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n Welcome on the Diwan!

Experiences with the visitor panel of the
at the Pergamonmuseum

fer Islamische Kunst
(Germany)

Christine Gerbich and Susan Kamel

Technische Universit!t Berlin, Institut f'r Kunstwissenschaft und Historische Urbanistik

This paper deals with the question how muse-
ums + especially those dealing with islamicate
objects + can manage to become more accessi-
ble to a diverse audience. The term 2&slamicate®
re ects a long discourse on an orientalist mapping
of the world into @he west and the rest°, orient ver-
sus occident etc. It is used by the authors of this
article to show the constructiveness of the term
alslamic® with reference to countries in"uenced by
Islam (see also Kamel 2010). The research project
aexhibition Experiment Museology. On Curating
Islamic Art and Cultural Histories® (Experimentier-
feld Museologie. ber das Kuratieren islamischer

Kunst- und Kulturgeschichten) which was fund-
ed for three years by VolkswagenFoundation
(VolkswagensStiftung) and from which the follow-
ing ®ndings are drawn is located at the Technical
University of Berlin at the Institute for Art History
and Urban Studies (Technische Universit!t Berlin,

Institut f'r Kunstwissenschaft und Historische
Urbanistik). The project was divided into two parts:
a survey about already existing museums that have
objects from islamicate countries on display and an
experimental phase in which we were able to set
up and test exhibition elements. The project is co-
operating mainly with two museums, the Museum
f'r Islamische Kunst im Pergamonmuseum
der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin (Museum of
Islamic Art at the Pergamon Museum, Berlin
National Museums) and the District Museum
of Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg (Bezirksmuseum
Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg) both located in Berlin.

n Museums and social inclusion

The project draws on the results of a museum
movement that has been very in"uential in France,

Museum

0.0 VolkswagenStiftung

Spain, North America and Scandinavian coun-
tries, but whose effect on German museums is
still comparatively small: The @aNew Museologies®
emphasise the responsibility of museums to ad-
dress social or political problems + that is, mu-
seums are seen as agents of social change
(Macdonald 2011). This movement encompasses
various facets, among them @community museol-
0gy°, dappropriate museology®, 2bottom up muse-
ology® or 2postcolonial museology®. Their major
assumption is that museums are not simply dis-
playing reality, but that they are shaping reality by
constructing speci®c kinds of knowledge and disci-
plines and they all ask how museums can change
in order to be engaged actively in society. Within a
broader development of the @representational cri-
tique® this new movement resulted in the demand
for inclusive museum work that tries to empower
all marginalised social groups * irrespective of
their sex, gender, education, sexual orientation,
health or social background + by including them
into all areas of museum work. They ask for in-
clusion of the marginalised into the canon of the
collections, to address them not merely as visi-
tors but to include them in the exhibition develop-
ment as experts in the interpretation of their own
culture. The long tradition of these approaches
in respect to the demand for representation and
participation is due to the beginnings of the move-
ment, when indigenous groups, Native Americans
in the US and Canada for instance, articulated
their demand for representation and participation
in museums. The result from this research was
that the critique of the @New Museologies® affect-
ed all areas of museum work: that is collecting,
conserving, research, and communication and
interpretation £ and even museum management
(see Kamel / Gerbich 2012).

in Berlin
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1 | Inside
Kelvingrove's 2Every
Picture tells a story®
Gallery.

200

Coming from the @8New Museology®, exhibitions
and displays should bear up to the following ques-
tions that were raised by a representative of a
constructivist museum, George Hein: @What is
done to acknowledge that knowledge is construct-
ed in the mind of the learner? [...] What is done to
engage the visitor? How is the situation designed
to make it accessible + physically, socially and in-
tellectually to the visitor?° (Hein 1998, 156).

To sum up, one important aim of the 2New
Museology?® is the accessibility of museums + in
terms of physical, social and intellectual access.

n Islamicate cultures in museums
and best practices in museum
communication

During the ®rst year of the project around 36
museums worldwide were visited to study muse-
ums displaying Islamic art and cultural histories
and to search for the best practices in display-
ing and communicating the content. To sum up
the survey, three important observations helped
in developing the experiments: First, it became
clear that the paradigm shift of studying objects
has ®nally also reached the museum. Museums
nowadays try to show the connected or entan-
gled histories of cultures and their products + for
example the new Ashmolean Museum (Oxford)
with its motto 2Crossing Cultures + Crossing
times®. The second point is concerned with the
question how content might be communicated
to diversify audiences. The Kelvingrove Galleries

in Glasgow might serve as a very good example
here, since they managed to de®ne target audi-
ences for themes and galleries + and thereby
treating all visitors equally. For example, some
pictures are hung so that even young children
can easily approach them; other galleries are de-
signed like a traditional white cube to please the
connoisseur (Falk 2009): Not everything for all...
but something for everyone! (Fig. 1).

Third, the study revealed that the institution mu-
seum is undergoing a promising change: New hi-
erarchies are applied in the organisational struc-
tures of some museums so that the position of
curators of education is regarded as equally im-
portant to those of designers and experts on the
topic in question. This results in exhibitions that
are meaningful for various audiences. It shows
that an inreach, a reorganisation of organisa-
tional structures, can be considered to be a ®rst
necessary step to increase the accessibility of
the institution as a whole (Bluche et al. in print).

n Integrating archaeology:
Working with the Diwan

In the following chapter, three approaches to com-
municate archaeological contents are introduced
which were conducted by and through the sup-
port of the Museum Diwan. However, ®rst of all it
is important to understand why this panel of visi-
tors was considered to be of special interest for
the Museum f"r Islamische Kunst. The permanent
exhibition of the Museum f'r Islamische Kunst is
located in the Pergamonmuseum * one of Berlin's




touristic highlights with over one million visi-
tors per year. This museum complex belongs to
the Stiftung Preulischer Kulturbesitz (Prussian
Cultural Heritage Foundation) and accommodates
two other museum galleries beside the Museum
f'r Islamische Kunst * the Antikensammlung
(Collection of Classical Antiquities) and the
Vorderasiatisches Museum (Museum of the
Ancient Near East). The reconstructions of ar-
chaeological building ensembles + among them
the Pergamon Altar, the Market Gate of Milet,
the Ishtar Gate including the Processional Way
of Babylon and the Mschatta Fa"ade + made the
Pergamonmuseum world-famous. In regard to the
collection and its communication to the public, it is
of importance that the denomination as Museum
of @lslamic® art is somehow misleading. A consid-
erable number of objects do not derive from the
religious sphere, but come from regions where
Muslims form the majority of society. Despite high
visitor ®gures * in 2001 720,000 visitors were
counted % information on the audiences of the gal-
lery was rather limited when we started the project.
For this reason, a multilingual survey was launched
in autumn 2010 to gain a ®rst insight into visitor
structures of this speci®c gallery. It encompassed a
random sample of 460 respondents and con®rmed
our assumptions that most people are ®rst-time
visitors for whom the museum does not form an
extra entity but who visit the gallery as a part of
the Pergamonmuseum without a special interest in
Islamic Art. Local visitors are a minority + despite
the fact that Berlin is home for a big number of
migrants from islamicate countries. Moreover, the
survey revealed that the intersection between the
galleries were unclear: Although visitors make a
leap in time of roughly 1500 years when climbing
the stairs from the Museum of the Ancient Near
East to the Museum f'r Islamische Kunst, this is
actually perceived not by everyone + when asked
for their personal highlight in the museum some
people mentioned the Ishtar Gate or the Altar of
Pergamon. It became also clear that most peo-
ple are not familiar with the Islamic dynasties
(Ummayyads, Abbasids, Fatimids, Seldchuks etc.)
which structure the tour through the gallery and
that they wish to understand more about the re-
gional and historical contexts of the objects.

The ®ndings of the survey in"uenced the discus-
sions on the future concept. For the research proj-
ect two questions were of special interest. How to
address more local visitors, especially those con-
sidered to be the 2source communities®, whose
families come from the countries the objects origi-
nate from? And what are feasible ways to communi-
cate the regional and historical context of objects?
The idea was to establish an advisory board of
visitors + the Museum Diwan, a group which could
help with their speci®c expertise, knowledge, ques-
tions and critical comments to develop elements for

the future permanent exhibition of the museum to
be opened in 2019. Meanwhile 30 museum profes-
sionals, scientists, tourists, non-visitors and young
adults belong to this group who meet in different
combinations. The following examples will illustrate
how we integrated the participants of the Diwan in
the process of exhibition development.

n New in Stock! On Migration
and Cultural Diversity in Berlin
Collections

The ®rst experiment was the exhibition @New in
Stock! On Migration and Cultural Diversity in Berlin
Collections® (Neuzug!nge. Migrationsgeschichten

in Berliner Sammlungen). The idea behind this ex-
hibition was to talk about diversity of collections
and to address all kinds of ascription like sex, age,
gender, education and health, yet to focus on the
theme of migration. The goal was to question the
perception of indigenous + non-Westerners + or
foreigners as the cultural other, as the migrant
and to stress the construction and essentialisa-
tion of migrant versus non-migrant without ne-
glecting a shared history of forced or non-forced
migration. Moreover, the goal of the core team +
namely our research project and the team of the
Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg Museum + was to initi-
ate discussion among the members of the exhibi-
tion team on the issue of migration and cultural
diversity.

The exhibition was a joint venture of four mu-
seums in Berlin + the District Museum of
Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg, the City Museum of
Berlin (Stadtmuseum Berlin), the Archive of the
German Work Federation £+ Museum of Things
(Werkbundarchiv + Museum der Dinge) and the
Museum f'r Islamische Kunst together undertook
this research and exhibition project. The goal was
to give better access to the exhibitions and cultural
capital by collecting new ideas and information
about the object + but also by collecting new acqui-
sitions which are missing in Berlin's Collections. It
is important to keep in mind that the four museums
differ greatly in respect to their collections: While
the Museum f'r Islamische Kunst collects Objects
from the 8" to the beginning of the 20" centuries
which span a geographical area spreading from
Spain to India, the collection of the Berlin City
Museum encompassed objects that document the
life and work of Berliners from the Middle Ages to
the present. The Museum of Things £ Archive of the
German Work Federation houses objects and doc-
uments relating to the history of design and com-
modity culture, the product culture of the 20" and
21% centuries and the history of the German Work
Federation. The last museum, in which the exhibi-
tion was shown, the District Museum is an archive
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for documents and papers, photographs and three
dimensional objects on the history of the boroughs
Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg from 1945 on.

The experiment was in the tradition of 2Revisiting
Collections® + a museological enterprise developed
by the British Museums, Libraries and Archives
Council and the Collection Trust which had been
implemented successfully in various British muse-
ums. Its aim is to open up museum collections for
scrutiny by community groups and external experts.
Itis meant to reveal and record hidden histories and
to build and share a new understanding of the mul-
tilayered meaning and signi®cance of the objects
and records. This goal was achieved by two focus
groups who discussed those objects that had been
selected by museums on the topic of migration and
cultural diversity. In the exhibition the comments of
the focus group participants were placed as addi-
tional information next to the objects to stimulate
re ections on the issue of cultural diversity within
the museum context. One example illustrates that
the goal of this endeavour + a critical revision of the
museums' choices * has been achieved: The cura-
tor of the Museum f'r Islamische Kunst had cho-
sen a page of a Qur'an to illustrate the migration
of religious beliefs and objects which was criticised
by a participant from Syria who asked: 2Why did the
people from the museum choose a page from the
Qur'an as a symbol for the Orient? Many people
might think: Aha! Qur'an, Orient, and that's it. But
Islam does not only exist in the Orient. And on the
other hand, there are a number of ‘real' Germans
who are Muslims. One could also choose a Bible or
the Old Testament to describe the Orient?

The discussions also con®rmed that objects are
approached in a multitude of different ways that
are rarely anticipated by museum experts and
which are helpful to create access to the objects.
In addition, valuable experiences in regard to the
second goal were collected + the stimulation of
discussion among museum staff members + and
concluded once again that an intensive inreach, a
critical re ection on museum structures and prac-

tices is necessary, if institutions want to prepare
for new challenges in culturally diverse societies.

n Kingdom Anatolia:
Working with second generation
source communities

In the thematic focus of the second experiment
were the Rum-Seldschuks who gained power
over Anatolia in the 11" century. The collection of
the Museum f'r Islamische Kunst encompassed
a number of interesting objects from this period,
among them a prayer niche, a relief of a lute play-
er and a Qu'ran stand which are on display in the
permanent collection.

Due to the recruitment in the 1960s between Turkey
and Germany, a considerable number of Turkish
people from Anatolia are living in Berlin. How are
these objects perceived by them and by their chil-
dren and grandchildren? What are their connec-
tions to the region? Which background knowledge
is to be expected when they encounter museum ob-
jects? Due to cooperation between museums from
Anatolia, the District Museum of Friedrichshain-
Kreuzberg and the Museum f'r Islamische Kunst
it was possible to initiate a second exhibition. The
poster exhibition @2Kingdom Anatolia® (K#nigreich
Anatolien + Anadolu'da Kralldk has been on dis-
play from June to August 2012 in the glass house
of the Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg Museum and pro-
vides information on the Rum-Seldschuk Empire
in Anatolia: Using objects from Seldschuk build-
ings, the live style of the Seldschuk emperors, the
educational system are as well explained as the
religious life in mosques and the foundation of the
Mevlevana (Devish) order and the live of its found-
er, Mevlana Jallaladin Rumi (1207+1273 C.E.).
To highlight that a considerable number of
Berliners bear upon the regions on display in the
museum we came up with a short movie in the
exhibition which sets novices on the topic, mi-
grants from Berlin and a museum expert in a dia-
logue about the Seldschuks. Our interviews with
Berliners with Turkish background revealed that
although only little historical background knowl-
edge of the Rum-Seldschuks can be presumed,
some aspects are still a vivid part of these peo-
ple's life in Berlin. Moreover, some interview part-
ners uttered strong emotional connections to the
region and its traditions. These aspects might be
used within the future exhibition to address those
Berliners with roots in Anatolia.

n Approaching the Golden Age:
a multi-layered approach to the
city of Samarra

The last experiment is in progress until October
2012 and deals with the ancient city of Samarra
(Irag), which was a booming, very lively city in
the 9" century AD. Although the dynasty of the
Abbasids marks the so-called Golden Age of
Islamic civilisation observations conducted in the
gallery revealed that most visitors spend only lit-
tle time there. Moreover, it revealed that important
parts of collection + the stuccos + were mostly
neglected by visitors. With this in mind a work-
shop with a mixed group of people was organised,
among them the curator, exhibition designers,
Berliners from Iraqg, a plasterer, a painter and a
potter, in order to collect associations, questions
and hints that could help us for the development of
a media device in the exhibition (Fig. 2 and 3). This



resulted in the conceptualisation of a media de-
vice which will offer four different ®ms to approach
Samarra: The Golden Age, its archaeological his-
tory, a personal re ection on Samarra as a tourist
site and an excerpt of a piece of literature which
is read by the author. How this layering of the ob-
jects will be approached by different groups of au-
diences and what questions are raised on behalf
of different audiences will be tested in a next step.

n R"sum"

Working with different audiences during the exhi-
bition development is useful for re ecting on ob-
jects and strategies of communication and ®nd-
ing new ways to deal with the multiple layers of
object meanings. There are, however, a number
of challenges which should be carefully thought
over when dealing with external experts:

Participatory strategies need time, money
and staff who can handle a variety of different
people with different backgrounds and needs.

Such strategies form interdependent relation-
ships that need clari®cation (What are the expec-
tations of the participants? Can these expecta-
tions be met?).

The third point touches the heart of the in-
stitution: What is the museum's approach to its
visitors? Is it acceptable for all team members to
offer interpretations on the objects outside the
subject area of the museum?

Museums that present archaeological objects are
no islands but part of ever changing societies. To
keep history alive, it is important to develop strate-
gies that allow different approaches to the past.

To ask for support of potential target groups and
people from source communities, that is countries
of origin is such a promising strategy. Integrating
society into the development of archaeological
museums is therefore just as important as inte-
grating archaeology into society.

n Willkommen auf dem Diwan!
Erfahrungen mit dem Besucherpanel
des Museums f#r Islamische Kunst
im Pergamonmuseum, Berlin
(Deutschland)

Vor dem Hintergrund einer gegenst#ndlichen,
kritischen Betrachtung werben neue museale
Ans#tze um die Integration von marginalisierten
sozialen Gruppen in den Sammlungskanon, um
den intellektuellen, sozialen und physischen Zu-
gang zu Museen und Ausstellungen und um ein
vielf#ltigeres Museumspublikum. Wie k$nnen

2 | Members of the
Diwan in front of the
stucco reliefs from
Samarra.

3 | Members of

the Diwan during a
workshop on objects
from Samarra.
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