously, 
the legislator introduces the concept of ‘function’. Thus the 

Director executes his/her function holding the Curator posi-
tion. It is the position that actually has a greater impact on 
the degree, title, than on the function more related to the 
full-time employment contract. Is it thus so that when losing 
the position, I also lose the title, therefore the right to rank 
among the professional circle of museologists? Further on, 
if Curator is a position, and the Ordinance does not mention 
function, what is the manager? Director? Storage clerk? Main 
cataloguer? As I have checked, in the majority of museums, in 
a logical impulse and not contradicting common sense, how-
ever not in compliance with the Act, positions like the follow-
ing have been created: ‘Main Cataloguer – Senior Curator’, or 
‘Head of the Graphics Department – Curator’. Since in the case 
of employing the director, although it is the museum that is 
director’s employer, the entity that employs him/her is the or-
ganizer; and thus depending on the meticulousness and scru-
pulosity of the latter, some directors have stayed ‘Directors 
– Curators’, others have been deprived of the ‘title’. The issue 
of the relation between the museologist and position which 
he/she occupies will be retackled further on in the paper.

Continuing the discussion of the legal issue of locating 
museologists as a professional group, it has to be added that 
the Ordinance of the Minister of Culture and Art of 26 June 
1998 dealing with their status was repealed by the next one, 
namely the Ordinance of the Minister of Culture and Art 
of 9 March 1999 on the Qualification Requirements of the 
Employees Forming the Professional Group of Museologists 
Entitling Them to Hold Positions Related to Museum’s Basic 
Activity and the Mode of Their Verification.20 (Journal of 
Laws of 1999, No. 26, Item 233).

It is thus the Ordinance of the lex specialis type, dedicated 
directly to the professional group of museologists and 
positions related to their basic activity. As far as the legal 
act itself did not introduce any definite solutions, the Annex 
to the Ordinance in question (Qualification Requirements 
Entitling to Occupy Positions Related to Museums’ Basic 
Activity for Employees Forming the Professional Group of 
Museologists, Item 233), twice witnessed provisions which 
can be regarded an important guideline for legislative 
interpretation. Thus when defining qualification requirements 
for the positions of Certified Curator and Curator, it is said 
that one of the elements is (…) professional accomplishments 
within the range pointed to by Art. 2 of the Act on Museums. 
(…) This should be understood as a clear guidance that the 
catalogue of the basic activity components (thus museological 
qualifications) is listed in this Article. Although there seems 
to be lack of logic in another element specifying qualification 
requirements, listed in the very same Annex, stating that 
in order to occupy the same positions a doctoral degree 
(Certified Curator, Senior Curator) (…) in the discipline related 
to the museum’s basic activity constitutes a prerequisite.

On the grounds of logic and alleged rationality of the 
legislator, this confuses the understanding of the whole 
structure of requirements, since it could imply that if the 
doctoral degree should be related to museum’s basic 
activity, while the accomplishments to the list in Art. 2 of 
the Act on Museums, the two seem different and not 
necessarily overlapping. All the more so, since in the case 
of the remaining positions to occupy which the requirement 
of higher specialist or professional education is required, 
Notes in the Annex emphasize that: (…)



189www.muzealnictworocznik.com MUSEOLOGY

law in museums

1. �Higher professional education means studies at 
a Bachelor’s Degree tertiary-education institution 
completed with the Bachelor’ Degree in one of the 
areas related to museum’s basic activity.

2. �Higher specialist education is completion of Master’s 
Degree studies and Master’s Degree in one of the areas 
related to museum’s basic activity.

Tautologically weary one could conclude that the museum’s 
basic activity that decides upon ‘being’ a museologist is the 
activity that is… basic.

I have purposefully omitted one important element in 
both MKiS’s Ordinances (of 26 June 1998 and of 9 March 
1999), however secondary in view of my analysis, namely 
the questions of qualification commissions established in 
order to verify adequate qualifications or formulate opinions 
on the accomplishments for the purpose of occupying the 
position of a Curator. Let us be clear, however, that in view of 
the unclear scopes of both: basic activity and museological 
qualifications (this concept included in the Act on Museums 
is not resumed in MKiS’s Ordinance), one should really pose 
the questions what criteria such commission members 
are supposed to apply? Regardless of them undoubtedly 
working to the best of their will and knowledge, they must 
have been discretionary.

There is no doubt that the quoted Ordinance contributed 
more to the ‘professional’ confusion. I would be tempted 
to believe that in the majority of museums the traditional 
understanding of the word museologist was retained: as 
of an employee connected with cataloguing and scientific 
elaboration of the collections (Art. 2.1 and 2.2 of the Act on 
Museums), and that connected with holding exhibitions (Art. 
2.5 of the Act). In certain museums guides and educators 
remained museologists, too; in others, also editors or 
individuals related to the organizational or promotional activity 
when mounting exhibitions or implementing other projects did. 
(Arts. 2.6, 2.7, 2.8, 2.9, and 2.10 of the Act). As a consequence, 
in some museums, this professional group of museologists was 
also joined by individuals dealing with a broadly understood 
keeping (storing) of the collections (Art. 2.3 of the Act).

When closing up this fragment of the analysis, let us 
recapitulate. The period 1996–99 has to be considered 
as extremely important for museological legislation. For 
the first time ever Polish museums were given their lex 
specialis (Act on Museums of 21 November 1996), which 
on the whole, as a legal act, should be judged positively. It 
strengthened the role of museum; additionally, many legal 
tools the Act introduced should be regarded as effective. 
However, as far as the regulations for the terminology meant 
to call museum personnel with I am of the opinion that the 
Act caused negative effects, these particularly visible from 
the perspective of the past 20 years. Imprecise definitions 
of the professional group led to a far-reaching disarray in 
the employment structures in Polish museums. The actual 
division of the circle into the ‘noble’ and ‘hard-working’ 
ones seems to constitute the most serious problem, while 
the vague line marking the division evokes worrisome 
tendencies. Essentially, we do not know who a museologist 
is, thus loud voices spoke of educators and cataloguers who 
should establish their own separate professional groups. 
And that is what actually happened,21 which testifies to the 
need expressed by those separate professional groups. Thus 

the Act in reality fragmented the museological potential. 
In my opinion, in view of the overall chaos and confusion, 
respective museum specialists are doomed to seek their 
own stability and their own goals. In consequence, each 
group will be defending their own respective professional 
interests, thus weakening the phenomenon of a museum 
as shared good. This will consolidate harmful tendencies. 
Since it is always necessary to distinguish between the 
need to decentralize and harmful fragmentation. However, 
fortunately, as it seems to me, before our very eyes, the 
concentration of capital is taking place.22

Continuation of legislative events
For the sake of chronological order let us emphasize that 
the above-described Ordinance of MKiS was annexed and 
slightly modified through the Ordinance of the Minister of 
Culture of 13 December 2004 amending the Ordinance on 
the Qualification Requirements of the Employees Forming 
the Professional Group of Museologists Entitling Them to 
Hold Positions Related to Museum’s Basic Activity and the 
Mode of Their Verification.23 Since this piece of legislation 
did not introduce anything important as for our terminology 
considerations, it can be omitted.

On 29 June 2007, the Sejm adopted the Act on the 
Amendment to the Act on Museums.24 The Amendment 
that introduced essential alterations to the current legis-
lation (status of museum object, prerogatives of museum 
council, etc.), as for the issue that is of our interest, namely 
the content that refers to the definition of the profession 
of a museologist, introduces minor, however, meaningful 
changes. Firstly, Art. 1 of the Act on Museums was amended 
essentially; secondly, also was its Art. 2, although seemingly 
the amendments were cosmetic only. The Table below jux-
taposes these changes, since if we continue assuming that 
Arts. 1 and 2 define basic activity (constituting a museolo-
gist), these changes have to be regarded as important.

When analyzing the above juxtaposition, it is worth remark-
ing that the 2007 Amendments introduced the following:
•	 In Art. 1: introduction of an extremely important element 

of museums’ responsibility for non-tangible heritage con-
sisting in distinguishing the goods cared for by museums 
into cultural and natural, which quite unequivocally points 
to the need for museum staff to boast both humanistic and 
natural competences.

•	 In Art. 2.5: distinction between permanent and temporary 
exhibitions is introduced.

•	 In Art. 2.7a: attention is drawn to museum’s responsibil-
ity with respect to supporting and running artistic activity 
disseminating culture. This issue is important, since for the 
first time it points to museum, thus a museologist, not only 
as to an art protector, but directly as an artist.

•	 In Art. 2.8: the added element of ‘investigation’, since in the 
provision: making museums available for education and in-
vestigation, it also emphasizes the creative role of museum;

•	 In Art. 2.9 an addition: securing proper conditions for visit-
ing and benefitting the collections and collected informa-
tion. This element, too, is important, since it perceives mu-
seum not merely as a repository of things, but also a capital 
of knowledge. Thus pointing to a museologist as an admin-
istrator of data collected at the museum.
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Act on Museums of 21 Nov. 1996 Act on Museums of 21 Nov. 1996 with amendments 
of 26 Sept. 2007

Art. 1. �Museum is a non-profit organizational unit whose 
goal is to preserve cultural heritage objects, inform 
on the values and content of the amassed collections, 
disseminate basic values of Polish and world history, 
science, and culture, shape cognitive and aesthetical 
sensitivity, and enable contact with the collections 
through the activities as defined in Art. 2.

        2. �Museum objects are movable and immovable goods 
entered in the museum-object inventories. Museum 
objects are assets belonging to all society.

Art. 1. Museum is a non-profit organizational unit whose 
goal is to collect and permanently preserve mankind’s na-
tural and cultural heritage of tangible and non-tangible 
character, inform on the values and content of the amassed 
collections, disseminate basic values of Polish and world hi-
story, science, and culture, shape cognitive and aesthetical 
sensitivity, and enable contact with the amassed collections.

Art. 2. �Museum achieves goals as defined in Art. 1, 
particularly through:

        1) �collecting museum objects within the scope as 
defined by the statue;

        2) �cataloguing and scientifically elaborating the 
collected museum objects;

        3) �keeping the collected cultural heritage objects 
under conditions safeguarding their proper 
preservation and security, and storing them so that 
they are available for scientific investigation;

        4) �preserving and conserving museum objects, 
and wherever possible, preserving non-movable 
archaeological heritage objects, as well as other 
immovable objects of tangible culture and nature;

        5) organizing exhibitions;
        6) �organizing scientific research and expeditions, also 

archaeological;
        7) running educational activities;

        8) making museums available for education;

        9) �securing proper conditions for visiting and 
benefitting the collections;

        10) running publication activity.

Art. 2. �Museum achieves goals as defined in Art. 1, par-
ticularly through:

        1) �collecting museum objects within the scope as 
defined by the statue;

        2) �cataloguing and scientifically elaborating the col-
lected museum objects;

        3) �keeping the collected cultural heritage objects un-
der conditions safeguarding their proper preserva-
tion and security, and storing them so that they are 
available for scientific investigation;

        4) �preserving and conserving museum objects, 
and wherever possible, preserving non-movable 
archaeological heritage objects, as well as other 
immovable objects of tangible culture and nature;

        5) organizing permanent and temporary exhibitions;
        6) �organizing scientific research and expeditions, also 

archaeological;
        7) conducting educational activities;
        7a) �supporting and running artistic activity dissemi-

nating culture;
        8) �making museums available for education and 

investigation;
        9) �securing proper conditions for visiting and benefit-

ting the collections and collected information;

        10) running publication activity.

Within the remaining amended Act practically speaking 
only one new provision was added, amending Art. 32.4 to 
the following phrasing:

The minister responsible for culture and preservation 
of national cultural heritage defines by way of regulation 
the required qualifications entitling to occupy the positions 
as specified in 1 as well as their verification securing 
a professional task fulfilment.

This provision in a slightly amended version forecast a new 
regulation issued by the Minister of Culture and National 
Heritage on qualification requirements for the professional 
group of museologists. It was implemented not fully a year later 
when the Ordinance of the Minister of Culture and National 
Heritage of 13 May 2008 on the Qualification Requirements 
Entitling Employees Forming the Professional Group of 
Museologists to Occupy Positions Connected to Museums’ 
Basic Activity and Their Verification Mode entered into force.25

Regrettably, this regulation copied all the errors of the 
vague descriptions and references to the basic activity and list 

of activities from Art. 2 of the Act on Museums. The novelty 
was the shortening of museologist’s career by eliminating 
the positions of Senior Curator and Senior Assistant. From 
the very beginning strongly criticized by museum-related 
circles, the decision has neither a comprehensible nor 
beneficial impact. The decision to shorten the training period 
in museums which are institutions of experience and long, 
meticulous, and often multi-generational procedures, is not 
justifiable. Let us add at this point with much bitterness that 
numerous, serious, and consistent negative opinions of the 
museum circles on the introduced change did not, speaking 
briefly, have any impact on the legislator. Even when the 
opinion was voiced by 1.200 delegates of the First Congress 
of Polish Museologists in Lodz in April 2015.26

The next ministerial regulation took place four years later 
with the Ordinance of the Minister of Culture and Cultural 
Heritage of 7 August 2012 on the Qualifications Required 
to Occupy Certain Positions in Museums and the Mode of 
their Verification.27
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As can be read from the Act’s title, its task was to generally 
normalize the whole range of museum personnel issues, this 
pointed to by Art.1 of the Ordinance reading:

Art.1. The Ordinance defines:
1. �qualification requirements entitling to occupy the 

following positions at museums:
	 a) of museologists
	 b) other positions related to museum activity;
2. �mode of verifying the qualifications required for 

respective positions at museums.
When it comes to the principal question: What is 

a museologist? The Ordinance in question constitutes, in 
my opinion, a step backward. In the table juxtaposing the 
required qualifications and the assessment of professional 
accomplishments, there persistently returns the academic 
degree connected with the enigmatic ‘museum’s basic 
activity’ and the achievements connected with the statutory 
museum activity. Such a distinction edited in two subsequent 
lines seems to suggest again that there is a certain essential 
difference between the basic activity and statutory activity 
of museums, however difficult to comprehend and describe.

And again this persistent note implying the following 
questions: since museologists perform the basic activity, 
while the Ordinance also refers to other employees connected 
with museum activity, what is the difference in the performed 
work: which is basic or related to museum activity? Based 
on the knowledge of the work in a museum, can one remain 
indifferent to the separation of the positions of a Curator 
and Conservator, so strongly bonded through the museum 
essence? Is it comprehendible that based on the regulations 
one of them is a museologist, and the other is not? Further 
still, how can the concept of museologist be thus defined in 
such a perspective? This does not exhaust all the questions. 
A question can be, for example, asked why in the discussed 
Ordinance making reference to museum’s statutory activity 
(see Art. 2 quoted on several occasions), either in the basic 
range or in that related to museum activity, there is no 
mention of editor? Educator? Layout designer?

Almost parallel to the time of the introduction of the 
quoted Ordinance Poland was amidst a heated debate on 
the so-called profession deregulation. Obviously, the present 
paper does not provide enough space for the analysis of the 
issue. It is, however, worthwhile to emphasize that in the Bill 
containing so-called 3rd tranche of deregulated professions it 
contained the profession of a museologist. Interestingly, this 
fact, besides many others, yielded the circle’s initiative to 
hold the First Congress of Polish Museologists. It was not by 
accident that the Association of Polish Museologists served 
as the event’s instigator. The question of the definition of 
the profession of a museologist and of delineating its scope 
became one of the axes of the pre-Congress debates. Within 
SMP it was debated widely and emotionally. Evidently, it can 
be seen that the debate introduced deep divisions in our 
organisation into the supporters (excuse the simplification) 
of a narrow understanding of the essence of the profession 
(a museologist is a museum employee working ‘on the 
collections’), and adherents of a substantial extending of 
the scope. The limits of the acceptable extension were 
understood variedly in the debate. From the provision that 
a museologist is someone connected with the basic activity, 
the latter being extensively derived from Art. 2 of the Act 

on Museums, up to those arguing that all museum staff, as 
museum professionals, are museologists.

In February 2015, a two-day meeting of the SMP Main 
Board in Cracow allowed for a broad and exhaustive debate 
focused on the definition of the profession of a museologist, 
since by then the Bill on Deregulation (3rd tranche) had 
been tabled to the Speaker of the Sejm. In consequence, 
a domination of the desire to extent the range of the 
professional group to include the specialists listed in the 
discussed Bill (on which below) was observed. Grounded in 
the elaborated formula, supported considerably by ICOM 
Poland and the Association of Open Air Museums in Poland, 
the Programme Committee together with the Resolution 
Committee of the First Congress of Polish Museologists, 
adopted the draft of the Congress Resolution No. 1, which 
in the part dedicated to the essence of the museologist’s 
profession claims the following:

Resolution No. 1 of the First Congress of Polish Museologists, 
Łódź 25–27 April 2015
(…) Museologists are a professional group of public trust 
related directly to the implementation of museum’s 
mission, learning throughout the whole period of working 
at a museum, not subject to political and commercial 
pressures, acting in compliance with the principles of 
knowledge, ethics, and with due diligence while taking 
care of museum objects and fulfilling the assigned tasks. 
The essence of the profession is marked out by relevant 
education, experience, and high competences. Central and 
local authorities, as well as museum organizers have the 
responsibility to support museologists in their work, by 
providing education and promotion opportunities adjusted 
to the requirements of varied specialty museums, and by 
providing them with decent remuneration not lower than 
the National Average Wage. Museum directors recruited 
from among professionals boasting sufficient experience 
in work at a museum or other institutions centred around 
cultural heritage, are expected to represent the highest 
museological qualifications (…).28

However, the social voice expressed at the Congress, 
particularly with respect to Resolution No. 3, was not taken 
into account. On 5 August 2015, the Sejm adopted the 
unaltered wording of the Act on the Amendments to the Act on 
Regulating Access to Certain Professions,29 as a matter of fact 
amending once again the Act on Museums of 21 November 
1996. The amendments of interest to us, namely those related 
to museum professional groups, are contained in Art. 5 of the 
discussed Act, essentially amending its Arts. 32 and 33. What 
strikes is the introduction of the range of regulations that had 
previously (from the end of WW II) been implemented by way 
of regulation into the content of the Act on Museums.

The detailed and complex content referring to the 
qualifications for positions, career accomplishments, 
qualification commissions, specifying of positions and 
training periods, had been transferred into the Act provisions, 
gaining higher importance, and thus significantly impeding 
any potential amendments to the content in question. 
The Act on Museums as such was substantially extended, 
however the detailed content related to civil service 
did not really require the interest of such an important 
institution as the Polish Parliament. As much as the act is 
called ‘deregulational’, the overwhelming impression is that 
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with reference to museum staff, the Act as such introduces 
regulations. Even though qualification requirements had been 
reduced, training periods shortened, requirements related 
to career accomplishments diminished (through these the 
legislator intending to increase access to the profession), the 
museologist essentially remained a regulated profession. 
Moreover, with utmost concern and regret it has to be 
concluded that the job of a museum conservator remained 
excluded from the museologist profession. The most essential 
and extremely important amendment can be found in Arts. 
31.1, 32.2, and 32.3 (subsection added). Due to the impact 
of the amendments, let us quote this fragment in extenso.

Art. 32.
1. �Museum employees on positions which perform tasks 

related to:
1) collecting and scientifically elaborating collections,
2) �mounting exhibitions and making collections available 

for teaching and scientific purposes,
3) �organizing research and scientific expeditions, including 

archaeological ones,
4) �conducting educational, artistic, culture-disseminat-

ing, or publishing activities, constitute the professional 
group of museologists.

2. �Employees forming the professional group of muse-
ologists, are employed on the positions of Certified 
Curator, Curator, Adjunct Curator, and Assistant.

3. �Employee who ranks among the professional group of 
museologists, assigned with the task of mounting an 
exhibition consisting in authoring and organizing the 
exhibition together with the factual supervision of it, 
serves as the exhibition’s curator.

What has to be considered the most essential and positive 
amendment is the rejection of the vague and undefined 
‘basic activity’ concept in return for elaborating on the range 
of this activity in four subsections; the activities whose 
performing is decisive for being included in the professional 
group of museologists. Regardless of whether we agree with 
its content, such a wording should be regarded as optimizing 
the understanding of the profession’s essence. Below, the 
analysis what museum positions the quoted four points 
refer to will be presented. At this very stage the conclusion 
has to be reached that the legislator had extended the range 
of museologist’s job. Such wording undeniably reveals that 
since the Act’s entry into force (30 November 2015) there 
has been no reason for inferring the range of these activities 
constituting the essence of a museologist’s profession from 
Arts. 1 and 2 of the Act on Museums through interpretation 
(at times truly reckless).

However, unanswered questions have remained. 
Wherever as of 1996 we used to pose them in relation to 
the ‘basic activity’ and ‘museum qualifications’, they now 
need to be formulated with respect to Art. 32.2 where 
the legislator claims that museologists, are employed 
on the positions of Assistant, Adjunct Curator, Curator, 
and Certified Curator. Since, in as much as the traditional 
understanding of the word curator (collections’ keeper, 
this Polish meaning of the word to be found in the Polish 
Language Online Dictionary of the Polish Academy of 
Sciences) unquestionably covers the scope of point 1 in Art. 
32.1 (collecting and scientifically investigating collections), it 
does not logically fully cover the scope of points 2 and 3 of 

Art. 32.1. (2) mounting exhibitions and making collections 
available for teaching and scientific purposes, 3) organizing 
research and scientific expeditions, including archaeological 
ones), and certainly does not lead to 32.1.4 (4) conducting 
educational, artistic, culture-disseminating, or publishing 
activities). One finds it hard to refrain from asking several 
exemplary questions, perfectly aware that dozens of similar 
ones could be posed.

Are editors, copy editors museologists? In compliance 
with Art. 2.1, they undoubtedly are. Should thus an editor 
be employed on the position of a Curator? And how about 
an artist? Designer? Educator? Webmaster of the museum 
website who undoubtedly disseminate culture? A guide? 
Moving further on, however at the same time returning to 
31.1.2: is the museum employee mounting an exhibition 
and its author a museologist? Certainly so. Thus a Curator. 
However, mounting does not mean creating. Is thus the 
assembly worker putting it up a museologist? Based on Polish 
language, he or she is. Are they thus Curators? How about 
the ones who promote it? Produce it from the organizational 
point of view? Physically put it up? As naïve as these questions 
might be, they could be multiplied here, and there is no doubt 
that the Act should be helpful in providing answers to them. 
Unfortunately, it is not. Since as we move on towards Art. 
32.b.1, the Act begins to resemble Swiss cheese full of holes. 
Let us therefore quote here the further part of the Act:

Art. 32b. 
1. �Museums can employ specialists in the jobs related to 

museum activity, performing tasks related to:
1) keeping and cataloguing the amassed collections;
2) �preserving and conserving the collections, including 

non-movable objects of tangible culture and of nature;
3) �safeguarding proper conditions for visiting museum 

and benefitting the collections.
2. The specialists are employed on the positions:
1) Senior Conservator;
2) Conservator;
3) Adjunct Conservator;
4) Senior Assistant Conservator;
5) Assistant Conservator;
6) Senior Documentalist;
8) Junior Documentalist;
9) Senior Restorer;
10) Restorer;
11) Apprenticed Restorer;
12) Junior Restorer;
13) Museum Guide.
It seems extremely challenging to translate this regulation 

into the language of experience and logic in museum 
activity. Firstly, what results from the above is that no 
storage services in museums belong to the museologist line 
(their employees are not museologists), which is absurd, 
as it is precisely in storage spaces that the most important 
activities related to collections are conducted. Separating 
collecting from storing (keeping) is a misunderstanding 
to say the least. However, if one was to even swallow this 
pill, there emerges a subsequent question. What position 
should I employ the staff member (manager) of collection 
storage on? For example of the Coin Cabinet? As a Senior 
Documentalist? The semantics of museum specialists shows 
great inconsistencies at this point.
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Let us move one. Out of respect for the legislator, no 
non-gradable adjectives should be used. However, how else 
than with the term of casualness can you call the fact that 
the legislator considers elaborating collections an activity 
that can make an employee be regarded as a museologist, 
while cataloguing collections should be an activity 
defining a specialist whose profession does not relate to 
a museological activity? One can hardly hide embarrassment 
that the legislator shows no understanding of the fact that 
cataloguing is one of the most essential parts of the very 
process of scientific elaboration.

One has to suspect that the phrase used in 32b.1.3: 
safeguarding proper conditions for visiting museum and 
benefitting the collections refers to museum services, 
namely display’s carers. Obviously, it could be appropriate 
to ask whether this professional group does not perform 
tasks as defined in Art. 32.1 (making collections available), 
yet, however, bypassing this otherwise important issue, let 
us pose the following question: what position should the 
display’s carer be employed on? As a renovator?

While continuing, somewhat to our surprise, among 
specialists, museum guides are found. What is the key 
allowing to distinguish between individuals running 
educational or culture-disseminating activity, who rank 
among museologists according to the Act, and guides who 
are specialists? Not to mention, obviously, that brain’s logics 
objects to having guides excluded from the educational- 
-disseminating processes.

The subsequent amendment adopted in 2019, to-date 
the last one, does not introduce any new regulations to the 
discussed matters.30

***

The above are merely several of many questions that are 
yielded after the reading of the Act on Museums, and 
more precisely of those of its fragments which apply to the 
professional group of museologists. Undoubtedly, since 1996, 
when the legislator decided to introduce that professional 
category into the legal circulation, the way of defining it has 
been far from perfect to say the least. What requires some 
reflection is the answer to the question why in the later 
legislation the concept of ‘museum services’, as museum staff 
used to be called in the Ordinance of the Council of Ministers 
of 19 September 1958, was rejected. In the following decades 
the term of ‘museum staff’ was applied, this corresponding 
to the term ‘museum professionals’ in general use in Europe 
at the time. Finding a new accurate term in Polish (previously 
in use), namely muzealnik (museologist) yielded in effect the 
division of museum staff into two groups. Currently it is quite 
clear that this division which is trying to artificially delineate 
borderlines across museum structures, does not withstand 
confrontation with the reality. Since there is no logical principle 
that allows to appropriate museum collections by only one 
professional group, similarly as there is no moral justification 
for one professional group only to consider themselves ‘priests’ 
while the others should be treated merely as ‘altar servers’. 
The conciliary responsibility is to be aware of the equal-term 
‘priesthood’ of all the museum services, which does not go to 
say that they are all the same. While an increasing number 
of museums are extending the range of their specialists, 

loud voices sounding in unison should be heard: we are all 
museologists!, though we do not all do the same work. With 
all the errors of the 2015 amendment, I guess one can attempt 
to define the profession of a museologist on the grounds of Art. 
32.1, and while resorting to a broad margin covering all the 
museum staff, to introduce the concept of different specialists. 
In my wording it would read as follows:

Art. 32.1. Staff employed at museums form the professional 
group of museologists. In view of the character of the mission 
museologists are entrusted with, they form a group of public 
trust. The essence of the museologist’s job is the utmost care 
for the museum objects he/she is entrusted with, and the skill 
to share the capital of knowledge and experience gathered 
in the museum with the public. Depending on the function 
performed at the museum and competences, museologists 
are specialists in the following areas:

1.a. Specialists in curatorship. The Curatorship Department 
at a museum is made up of employees dealing with collecting, 
elaborating, cataloguing, and keeping museum objects.

1.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifications 
and professional accomplishments, employees of the 
Curatorship Department can have the following museum 
degrees: Certified Curator, Senior Curator, Curator, Adjunct 
Curator, Senior Assistant, Assistant.

2.a. Specialists in conservation. The Conservation Department 
in a museum is composed of employees dealing with preven-
tive, preservative, and full conservation of museum objects.

2.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifications 
and professional accomplishments, employees of the 
Conservation Department can have the following museum 
degrees: Certified Conservator, Senior Conservator, 
Conservator, Adjunct Conservator, Senior Assistant 
Conservator, Assistant Conservator.

3.a. Specialists in education. The Educational Department 
is composed of employees dealing with education and 
dissemination among the public.

3.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifications 
and professional accomplishments, employees of the 
Educational Department can have the following museum 
degrees: a Certified Curator, Senior Curator, Curator, Adjunct 
Curator, Senior Assistant, Assistant.

4.a. Specialists in publishing. The Publishing Department 
is composed of employees dealing with museum’s publish-
ing activity.

4.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifications 
and professional accomplishments, employees of the 
Publishing Department can have the following museum 
degrees: a Certified Curator, Senior Curator, Curator, Adjunct 
Curator, Senior Assistant, Assistant.

5.a. Specialists in artistic designing. The Art Department 
is composed of employees dealing with designing and any 
other artistic activity.

5.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifica-
tions and professional accomplishments, employees of the 
Art Department can have the following museum degrees: 
Certified Museum Designer, Senior Museum Designer, 
Museum Designer, Adjunct Museum Designer, Senior 
Assistant Museum Designer, Assistant Museum Designer.

6.a. Specialists in organisation and production. The 
Organizational and Production Department is composed of 
employees dealing with organization of scientific research, 
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including archaeological research, production of exhibitions 
and of other museum events.

6.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifica-
tions and professional accomplishments, employees of the 
Organizational and Production Department can have the 
following museum degrees: Certified Museum Inspector, 
Senior Museum Inspector, Museum Inspector, Senior 
Museum Clerk, Museum Clerk, Junior Museum Clerk.

7.a. Specialists in management and organizations. The 
Management and Organization Department is composed of 
employees responsible for creating and implementing stra-
tegic plans, supporting management processes, particularly 
project ones (project implementation) and within the institu-
tion’s management control.

7.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifica-
tions and professional accomplishments, employees of the 
Management and Organizational Department can have the 
following museum degrees: Certified Museum Inspector, 
Senior Museum Inspector, Museum Inspector, Senior 
Museum Clerk, Museum Clerk, Junior Museum Clerk.

8.a. Specialists in promotion and marketing. The 
Promotion and Marketing Department is composed of em-
ployees who deal with the promotion of museum’s product 
and brand, sales, and with acquiring financing.

8.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifica-
tions and professional accomplishments, employees of the 
Promotion and Marketing Department can have the follow-
ing museum degrees: Certified Museum Inspector, Senior 
Museum Inspector, Museum Inspector, Senior Museum 
Clerk, Museum Clerk, Junior Museum Clerk.

9.a. Specialists in finance and business. The Finance and 
Business Department is composed of employees who deal with 
financial planning, financial reporting, internal financial audit-
ing, accountancy, budget plan monitoring, public tendering.

9.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifica-
tions and professional accomplishments, employees of the 
Finance and Business Department can have the following 
museum degrees: Certified Museum Accountant, Senior 
Museum Accountant, Museum Accountant, Senior Museum 
Financial Clerk, Museum Financial Clerk, Junior Museum 
Financial Clerk.

10.a. Specialists in law. The Legal Department is com-
posed of employees who deal with a comprehensive legal 
service provided to the museum, with the exclusion of the 
activity conducted by legal advisors in compliance with sep-
arate regulations.

10.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifica-
tions and professional accomplishments, employees of the 
Legal Department can have the following museum degrees: 
Certified Museum Inspector, Senior Museum Inspector, 
Museum Inspector, Senior Museum Clerk, Museum Clerk, 
Junior Museum Clerk.

11.a. Specialists in administrative and technical services. 
The Administration and Technical Service Department is com-
posed of employees who deal with the administration of the 
museum estate, providing efficient operation of the technical 
infrastructure of the museum, and run investment projects.

11.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifi-
cations and professional accomplishments, employees of 
the Administration and Technical Service Department can 
have the following museum degrees: Certified Museum 

Inspector, Senior Museum Inspector, Museum Inspector, 
Senior Museum Clerk, Museum Clerk, Junior Museum Clerk.

12.a. Specialists in services. The Service Department is 
composed of employees who provide necessary service to 
exhibitions and other museum events.

12.b. Depending on the current and acquired qualifica-
tions and professional accomplishments, employees of the 
Service Department can have museum degrees of: Certified 
Museum Carer/ Opiekun?, Qualified Museum Carer, Senior 
Museum Carer, Museum Carer.

13. Museologist who is entrusted with the task of orga-
nizing an exhibition consisting in autorski copyrighted/au-
thor’s preparation, organizing, and factual supervision over 
the exhibition, exerts the function of the Exhibition Curator.

14. The fact that a museologist is listed among one of 
the groups of museum specialists does not free him/her 
from boasting basic competences required for other mu-
seuologist specialist groups. Within the scope of acquired 
and documented qualifications as well as the scope of re-
sponsibilities, museum director can entrust a museologist 
with a task that does not coincide with the specialist group 
he/she has been qualified for.

Art. 32.2.
1. �Museologists are employed at museums on positions 

defined by the institution’s statue and structure.
2. �Within internal regulations museum directors shall define 

career opportunities and promotion rules within each of 
the museum departments as listed in Art. 32.2.1.–11.

3. �Minister of Culture and National Heritage shall define 
threshold qualifications, professional accomplishments, 
and mode entitling museologists to museum degrees 
by way of regulation. In the same regulation the 
Minister of Culture and National Heritage shall define 
the museologists’ rights resulting from the respective 
museum degrees.

4. �Polish Museology Forum shall be the social organization 
entitled to provide opinion on the regulation in question.

As can be clearly seen, I consistently and with much 
conviction introduce the concept of the ‘degree’ in my 
proposal. It has not been used so far, though I consider 
it highly accurate. What I find essential is the separation 
of the function: namely the currently done work, from 
competences and qualifications. It would be surprising 
if I, serving as the President of the Association of Polish 
Museologists, were not claiming such a change, since 
in compliance with the provisions that the occupied 
position testifies to being a museologist, only those who 
have one of the four positions entitling them the be 
called ‘museologists’ can legally become members of our 
Association. However, what if they lose their position? Will 
they also lose their professional identity, skills, and ‘name’, 
which actually is a title? My position is confirmed by the 
article Adjunct and Curator are Museologists’ Professional 
Titles, not Positions. The Name Depends on Qualifications 
by Łukasz Chruściel published in ‘Rzeczpospolita’ on 
4 Sept. 2014. The author analyses the actual status quo, 
basing himself not only on his high legal qualifications, but 
firstly on the Supreme Court ruling of 3 September 2013 
(I PK 37/13). Anyone going through this reading will find 
it a decisive argument in favour of a new and coherent 
definition of the professional group of museologists.
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STARTING EVERYTHING 
ANEW… FRANK 
STELLA AND WOODEN 
SYNAGOGUES AT THE 
POLIN MUSEUM OF THE 
HISTORY OF POLISH JEWS 
IN WARSAW
Ewa Toniak
Theatre Studies Department, A. Zelwerowicz Theatre Academy in Warsaw 

Abstract: The author of the review of the ‘Frank 
Stella and Synagogues of Historic Poland’ Exhibition at 
the POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews from 
19 February until 20 June 2016 (curator Artur Tanikowski, 
scenography Jan Strumiłło) reflects upon the catego-
ry of ‘rescue history’ which she believes is adequate to 
the description of the Polish museum as a model of con-
structive engagement and a place of critical reflection (B. 
Kirshenblatt-Gimbelt). She also discusses its context: the 
main narrative exhibition, whose most effective element 
is a wooden roof of the vanished 17th-century synagogue 
in Gwoździec, re-erected in 2010–2012 by an interna-
tional team of students, architects and art historians, led 
by American artists specialising in wooden crafts. It re-
sulted in an object of a new kind whose value is connect-
ed with ‘intangible heritage’, which in turn was retrieved 

thanks to a return to traditional techniques of building 
and materials. The review’s author considers the catego-
ry of ‘embodied knowledge’ proposed by Prof. Barbara 
Kirsenblatt-Gimbelt as useful in analysing Frank Stella’s 
creative process in the cycle Polish Village. This was cre-
ated in 1971–1973, inspired by an English translation pub-
lished in 1957 of a monograph entitled Bożnice drewniane 
[Wooden synagogues] by Kazimierz and Maria Piechotka, 
prepared on the basis of archival materials gathered in 
the Department of Wooden Architecture at the Faculty of 
Architecture of the Warsaw University of Technology. The 
incorporation of pre-war photographs of vanished wooden 
synagogues reminds us of the Jewish roots of the avant-
garde and of multi-ethnic and multi-cultural Central and 
Eastern Europe as a relational space of communication and 
translation (M. Csáky).

Keywords: Frank Stella, Kazimierz and Maria Piechotka, heritage of wooden architecture, synagogue, minimalism, con-
temporary and historic architecture, cultural capital.
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The photographs documenting art exhibitions, showing cold 
white spaces: white cubes deprived of people filled with 
colourful objects, are not free from Modernist fascination 
with the objectivism of an unengaged eye and an apparent 
neutrality of the lens.1 The first to see his or her own ex-
hibition as an image is most often its own author, namely 
curator, frequently struck by the fact that this inanimate 
landscape is so alien. 

Contrary to what the title says, the protagonist of the 
Exhibition Frank Stella and Synagogues of Historic Poland2 
is not that spontaneous last representative of the living 
Avant-garde, while the ‘territory of images’ is not the photo-
graphic resources of the Archive of the Wooden Architecture 
Department at the Warsaw University of Technology, deci-
mated by WW II. The common ground being the monograph 
titled Bożnice drewniane [Wooden Synagogues] by the ar-
chitect duo Kazimierz and Maria Piechotka, prepared on the 
grounds of archival materials collected at the Department 
and at the National Centre for Monument Register. They are, 
first of all, photographs by Jan Zajczyk who ran the School 
of Jewish Art at the Faculty of Architecture Unit headed 
by Oskar Sosnowski at the Warsaw University of Technology. 
The richly illustrated publication, whose re-edition is avail-
able at the Polin Museum of the History of Polish Jews book-
shop,3 was possible thanks to the programme of registering 
wooden architecture launched already by Oskar Sosnowski, 
and after WW II carried out by his successor and continua-
tor Jan Zachwatowicz. The 1959 English edition of Wooden 

Synagogues prefaced by Stephen S. Kayser, the then curator 
of the Jewish Museum in New York, featuring photographs 
by Zajczyk, and survey drawings by Stefan Żywno, inspired 
the artist Frank Stellea to create the breakthrough cycle in 
his output, namely the Polish Village. 

If a museum is always a certain discourse, while an exhi-
bition is a statement made within this discourse,4 and the 
gesture of inscribing into the discoursive practice strips the 
museum activity of innocence and imposes responsibility 
on it, I would like to take a closer look at the Exhibition 
Frank Stella and Synagogues of Historic Poland not only be-
cause I find it to be one of the more important displays that 
I have recently had the opportunity to see in Warsaw, or 
even more: almost a model exhibition of contemporary art 
exploring the areas of history and memory. What interests 
me too is its context, permanently and inevitably co-creat-
ed by the theatre of history5 of the so-called POLIN’s Core 
Exhibition, stretching out below the visitors on Level ‘-1’ of 
the Museum building. 

The visitors entering the Museum of the History of Polish 
Jews are attracted by the view of a wooden structure encap-
sulated within a glass tank. In order to reach it, they have to 
enter the Core Exhibition: this real and material facility, to use 
the words of the Chief Curator of the Core Exhibition at the 
POLIN Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimbelt, is not a copy, a recon-
struction, a restoration,6 it is the roof of a non-extant seven-
teenth-century Gwoździec Synagogue burnt down in 1941, 
the most important element of the ‘Shtetl’ Gallery. 

1. View of the ‘Frank Stella and Synagogues of Historic Poland’ Exhibition at the POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews in Warsaw; on the right Bogoria 
IV, 1971, mixed technique, from the Ralph DeLuka collection



202 MUSEOLOGY

3. Frank Stella, Makieta do Bogorii, 1971–1974, Bristol board, 38.1×47.6×2.5 cm, private property

2. Frank Stella, Bogoria IV, 1971, mixed technique, from the Ralph DeLuka collection
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The structure that does not exist today, raised on an ir-
regular polygonal layout of log construction, was originally 
15 m high, and it featured a Polish stepped hip roof (so-
called Cracow roof), as well as a dome over the central 
part.7 Its exceptional importance for Jewish wooden sacral 
architecture on the territories of former Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth stemmed mainly from the polychromes of 
a rich iconographic programme designed by Icchak Ber, con-
tinued by his son Izrael ben Mordechaj Liśnicki (Lissnitzki) of 
Jaryczów from ca 1652 r., and later by Izrael ben Mordechaj 
Szen, restored by Icchak ben Jehuda ha-Kohen of Jaryczów 
in 1729.8 At the POLIN we view the roof from above, from 
Level ‘O’, for the roof framing not to hide any secrets from 
us. It actually has slightly different proportions, since it cov-
ers a decisively smaller interior. In order to view the poly-
chrome and the ornamented bimah, we have to walk down 
to the Core Exhibition in which this object, smelling of wood 
and novelty, is the highlight. 

The other thing that can also be seen on Level ‘0’ is the 
stand that circles the glazed walls with a photographic 
documentation of wooden synagogues on the Polish ter-
ritories from the first edition of the Piechotkas’ Wooden 
Synagogues. 

Talking about the Core Exhibition and its concept. Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimbelt emphasizes the importance of intan-
gible heritage. The roof of the Gwoździec Synagogue built 
anew, whose creation was contributed to by e.g. students of 
artistic schools, architects, and historians of art from Poland, 
Western Europe, and the USA, as well as American artists 

specializing in wooden handcraft,9 forms part of that herit-
age. As a result of that 2-years’ long shared experience, an 
object of a new kind was created; its value is related to in-
tangible heritage which was restored thanks to the return 
to traditional building techniques and materials. It is not 
of merely cognitive value, emphasizes Kirsenblatt-Gimbelt, 
something you can learn from documentation: drawings, 
photos, paintings, verbal descriptions, measurements, etc.; 
it is knowledge which is also physical and embodied.10 

It seems that the last sentence can also be metaphorically 
related to the concept of the Exhibition Frank Stella and 
Synagogues of Historic Poland curated by Artur Tanikowski, 
and the artistic praxis of the artist himself. The category 
of embodied knowledge may equally well describe Stella’s 
creative process, ‘the process of building a painting’, which 
in 1971–74, through sketches, drawings on graph paper, re-
lief models, led to monumental spatial collages of the Polish 
Village. No matter whether we believe or not that the Polish 
images were designed correctly and precisely in the engi-
neering sense,11 the revealing to the viewers of the proce-
dures of the production of a minimalist work, the insight 
into, and the access to the analytical practises of the artist 
wrestling with the design of an autonomous structure which 
is neither accounted for by sculpture mass, nor by architec-
tural function, is extremely illuminating. 

The most concise commentary on this stage of the Artist’s 
oeuvre can be found in Stella’s 1974 photos in a studio re-
sembling an architect’s one, with drafting boards full of ele-
ments for the Polish Village, and with ready works hanging 

4. ‘Frank Stella and Synagogues of Historic Poland’ Exhibition – audience in front of Optical tool by Jan Mioduszewski
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on the walls.12 Thanks to the POLIN exhibition we have had 
a rare and exceptional opportunity to follow the artist when 
he is starting everything anew.13 As he said himself, he had 
not seen the way of improving what he had been doing in 
the previous decade, or how to do it better. Starting eve-
rything from scratch, he did not know where the sketches 
for the Polish images would lead, but he simply had to fol-
low them.14 

The pre-text for the Exhibition and for the works is to 
be found in photographs: documentation of Jewish sacral 
wooden architecture by Juliusz Kłos and Szymon Zajczyk, 
free from the rigours of architectural photographs, treating 
their objects merely as ‘beautiful portraits’.15 The authors of 
the photos observe with admiration, yet with literality free 
from fetishism, multiethnic works of anonymous builders: 
Jewish, Polish, Ruthenian, or Armenian. Century-old build-
ings integrated with the wooden structures of Podolia, 
Podlachia, or Mazovia shtetls seem an integral part of the 
landscape, to which they are as entitled as a leaning fence 
or a wild apple tree. The aesthetics of the right angle returns 
to those interiors on the architects’ drawing boards and in 
Bronisław Żywno’s survey drawings. And although minimal-
ist works of F. Stella explore the subject of the ‘structure’ 
and the potential of the right angle, the ‘sensual’ extra of 
the photos, namely the hardly audible, yet as if just behind 
your ear, multilingual cries of carpenter masters, or the 
laughter of the kids staring into the lens with their mouth 
open, revives in the exhibition. 

The Exhibition speaks to us, talks to us. There are 
3 screens: we hear Maria Piechotka talking about the work 
on the Wooden Synagogues, and we watch archival foot-
age of Polish Newsreel from 1959 in which the couple, 
then active architects, are taking us through the settle-
ment in Warsaw they had designed. Also Frank Stella him-
self appears on the screen,16 which allows the visitors who 
have feeble contact with contemporary art and minimal-
ism, a more affective perception of the Exhibition than the 
knowledge of the catchphrase repeated by the media fol-
lowing Foster that we are standing before the main herald 
of the autonomy of painting.17

Despite the multitude of Stella’s ‘analytical’ elements, 
fragile isometric drawings, or framed cardboard models, 
and particularly in view of the Exhibition’s subject, namely 
the buildings truly elderly whose material does not imply 
durability, the Exhibition’s space really impresses with being 
monumental. Thick partitioning walls, just like fortress pil-
lars, send us to the lack, to the fear that this constructed il-
lusory space may once again disappear, and so can the once 
lost world that thanks to the Exhibition and the American 
artist is restored to us, just like the roof of the Gwożdziec 
Synagogue. 

It is hard to question the statement that capturing the 
relation between the works from the Polish Village cycle, 
and inventory cross-sections does require certain train-
ing in abstracting.18 Polish visitors, whose artistic educa-
tion generally ends with French Impressionism, may have 

5. Jan Mioduszewski, Optical tool

� (Photos: 1, 4 – M. Starowieyska; 5 – J. Mioduszewski) 
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difficulties with identifying Stellas’ creative strategy and 
choices. A wonderful idea of the Curator, emphasizing the 
Exhibition’s topic as dialogue space can be seen in giving the 
mezzanine to contemporary artists, translators of abstrac-
tion. The works presented there are by Jan Mioduszewski, 
author of optical devices, which while focusing the viewer’s 
eyesight on details of cross sections, help us understand 
how the painter worked with the initial material, 19 as well 
as by the Katarzyna Kijek and Przemysław Adamski duo. In 
effect a dynamic, colourful, and a lively exhibition was cre-
ated in which the Spinning Synagogues in Łunna Wola (Jan 
Mioduszewski) or 4 video loops of the Deconstruction (Kijek/
Adamek) help the audience better understand the dynamics 
of the artist’s search. 20

Stella’s exhibition at the POLIN lasted for several months. 
Always swarming with visitors due to the fame of the artist 
from across the Ocean, it eliminated, rather unjustly, the 
multiethnic and multicultural East-Central Europe as the re-
lational space of communication and translation, anticipat-
ing the post-modern condition.21 

When analysing the Exhibition and how it inscribes in 
the ‘context’ of the Core Exhibition at the Museum of the 
History of Polish Jews, let me once again recall what Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimbelt said, as I have been hearing it over and 

over again while working on this paper. The POLIN Museum 
has been designed as a model of constructive engagement 
and trustful place of critical reflection.22 Not as a Holocaust 
museum. 

The emptiness of the ‘Shtetl’ Gallery, instead of a commu-
nity project of raising the roof of the Gwoździeć Synagogue, 
could be surrounded by the documentation of the first edi-
tion of the Piechotkas’ monograph, but then the watching 
of the documentation of the wooden synagogues in histor-
ic Poland would be accompanied by insurmountable pain.

It seems that the ‘extension’ of Stella’s works with their 
genetic context, the photos by Kłos and Zajczyk, or survey 
drawings, and finally the contextualising of the very creative 
process, and making it undergo the analytical and artistic 
manipulations of contemporary artists, can be interpreted 
– which to me personally seems extremely cognitively lib-
erating and opening – in the categories of ‘rescue history’. 

As observed by Katarzyna Bojarska, today one of bases of 
the construction of historicity could be turning not so much 
towards what has been lost, but towards what has been 
left, towards the re-mains. The way in which this emptiness 
is created, as well as how it is understood and felt, may be-
come the departure point for both art and theories related 
to the past. 23 
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Museums – View from 
the Inside
Piotr Kosiewski
‘Tygodnik Powszechny’ 

Abstract: The publication Museums, exhibits, museum 
professionals complements our knowledge of how museums 
functioned in the Communist period and their situation 
after 1989. The book includes discussions or memoirs 
by eleven people vital to Polish museology, who were 
connected with National Museums (in Cracow, Poznań and 
Wrocław), museum-residences (the Wawel Museum, the 
Royal Castle in Warsaw), specialised museums (the National 
Maritime Museum in Gdańsk, the Museum of Literature in 
Warsaw, the Jagiellonian University Museum), ethnographic 
museums (in Cracow and Toruń) and the Tatra Museum, 
which is an example of an important regional museum in 
Poland. Among the people are Zofia Gołubiew, Mariusz 
Hermansdofer, Jerzy Litwin, Janusz Odrowąż-Pieniążek, Jan 
Ostrowski, Andrzej Rottermund and Stanisław Waltoś. The 
book presents the image of Polish museology in a scattershot 
but interesting way. It also mentions more detailed 

aspects, such as how particular museums were founded 
or developed in the Communist period, and the individual 
role of museum professionals in founding and developing 
the establishments they managed. However, the most 
attention is paid to issues regarding the state of museums 
after 1989. The most important of these include the 
contemporary functions and tasks of those establishments 
and the challenges they will face in the future, and the role 
of a musealium and its place in a contemporary museum. 
The observations regarding internal changes in museum 
institutions, in the ‘master-disciple’ relation in the past 
and today, the appearance of new specialities, and the 
change of their status and role in institutions (for example, 
of people responsible for education) are also noteworthy. 
Another significant thread is the discussion on the definition 
of a ‘museum professional’ and which museum employees 
may use this title.

Keywords: museums in the Communist period, museums after 1989, museums in the future, musealium, museum 
professional.

Discussions about museums are becoming increasingly fre-
quent in Poland, and interest in museums exceeds the nar-
row circle of experts. The history of Polish museology dur-
ing the era of the People’s Republic of Poland (in particular 
the last decade), however, continues to be insufficiently 
described; the same is true of the situation of museums 
after 1989. Just as important are the problems of present-
day museology. This is why it is worth drawing attention to 
Muzea, muzealia, muzealnicy – conversations published in 
2016, edited by Paweł Jaskanis and  comprising the 14th 
volume of the ‘Muzeologia’ series presenting interdiscipli-
nary museological studies. 

Museum map 
The subtitle of the book in question is: Ważne rozmowy. 
This is by no means an ordinary advertisement gimmick as 
one might suppose at first glance while reaching for the 

unassuming publication conceived upon the occasion of the 
I Congress of Polish Museum Curators, held in 2015. 

It was decided to talk to people crucial not only in the 
past but vital also for the present state of our museums. 
This was the origin of a collection of ten interviews with: 
Jerzy Czajkowski, Zofia Gołubiew, Teresa Jabłońska, Jerzy 
Litwin, Janusz Odrowąż-Pieniążek, Jan Ostrowski, Andrzej 
Rottermund, Wojciech Suchocki, Roman Tubaja, and 
Stanisław Waltoś. The book also contains an extensive ac-
count by Mariusz Hermansdorfer, recorded by Anna Maria 
Potocka.

Already the names of the interlocutors tell a lot – the 
history of Polish museums in the last half a century simply 
could not be written without them. Just as important are 
the persons conducting the interviews, i.a. Dorota Folga--
Januszewska, Paweł Jaskanis, Michał Niezabitowski or Teresa 
Lasowa, i.e. experts who for a long time considerably influ-
enced the form of Polish museum studies. It is also they who 



208 MUSEOLOGY

endowed a unique character to particular conversations, 
some of which are more personal than others. The interloc-
utors describe not only their experiences as heads of institu-
tions – since this is the key for selecting museum curators 
invited to take part in the interviews – but also their private 
lives, family traditions, etc. Other conversations focus on 
purely museum problems.

The diverse nature of the published interviews is both 
the asset and the fault of this publication, and grants great 
variety. It also succeeds in drawing attention to numerous 
aspects necessary and important for further discussions. 
Nonetheless, the overall impression is that of a rather frag-
mentary and scattered image of Polish museology. To the 
very end it remains unclear what – apart from the individ-
ual traits of the persons conducting the interviews – was 
the reason for the decision to omit certain motifs. This per-
tains even to a crucial theme accentuated by the editor, 
i.e. the ‘master-student’ relation. By way of example, this 
topic was not included in the extremely interesting conver-
sation with Andrzej Rottermund, which might come as a sur-
prise considering that the long-term director of the Royal 
Castle in Warsaw enjoyed an opportunity to observe the 
work performed by Jan Białostocki and Stanisław Lorentz, 
amongst the most important figures in Polish museology, 
and in view of the fact that he took over the post of director 
of the Warsaw royal residence as a successor of Aleksander 
Gieysztor. The interlocutors possess extremely diverse expe-
riences. Jerzy Litwin, Janusz Odrowąż-Pieniążek or Stanisław 
Waltoś were museum directors already at the time of the 
People’s Republic of Poland, but, for instance, Wojciech 
Sochacki took over the function of director of the National 

Museum in Poznań in 2000. 
I would like to stress that Muzea, muzealia, muzealnicy is 

an important and useful publication despite all the above-
mentioned reservations. Nevertheless, successive works 
should now follow. In this way it will become possible to out-
line a wider depiction of Polish museum institutions (today 
‘oral testimonies’ play an increasingly prominent role). This 
proposal is important for several reasons. The book contains 
portraits not solely of persons but also of institutions: great 
National Museums (Kraków, Poznań, Wrocław), museums-
-residences (Wawel, Royal Castle in Warsaw), specialist mu-
seums (National Maritime Museum in Gdańsk, Museum of 
Literature in Warsaw, the Jagiellonian University Museum). 
The presence of ethnographic museums (in Cracow and 
Toruń) and, especially significant, of a regional museum 
(Zakopane) is of particular significance. It is precisely this 
type of museums that is much too often ignored or by-
passed. Meanwhile, it fulfils a fundamental function since, 
as Teresa Jabłońska, for many years director of the Tatra 
Museum, underlined: They serve a ‘local community’ and, 
she added, are burdened with complex and expanded social 
obligations (p. 56). Thanks to a selection of interlocutors the 
initiators of the publication managed to draw an interesting 
and important map of institutions.

The list of absent types of museum, however, is just as 
meaningful. It includes archaeological, natural science, and 
historical museums, although today the latter draw particu-
lar attention, also due to the current significance of so-called 
narrative museums. There is also no mention of Church mu-
seums, still on the margin of interests pursued by Polish 
museology despite their great tradition. A more complete 
presentation calls for several institutions ‘emblematic’ for 
Polish museology, predominantly the National Museum in 
Warsaw, museums-palaces in Łazienki and Wilanów, as well 
as the Museum of Art in Łódź, whose absence makes it im-
possible to achieve a fuller portrayal of the situation. After 
1989 all these institutions underwent serious transforma-
tions and were compelled to tackle essential problems of 
importance for Polish museums as a whole, e.g. changes 
in the administration structure and the generational shift 
or, as in the case of the National Museum in Warsaw and 
the Palace in Wilanów, complicated questions of ownership.

The prime asset of the discussed publication is ‘creating 
a map’ of the most important questions concerning Polish 
museology of the last half a century and drawing attention 
to significant problems to be described and debated. I shall 
mention only several questions, which I consider to be the 
most relevant. 

The past
We already know quite a lot about the history of museums 
at the time of the People’s Republic of Poland. Particular 
institutions and selected collections have been described. 
There are also accounts by museum curators, including 
specifically important interviews with Stanisław Lorentz.1 
Much information is provided by, i.a. a bibliography of the 
contents of the annual ‘Muzealnictwo’, issued in 2015.2 

Nonetheless, knowledge about museums during the com-
munist era continues to be scattered and lacks more syn-
thetic interpretations dealing with, e.g. pertinent state 
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policy, and in particular placing it within a wider context of 
the policies and praxis of the authorities of the period (e.g. 
guarantees of social legitimisation or conducting a so-called 
social identity policy). More detailed issues include the cre-
ation and development of particular types of museums. 
Muzeum, muzealia, muzealnicy contains, i.a. interesting 
comments by Jerzy Czajkowski about the development of 
Skansen museums and by Roman Tubaja about the progress 
made by the Ethnographic Museum in Toruń and the activ-
ity of Maria Znamierowska-Prü fferowa, who made a great 
contribution to ethnographic museology in our country. In 
turn, a conversation with Jerzy Litwin managed to summar-
ily outline the history of the Maritime Museum established 
in Gdańsk in 1960. 

Probably the most interesting question is the role played 
by individual museum curators, the creation of particular 
museums, and the process of granting them a specific char-
acter. Today, it is difficult to imagine that – with the excep-
tion of, as a rule, small and newly opened institutions – per-
sonal decisions, opinions, and predilections could have such 
a significant impact upon the functioning of museums and 
the form of their collections. Not by accident was mention 
made of ‘the Ryszard Stanisławski museum’ or the ‘Zdzisław 
Kępiński gallery’, but it is worth remembering, e.g. Gallery 
72 at the Museum of the Land of Chełmno, directed since 
1973 (for the next 28 years) by Bożena Kowalska, who de-
fined its profile and granted it the rank of one of the most 
prominent exhibition institutions in Poland. This is an inter-
esting and very prominent topic since successors often face 
the question: how are they to supplement and present the 
collections while taking into account the passage of time 
and changes in artistic hierarchies? In this respect, the story 
told in the book by Mariusz Hermansdorfer appears to be 
fascinating. Hermansdorfer supervised the contemporary 
art collections at the National Museum in Wrocław from 
1972, first as head of the department and then, to 2013, as 
director of the whole institution. It is difficult to imagine to-
day that works by the most outstanding artists could be pur-
chased for such paltry sums of money! – he recalled (p. 39). 
Hermansdorfer made skilful use of such opportunities, the 
effect being the creation of a public but, nonetheless, auteur 
collection; his choices were, to cite his description, situat-
ed between the conceits of ‘expression’ and ‘metaphor’ in 
art and his purchases of numerous works by his favourites: 
Magdalena Abakanowicz, Władysław Hasior, Tadeusz Kantor, 
Jan Lowenstein, Józef Szajna or Alina Szapocznikow perma-
nently defined the character of the Wrocław Museum. An 
equally great impact on the museums directed by them was 
exerted also by other interlocutors, i.a. Jerzy Litwin or Janusz 
Odrowąż-Pieniążek.

Contemporaneity 
The discussed book draws the greatest attention to ques-
tions concerning the post-1989 state of museums. This 
is the topic of copious literature, to mention only Raport 
o muzeach3 commissioned by the Ministry of Culture and 
National Heritage as one of Raporty o Stanie Kultury pre-
pared for the Polish Culture Congress held in 2009, papers 
read at the I Congress of Polish Museum Professionals in 
2015, subsequently published as a collection issued in 20154 

or Muzea w Polsce. Raport na podstawie danych z projektu 
Statystyka Muzeów (2013–2015),5 which appeared in the fol-
lowing year. Pertinent publications about selected problems 
include the particularly important Raport o stanie edukacji 
muzealnej.6 Mention is due also to numerous conferences, 
such as ‘Museum and change. Times of narrative museums’, 
organised in 2016 by the Warsaw Uprising Museum (prepa-
ration of post-conference material is under way). 
Muzea, muzealia, muzealnicy allows us to take a closer look 
at the last 25 years from an individual perspective. The vol-
ume deals both with more basic problems and those con-
cerning the inner functioning of museum institutions. 
Notably essential – and going beyond the narrow group of 
specialists – are questions concerning the present-day state 
of museums and their ever re-defined functions. ‘Why do 
we need museums today?’ – in an age of rapid cultural and 
civilisation transformations, changing lifestyles and manners 
and morals, and increasing mobility – is one of the most im-
portant queries at the moment. After all, museums play an 
enormous role in creating culture and education, but also 
in the economy in their capacity as one of the fundamental 
institutions of the so-called culture industry. Poland too is 
involved in a discussion on this topic. Interesting theoreti-
cal publications include the important anthology: Muzeum 
sztuki, prepared by Maria Popczyk.7 Mention is also due to the 
Muzeologia. Teoria-praktyka-podręczniki series, issued for 
the past several years, in which the discussed publication 
appeared as the 14th volume. Nevertheless, this is only the 
beginning of a serious debate. 

 Post-1989 museums are attempting to find their place 
in the new situation by treating some of their functions as 
privileged and recognising others to be less essential at the 
moment. Assorted visions can be mentioned at this point: 
the museum as a place for entertainment, an educational 
centre, a place for aesthetic contemplation. These images do 
not have to exclude each other. The choice of each option is 
also a matter for discussion. It is easy, for instance, to criti-
cise the model of a museum envisaged as a place providing 
entertainment, but questions can be provoked also by other 
choices, such as granting particular significance to educa-
tion in the museum. The basic problem, however, appears 
to be the fact that considerable impact on the shape of pre-
sent-day Polish museology is exerted by individual decisions 
made by the authorities or by pressure applied by milieus. 
A lesser role is performed by reflections on the conception 
while a long-term state policy regarding museums, and de-
fined jointly with the museum environment, is lacking.
Several years ago a rather radical vision was presented by 
Piotr Piotrowski, who spoke about a critical museum, i.e. 
a public debate forum. A visualisation of this conception 
assumed the form of the ‘Ars homo erotica’ exhibition or-
ganised in 2010 at the National Museum in Warsaw, whose 
director Piotrowski was at the time. The idea was present-
ed more extensively in the book: Muzeum krytyczne8 and 
collided with another vision treating art as an autonomous 
sphere, distant from politics, public controversies, etc. 
Ultimately, Piotr Piotrowski proved incapable of realising 
his conception of the critical museum, albeit it still remains 
an essential (also a negative) point of reference. The prob-
lems, which Piotrowski wrote about, have not lost any of 
their topicality.
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Museums originate from a conviction that something should 
not be lost (p. 108) – stressed Wojciech Suchocki, director of 
the National Museum in Poznań. In an interview published 
in the volume under discussion he spoke about the func-
tion fulfilled by museums as places for the cultivation of 
memory, and defended tradition and the museum as an au-
tonomous sphere. Other interlocutors appear to take more 
notice of the need for changes. Thought-provoking con-
versations include the one held with Andrzej Rottermund, 
outlining the situation of museums against the background 
of contemporary challenges. Not by accident does the in-
terview refer to Raport. Polska 2050,9 spoken about several 
years ago, whose author accentuated that the most difficult 
changes would be those introduced into the system of cul-
ture, with crucial importance attached to education. I am 
convinced that museum institutions, together with their ex-
perience and excellent educators, can make a great contribu-
tion to this process (p. 101) – declared the long-term direc-
tor of the Royal Castle in Warsaw, adding: I am in favour of 
museums being a place for sensible debates focused on the 
reconstruction of a community, and thus the recognition of 
the state as a common good (p. 101).

In order to fulfil such functions museums, however, have 
to meet certain conditions. First and foremost, Andrzej 
Rottermund stressed, they must consider the new social hi-
erarchy and the emergent ‘new bourgeoisie’ as well as be-
come aware of profound differences between generations, 
the growing number of retired people, and, predominantly, 
the anticipated tide of emigrants (p. 101). At the same time, 
he warned not to expect that museums would take part in 
the resolution of the great systemic problems of modern 
times (p. 103).

A different problem is indicated in a conversation with Jan 
Ostrowski. Today we face the following dilemma: is a muse-
um a ‘protection institution’, which from time to time ren-
ders its treasures available to the public or an institution 
predominantly handed over the public (p. 94)? This is a dis-
cussion concerning the paradigm of the museum – he ac-
centuated. In my opinion a certain current process has led us 
to such a point at which it is truly possible to shift the accent 
towards questions concerning the public – Jan Ostrowski 
responded, and added: It is worth remembering that Polish 
museology emerged from a special mission of salvaging rel-
ics of the past. The past for the future, let’s save relics for 
future generations – those were the slogans of the founders 
of the first museums (p. 94).

The opinion of the director (since 1989) of Wawel Castle 
resonates with the statement made by Zofia Gołubiew, for 
many years director of the National Museum in Cracow. 
The absolute duty of a museum is gathering and protecting 
its collections and handing them over to next generations 
– she said to her interlocutor. But then the accumulation 
and protection of collections becomes the prime, exclusive 
gaol, and we find ourselves on the verge of nonsense. The 
correct question is: what are those collections to serve also 
today? (p. 19).

The problem of collections is connected with yet an-
other one, concerning the museum exhibit and its place 
in the contemporary museum. In past decades, together 
with the development of the so-called narrative museum 
and an extensive introduction of the multimedia into the 

museum exposition – the question of original museum 
objects had become of key importance since in a certain 
sense it defines anew the museum and its functions. At the 
same time, this quandary was also noticed by the authors 
of new exhibitions, as exemplified by three permanent ex-
positions opened in recent years: the Szczecin Dialogue 
Centre ‘Upheavals’ (January 2016), the Gdańsk Museum of 
the Second World War (March 2017) and the Museum of 
Warsaw (May 2017). Each proposes a slightly different an-
swer to the question about the place of the museum object 
and the way of building narrative in the museum (although 
the exhibitions were constructed predominantly around 
original objects). Even if some of the interlocutors consider 
the introduction of multimedia elements into the exposition 
as justified they agree that the museum object is the es-
sence of the museum. The duty of the museum (...) consists 
of using chiefly an original work of art (p. 28) – said Zofia 
Gołubiew. Nothing will replace the original, with which the 
public, as a rule, wishes to have contact (p. 75) – stressed 
Janusz Odrowąż-Pieniążek.

Muzeum and museum curators
The idea of recording interviews conducted within the ‘mas-
ter-student’ relation was the result of the conviction that 
the professional knowledge and associated personal prac-
tical experiences of exceptional figures of great merit for 
museums call for their consolidation and transmission for 
the universal benefit of contemporaries and successors alike 
– the authors recommended on page 4 of the book cover. 
Nonetheless, the master-student relation proves to be a sec-
ondary motif. In addition, as some of the interlocutors ac-
centuate, it is no longer topical. True, I benefited from the 
knowledge of my older colleagues who were my masters. 
At this moment, however, it appears to me that it is not 
necessary for a museum to include a teacher moulding the 
‘novitiate’ (p. 22) – declared Zofia Gołubiew. Several other 
interlocutors stressed that at present they work as a group. 

First and foremost, the model of managing a museum 
has changed and numerous persons from other institutions, 
predominantly universities, take over the function of direc-
tor. This had been also the case previously, as evidenced by 
Jan Ostrowski or Wojciech Suchocki. An additional serious 
transformation was brought about by the introduction of 
competitions and the implementation of the term of office 
of museum directors. 

You were director of the Adam Mickiewicz of Literature 
for 37 years, which is a term-of-office accomplishment of 
sorts (p. 73) – noticed Jarosław Klejnocki while talking to 
his predecessor, Janusz Odrowąż-Pieniążek. Roman Tubaja 
noted that his adventure with the Ethnographic Museum 
in Toruń lasted 42 years (he was director in 1980–2007). 
Andrzej Rottermund held the post of director of the Royal 
Castle in Warsaw for 24 years, and Jan Ostrowski has been 
director of the Royal Castle on Wawel Hill since 1989. 

Today, the era of such directors – distinctive individuali-
ties running their museums singlehandedly for years – is 
becoming a thing of the past. Relations of this sort are best 
portrayed in an account by the outstanding lawyer Stanisław 
Waltoś, for years head of the Jagiellonian University 
Museum, about his predecessor, Karol Estreicher, a person 
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of immense merit for Polish culture and our museum col-
lections. I was well aware that he wanted me at Collegium 
Maius as a pawn to be shifted on the chessboard of his in-
tentions, a man with no museum education, no practice, 
and by the force of things condemned to deciphering all 
his wishes by reading his eyes (p. 129). Previously, contrary 
to all principles of the functioning of the so-called nomen-
klatura in the People’s Republic of Poland, Karol Estreicher 
obtained from the state authorities consent for personally 
nominating his successor. 

Transformations occurring in museums affect all employ-
ees. New specialisations appear or their status and role in 
the institutions change – take the example of persons in-
volved in education in museums. Meaningful and heated 
discussions at the earlier mentioned I Congress of Polish 
Museum Curators (Łódź 2015) concerned the new defini-
tion of the ‘museum curator’. References to this debate are 
made also in the presented book. Museum curators are 
all those who are needed by the museums and who feel 

integrated with the institution and identify with it (p. 18) 
– Zofia Gołubiew stressed. In turn, Jan Ostrowski emphati-
cally declared: Dividing the employees of a single institution 
into those who are and are not members of the professional 
group of museum curators appears to me to be destructive. 
[...] Some improve, others become worse. Some regard them-
selves as privileged, others – as wronged (p. 82). It is, how-
ever, precisely this dispute that demonstrates the painful 
and difficult changes undergone by Polish museology, and 
just how essential is the question about the social status not 
solely of museums but also their employees. 

A museum curator is not a person ‘from the past’ but ‘with 
a future’ (p. 24). This remark, made by the former director of 
the National Museum in Cracow, is of crucial relevance. The 
past is an inalienable fragment of the essence of a museum. 
Nevertheless, for this particular institution to be able to take 
care of that, which is part of the past but significant, and to 
transmit it to future generations, it must succumb to changes. 
A museum cannot flee from the present or fear the future.
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Abstract: In 2019, the National Institute for Museums and 
Public Collections in cooperation with the Państwowy Instytut 
Wydawniczy published the 1917 book by Mieczysław Treter 
titled Contemporary Museums as the first volume in the 
Monuments of Polish Museology Series. The study consists of 
two parts originally released in ‘Muzeum Polskie’ published by 
Treter in Kiev; it was an ephemeral periodical associated with 
the Society for the Protection of Monuments of the Past, active 
predominantly in the Kingdom of Poland, but also boasting 
numerous branches in Polish communities throughout Russia.

The Author opens the first part of a theoretical format with 
a synthesized presentation of the genesis of the museum 
institution (also on the territory of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth), to later follow to its analysis in view of its 
collecting and displaying character, classification according to 
the typical factual areas it covers, chronology, and territory 
(general natural history museums, general history ones, 
technological ones, ethnographic ones, historical-social ones, 
historical-artistic ones); moreover, he tackles questions like 

a museum exhibition, management, a museum building. 
In Treter’s view the museum’s mission is not to provide 
simple entertainment, neither is it to create autonomous 
beauty (realm of art), but it is of a strictly scientific character, 
meant to serve science and its promotion, though through 
this museums become elitist: by serving mainly science, 
they cannot provide entertainment and excitement to every 
amateur, neither are they, as such, works of art to which 
purely aesthetical criteria could be applied.

The second part of Treter’s study is an extensive outline of 
the situation of Polish museums on the eve of WWI, in a way 
overshadowed by the first congress of Polish museologists, 
and in the perspective of the ‘museum world’ of the Second 
Polish Republic. It is an outline for the monograph on Polish 
museums, a kind of a report on their condition as in 1914 
with some references to later years. Through this it becomes 
as if a closure of the first period of their history, which the 
Author, when involved in writing his study, could obviously 
only instinctively anticipate.

Keywords: Mieczysław Treter (1883–1943), museum, classification, Polish art, memory culture, public collection.

 
Mieczysław Treter, Muzea współczesne [Contemporary Museums], Piotr Majewski, Wszystko już było… Muzea 
polskie w perspektywie długiego trwania [We Have Had All That Before… Polish Museums in the Perspective of Long 
Perdurance (introduction), Pomniki muzealnictwa polskiego [Monuments of Polish Museology] Series, NIMOZ–PIW, 
Warszawa 2019, pp. 192 

In Polish museology 2019 could be declared the Mieczysław 
Treter Year. In the inter-war period, he was curator with 
the Prince Lubomirski Museum at the Lvov Ossolineum, an 
important official working within museology, this including 
the post of the Director of the State Art Collections, 
finally an aesthetician and art critic, as well as a museum 
theoretician, museologist, author of many important papers. 
Afterwards, however, he was almost entirely forgotten; only 

rarely quoted by authors of highly specialist publications, 
e.g. Kazimierz Malinowski in his book Forerunners of Polish 
Museology (1970). Lately, Treter has been experiencing 
a true renaissance, this e.g. seen in the recently published 
monograph by Diana Wasilewska, articles in the present 
issue of the ‘Muzealnictwo’ Annual, and anthology of Polish 
contemporary museology papers prepared as part of the 
Research Project called Museum in Polish Memory Culture 
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(Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń).1 Seen in this 
context, the publication of Treter’s major museological study 
from 1917 released as the first volume in the Monuments 
of Polish Museology Series by the National Institute for 
Museums and Public Collections (NIMOZ) in cooperation 
with the Państwowy Instytut Wydawniczy Publishing House, 
and titled Contemporary Museums seems to be gaining 
a peculiar momentum.

The study consists of two parts, originally released in 
‘Muzeum Polskie’ published by Treter in Kiev; it was an 
ephemeral periodical associated with the Society for the 
Protection of Monuments of the Past, active predominantly 
in the Kingdom of Poland, but also boasting numerous 
branches in Polish communities throughout Russia.2

The Author opens the first part of a theoretical format with 
a synthesized presentation of the genesis of the museum 
institution, also in the territory of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, where a special role is played by Puławy 
of Izabela Czartoryska née Fleming, to later continue with 
an attempt at a theoretical study dedicated to the overall 
characteristics of the institution, an approach rare in Polish 
literature at the time. His main goal is to classify museums 
in view of their collecting and displaying character, which 
according to the Author had not been done before (today 
we are considering whether such unambiguous decisions/
classifications are really necessary). Treter divides museums 
into natural history and historical ones, and continues 
classifying the groups according to the typical factual areas 
they cover (general natural history museums, general history 

ones, technological ones, ethnographic ones, historical-social 
ones, historical-artistic ones), chronology, and territory; 
moreover, he tackles questions like a museum exhibition, 
institution’s management, a museum building. In Treter’s view, 
the museum’s mission is not to provide simple entertainment, 
neither is it to create autonomous beauty (realm of art), but it 
is of a strictly scientific character, meant to serve science and 
its promotion, though through this museums become elitist 
(by serving mainly science, they cannot provide entertainment 
and excitement to every amateur, neither are they, as such, 
works of art to which purely aesthetical criteria could be 
applied). Therefore, criticism that museums supposedly 
become ‘prisons for art’ sounds absurd, and responding to it, 
Treter quotes a fragment of the monograph on Julisz Kossak 
by Stanisław Witkiewicz: Museums are more shrines in which 
the souls of the deceased, turned into works of art with a spell, 
commune with the soul of a living man. They are a kind of 
a Forum where every creator entirely free talks to all, while 
the listener can either listen to it focused, and let himself be 
enchanted, or leave, remaining completely indifferent.3 In the 
introduction to this edition of Treter’s study, Piotr Majewski 
emphasizes how topical the issues raised are, since many of 
their aspects have continued to be of interest to museologists’ 
circles to this very day. He first of all points out to the debate 
on museum identity, its mission, definition, and the visitor, and 
the general principles for them operating as an intellectual, 
emotional, and material space. Majewski’s reflections allow 
to concentrate on the second part of the study, which is by no 
means secondary to the first one (though evidently not equally 
topical). It constitutes an extensive outline of the situation of 
Polish museums on the eve of WW I, in a way overshadowed 
by the first Congress of Polish museologists in Cracow (1914), 
and also seen in the prospect of the ‘museum world’ of the 
Second Polish Republic. It is as if an outline for the monograph 
on Polish museums, a kind of a report on their condition as 
in 1914 with some references to later years. Through this 
it becomes as if a closure of the first period of their history, 
which the Author, when involved in writing his study, could 
obviously only instinctively anticipate. In this case chronology 
is exceptionally clear, marked out by symbolic dates also in 
Poland’s history: 1918, 1945, 1989.

The first period is the time when the idea of museum 
was forming in the territories of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth after the collapse of the state divided into 
the provinces that differed civilizationally and culturally within 
separate political entities. For this purpose, the idea covered 
all the possible diversities: national, religious, social, political, 
academic, of museum concepts, and messages. Later periods 
were characterized by more homogeneous nationality and 
state structures, although both the inter-war period and 
the years of Communist Poland, implied identity challenges, 
sometimes extremely acute (both showed little or no 
tolerance for diversity). Today the issues have not been fully 
solved; indeed, they have been added new problems resulting 
from social transformations and modern technologies. Our 
museology still awaits a thorough and comprehensive 
analysis, however the earliest stage of its history, thanks to 
Treter’s study, boasts an exceptionally valuable compendium, 
the one that combines direct testimony to the period with 
a deeper theoretical reflection.

The list of public museum collections in Poland, provided 
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at the study’s end, contains 101 institutions, these including 
3 in preparation and 4 Polish museum collections abroad, 
however the text mentions 7 more: the Museum of the Toruń 
Scientific Society, F. Chopin Museum of the Musical Society in 
Warsaw, Museum of the Ruthenian National House, and the 
T. Shevchenko Ukrainian Scientific Society in Lvov, as well 
as private collections.4 Treter classifies them, using his own 
proposal from the first part of the study, into two extensive 
groups, including national history and historical museums. 
There is much focus on the overall issues of national history 
and tourism museology (with reference to the studies of 
such Polish experts in the field as Marian Raciborski, Stefan 
Stobiecki, Aleksander Maciesza); this category also includes 
ethnographic and technological museums, which would 
undoubtedly raise numerous objections today. Historically-
profiled institutions have been divided into those dealing 
with universal history, social history, and art history. Some 
of them, particularly those of a major impact on national 
culture, are discussed in more detail referring to their history 
and collections (e.g. Museum of Industry and Agriculture, 
Museum of the Polish Tourist Society in Warsaw, Lubomirski 
Museum in Lvov, National Museum in Cracow). A reflection 
apart is dedicated to several museum projects and institutions 
that were being organized, e.g. the National Museum in 
Warsaw, the future museums foreseen to be located at the 
Wawel Castle, and the natural history museum project that 
was never implemented.

The research conducted as part of the above-mentioned 
Museum in Polish Memory Culture Project allows to 
complete and slightly modify the picture. It has shown that 
in the territory of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 
1914 there were about 250 museums as well as private or 
public institutions of museum profile (libraries, schools, 
university collections, those of cultural and scientific 
societies, as well as private collections available to the 
general public).5 This goes to say that there were twice 
as many as those discussed by Treter. However, they were 
not always big institutions with a relatively well-developed 
infrastructure, richer collections, and some tradition. 
Actually Treter did discuss such in his study, aptly describing 
or at least mentioning them (all in all, he dealt with almost 
all the major institutions). Next to these, there existed 
collections not really sizeable, hardly profiled, of little 
coherence. The term ‘museum’ was not fully stable; it was 
frequently used to define collections of archival documents, 
and larger collections of various types: Treter himself applies 
it in relation to the private collection of Jerzy Mniszech 
(entomological museum).

Furthermore, many of those projects never went beyond 
the organization stage and preparation for making them 
available to the public, the latter having never occurred. The 
Author mentions several of them in his text, though leaves 
some out in his study; he may not have been familiar with 
the other ones, or he may have excluded them due to their 
too modest scale; however, he purposefully leaves some 
out, since his focus is on Polish museums, and exclusively 
public ones.

The study contains brief descriptions of only 4 non-
Polish museums: two Ukrainian ones in Lvov (Stauropegian 
Museum and Ukrainian National Museum) as well as two 
Jewish ones: that of Mathias Bersohn in Waraw and of 

Maksymilian Goldstein in Lvov (being organized from 1912, 
however opened later); in the text, there is also mention of 
two more, which in the list at the end are put in characteristic 
brackets. Meanwhile, Treter decisively rejects Russian and 
German museums as those of the partitioning powers. Such 
an attitude can hardly be criticized, since it was a must quality 
of patriotism from the times of the war for the freedom of 
peoples Mickiewicz had prayed for; however, from today’s 
perspective these institutions can be seen differently. Indeed, 
there were among them unquestionably oppressive ones 
of anti-Polish character, such as the Antiquity Museum in 
Vilnius, based at the public library, the Muraviev Museum, 
or the strictly propagandist Pan-Russian Museum mounted 
at the Tsarist University of Warsaw by the Czech Professor 
Teodor Jezbera. All of them, however, formed part of the 
history of museology in the territory of the Commonwealth, 
and in some cases, if neutral politically and nationally, they 
constituted essential elements of artistic culture, such as 
e.g. museum collections of the Tsarist Łazienki Palace in 
Warsaw, which periodically opened to the public, and whose 
core element was the historic painting gallery of Stanislaus 
Augustus Poniatowski. Neither does Treter incorporate in 
his reflection Orthodox museums in the ‘taken territories’ 
(so-called ‘davnyoskhovyshcha’), e.g. in Chełm Lubelski, 
Grodno, Łuck, Mińsk Litewski, Vilnius, Żytomierz, museums 
of scientific and cultural societies, and those established 
by provincial authorities in whose establishment Poles 
also participated. However, it is quite likely that he was 
unacquainted with military museums of limited accessibility, 
these being a particular element in old Russian museology, 
and which existed in the early 20th century at some dozen 
regiments based in the territories of the Commonwealth, 
such as the 65th Moscow Infantry Regiment in Chełm, or 
the Leibgvardiyskiy Keksholmski, Volhynia, and Lithuanian 
Regiments in Warsaw. As for the German museums omitted 
by Treter, interestingly many of them later transformed into 
Polish institutions, or were incorporated into such, becoming 
an element in their tradition, e.g. the Kaiser Friedrich Museum 
in Poznan, the City Museum in Bydgoszcz, the Museum of the 
Historical Society of the Kwidzyń Regency in Kwidzyn, and that 
of the Copernicus Verein in Toruń.

The group of the discussed museums includes the Prince 
Czartoryski Museum as an institution generally accessible 
and of major importance for Polish culture, although, as 
Treter says, the list included only public museum collections 
(Treter’s emphasis). However, when speaking of the 
museums of the Wilanów Palace and the Podhorce Castle, 
he emphasizes that national mementoes of this quality, 
(…) however carefully guarded by their current owners, 
should be the property of the nation, should be national 
museums in the fuller meaning of the term. This ambiguity, 
visible also in the case of other analyzed private institutions, 
stemmed from Treter’s conviction that in compliance with 
the positions expressed during the congress of Polish 
museologists in 1914, museums and their collections 
(particularly the more valuable ones) should be nation’s 
property. He does, however, describe certain private 
institutions, but only if they were made available to the 
general public on relatively regular basis in their sizeable 
portion: the Dzieduszycki Museum and Painting Gallery, 
Lubomirski Museum, library collections of the Baworowskis 
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and Pawlikowskis in Lvov, Branicki Ornitology Museum, 
collections of the Krasińskis in Warsaw, Starzeński Pokucie 
Museum in Kolomea.

However, only a brief mention is made of the Gołuchów 
and Kórnik collections, as well as of the Rogalin painting 
gallery, all of which were open to public visiting, though 
the important museums of the Zamoyski and Przezdziecki 
Entails’ Libraries in Warsaw, and at the Branicki Montrésor 
Château in France are utterly ignored.

Treter also skipped the network of modest, yet interesting 
and important for their patriotic role Greater Poland 
museums affiliated to the People’s Libraries Society (TCL) 
in Kościerzyna, Ostrów Wielkopolski, Pleszew, the open-
air type museum in Wdzydze Kiszewskie, as well as tourism 
museums in Golub Dobrzyń and Olkusz, as well as the 
Z. Gloger Geological Museum in Dąbrowa Górnicza. He only 
describes the most spoken-of university cabinets-museums 
in Cracow (archaeological and history of art), in Lvov (natural 
history cabinet), and in Warsaw (Skimbrowicz Antiquity 
Museum). He does not, however, mention other collections, 
such as the natural history collections of the University of 
Warsaw (possibly in view of their Russification character after 
the collapse of the January Uprising), extremely popular and 
frequently visited by Warsaw’s residents; he does not describe 
the Technological Institute Museum at the Lvov Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry (organized as of 1898), the Municipal 
Museum in Grudziądz, and the Upper Silesia Museum in Bytom. 
One could trace more of such omissions, yet the overview of 
Polish museology at the end of the partition period is convincing 
and presented with impressive agility and expertise.

It is, nevertheless, hard to understand some of the 
statements in relation to historical-artistic museums. A strange 
thing, writes Treter, that our private collectors feel the least 
of attraction to collecting works of native art; they are more 
willing to cast incredible sums to purchase suspicious to a high 
degree ‘masterpieces’ of old periods of painting, Due to this, 
not until long ago, it was easier here to become acquainted 
with certain stages of Flemish art, e.g. Dutch, than to get 
to know Polish 19th-century painting. We have not had our 
Tretyakovs; this has to be sadly concluded. Meanwhile, even 
a very superficial knowledge of Polish collectorship shows 
that reality was completely different. It was precisely Polish 
art that already in the last decades of the 19th century became 
the supreme domain of interest of our collectors, and with time 
actually supplemented any other.

Ignacy Korwin-Milewski, Edward A. Raczyński, and 
Feliks Manggha-Jasieński (the latter mentioned by Treter) 
assembled outstanding collections that today can be 
regarded as model ones, setting a peculiar canon of Polish art; 
its other great collectors were Dominik Witke-Jeżewski, Józef 
Landau, and Edward Reicher (the latter, too, mentioned in the 

study). Additionally, apart from the collections they owned, 
in the last decades of the 19th and in early 20th century, 
one could already list twenty to thirty sizeable collections 
of native painting, while there could have been several 
hundred of smaller or sometimes quite tiny collections 
(though of really varied artistic quality).6 It goes without 
saying, however, that from the perspective of a painter-
beginner, whose works nobody purchased, the situation must 
have looked differently. Treter repeats this cliché, writing 
as if he were quoting such opinions of the artists clashing 
with the wall of indifference, or quoting the biting words 
of Reymont in his Promised Land about the tastes of the 
bourgeois. However, in Treter’s case we are dealing neither 
with a Nobel-awarded writer, nor with an art beginner, who 
possibly has for too long remained unappreciated, but with 
a true expert and an outstanding critic, perfectly updated 
on Polish art and the Polish ‘world of art’, whose eminent 
figure he actually is. Bearing in mind Treter’s erudition and 
his thorough knowledge of museology in the territory of the 
Commonwealth, it is hardly understandable.

Treter’s knowledge was indeed unique. He himself 
mentioned that the study had been written far away from 
Poland, from its libraries and other sources: in Kharkov, 
Crimea, and in Kiev, when he was in the situation of an almost 
total lack of printed materials, unable to check anything, 
forced to be satisfied generally with what from former autopsy 
(mainly with respect to the capital collections in Cracow, 
Lvov, Poznan, and Warsaw) his memory had retained. One, 
however, is bound to notice the spark of genius which guided 
him, as even in the face of such serious inconveniences and 
clear adherence to nationalistic ideologies, almost all the 
Polish institutions of most impact were included by him, 
and justly characterized; a similar panorama of museology 
and collectorship can be found in Edward Chwalewik’s 
Zbiory polskie [Polish Collections] (1916, 1926–27), and 
the Przewodnik po muzeach i zbiorach w Polsce [Guide to 
Museums and Collections in Poland] (1971, 1973, 1982) 
by Stanisław Lorentz.7 Treter, though separated from the 
homeland by world war fronts, had information on Polish 
cultural events, such as Jerzy Mycielski’s ‘Legion Exhibition’ 
(Cracow, Zurich, Warsaw); furthermore, he was aware of the 
latest museum initiatives, such as the National Museum in 
the Warsaw occupied by the Germans (1915), these yielding 
gradually more serious hope for the future independent state. 
However, at the moment of the Contemporary Museums’ 
being printed, this remained greatly uncertain, since not so 
long before had Kielce residents been closing their shutters 
when the Piłsudski Legionnaires were entering the town. In 
this context the forecast for the museum-profiled future of 
the Wawel, generally planned to be the Cracow residence of 
the House of Habsburg, sounds astounding.
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MARIA ZNAMIEROWSKA- 
-PRÜFFER: AN ETHNOLOGIST 
AND MUSEOLOGIST
Hubert Czachowski 
Maria Znamierowska-Prüffer Ethnographic Museum in Toruń

Abstract: Born in Kybartai, Lithuania, on 13 May 1898, 
in the 1930s Maria Znamierowska studied ethnology at the 
Stephen Batory University (USB) in Vilnius under Prof. Cezaria 
Baudouin de Courtenay-Ehrenkreutz and Prof. Kazimierz 
Moszyński. She began working at the University Ethnographic 
Museum established by Prof. Ehrenkreutz; apart from the 
collection of material culture, the Museum researched 
into and collected records of oral and musical folklore. 
M. Znamierowska organized exhibitions on folk construction, 
and investigated folk fishery, the topic she dealt with in her 
MA thesis and doctoral dissertation. In 1925, she married the 
zoologist and entomologist Prof. Jan Prüffer.

Following WW II, Znamierowska-Prüffer and a group of 
USB professors came to Toruń, where she was employed 
as lecturer at the Chair of Ethnology and Ethnography 
of the Nicolaus Copernicus University (UMK). She made 
attempts to establish an ethnographic museum resembling 
the Vilnius one at her Chair, however, she was only able to 
set up an ethnographic section at the Toruń City Museum 
(1946–1958). Having received Professor’s title in 1955, in 

1959 she launched a separate Ethnographic Museum in 
Toruń, additionally establishing an ethnographic park by 
the museum. Her most important exhibition: ‘Traditional 
Folk Fishery in Poland’, was mounted in 1963.

Committed to creating open-air museums in Poland, 
M. Znamierowska-Prüffer also released publications 
on ethnographic museology. Having headed the Toruń 
institution for 13 years, she left the Museum boasting 
the collection of 15.000 exhibits and an ample Folklore 
Archive. In 1958–1963, she headed UMK’s Chair of 
Ethnography, however giving museology lectures until 1988. 
She participated in numerous ethnology and museology 
conferences around Europe. An active member of the 
Polish Folklore Association, she held various positions in 
its structures until 1978, when she became its honorary 
member. Retired, she continued her in-field research, and 
worked on her last publication meant to recapitulate all her 
research into fishery (1988). She died in Toruń in 1990, and 
was buried there. The Toruń Ethnographic Museum has 
been named after her since 1990.

Keywords: Maria Znamierowska-Prüffer (1898–1990), ethnology, museology, Ethnographic Museum in Vilnius, 
Ethnographic Museum in Toruń, fishery, folklore, Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH), open-air museum.

Of the recollections of all the individuals who knew Maria 
Znamierowska-Prüffer what stands out is the image of 
a person who is extraordinary, certainly not commonplace, 
and extremely passionate. It is impossible to overestimate the 
role she played in Polish ethnographic museology. And this 
not only because following WW II she created an independent 
Ethnographic Museum in Toruń, but also because she 
contributed to the development of the theory of museology, 
that related to open-air museum as well. Furthermore, she 
was ethnography professor who successfully combined 
academic work with museum work.

Recalling her was important for historical reasons, but 
also because many of her important ideas continue topical 
and worth reading anew.

Born on 13 May 1898 in Kybartai, Lithuania, where her 
father Stanisław was an official of the customs chamber,1 
she began her education in 1907 attending the Commercial 
School in Lipawa where she took her final exams in 
1915. Following this, because of the war, life made the 
Znamierowskis move abroad, to Russia and Romania. At that 
time Maria attended lectures at the Philology Department 
of Female Courses in Kiev. In 1919, the Znamierowski family 
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ended up in Radzymin. Maria started working at an orphan-
age in Pruszków under Maryna Falska, while Janusz Korczak 
himself became a great authority for her, which he remained 
throughout all her life. In 1921, she began studying at the 
Liberal Arts Department at Stephen Bathory University (USB) 
in Vilnius, to later begin studies at the Mathematical-Natural 
Department of the University. In 1925, she married Prof. 
Jan Prüffer heading the Chair of Zoology at USB. Finally, in 
1926, she decided to return to the Liberal Arts Department 
in order to study ethnology created two years before. The 
one who founded and headed the faculty was Prof. Cezaria 
Baudouin de Courtenay-Ehrenkreutz. She had a great impact 
on the academic development of Znamierowska-Prüffer 
who turned towards museology.

What mattered a lot in ethnology studies run by Prof. 
Ehrenkreutz was the University Ethnographic Museum,2 
operating as an Ethnology Unit, while understood as 
the laboratory of culture in which students, not only on 
the ground of book materials, could train in morphology 
of culture products and phenomena.3 This was to help 
become acquainted with and understand works of culture 
and their proper placement in the whole of the structure 
of the researched community through getting to know its 
function, but also its proper sense as histories of their own 
becoming and shaping.4 The task of a similarly conceived 

ethnological museum, apart from colleting artefacts, also 
included research into music, dance, and folk literature. 
Their results could be collected in specialized museum 
archives. What strikes today is the modern character of 
this proposal, which can be read as precursory in view 
of the tendencies contemporarily formulated as part of 
anthropology of things or research into Intangible Cultural 
Heritage. Already during her studies, Znamierowska-Prüffer 
became the first employee of the USB Ethnographic Museum 
in Vilnius, following the whole career from an assistant to 
a custodian. Her role was also to develop the concepts of 
her mentor,5 if only through the idea to create a museum 
construction display in the open air as a complementary part 
of the pavilion exhibition so that the public could see a given 
culture both in a diachronic and synchronic version.6 From 
that moment onwards the protection of folk architecture 
became a priority for Prüffer. However, as her main 
investigation focus she chose folk fishery. In the late 1920s 
she conducted in-field research which led to her MA thesis 
titled Fishery of the Trockie Lakes published in 1930.7 This was 
the research topic that apart from studies on museology she 
remained faithful to until the end of her life.

In the mid-1930s, Prof. Kazimierz Moszyński, who had come 
from Cracow, became the Head of the Ethnology Institute at 
USB. He is the second individual who substan-tially impacted 
the research activity of Znamierowska-Prüffer.8 She gained 
excellent education in ethnographic museology, quickly acquiring 
the reputation of an outstanding specialist in the domain. She 
also contributed to enriching her expertise through numerous 
trips across Europe. In 1925–38, she visited France, Hungary, 
Czechoslovakia, Austria, Yugoslavia, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, 
Lithuania, Estonia, Finland, and Germany: everywhere she had 
a chance to see how museology ideas were implemented. 
Znamierowska-Prüffer had the greatest contribution both to 
the research works, and plans for the future of the University 
Museum. She mounted exhibitions, developed collections, and 
actively participated in the works of the Museum Association 
in Poland and in its congresses, obviously also the one held in 
Vilnius in 1934. She strongly emphasized how important it is, 
in order to understand the whole of culture, and the relations 
of its particular parts and occurring changes, to investigate folk 
culture and its academic documentation. Jan Bujak wrote that 
the Vilnius Museum from the very beginning and in every aspect 
complied with all the requirements for a modern academic 
institution, substantially ahead of all the achievements in this 
respect,9 Had it not been for the outbreak of WW II, the Museum 
would have become a model institution in this part of Europe, 
and certainly the main institution of the type in Poland.

In 1936, Prüffer won the position of lecturer at the USB 
Ethnology Department, and she conducted intense in-field 
research into traditional fishery in north-eastern Poland, 
covering the whole of Vilnius, Novogrodek, and Białystok 
Voivodeships, while preparing a doctoral dissertation under 
Prof. Moszyński. In December 1939, she was conferred the 
doctoral degree on the grounds of the dissertation titled Fishery 
Bones. Attempt at Classifying Bones for North-Eastern Poland, 
so several days before the Stephen Bathory University was 
closed down by the Lithuanian authorities on 15 December.

During WW II Znamierowska-Prüffer was doing all she could 
to protect the museum collections, that is why up to 1942 she 
continued working at the Museum, which as of 1941 was 1. Maria Znamierowska, Photo 1915
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subordinated to the Lithuanian Academy of Sciences. After 
the German occupation ended in 1944, she resumed work, 
first at the Conservation Office of the Republic of Lithuania, 
and later at the Vilnius Museum of Art.

After the war, when Vilnius had been for good incorporated 
into the Soviet Lithuania, Znamierowska-Prüffer arrived there 
with a group of USB professors from Toruń, where a new 
university was to be founded. As of November 1945, she was 
appointed lecturer at the Chair of Ethnology and Ethnography 
of the Nicolaus Copernicus University (UMK), headed by Prof. 
Bożena Stelmachowska. From the very beginning, Prüffer 
eagerly started organizing a Vilnius-modelled ethnographic 
museum there. Regrettably, her idea was not shared by other 
individuals. After this failed attempt, while still at UMK, she 
managed to create an ethnographic section within the City 
Museum in Toruń. Even at that stage, however, she was 
making attempts at creating an independent ethnographic 
museum.10 Thanks to her museology experience, as well 
as extensive go-getting energy, as soon as in 1948, the first 
permanent exhibition on folk culture of Pomerania and Kuyavia 
was mounted, this anticipated by numerous in-field researches 
and collecting trips. Worth mentioning at this point is the fact 
that the area had not been covered by any ethnographic and 
museological research prior to WW II, so the exhibition being 
actually the first one dedicated to this region, was to a great 
extent made up of the exhibits acquired after the war.

The years of the existence of the Ethnographic Department11 
(1946–58) was the time when multiple undertakings were 
conducted: from completing the staff and co-workers,12 
through intense in-field research and the development of 
the collections, to creating exhibitions. The record of the in- 
-field trips over the period is impressive, and demonstrates the 
incredible organizational skills of Prüffer who managed, despite 
the time being challenging, to arrange benefits from other in-
stitutions for the purpose. Conducting the research from the 
Podlasie Region, through Masuria, Kashubia, Kuyavia, up to 
Western Pomerania, they succeeded in extending the collec-
tions to over 5.000 items. In her thinking on the ethnographic 
idea and mission, Prüffer always echoed the broad modern 
concept of the Vilnius Museum: already at that stage docu-
menting of verbal and musical folklore was begun. As an edu-
cated ethnologist, she understood that apart from collecting 
material objects, in ethnography the simultaneous document-
ing of material objects testifying to so-called spiritual culture 
(today we would speak of intangible culture) was necessary, so 
that a given culture can be known as a whole, and not through 
artefacts out of the context. By 1958, almost 3.000 records of 
verbal folklore, and over 700 of musical recordings had been 
collected. In the early 1950s, Prüffer prepared her post-doc-
toral dissertation, following which in 1955, she was conferred 
professor’s title. Her book Spiky Fishing Tools in Poland and in 
Neighbouring Countries was published two years later.13

2. Maria Znamierowska-Prüffer at the Ethnographic Museum of the Stephen Batory University in Vilnius, the 1930s 
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The tireless fight to establish an independent ethnograph-
ic museum finally yielded effects in 1959, when Prüffer 
launched her dream institution: the Ethnographic Museum 
in Toruń in the building of the former Arsenal, close to 
Toruń’s Old Town. The fact that it became an independent 
institution allowed her as its Director to extend the staff, 
this in turn leading to more research conducted by Toruń 
ethnographers. Apart from adapting the Arsenal edifice 
to house exhibition rooms, collection storage spaces, and 
workshops, she also began the construction of the so-called 
new edifice meant to house e.g. library, exhibition room, au-
ditorium, and administrative premises, which was created 
in 1962. She energetically started working on the creation 
of the ethnographic park by the museum meant to feature 
folk construction display. This concept, echoing the Vilnius 
solution, was implemented in 1969 when the Kuyavia home-
stead, the first of the planned, was opened.14

In the early 1960s, two permanent exhibitions were 
prepared under Director Prüffer’s guidance: ‘Material Culture 
of Northern Poland’ (1960), and its continuation: ‘Folk Art and 
Craftsmanship in Northern Poland’ (1956). In 1963, the most 
important exhibition mounted by Prüffer was accomplished, 
namely ‘Traditional Folk Fishery in Poland’. The exhibition 
was of clearly evolutionist character, this visible first of 
all in its arrangement: from the simplest, most primitive 
tools to developed fishery economy. Both in her exhibition 
implementations and in research studies Znamierowska-
Prüffer echoed Kazimierz Moszyński’s critical evolutionism.

In 1946, Znamierowska-Prüffer became member of the 
Main Board of the Polish Folk Society (PTL), and also through 
the Society she tried to have an impact on the activity of 
ethnographic museums throughout Poland, becoming the 
leading expert in the domain. She shared her expertise and 
experience through special consultation groups established 
by the Ministry of Culture and Art: in the Consultation 
Team at the Board of Museums and Monument Protection 
(from 1964), and in the Section of Museums and Cultural 
Goods Protection, as well as in the Consultation Team for 
Open-air Museum Type (from 1965). Among others, she 
prepared projects of inventories, scientific catalogue cards, 
and documentation records, widely applied in ethnographic 
museums, for the Ministry of Culture and Art.15 Moreover, 
of major impact are her publications related to the situation 
of ethnographic museology in Poland.16 Prüffer also made 
a great contribution to the development of such institutions, 
as e.g. the museums in: Kluki, Szczecin, Gdynia, Białystok.17 
Upon her departure for Switzerland, she undertook 
activities meant to preserve the collections of the Museum 
in Rapperswil.18 Strongly committed to creating open-
air museums in Poland, she prepared proposals for their 
organization, which was aimed at the protection of the 
monuments of the vanishing folk culture.19 She also 
appreciated all the initiatives of private and regional collectors 
as precious actions meant to preserve cultural heritage, thus 
supporting the most important goals of museums.

Let us now see how M. Znamierowska-Prüffer understood 
the tasks of museum and its function, both in the context of 
a scientific discipline, as with reference to its social role. She 
was of the opinion that museums were first of all research 
units which should enjoy the same rights as scientific 
institutes and universities,20 while work for a museum 

should be equivalent to that of university lecturers.21 
She pointed out to the need to teach museologists a 
broader outlook on cultural phenomena, to reveal the 
interdependence of phenomena in different spheres of 
culture.22 With such an attitude, it is not surprising that 
under her leadership museum staff prepared monographic 
works which proved to be valuable publications.23 Prüffer 
continued to call to raise the academic level, deepen the 
methodology of the research conducted by museums, and 
to develop new methodological questions.24 This is how she 
perceived the most important goal of their activity, namely 
the cognitive goal that social and educational activity faced. 
The latter, to be purposeful and conducted properly, should 
have solid academic grounds. Instead, she perceived the 
social role of museum in a broad dissipating of knowledge 
of folk culture. It was this attitude clearly visible already in 
her Vilnius activity that she and her staff later developed. 
Just to illustrate this point let us remember that already as 
an acknowledged professor, she eagerly travelled to country 
schools to give ethnographic talks.

Under the post-WW II situation when the war-inflicted 
material losses were enormous Prüffer was of the opinion 
that museologists mainly faced the hard collecting and 
documentation work. An ethnographer of Modernist 
inclination, she could anticipate the research difficulties in 
the migration of people caused by the shift of state borders 
and clashing of different cultural forms, this occurring in the 
wake of WW II, which, in her view, required great caution 
when elements of folk culture were qualified.25 She was 
aware that advancing civilizational changes on the one 
hand constituted a difficulty in documenting traditional 
folk culture, on the other they brought new challenges to 
ethnology and the operation of ethnographic museums. 
This period of the clash of varied cultural forms was for 
ethnographers a challenge, since the valid paradigm of 
those days was the search of ‘true’ folk culture untarnished 
by other influences. It was not obvious at the time that 
ethnographic research had to extend to the contemporary 
phenomena of culture and go beyond the exclusive interest 
in peasant and rural culture. As it turns out, in this respect, 
too, her intuition was correct. She did not hesitate to reach 
for culture documentation also in towns, writing when still 
in Vilnius that the countryside directly touched on Vilnius 
and in all directions from the city there were areas precious 
as for research.26 In the Ethnographic Museum in Toruń 
she created the inventory section called varia, in which she 
entered all the items which in her understanding of the 
time were beyond the traditional folk culture. However, the 
very fact of their collecting demonstrates the researcher’s 
openness to the change of definitions, ranges, and topics.

Maria Znamierowska-Prüffer was Director of the Toruń 
Ethnographic Museum for 13 years. She left behind the 
Museum boasting over 15.000 exhibits and an extensive 
Folklore Archive. She combined the work at the Museum 
with the academic one at UMK, where in 1958–63 she 
headed the Chair of Ethnography; furthermore, in 1965–
88, she lectured on museology at the Post-graduate 
Ethnography Study which educated many museologists, 
including staff of open-air museums who transferred her 
concepts to their respective institutions. Very active in the 
Polish Folklore Society (PTL), she was member of its Main 
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3. An interview with a fisherman, Dębina, Sławno County, Photo 1968

4. Maria Znamierowska-Prüffer in the course of the open-air museum survey, Toruń 1966
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5. Prof. Maria Znamierowska-Prüffer’s 90th Birthday: she is being congratulated by Alfred Arendt, President of the Society of Friends of the Ethnographic 
Museum in Toruń, Ewa Arszyńska visible in the background, Toruń 1988 

� (Photos: 1 – M. Jampolski; 3, 4 –  Z. Zgierun; 5 –  A. Grodzicki; all photographs come from the Archives of the Ethnographic Museum in Toruń)
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Board in 1946–78, and its Deputy President for two terms of 
office. Moreover, she was President of the Toruń PTL branch, 
while in 1978 becoming its honorary member. From 1972, 
she was member of ICOM Poland. Still retired, she continued 
working and publishing her works. She conducted in-field 
research in Kashubia, the Vistula Bay, and participated in the 
team research of the Ethnographic Museum in Toruń in the 
Valley of the Lower Vistula. At the same time she was also 
working on her last ample publication that summed up her 
research into fishery, and which was published in 1988.27

Her enormous contribution to the development and 
promotion of museology and ethnology yielded her 
numerous awards, e.g. Golden Cross of Merit, Commander’s 

Cross of the Order of Polonia Restituta, Medal of the 
National Education Commission, Oskar Kolberg Medal and 
Award, and Medal of Nicolaus Copernicus University for the 
‘Contribution to the University’s development’.

Maria Znamierowska-Prüffer died in Toruń on 20 August 
1990, and it was at Toruń’s St George’s Cemetery that she 
was buried. While commemorating 40 years of the Toruń 
Ethnographic Museum, on 15 December 1990, the institution 
was given her name, and a commemorative plaque was 
set in the building. The Museum Maria Znamierowska- 
-Prüffer had created was also enriched with her library, as 
well as all her legacy containing e.g. correspondence with 
a number of leading ethnologists and museologists.28

Endnotes
1	 A detailed biographical entry on Maria Znamierowska-Prüffer to be found in the first volume of the dictionary:  E. Arszyńska, H. Muzalewska, Etnografowie 

i ludoznawcy polscy. Sylwetki, szkice biograficzne [Polish Ethnographers and Folk Experts. Profiles, Biographical Essays], Wydawnictwo Naukowe DWN, 
Oddział Polskiego Towarzystwa Ludoznawczego w Krakowie, Kraków 2002, pp. 323-328, which I use when providing biographical data; also in my paper 
published in Lithuanian: H. Czachowski, Muziejas kaip kultūros laboratorija. Marijos Znamierowskos-Prüfferowos indėlis į etnografię muziejininkystę, ‘Lie-
utvos etnologia’ 2014, No. 14(23), pp. 69-83.

2	 This connecting of museums with academic centres was used e.g. in Germany; see: C. Baudouin de Courtenay-Ehrenkreutz, O potrzebach etnologji w Polsce 
[On the Needs of Ethnology in Poland], in Nauka Polska. Jej potrzeby, organizacja i rozwój [Polish Science, Its Needs, Organization, and Development]. Vol. 
10, Wydawnictwo Kasy im. Mianowskiego, Warszawa 1929, p. 256.

3	 Idem, Zakład Etnologji Uniwersytetu Stefana Batorego w Wilnie i jego zadania [Ethnology Department at Stephen Bathory University], ‘Balticoslavica. 
Biuletyn Instytutu Naukowo-Badawczego Europy Wschodniej w Wilnie’ 1933, Vol. 1, p. 82.

4	 Ibid., p. 87.
5	 M. Znamierowska-Prüfferowa, Muzeum etnograficzne U.S.B. w Wilnie i jego przyszłość [Ethnographic Museum at USB in Vilnius and Its Future], Nakładem 

Muzeum Etnograficznego U.S.B. w Wilnie, Lwów-Wilno 1932 (copy from of the ‘Lud’ ethnographic quarterly 1932, Series II, Vol. XI.).
6	 Idem, Muzeum na wolnem powietrzu w Wilnie [Museum in the Open Air in Vilnius], Biblioteczka „Włóczęgi” Wilno 1934, No. 2.
7	 Idem, Rybołówstwo Jezior Trockich [Fishing of the Trockie Lakes], Towarzystwo Przyjaciół Nauk w Wilnie, ‘Rozprawy i Materiały’ 1930, Vol.  3, fasc. 2.
8	 Interesting remarks on different influences of Prof. Ehrenkreutz and Prof. Moszyński on the academic writing and approach to ethnology by Prüffer to be 

found in: O. Kwiatkowska, Krzątanina wokół Pani Profesor. O pisarstwie Marii Znamierowskiej-Prüfferowej [Hustle and Bustle around Madame Professor. 
On the Writing of Maria Znamierowska-Prüffer], in: Obserwatorki z wyobraźnią. Etnograficzne i socjologiczne pisarstwo kobiet [Female Observers with 
Imagination. Women’s Ethnographic and Sociological Writing], G. Kubica, K. Majbroda (ed.), PTL, Wrocław 2014, pp. 189-204.

9	 J. Bujak, Muzealnictwo etnograficzne w Polsce (do roku 1939) [Ethnographic Museology in Poland (Prior to 1939)], ‘Zeszyty Naukowe UJ. Prace Etnograficz-
ne’ 1975, fasc. 8, pp. 80-81.

10	M. Znamierowska-Prüfferowa, Pomorskie muzeum ludoznawcze [Pomerania Folk Museum], Instytut Bałtycki, Wydział Pomorzoznawczy, ‘Komunikaty Działu 
Informacji Naukowej’ 1946, No. 5(19), pp.1-4.

11	Idem, Dział Etnograficzny Muzeum w Toruniu (1946-1959) [Ethnographic Section of the Museum in Toruń], ‘Rocznik Muzeum w Toruniu’ 1962, Vol. 1, fasc. 
2, pp. 1-41; see also: H. Czachowski, H. Muzalewska-Alexandrowicz, Dział Etnograficzny w Muzeum Okręgowym w Toruniu [Ethnographic Section of the 
District Museum in Toruń], in: Księga pamiątkowa 150-lecia Muzeum Okręgowego w Toruniu [Memorial Book on 150 Years of the District Museum in Toruń], 
K. Mikulski, E. Okoń (ed.), Muzeum Okręgowe, Toruń 2011, pp. 185-195.

12	Besides 2 individuals employed: Maria Polakiewicz and Kalina Skłodowska-Antonowicz, Prüffer was able to bring together a group of co-workers. For some 
she was even able to find some modest salaries from outside-Museum funds.

13	M. Znamierowska-Prüfferowa, Rybackie narzędzia kolne w Polsce i krajach sąsiednich [Spiky Fishing Tools in Poland and in Neighbouring Countries], ‘Studia 
Societatis Scientiarum Torunensis’ 1957.

14	See M. Znamierowska-Prüfferowa, R. Tubaja, Przymuzealny skansen toruński i inne muzea skansenowskie realizowane i planowane w województwie bydgo-
skim [Museum-Affiliated Torun Open Air Museum and Other Open-Air Museums Planned in the Bydoszcz Voivodeship], in: Muzea skansenowskie w Polsce 
[Open Air Museums in Poland], ‘Biblioteka Muzeum Rolnictwa w Szreniawie’ 1972, Vol. II, pp.195-231. In the following years the ethnographic park was 
developed, first according to the original concept, later completed with further facilities in the 1990s.

15	A. Trapszyc, Badania nad rybołówstwem i zajęciami wodnymi w Muzeum Etnograficznym Uniwersytetu Stefana Batorego w Wilnie i w Muzeum Etnogra-
ficznym w Toruniu [Research into Fishery and Water-Related Jobs at the USB Ethnographic Museum in Vilnius and the Ethnographic Museum in Toruń], in: 
Przeszłość etnologii polskiej w jej teraźniejszości [The Past of Polish Ethnology and Its Present Day], Z. Jasiewicz, T. Karwicka (ed.), Komitet Nauk Etnologicz-
nych PAN, Poznań 2001, p. 151.

16	M. Znamierowska-Prüfferowa, Muzea i działy etnograficzne w Polsce [Museums and Ethnographic Departments in Poland], ‘Lud’ 1959, Vol. 44, pp. 351-90; 
Idem, La muséographie ethnographique polonaise et le transformations sociales actuelles, ‘Narodopisný Ŭstav Moravskeho Muzea’ 1961, pp. 1-9; Idem, 
Ethnographic Museum Collections in Poland, ‘Lud’ 1964-1965, Vol. 50, pp.  701-42; Idem, Les museés ethnographic, ‘Museum’ 1966, Vol. 19, No 2, pp. 107-
16; Idem, Current Development Trends in Polish Ethnographic Collections, in: Poland at the 8th International Congress of Anthropological and Ethnological 
Sciences, W. Dynowski et al. (ed), Instytut Historii Kultury Materialnej PAN, Zakład Narodowy im. Ossolińskich, Wrocław 1968, pp. 81-7; Idem, Polskie mu-



227www.muzealnictworocznik.com MUSEOLOGY

polish dictionary of museologist

zealnictwo etnograficzne w okresie 25-lecia PR [Polish Ethnographic Museology in the 25 Years of Polish People’s Republic], ‘Lud’ 1969, Vol. 53, pp. 419-52; 
Idem, Ethnomuseology and Its Problems, ‘Ethnologis European’ 1970, Vol. 4, pp. 203-6.

17	R. Tubaja, Wkład Marii Znamierowskiej-Prüfferowej w poznawanie, dokumentowanie i ochronę zabytków kultury ludowej Pomorza [Maria Znamierowska-
-Prüffer’s Contribution to the Cognition, Documentation, and Preservation of Folk Culture Monuments], in: W kręgu badaczy kultury Kaszub i Pomorza XIX 
i XX wieku [Within the Circle of the Researchers into the Culture of Kashubia and Pomerania of the 19th and 20th Century], J. Borzyszkowski (ed.), Ninth 
Kashubian-Pomeranian Conference, Słupsk-Gdańsk 2008, pp. 172-92.

18	M. Znamierowska-Prüfferowa, Organizacja Działu Etnograficznego w Muzeum w Rapperswilu [Organization of the Ethnographic Department at the Rap-
perswil Museum], ‘Lud’ 1947, Vol. 6, pp. 445-50.

19	Idem, Stan zabytków budownictwa ludowego w Polsce [State of Folk Structures in Poland], ‘Komunikat SARP’ 1962, No. 12, pp. 26-8; Idem, Zabytki budow-
nictwa ludowego w Polsce i ich rola we współczesnym krajoznawstwie i turystyce [Monuments of Folk Building in Poland and Their Role in Contemporary 
Tourism], ‘Ochrona Zabytków’ 1977, Year 20, No. 4, pp. 11-18. Extensively on the topic: R. Tubaja, Wkład Marii Znamierowskiej-Prüfferowej w rozwój mu-
zealnictwa na wolnym powietrzu w Polsce [Maria Znamierowska- Prüffer’s Contribution to the Development of Open-Air Museology in Poland], ‘Biuletyn 
Stowarzyszenia Muzeów na Wolnym Powietrzu w Polsce’ 2006, No. 9, pp. 20-31. 

20	M. Znamierowska-Prüfferowa, Problemy muzeów etnograficznych [Challenges of Ethnographic Museums], Zagadnienia oświatowe w muzealnictwie, ‘Biblioteka 
Muzealnictwa i Ochrony Zabytków’ 1963, B Series,Vol. VI, pp. 43-52; Idem, Current Development Trends…,, p. 83; Idem, Polskie muzealnictwo…, p. 425.

21	Idem, Problemy muzeów..., p. 43.
22	Ibidd., p. 48.
23	E.g. R. Lange, Taniec ludowy w pracach Muzeum Etnograficznego w Toruniu [Folk Dance in the Works of the Ethnographic Museum in Toruń], Muzeum 

Etnograficzne w Toruniu, Toruń 1960; M. Fryczowa, Tradycyjne budownictwo ludowe Kujaw [Traditional Folk Building of Kuyavia], Muzeum Etnograficzne 
w Toruniu, Toruń 1961; N. Szunke, Etnograficzne zbiory muzealne w Polsce w świetle wymogów konserwatorskichi [Ethnographic Museum Collections in 
Poland Versus Conservation Requirements], Muzeum Etnograficzne w Toruniu, Toruń 1965; B. Szychowska-Boebel, Lecznictwo ludowe na Kujawach [Folk 
Therapeutics in Kuyavia], Muzeum Etnograficzne w Toruniu, Toruń 1972.

24	M. Znamierowska-Prüfferowa, Polskie muzealnictwo…, p. 424.
25	Idem, Problemy muzeów…, p. 44. She tackled the topic already in a paper delivered at the Congress of PTL in 1947, analyzing two settlement waves in 

Pomerania: in 1920-25 and 1945–47, see: R. Tubaja, Wkład Marii Znamierowskiej-Prüfferowej ..., p. 117.
26	M. Znamierowska-Prüfferowa, Muzeum etnograficzne U.S.B…, p. 12.
27	Idem, Tradycyjne rybołówstwo ludowe w Polsce na tle zbiorów i badań terenowych Muzeum Etnograficznego w Toruniu [Traditional Folk Fishing in Poland 

as Seen Against the Collections and In-Field Research of the Ethnographic Museum in Toruń], Muzeum Etnograficzne w Toruniu, Toruń 1988.
28	See the following articles in ‘Rocznik Muzeum Etnograficznego w Toruniu’ 2007, Vol. III: H. Muzalewska-Alexandrowicz, Korespondencja Cezarii Baudouin de 

Courtenay-Ehrenkreutz-Jędrzejewiczowej z Marią Znamierowską-Prüfferową. Przyczynek do historii etnologii Polskiej [Correspondence of Cezaria Baudouin 
de Courtenay-Ehrenkreutz-Jędrzejewicz with Maria Znamierowska-Prüffer], pp. 119-42; J. Jakubowska, Informacja o listach Kazimierza Moszyńskiego do 
Marii Znamierowskiej-Prüfferowej znajdujących się w Archiwum Muzeum Etnograficznego w Toruniu [Information on Kazimierz Moszyński’s Letter to Maria 
Znamierowska-Prüffer in the Archive of the Ethnographic Museum in Toruń. Contribution to the History of Polish Ethnology], pp. 143-60.

Hubert Czachowski PhD
Ethnologist and anthropologist of culture, PhD in liberal arts; Director of the Ethnographic Museum in Toruń; member: 
Main Board of Polish Folk Society (PTL), Council for Intangible Cultural Heritage at the Ministry of Culture and National 
Heritage, Editorial Team of the ‘Zbiór Wiadomości do Antropologii Muzealnej’ periodical; specialist at the Committee of 
Ethnological Sciences of the Polish Academy of Sciences; author of numerous exhibitions and publications on religiousness, 
visual anthropology, art, modern anthropology, museology, and ethnology history; e-mail: h.czachowski@etnomuzeum.pl

Word count: 4 036; Tables: –; Figures: 5; References: 28
Received: 03.2019; Reviewed: 04.2019; Accepted: 05.2019; Published: 07.2019
DOI: 10.5604/01.3001.0013.2974
Copyright©: 2019 National Institute for Museums and Public Collections. Published by Index Copernicus Sp. z o.o. All rights reserved. 
Competing interests: Authors have declared that no competing interest exits.
Cite this article as: Czachowski H.; MARIA ZNAMIEROWSKA-PRÜFFER: AN ETHNOLOGIST AND MUSEOLOGIST. Muz., 
2019(60): 154-162
Table of contents 2019: https://muzealnictworocznik.com/issue/11897



228 MUSEOLOGY

Muz., 2019(60): 268-279
Annual, eISSN 2391-4815
received – 06.2019 
reviewed – 07.2019 
accepted – 08.2019 
DOI: 10.5604/01.3001.0013.5008

MIECZYSŁAW TRETER 
(1883–1943): PRECURSOR 
OF POLISH MUSEOLOGY 
Małgorzata Wawrzak 
University of Nicolaus Copernicus in Torun

Abstract: Mieczysław Treter is by no means an ordinary 
individual: an art historian, aesthetician, museum 
practitioner and theoretician-museologist, an individual 
of many professions, lecturer, journal editor, member of 
numerous organizations, propagator of Polish art abroad, 
manager, exhibition organizer. In the interwar period one 
of the most influential critics and art theoreticians, among 
the museum circles he was mainly known as the author of 
the recently reissued 1917 publication called Contemporary 
Museums. Museological Study. Beginnings, Types, Essence, 
and Organization of Museums. Public Museum Collections 
in Poland and Their Future Development. 

Born on 2 August 1883 in Lvov, in 1904 Mieczysław Henryk 
Treter started working with the Prince Lubomirski Museum 
as the scholarship holder of the Lvov Ossolineum. In 1910, 
he became Curator at the Museum, performing this function 
until the outbreak of WW I. He participated in the First 
Congress of Polish Museologists, held in Cracow on 4 and 
5 April 1914. During WW I, he was in Kharkov and Crimea, 
and it was there that he wrote his most important study 
Contemporary Museums. In 1917, having moved to Kiev 

he became involved in the activity of the social movement 
for the care of Polish monuments throughout the former 
Russian Empire. In 1918, he returned to Lvov, became 
member of the national Eastern Galicia Conservation 
Circle, and retook the position of the Curator at the Prince 
Lubomirski Museum, to finally become its Director. On 
4 February 1922, Mieczysław Treter was appointed Director 
of the State Art Collections, the position he retained until 
1924. In 1926, he became Director of the Society for the 
Promotion of Polish Art Abroad, whose main task was to 
promote works of Polish artists in Poland and abroad. He 
passed away in Warsaw on 25 October 1943. 

Systematizing the theoretical knowledge and the report 
on the existing museums in the country deprived of its 
statehood in the book Contemporary Museums created 
a departure point for its Author, who following Poland’s 
regaining independence worked out the organization of state 
collections. Treter’s proposals were to regulate the position of 
Polish museum institutions complicated due to the partition 
period, for them, while rivaling foreign museums, to become 
elements boosting the young state’s prestige.

Keywords: Mieczysław Treter (1883–1943), museologist, museum, classification of collections, museum policy.

Mieczysław Treter is by no means an ordinary individual: 
an art historian, aesthetician, museum practitioner and 
theoretician-museologist, individual of many professions, 
lecturer, journal editor, member of numerous organizations, 
propagator of Polish art abroad, manager, exhibition organizer. 
In the interwar period one of the most influential critics and 
art theoreticians, this being reminded by the publication of 
Diana Wasilewska that has been released this year.1 Among 
the museum circles he was mainly known as the author of 
the recently reissued 1917 publication called Contemporary 
Museums. Museological Study. Beginnings, Types, Essence, 

and Organization of Museums. Public Museum Collections in 
Poland and Their Future Development.2

Born on 2 August 1882 in Lvov,3 it was there that 
Mieczysław Henryk Treter graduated from the Lvov 
Musical Institute and Philological Department of the 
University of Lvov where he studied philosophy under 
Kazimierz Twardowski, creator of the Lvov-Warsaw school 
of philosophy, as well as history of art under Jan Bołoz 
Antoniewicz, supervisor of Treter’s doctoral dissertation 
defended in 1910.4 The education, the first teachers, and 
the cultural-artistic circles of the ‘city of museums’, as he 
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used to call Lvov,5 with which he was connected for almost 
40 years, undoubtedly had some impact on his later career.

Treter first came across the institution of museum already 
in 1904 when he started working for the Museum of Prince 
Lubomirski as a grant holder of the Lvov Ossolineum.6 In 
1909, he published a guide to its collections, worked out on 
the grounds of the long-standing inventorying conducted by 
the Museum Curator of the time Edward Pawłowicz and his 
own, signalling the importance of the institution as a major 
cultural centre of the city.7 In 1910, he became Curator of 
the Prince Lubomirski Museum, and performed the function 
until the outbreak of WW I.8 Treter attended the First 
Congress of Polish Museologists, held in Cracow on 4–5 April 
1914, participated by representatives of the major museums 
from the territories of the three partitions.9 Furthermore, he 
travelled a lot, as of 1907 frequently attending the Venice 
Biennale,10 also writing reports on exhibitions in Rome;11 
in July 1913, he ‘personally’ visited the Polish National 
Museum in Rapperswil.12

During WW I, he was in Kharkov and Crimea, and it was 
there that he wrote his most important study Contemporary 
Museums. In 1917, having moved to Kiev, he became in-
volved in the activity of the social movement for the care of 
Polish monuments throughout the former Russian Empire. In 
1917–18, he served as Deputy President of the Polish Society 
for the Care of Monuments in Ruthenia (Kiev), involved in an 
animated patriotic and cultural inventorying activity.13 He 
also worked as the artistic manager of the illustrated periodi-
cal ‘Muzeum Polskie’ dedicated to the preservation of Polish 
museums and collections in the territory of Russia, published 
in Kiev.14 Beginning from October 1917, he ran the course 
titled Problems and Methods of Contemporary Aesthetics at 
the Polish University College, and it was there that he par-
ticipated in the group of the founders of the Polish Scientific 
Society;15 furthermore, he lectured in history of art at the 
Polish School of Fine Arts in Kiev.16

In 1918, upon his return to Lvov, he became member 
of the national Eastern Galicia Conservation Circle, and 
ran courses in 19th- and 20th- century history of art at Lvov 
Polytechnic; furthermore, he retook the position of the 
Curator at the Prince Lubomirski Museum,17 to finally be-
come its Director.18 As recalled by Adam Fischer, former 
Deputy Curator of the Lvov Ossoliński Library, it was to be 
restored to its former excellence, while its image was to be 
the feat accomplished through meticulous work of Curator 
Mieczysław Treter.19 The archivist of that institution, in turn, 
Jerzy Koller reported that although the collections in their 
majority had survived, the condition of the museum after 
the war was disastrous: Upon his wanderings in Russia, the 
current Museum’s Curator Dr Mieczysław Treter submitted 
an exhaustive memorandum to the authorities, discussing in 
detail shortages and drawbacks in the so-far interior and col-
lection conservation.20 When Treter single-handedly played 
the role of the Board, he was authorized to run redecora-
tion works and preservation of the collection. According to 
Koller, what had suffered the least was the painting gallery; 
the Curator arranged it in compliance with the ‘scientific’ 
requirements, having installed devices controlling tempera-
ture as well as a fire alarm; he also organized new rooms: 
storerooms, conservation laboratory, darkroom, and a ba-
sic workshop.21

As of 1918, Mieczysław Treter was member of the Council 
for Fine Arts in Warsaw, an advisory body to the Ministry of 
Art and Culture,22 to accept in January 1919 the proposal 
of the Minister of Art and Culture Zenon Przesmycki to 
work out the outline of the state organization of museum-
related questions.23 When attending the 1921 Congress of 
Museologists in Poznan, he was elected deputy President of 
the Historical and Artistic Association of Polish Museums, 
upon which he put forth the proposal to establish the Polish 
Gallery of Contemporary Art, essential for the research 
into Polish art and for its promotion among our people and 
foreigners.24 During the first Session of the Council for Fine 
Arts on 7 May 1921, he was elected representative of the 
Museology Section. On 4 February 1922, Treter was appointed 
Director of the State Collections of Art (PZS), the position 
he held until 1924.25 PZS was established at the Ministry 
of Public Works (to be later transferred into the structure 

1. Mieczysław 
Treter, photo 
from the Plaque 
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Kazimierz 
Twardowski of 
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courtesy of the 
Digital Archives of 
Combined Libraries in 
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of the Ministry of Religious Denominations and Public 
Enlightenment), mainly with the concept of taking care of the 
monuments recovered from Russia, Ukraine, and Austria in 
mind, as well as their inventorying, conservation, and dividing 
the collections among the Stately Buildings of the Polish 
Republic (GRR).26 What is more, PZS was also the organization 
which received donations meant for state collections from 
owners of private ones. Apart from professional care, the 
Director was also to perform administrative tasks. It was 
thanks to Treter that the ‘GRR Archive’ was organized, while 
a modern homogenous inventory applied to the vindicated 
collections of art works.27 In order to recreate the furnishing 
of the rooms of the Royal Castle, Treter would resort to old 
inventories from 1795, 1808, and 1819, made after the 
abdication of King Stanislaus Augustus.28 He treated the 
former residence of the ruler with utmost care; one of the 
Warsaw newspapers claimed that the Warsaw Castle is to 
store museum collections, whose gathering and ordering has 
been the task of Mieczysław Treter, currently the President of 
the Museum Council, known for his academic works as well 
as ordering the Prince Lubomirski Museum in Lvov.29 Treter’s 
plan was to create the Polish Museum (on this below), rivalling 
great European institutions, as well as the seat for the central 
management of historical-artistic museums. Difficulties in the 
communication with the government administration meant 
that the utopian grandiose project of the Polish Museum 
was not implemented. PZS collections formed part of the 
decoration of GRRs, namely ministry and office buildings.30 
Lack of a decisive museum policy, which in his understanding 
was to be the symptom of the prestige of the revived state, as 
well as problems with excessive bureaucracy, forced Treter to 
resign from the position of the PZS Director, which took place 
on 12 May 1924.31

At the same time, Mieczysław Treter lectured in the most re-
cent art and art theory at the University of Warsaw (at the time 
Józef Piłsudski University). In due course, having been grant-
ed the post-doctoral degree at the University of Lvov in 1925, 
he ran courses in art theory and history there.32 As a muse-
ologist, he was invited as an expert to participate in the proj-
ects implemented by the new museum institutions.33 In the 
1930s, he was once again assigned member of the Committee 
of Experts for PZS (1931–1933)34 by the Minister of Religious 
Denominations and Public Enlightenment. What is more, he 
never stopped being an art critic, serving as editor of numer-
ous periodicals, also publishing many articles in daily press.35 
Remaining an indomitable apologist of Polish culture and ‘new-
er’ art, he co-founded the Institute of the Propaganda of Art. In 
1926, Treter became Director of the Society for the Promotion 
of Polish Art Abroad (TOSSPO), the organization whose su-
preme goal was to promote works of Polish artists, present-
ing a ‘distinct national style’, both in the country and abroad. 
TOSSPO organized exhibitions, encounters, and trips, and in 
1927–39 it mounted eighty exhibitions in 28 countries.36 After 
the outbreak of WW II, Treter continued intensely working aca-
demically.37 He passed away on 25 October 1943 in Warsaw.38

Mieczysław Treter’s considerations on 
museums’ role, task, and structure
The harbinger of Treter’s view on the role that museum 
should play was his reaction to the idea of establishing 

a museum of the War that was raged proposed in November 
1914 in ‘Kurier Warszawaski’ by Jan B. The author of that 
article encouraged the collecting of all the objects related to 
the War in order to preserve the memory of one of the most 
powerful breakthroughs in history. The proposed Museum of 
War in Warsaw was, in the opinion of its instigators, possible 
to be implemented following the end of the War activities; 
meanwhile, an institution closed for the War period could 
serve as storage for collected: periodicals, proclamations, 
illustrations, photographs, ephemeral prints, arms, bullets, 
uniforms.39 The idea was supported by an anonymous author 
writing for Lvov’s ‘Słowo Polskie’ that in view of the war turmoil 
this was not the most important of things, however it was 
topical for the circles related to Polish life and Polish culture, 
while the collecting of all that was connected with the war 
could be dealt with by the Ossoliński Museum in Lvov, which 
would certainly find volunteers among the intelligentsia.40 
Treter voiced his opinion in the debate in ‘Kurier Lwowski’.41 
On the examples of the existing arsenals and armouries: in 
London, Paris, Vienna, Venice, and Milan, he pointed out to 
the fact that they were places of collecting arms and trophies 
won with one’s own army, taken care of by the state, allocating 
substantial sums to their development, and treating them as 
government institutions serving political and propaganda 
purposes.42 He emphasized that in Poland we could boast our 
collections of historical mementoes in the armouries of the 
Prince Lubomirski Museum, Museum of John III in Lvov, and 
the Krasiński Museum in Warsaw. However, in the face of the 
extent of the War and the fact that Poles we conscripted into 
the armies of the partitioning powers, in his view the Polish 
museum could not be created as the question would have to be 
asked what arms and which uniforms were to be placed there: 
Austrian, Prussian, or Russian? These mementoes, he wrote, 
should never be the source of pride for Poles, such a museum 
would only disgrace the Polish national seriousness and dignity. 
In this context, Treter emphasized that value should not be 
sought in this kind of populist displays, but in museums that 
carry an important message. He pointed to the only museum 
in Europe: the Museum of War and Peace at Lucerne founded 
by Jan Gotlib Bloch, engaged in the pacifist movement, author 
of the Future War known in the English translation as Is War 
Now Impossible?, who had foreseen and warned against the 
devastating results of the Great War. Bloch argued that it 
was militarism and not pacifism that disarms nations morally 
and mocks heroism. Opened in 1902, the Lucerne Museum 
was to play an essential educational and scientific role.43 
Interestingly, however, despite Treter’s opinion the idea to 
create the War museum had many followers. As can be read 
in ‘Kurier Warszawski’, already in October 1914 the activity of 
collecting ‘warfare’ objects was undertaken by the Museum of 
Industry and Agriculture in Warsaw. One of the organizers was 
Władysław Kiślański44 supported by the local authorities, this 
causing that numerous objects were either brought or sent into 
it, with the intention for them to be arranged and temporarily 
made available for public viewing.45 The need to collect objects 
and document Poles’ participation in WW I and the reception 
of the Polish cause in the Europe of the time yielded in January 
1915 the foundation of the Polish War Archive in Vienna run 
by Galician scientists and social activists, with the intention of 
depositing it at the place which after the war will be the centre 
of Polish culture and science. For the purpose of the initiative 
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50 local branches and 6 committees throughout the Polish 
territory and Europe were established: Cracow, Lvov, Warsaw, 
Lublin, Vienna, and Freiburg. A print that was the statute names 
4 collection categories and their content.46

Coming back to Treter’s article, it is interesting to emphasize 
that in the introduction he resorted for the first time to the 
main principles known from museology47 which needed to be 
followed when a museum was established if, contrary to vulgar 
antiquarian collection of curiosities, it was to boast real value. 
A museum collection, continued Treter, could not be accidental 
junk; contrariwise, it should be collected in compliance with 
an earlier assumed logical plan set out by the council. By 
emphasizing that we have as many museums as there are 
manifestations of cultural life of mankind, he pointed out the 
main museum types: historical; covering the history of the 
population or one nation; of fine arts; as well as natural history 
and technical ones. Museum’s tasks and character are defined, 
according to Treter, by the domain of knowledge and culture, 
as well as era and place, optionally also nationality.48

Museology issues had not been earlier discussed within 
the Polish lands; museum itself, though popular, was an 
institution referring mainly to political and military history 
of the nation and former state, but also its culture, technical 
civilization, and nature. Those who actually practiced 
museology in Poland, found practical guidance in study 
trips abroad; these provided grounds for the authors of 
museological concepts, historians, and specialists in different 
sciences, as a vade mecum for the steps to be taken when 
establishing a museum. Meanwhile, in the West questions 
related to museology as a specialized branch of science, 
treated broadly, and covering the domain of history, art, 
archaeology, natural sciences were being discussed. The 
process of the new discipline taking on its shape reaches back 
into the 19th century, though the term as such was used for 
the first time already in 1717.49 The question of museology 
was tackled in 1883 by Johann Georg Theodor von Graesse in 
an article published in the German museological-antiquarian 
newspaper claiming that museology had become a specialized 
branch of science (Fachwissenschaft).50 However, one of the 
most important publications of the time can be found in the 
book on the evolution of museum by the British painter David 
Murray, containing an extensive bibliography.51 Meanwhile 
in Germany the work Die Zukunft der deutschen Museen by 
Theodor Vollbehr, containing the first programmatic essays 
in museology, was published in 1909.52

The perspective adopted then by researchers was of key 
importance, and Polish institutions derived from the model 
worked out in the West. Apart from the increasing number 
of museums, the early 20th century also brought about the 
interest in their history and theory. In Polish literature it 
was Zenon Przesmycki who first wrote about museology, 
supporting the reformatory slogans by Ruskin who opposed 
the concept of museum as a place of entertainment and 
was against cramming museum displays.53 However, it 
was Mieczysław Treter who wrote about museology as 
a rightful branch of science, and in consequence about the 
growing specializations of museums in his Contemporary 
Museums: A new, unknown before, discipline of science is 
being created, called museology, and dealing with a whole 
range of practical and theoretical problems connected 
with establishing and running museums, collection 

conservation, etc.54 In this context Treter’s publication 
was of a breakthrough character for the history of Polish 
museology, since it was the first to define its theory in Polish. 
The essence of the views expressed in it was taking on its 
final shape when its Author served as a museum assistant, 
someone whom we would refer to today as a museologist,55 
boasting a well-grounded theoretical knowledge of the 
history of art as well as practical knowledge gained in the 
course of inventorying and organizing museum collections 
described in his guide to the display.56

The impact of Treter’s book was pointed to nearly 50 years 
ago now by Kazimierz Malinowski;57 however later the pub-
lication almost entirely fell into oblivion. It was only in the 
course of the studies on Polish museums conducted cur-
rently as part of the research Museum in the Polish Memory 
Culture Project, and it is only Piotr Majewski’s reflections 
in the Preface to the reprinted Contemporary Museums, 
as well as the review of Tomasz de Rosset in the present 
‘Muzealnictwo’ issue that revived the content and the im-
portance of Treter’s study for the history of museology in 
Poland.58 This fact allows us to bypass a detailed analysis of 
the book, in order to merely enumerate the Author’s major 
accomplishments. The publications referred to in the text 
itself and in the bibliography testify to the fact that Treter 
was acquainted with the basic writings in his contemporary 
museological literature.59 The example being the professional 
journal ‘Zeitschrift für Museologie’ published in Dresden 
from 1878, as ‘Museumskunde’ as of 1905,60 referred to 
by Treter in order to confirm the fact that museology had 
formed as a separate branch of science, as well as the above-
quoted study (present in the book’s bibliography) by David 
Murray,61 which allowed Treter to albeit briefly follow the 

3. Contemporary Museums. Museological Study. Beginnings, Types, Essence, 
and Organization of Museums. Public Museum Collections in Poland and 
Their Future Development, Kiev 1917, title page
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evolution of museum as an institution, to finally state that 
museums, just like at the times of ancient past, in the 19th 
century, too, served first of all the purposes of scientists.62 
When referring to the examples of the collections of the 
noble families from the territory of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, with the leading among them collections 
of Stanislaus Augustus and Izabela Czartoryska’s Puławy, as 
a fertile bud of Polish museum, Treter followed the study of 
Władysław Łoziński,63 adding that the collections preserved 
at the Prince Czartoryski Museum were a cultural enrich-
ment of the country. Of crucial importance for the history 
of museology, emphasized Treter, was the opening of the 
Louvre Museum to the public, since it meant that Europe 
boasted the first National Museum. He foresaw the future 
development of museums in the progress of sciences and 
the segregation of knowledge systems, which caused the sys-
temizing of collections and their professional management, 
in consequence leading to the birth of a new branch of sci-
ence, namely museology, which developed in the 1890s.64

The principal rule, reiterated by Treter on numerous 
occasions, resulting from the development of museology 
should be found in the appropriate organization of the 
collections, this consisting in a precise identification of the 
museum’s content and scope, as well as the goal and the 
methods leading to it. In the light of the similarly phrased 
motto it was of supreme importance in Treter’s view to identify 
basic museum types. He distinguished two basic groups: 
nature-related and historical museums. Another distinction 
element, equally important and defining museum’s profile 
in Treter’s view, were time and space limits. With respect to 
the first of the two groups Treter quoted the studies by Stefan 
Stobiecki, Ludomir Sawicki, and Aleksander Maciesza.65 

Although the author of Contemporary Museums did not 
give a precise definition of ‘museum’, it can, however, be 
read between the lines. In the first sentence of his study he 
underlined that Museums and libraries constitute a clear in-
dicator of civilization and culture of each nation, this being 
finally completed with the statement that museums are sci-
entific institutions in which thanks to a systematic arrange-
ment of specimens collected in a planned and skilful way and 
properly conserved (…) the whole of human knowledge, or 
alternatively its one branch, of the nature of the universe 
or of man and his civilization or culture, is manifested.66 
Rejecting the accusations which appeared in the early 20th 
century versus museums as ‘cemeteries of art’,67 Treter em-
phasized that next to keeping traces and mementoes of the 
nation’s past, in view of the development of natural and 
humanistic sciences, museum was to serve mainly as a sci-
entific institution,68 research and educational one, which he 
emphasized resorting most likely to the first Polish textbook 
of social pedagogy by Tadeusz Szydłowski.69 Of importance 
is the fact that Treter emphasized the need for public collec-
tions to be organized by professionals boasting higher educa-
tion in the domain that formed part of the museum activity, 
experience in library and museum activity, who should be 
talented organizers, with energy and enthusiasm for work. 
In this context he wrote about the need to organize museum 
courses and museology lectures at universities. The museum 
manager, in Treter’s view, should have a decisive voice and 
freedom to act, while not an extremely numerous museum 
council, reporting to the Association of Polish Museums, 

should serve as an advisory body to the manager.70 On this 
issue he was not merely speaking as a practitioner with 
a longstanding experience, but a museologist – theoretician. 
Furthermore, Treter’s guidelines for collection carers were 
essentially modern and useful, even from today’s point of 
view, since they related to the conditions a museum build-
ing should fulfil,71 as well as its furbishing: offices, a library 
with a reading room, auditorium for lectures with devices 
allowing the use of visual aids,72 as well as workshops: 
photographic, conservation, carpentry, bookbinding, plus 
a vestibule for cloakroom and ticket office. The emphasis 
was also put on the cooperation with the organization pre-
serving monuments and conservation offices. 

The monograph on Polish museums, contained in the second 
part of Treter’s dissertation, fulfilled one of the claims put 
forth during the First Congress of Polish Museologists in 
1914, and was the first such extensive list,73 showing the ex-
tent of the museological movement in the Polish territories 
before the outbreak of WW I. What strikes is the number of 
articles Treter referred to that were published in magazines 
and everyday press: in the footnotes he quotes the press 
from Lvov, Cracow, Warsaw, but also Moscow, St Petersburg, 
and Kiev, certain issues reaching as far as 1917, which dem-
onstrates that the presented information was updated. 
Following the typology identified in the first part of the 
study, Treter described the museums classifying them (at 
times conventionally) to appropriate groups. In this listing, 
today of exceptional worth for the research into the early 
museum institutions in Poland, Treter demonstrated the 
foundation of 99 public museum institutions in 44 towns, e.g.: 
17 in Warsaw, 16 in Lvov, 13 in Cracow (including 3 private 
ones), and 3 in Poznan. He ranked among the natural his-
tory museums 21 landscape museums founded in differ-
ent Polish Tourist Society (PTK) branches, which were quite 
a phenomenon, constituting a visible sign of civil and patri-
otic activity of the residents of the Kingdom of Poland in the 
provinces.74 Furthermore, he mentioned 4 Polish museums 
abroad: in Rapperswil, Brussels, Paris, and Vienna. The cur-
rently conducted research has demonstrated that there had 
existed many more public museums than that in the territo-
ries of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth before 1914.75 

In a thorough report on the conditions of public collections, 
Treter took into account the circumstances of their creation, 
the process of amassing the collections, their profile, as well 
as the conditions under which they were kept. He thus dem-
onstrated that in view of the lack of the sovereign Polish 
statehood, museology, despite being deprived of the sup-
port of state institutions, developed mainly thanks to social 
generosity and activism of scientific and artistic societies, 
social organizations, people of science and local individuals 
of passion. Although in other countries museums were cre-
ated under totally different circumstances, often with little 
public interest and reluctance of the authorities, in poor 
housing conditions, the strong need to establish museums 
resulted both from the need to manifest people’s national 
identity, as well as from the development of science, educa-
tion, industry, and tourism. Of major social impact were pro-
vincial museums which became important cultural and edu-
cational centres in the region. The final touch was Treter’s 
idea to raise in independent Poland a Museum of Struggle 
for the Independence of the Polish Nation dedicated to all 
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the national heroes along the history marked by the follow-
ing dates: 1794, 1831, 1846, 1863, 1914–1917. Most clearly 
Treter, not so long before the opponent of the raged war, 
regarded it an important development for the Homeland, 
marking its years in his plans.

Prestige of the nation and the state
Following WW I, in the altered political reality, the culture-
related issues, including the organization of museum 
collections, became the topic for a broad debate. In the 
first years of independent Poland many different concepts 
and publications on rational museum policy appeared; the 
debate was participated by e.g. Włodzimierz Antoniewicz, 
Jan Czekanowski, Włodzimierz Demetrykiewicz, Bronisław 
Gembarzewski, Marian Gumowski, Feliks Kopera, and 
Mieczysław Treter.76 In the memorandum written on the 
instruction of the then Minister of Culture and Art Zenon 
Przesmycki related to the activity programme of a separate 
Public Museum Department, this in reality grouping 
historical-artistic museums,77 Treter provided guidance of 
an organizational character and defined essential points 
of the attitude of the state to museums.78 He was of the 
opinion that the Responsibility of a rational museum policy 
throughout the whole state, caring for a high quality of 
museum collections, both in the provinces and in the capital, 
remains first of all with the state, and not with boroughs, 
social organizations, and respective units, as was the case 
– out of necessity – before the war.79 He remarked that within 
the country there had remained rare and fragile museum 
organisms which had been created under the partitions 
through exceptional efforts and heroic patience and energy 
as well as outstanding sacrifice on part of numerous entities, 
of individuals who felt their civic obligation, of several 
social organizations and town authorities.80 The author of 
Contemporary Museums knew the problems which museum 
organizers had had to face in the country deprived of its 
statehood, when they could only expect a minor support 
from the town, local authorities, or society, therefore he 
claimed that the tough responsibility of the care of museums 
could be fulfilled only by the state and it would be a mistake 
to suppose that the state could be replaced in this respect by 
town authorities or social organizations, even if handsomely 
subsidized.81 Treter proposed to entrust the issues related to 
historical-artistic museums to one government institution, 
subdued directly to the Minister of Religious Denominations 
and Public Enlightenment since, in his view, making different 
government institutions responsible for various museums 
would not benefit the museums and could contribute to 
shapelessness of Polish museology. His proposal, among 
others, was to follow the example of artistic museums in 
France and Germany, there mainly the Berlin museums, 
but also those in Russia, England, and in Hungary, and to 
establish the office of the General Museum Inspector at the 
Department of Monuments and Museums.82

He emphasized that the main purpose of the activity 
of museum was promoting education; without museums 
scientific progress was impossible, both in natural sciences 
and in the humanities, since it is there that youth, and in 
consequence, maybe future scientists, were educated 
using visual materials. An important role was played, in his 

view, by historical museums, which apart from developing 
general knowledge, taught us how to look at the heritage 
of our forefathers, and constituted a real temple of national 
mementoes. However, not only cultural and educational 
reasons were an important factor contributing to museum 
development. What mattered as well were stately and 
political-propaganda purposes, since the prestige of the nation 
and the state was of importance. Therefore Treter repeated 
after Prof. Czekanowski: in view of such great numbers of 
bigger and smaller collections, as well as objects that qualify 
as museum objects, the question of their preservation, 
ordering, and making available for public viewing, becomes 
priority.83 In the debate on the museum personnel issues, 
staff employment, and assigning appropriate individuals to 
management positions, Treter proposed giving university 
lectures or state museum courses, adding in the footnote that 
museology lectures were given only at Cracow’s Jagiellonian 
University by the Director of the National Museum in Cracow 
Franciszek Kopera.84

Polish Museum at the Royal Castle in Warsaw
The museologist’s greatest ‘favourite’ was the Royal Castle 
(made available for museum purposes in 1918, MW); his 
dream was to e.g. create at the Royal Castle in Warsaw 
a sui generis grand Polish Museum – the Museum in the noblest, 
entirely modern meaning of the word, which would 
proclaim the glory of our state and of our artistic culture 
worldwide.85 He quoted the examples of French museums: 
the Louvre, Versailles, and the Nemours Mansion, also recall-
ing the words of Sizeranne, a former opponent of museums: 

4. Organization of State Collections of the Republic of Poland, 
Warsaw 1922, title page
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pour un pays, les musées sont une richesse et une force (for 
a country museums are wealth and power).86 Furthermore, 
he pointed to the fact that what could be superior to even 
the grandest European museums is not the number of ex-
quisite specimens, but a different character, a creative ar-
rangement and vitality which should be an advantage of the 
institution. He proposed the recreation of the royal rooms 
as well as Bacciarelli’s painting studio, but, first of all, the re-
storing of the climate present there in Stanislaus Augustus’ 
times. Consequently, Treter recalled Stanislaus Augustus’ 
merits.87 It was at the Castle that he was planning to locate 
the Central Archaeological Museum as well as the Museum of 
the Struggle for the Independence of the Polish Nation from 
1794 to 1920; it was there that he was also intending to place 
the main office of the General Directorate of State Collections 
as the main capital’s and country’s artistic and intellectual 
centre, for the prestige of the state and nation, just like at 
the times of Stanislaus Augustus when Marcello Bacciarelli, 
Director for Fine Arts, had his office at the Castle; also for 
stately and political and propaganda reasons for us (…) to be 
able to testify before whole Europe that we are not nouveau 
riches, that we, too, in the previous centuries were moving 
forward, creating, or had art created,88 adding that here the 
pulse of Polish creativity could be the liveliest, the pulse of 
Polish artistry. From here it could be radiating with life-giving 
rays to the most remote recesses of the Polish Republic.

Treter had a very modern idea when speaking of rooms also 
for temporary exhibitions and for presenting the most recent 
art, mainly native, in order to comply with Norwid’s words: 
to restore the broken thread between the old and new years, 
we have to insist on our art, so that finally we could derive 

from it a chain of crafts.89 It was mainly a print cabinet that 
Treter saw equipped with old collections, yet completed with 
the most recent works, where the locals and strangers could 
become acquainted with different prints, which, as he wrote, 
would be unique in the country.90 He made attempts at ap-
propriately organizing the collections, so as to make Warsaw 
a true ville d’art, capital of the Polish Republic, with rationally 
arranged museum institutions, representing the country in-
ternationally. In ‘Ziemia’ he wrote that it was not only about 
spending lots of money on creating huge museums, but in 
view of the state’s poor financial standing, it was important to 
take great care of the existing collection buds. He encouraged 
Polish society to make donations and deposits, generous and 
conscious, bearing in mind Sizeranne’s words: l’enrichissement 
d’un musée c’est l’enrichissement de la Nation (enriching 
a museum is enriching the nation).91 Importantly, Treter pointed 
out to economic reasons thanks to ‘tourists’ (in today’s meaning 
of the word) visiting museums in the capital: (…) the state 
grows more powerful, also as far as trade is concerned, en-
hancing its prestige among its neighbours and around the 
world. He elaborated on all the above issues in a series of ar-
ticles sharing the same title: Principles of Museum Policy, with 
the subsequent headings: Topical Character of Museological 
Issues in Poland: Government’s Obligation and Privilege; 
Role of Museums: Polish Museology: Hungarian Case – It Is 
Different in Our Country; Practical Consequences – Museum’s 
Autonomy – Red Tape Hydra – Rational Museum Policy.92

A group apart was formed by issue-focused articles; in 
the paper titled Public Museums and Private Collections,93 

when refuting the arguments that museum is said to be ‘a 
cemetery of art’, he argued for the teaching and educational 
role of the institution for students and craftsmen. Moreover, 
he emphasized the importance of private collections in 
the preservation of cultural heritage, at the same time, 
however, pointing to the dangers resulting from ownership 
titles: a collector is able to either exchange or sell his or 
her collection, while a public museum cannot get rid of an 
integral part of its collections. Meanwhile, if collectors give 
their collections as a donation or deposit, they benefit all. 
He published the paper Provincial Museums: Organizations 
Principles in the scientific ‘Nauka Polska’ Journal,94 
emphasizing that provincial museums should fulfil their 
social role, and constitute centres of scientific and cultural 
movement in a given locality. Furthermore, he argued that 
a museum that with its range covered a certain area, 
acquired a peculiar shade, while its character becomes 
more decisive and differs from others. He emphasized that 
a network of provincial museums could render the image of 
a given region’s distinctness and peculiarity of nature and 
culture. He wrote that museum’s organization should not 
depend on the authorities, but result from the needs of 
the local community, and it is from them that the initiative 
should come to be based on cooperation with professionals, 
e.g. naturalists or historians. He emphasized that in 
a provincial museum not everything needed to be collected, 
pointing out to the important non multa sed multum! rule. 
In his view, the development of a provincial museum should 
be supported by a committee or a society; the manager 
should be someone boasting tertiary education in the 
domain that formed part of the museum’s disciplines, as 
well as enthusiasm for work. The priority should be given to 

5. Provincial Museums. Organization Principles, Warsaw 1923, title page
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the graduates from museum courses run by the Ministry of 
Religious Denominations and Public Enlightenment as well 
as students of university museological lectures. 

In numerous articles written in the inter-war period, 
the museologist reported on the current difficulties in the 
museum organization. Treter was outraged as the University 
of Warsaw and not the Royal Castle was given the recuperated 
collection of the Royal Print Cabinet, the view he expressed 
in the article Stanislaus Augustus’ Print Cabinet, all the more 
so, according to the instigator of the Museum at the Castle, 
as works were just conducted to reconstruct the Library 
Hall.95 At that point he referred to the decisions made by 
the Committee of State Collections: Objects, and particularly 
works of art (…) closely connected with an old castle or palace, 
with respect to which there is no doubt, (…) should essentially 
find their stable location in this building.96 At another place he 
wrote about the collections of the Polish National Museum 
in Rapperswil, founded in 1869 by Władysław Broel-Plater. 
The national mementoes collected with so much effort by 
our countrymen living as migrants, donated to honour the 
nation by its creator had become, according to Treter, an 
unwanted problem. What was unacceptable in his view was 
the division of the collection [brought in 1927 to Warsaw, 
and placed at the National Museum and National Library, 
MW] among several institutions, which resulted from 
the lack of systemizing museum issues, when everything, 
as he wrote, depended on accident and whim of that or 
other administration clerk, always an ignorant. Of great 
significance is the statement that the rich collection of the 
institution created in bondage in order to give testimony to 
the vitality of Poland has collapsed now when the Polish State 
exists. Soon afterwards, he spoke of the future usage of the 
Rapperswil Castle. On the grounds of the comment made by 
the Rapperswil librarian Adam Lewak PhD, he suggested that 
an exhibition showing the development of Polish agriculture, 
resources, industries, trade and contemporary art could 
be mounted there at least once a year with an important 
historical department working to weed the widespread in 

Europe concept that Poland is supposedly a new nation. He 
justified the propaganda importance of a well-organized 
exhibition of modern art and artistic industry. In the face 
of different concepts of a further museum organization he 
proposed holding e.g. temporary exhibition of contemporary 
art by the Society for the Promotion of Polish Art Abroad 
(TOSSPO) in cooperation with other scientific institutions.97 
On another occasion he discussed the idea of the National 
Museum in Warsaw (MNW); supporting the very idea, 
he was against raising a monumental building with huge 
collections, like the Paris Louvre where one has to run across 
vast rooms.98 He was in favour of small institutions with a 
definite programme and scope, in this remaining faithful 
to his earlier principle non multa sed multum. He did not 
support the concept of connecting the Polish Army Museum 
with the National Museum in Warsaw, suspecting that such 
a development took place due to Col. B. Gembarzewski, as 
if our military had not been able to afford their own building 
to glorify the Polish army.  

Kazimierz Malinowski in his book dedicated to the pioneers 
of Polish museology wrote the following about the author 
of Contemporary Museums: (…) we can see a man of broad 
horizons well informed in museology tendencies and require-
ments, a man who asks for much, since he knows what we 
need and what we could expect after the period of bondage. 
This comment of Malinowski does not only emphasize the 
versatile knowledge of Treter, but also the moment in time 
when his study was created. Systemizing the theoretical 
knowledge and providing a report on the existing museums 
in the country deprived of its statehood formed the departure 
ground for the Author himself when following the regained 
independence he was devising the proposal for the organiza-
tion of state collections. Mieczysław Treter’s proposals were 
to organize the complicated story of Polish museum institu-
tions following the period of the partitions, at least of the 
historical-artistic museums, so that rivalling foreign museums 
with their quality, they could at the same time become the 
factor boosting the prestige of the new state. 
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9	 ‘Sprawozdanie Towarzystwa Naukowego we Lwowie’…, p. 59. The sessions were chaired by: Józef Leski –Chairman (Museum of Industry and Agriculture 
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1928], ‘Sztuki Piękne’ 1929, No. 8-9, pp. 281-348, particularly 289-90. Within the movement meant to provide protection to Polish cultural heritage of the 
former Russian Empire in 1915-18 over 40 social organizations were founded; they grouped illustrious Polish historians, researchers into the past, archivists, 
museologists, collectors living in those territories for many years or those who had arrived there in the course of WW I turmoil. Their work conducted in 
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Historical-Artistic Museums in Poznan in 1921 and in Cracow in 1922], Warszawa 1924, p. 5.
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p. 36; D. Wasilewska, Mieczysław Treter… p. 12. The precise list and venues of the exhibitions given by K. Nowakowska-Sito, TOSSPO – Propaganda sztuki 
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[On the Issues of Aesthetics as Philosophy of Art]; Zarys estetyki; Rodowód impresjonizmu a malarstwo polskie, O własne oblicze sztuki polskiej [Outline 
of Aesthetics: Descent of Impressionism versus Polish Painting. Struggling for Polish Art’s Own Face]. Fragments of these works have been published in: D. 
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62	M. Treter, Muzea współczesne…, p. 9.
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68	The scientific role was emphasized already by the first authors of museum plans, e.g. Stefan Chardon de Rieule, plan published in 1766 r., Projekt Stefana de Rieule’a 
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